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"Every victory is only the price of admis-

sion to a more difficult problem"

-Henry Kissinger
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Colonialism

The policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over 

another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economical-

ly. (Oxford Languages)

Indochina

A group of countries to the southeast of China, including Vietnam, Laos, 

and Cambodia. Under French administration, this was called Cochinchina

Ho Chi Minh Trail

A network of routes was used by North Vietnam to smuggle people, materials, 

and arms into South Vietnam for use by the Viet Cong. The trails were sub-

ject to frequent carpet bombing by US forces to prevent smuggling across 

them.

Domino Theory

The theory predicted that the fall of one nation to communism would lead to 

the fall of another, just like a row of dominoes.

Vietnamization

The process of US withdrawal from Vietnam where responsibility and control 

was slowly handed to the South Vietnamese government. Also called the paci-

fication program. 

Definition of Key Terms
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Backround - French Colonial Rule

3

Thimun The Hague 2024

In the 1850s France’s economy was changing from an agricultural economy 

to an industrial, manufacturing-based economy. In this change, France had 

seen Vietnam as a potential springboard to be able to export more manu-

factured goods to China and other Asian countries. In July 1857 Napoleon 

III, the emperor of France from 1852 to 1870, started the conquest of Viet-

nam. France captured Saigon in September 1859. After this, expansion was 

slow due to Vietnamese resistance. However, in 1862 the resistance could 

not keep up and a peace treaty was signed that ceded the three easternmost 

provinces to France. France was not done expanding, France gained terri-

tory along the Mekong and in the Franco-Chinese war gained control over 

Annam-Tongking in 1885. In 1887 war broke out between France and Vietnam, 

France crushed Vietnamese resistance due to their superior technology and 

solidified French control over the entire country.

Vietnam was placed under a Western-style administration, opening the coun-

try up for economic exploitation. Vietnam became a source of raw materials 

for France’s Freycinet plan. The Freycinet plan was a large-scale public 

works program that built railroads, roads, ports, bridges, and canals in 

France. The French government did little to promote any kind of industry in 

Vietnam, shipping raw materials straight to continental France. 

The Vietnamese people rarely benefitted from French rule. Even though 

France effectively quadrupled the area rice could be cultivated by irrigat-

ing the Mekong delta, this land was not sold to peasants, but to the high-

est bidder or French investors. This caused a system of feudal relations to 

be formed where classes of landless peasants had to pay sometimes up to 60% 

of their yield in rent. Landowning peasants did not have it much better, 

suffering from crippling interest rates, they often lost their land to big 

landowners. This caused around half of the land to be owned by only 3% of 

the people. It is no wonder that because of this economic exploitation an 

anticolonial, nationalist sentiment emerged. 

Anti-colonial groups formed as soon as the French took power. Local offi-

cials refused to cooperate, and guerilla groups attacked French outposts. 

Initially, the leader of the anti-colonial movement, Phan Dinh Phung, want-

ed to set Vietnam back to pre-colonial times and reinstate the Nguyen Dy-
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nasty under a new leader. However, Phan Dinh’s goals did not resonate with 

the youths and his revolutionary Ideas dissipated after Dinh’s in 1895. 

Phung’s death set the stage for a new leader to emerge: Phan Boic Chau. 

Chau wanted to rid the nation of traditional influences and accept West-

ern - but not French - ideas. He called this Modern Nationalism. Phung 

wanted to free Vietnam from French rule with the help of Japan. In 1905, 

Chau smuggled hundreds of students to Japan where they were taught sci-

ence and revolutionary warfare. Upon their return to Vietnam in 1907, the 

Free School of Tonkin was opened which immediately became an anti-French 

hotspot. Three years later, Chau traveled to China in 1910 where he was ar-

rested by the French government, which had far-reaching influence and con-

trol in China due to unequal treaties that had been made with the Chinese 

government after the Opium Wars (1839-1842, 1856-1860) . Along with Phung’s 

death came the end of his movement.

World War I caused the Vietnamese anti-colonial movement to grow. Some gov-

ernment officials tried to attain reforms through politics and collabora-

tion with France. However, these efforts led to very little and caused the 

resurgence of revolutionary groups. One prominent group was founded by Ho 

Chi Minh, the future president of North Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh established 

the Revolutionary Youth League of Vietnam which became the Indochinese Com-

munist Party in 1930. The Communist Party took advantage of the famine in 

the nation and started a peasant uprising that killed numerous landlords. 

This movement was crushed by the French in 1931, but because of Soviet aid, 

the Communists were quickly able to bounce back and take advantage of the 

French 1936 reforms granting Vietnam some political freedoms. 

France’s defeat by the German army and the occupation of Vietnam by the 

Japanese in September 1940 brought an end to these freedoms. Vietnam became 

a major staging area for Japanese forces. In 1941 Ho Chi Minh formed a na-

tional alliance called the League of Independence of Vietnam (Viet Minh). 

After the defeat of Japan in 1945, the Viet Minh ordered a general upris-

ing and seized power in Hanoi, declaring the Democratic Republic of Viet-

nam (DRV). Emperor Bao Dai abdicated and swore loyalty to the DRV, becom-

ing supreme advisor to Ho Chi Minh until 1946 when he fled to Hong Kong.  

France, however, did not give up on its claim to Vietnam, and together with 

British forces it occupied the south in 1947.  Bai Dai signed the Ha Long 

Bay Treaty, which gave weak promises for Vietnamese independence, but in 

practical terms,  little authority was given to Vietnam. The Viet Minh con-



demned the action, which led to building tension. This was compounded by 

Bao Dai’s 1947 “Night Club Emperor” tour in Europe which led to similarly 

weak promises in the second Ha Long Bay Agreement. As fighting continued in 

Vietnam, Bao Dai went to Europe for a second time, which led to the signing 

of the Elysee Accords on the 9th of March 1949. The Elysee Accords created 

the State of Vietnam, with Bao Dai as head of state. The State of Vietnam 

was not autonomous though, its army and foreign relations were still un-

der French control, and nationalists like Diem were refused important roles 

in the government. In 1950 Bao Dai expressed his discontent with the sit-

uation: “What they call a Bao Đai solution turned out to be just a French 

solution... the situation in Indochina is getting worse every day” (The 

Pentagon Papers. 1 59)

5

Thimun The Hague 2024



6

Thimun The Hague 2024

Backround - First Indochina War 1946-1954
Discontent continued to mount due to the absence of progress regarding 

Vietnam’s right to self-determination,  the ineffective Ha Long Bay Trea-

ties, and the heavy-handed French influence in all sectors of the state. 

The New State of Vietnam also took back Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina as 

part of the French Union, a rebrand of the French empire. France escalated 

the conflict in Vietnam in November 1946 when French naval forces start-

ed bombarding Haiphong, causing civilian deaths.  The First Indochina War 

started when the Viet Minh started to fight French troops in Hanoi in De-

cember 1946.

In 1949 the declaration of the People’s Republic of China on the first of 

October, and simmering tensions in Korea caused the United States to change 

its perspective on the war in Vietnam; now seeing it as an anti-communist 

war as opposed to a colonial war. 

Aided by the Chinese government, the nationalist forces waged successful 

guerrilla warfare against the French, even though the French were receiving 

copious aid from the United States. The conflict came to an end when in May 

1954 the Viet Minh achieved a major victory when the Dien Bien Phu garri-

son fell.  Confronted by the realities on the ground, the French and Viet 

Minh entered into negotiations and a peace conference in Geneva was started 

which ultimately resulted in the partition of Vietnam. 
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Backround - The 1954 Geneva Agreement
The 1954 Geneva Agreement aimed to cease hostilities in Indochina. It can 

be summarized as follows:

“Article 1

• Vietnam is to be divided into two states along the 17th Parallel. Forces 

must withdraw to their respective side and leave a five-kilometer demil-

itarized zone to prevent the resumption of hostilities. 

Article 2

• The period within which the movement of all the forces of either party 

into its regrouping zone on either side of the provisional military de-

marcation line shall be completed shall not exceed three hundred (300) 

days from the date of the present Agreement’s entry into force.

Article 6

• No person, military or civilian, shall be permitted to cross the provi-

sional military demarcation line unless specifically authorized to do so 

by the Joint Commission.

Article 11

• In accordance with the principle of a simultaneous cease-fire throughout 

Indo-China, the cessation of hostilities shall be simultaneous through-

out all parts of Vietnam, in all areas of hostilities, and for all the 

forces of the two parties.

Article 16

• With effect from the date of entry into force of the present Agreement, 

the introduction into Viet-Nam of any troop reinforcements and addition-

al military personnel is prohibited.

Article 19

• With effect from the date of entry into force of the present Agreement, 

no military base under the control of a foreign State may be established 

in the re-grouping zone of either party; the two parties shall ensure 

that the zones assigned to them do not adhere to any military alliance 

and are not used for the resumption of hostilities or to further an ag-

gressive policy.” (Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in Viet-Nam 

20 July 1954)
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Backround - The Second Indochina War 1955-
The Geneva Accords left Vietnam divided into two states: the communist 

north and the republican south. The fate of the nation would be decided by 

elections that would determine a permanent leader. Elections that the Viet 

Minh were certain to win. South Vietnam and its key ally, the United States 

also saw this, and refused to sign the Geneva Accords, meaning no elections 

were ever held. 

The Communist victory left the southern government in tatters. The Geneva 

Accords appointed Bao Dai as Head of state. Bao Dai continued his retreat 

from government and appointed Diem as the Prime Minister of Vietnam. Diem 

had his work cut out for him.  He exercised little influence over the south 

due to the Viet Minh and religious sects control over most of the country-

side and Saigon under the control of the Binh Xuyen gang. Diem started a 

fierce campaign against the Binh Xuyen and the religious sects to take back 

control of the south’s most important areas. After this, the Popular Revo-

lutionary Committee (Founded by Diem’s Brother Ngo Dinh Nhu) set a referen-

dum to remove Bao Dai from power. The referendum showed that 99% of voters 

agreed to create the new Republic of Vietnam on the 26th of October 1955. 

In 1963 Diem’s reign was abruptly ended by a coup by the National Front for 

the Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF or the Viet Cong). The NLF was close 

to succeeding until they were crushed by Diem’s army. Both Diem and his 

brother were killed. The military seized control and a new government head-

ed by Nguyen Cao Ky came to power in June 1965. The Ky Regime was ineffec-

tive in dealing with the Viet Cong and was repressive in nature. 

At this point in the conflict, the United States was becoming ever more 

involved, employing over 17,000 military advisors and pilots to South Viet-

nam. However, this was not enough to crush the Viet Cong insurgency. In 

February 1965, President Johnson sanctioned the bombing of North Vietnam 

with Operation Rolling Thunder. Rolling Thunder aimed to prevent further 

arms and Viet Cong troops from being smuggled into South Vietnam. One month 

after the bombing of North Vietnam began, American troops landed in Viet-

nam. By July 1965, the number of US personnel reached 75,000 troops, and 

that escalated to over 500,000 by 1968. The 500,000 American soldiers were 

joined by 600,000 South Vietnamese counterparts.



Backround - United States Losses
After the Chinese Communist Party Proclaimed the People’s Republic of Chi-

na on the first of October 1949. The United States succumbed to a colossal 

failure, as all of its efforts to support Chiang Kai Shek, the leader of 

the Chinese nationalists, had failed and the communists under Mao Zedong 

had prevailed. This feeling that the United States had “lost” China spread 

as did a wave of anti-communism sentiment that threatened the livelihood 

and reputations of many people engaged in politics, education, and the 

arts. 

The President of the United States John F. Kennedy described the rise of 

communism in Asia as a domino effect. The domino effect describes each na-

tion as a domino, if a domino falls it turns communist. Just like a line 

of dominoes, if one domino falls more will fall later. After the fall of 

China, the United States committed itself to preventing the fall of more 

dominoes by more direct intervention. This could be seen in the Korean War 

(1950-1953) and the Vietnam conflict. 

The USA was not successful in winning over the communist regime in Viet-

nam. Henry Kissinger, President Richard Nixon’s National Security Advisor,  

wrote in the January 1969 edition of Foreign Affairs that the United States 

was fighting a different way than the Communists in Vietnam. The Ameri-

can strategy came down to a war of attrition, where the constant bombing 

of Vietnam would destroy the guerrilla forces and bring with it a Southern 

victory. This was made difficult as Hanoi and the United States didn’t have 

the same objectives for the war. Hanoi aimed to control the psychologi-

cal aspect of the war and gain the trust of the people. The United States 

aimed to hold territory. Kissinger also said that US strategy was not ef-

fective against guerilla warfare: “The guerrilla wins if he does not lose. 

The conventional army loses if it does not win.” (Kissinger 212) The result 

of this difference in objectives was that opposition forces only confronted 

one another when Hanoi decided they would. “The North Vietnamese used their 

main forces the way a bullfighter uses his cape, to keep us lunging in ar-

eas of marginal political importance” (Kissinger 212). America also had a 

lower tolerance for what it considered an “acceptable” loss of life. This 

hampered the United States from holding strategic positions.
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Backround - The Paris Agreement of January 27, 1973
The United States faced turmoil at home because of its growing antiwar 

movement. Young people resisted military conscription. Recruiters’ offic-

es were burnt down and protests spread like wildfire. The antiwar movement 

also caused low morale in the troops abroad as they did not see the im-

portance of the cause they were fighting for. The Kennedy administration 

pledged to withdraw in 1963, but this was put on the back burner after Lyn-

don B. Johnson took office after Kennedy’s assassination on the 22nd of 

November 1963. Johnson increased the number of American troops in Vietnam 

from 75,000 troops to over 500,000 troops by 1968. This significantly de-

creased his popularity. Before the 1968 elections, Johnson also set into 

motion negotiations for peace in Paris. When Richard Nixon was inaugurated 

president in 1969, he tried to ask for a temporary ceasefire between the 

North and the South, but the North was not willing to make any concessions, 

and kept up a policy of “Negotiating While Fighting”. The United Responded 

in kind with the brutal carpet-bombing campaigns Operation Menu, Lineback-

er, and Linebacker II which lasted from March 18th, 1969 to December 30th, 

1972.

Henry Kissinger started negotiations in Paris in August 1964 when he met 

with Xuan Thuy, the North Vietnamese delegate to the Paris talks. Talks 

progressed and in June 1972 Hanoi presented a nine-point plan which was 

rejected by the USA as it had interpreted the proposal as a rejection of 

American proposals. This led to a stall in negotiations in October as 

the North focused more and more on the military track. In October 1972, 

Kissinger secretly met Le Duc Tho, Kissinger’s primary interlocutor in Ha-

noi, to discuss another American proposal which was rejected, marking the 

end of a long series of secret negotiations between North Vietnam and the 

United States that started in May 1972. This again signaled a further move 

to the military track by North Vietnam when in November Hanoi canceled 

their meetings with the United States and offered no replacement date. 

In December 1972, the United States received word from Saigon indicating a 

major Northern Vietnamese military buildup along South Vietnamese borders, 

indicating the preparation for a major offensive. This News caused the US 

to Increase bombing with Operation Linebacker II running from December 12 

to 29. No progress was made in peace talks in December and early January 
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forcing Nixon to go public with the October agreement, which led to resumed 

negotiations with Hanoi. The Revised agreement was signed on the 27th of 

January 1973.
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“Chapter II: Ceasefire and Withdrawal of Troops

• Article 2: A ceasefire shall be observed throughout South Vietnam as of 

2400 hours GMT on January 27, 1973. The United States will stop all its 

military activities against the territory of the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam by ground, air, and naval forces, wherever they may be based, 

and end the mining of the territorial waters, ports, harbors, and water-

ways of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.

• Article 3: The United States forces and those of the other foreign coun-

tries allied with the United States and the Republic of Vietnam shall 

remain in place pending the implementation of the plan of troop with-

drawal. The Four-Party Joint Military Commission described in Article 16 

shall determine the modalities.

• Article 4: The armed forces of the two South Vietnamese parties shall 

remain in place. The Two-Party Joint Military Commission described in 

Article 17 shall determine the areas controlled by each party and the 

modalities of stationing.

• Article 5: The regular forces of all services and arms and the irregular 

forces of the parties in South Vietnam shall stop all offensive activi-

ties against each other and shall strictly abide by the following stip-

ulations: all acts of force on the ground, in the air, and on the sea 

shall be prohibited; all hostile acts, terrorism, and reprisals by both 

sides will be banned.

• Article 6: The United States will not continue its military involvement 

or intervene in the internal affairs of South Vietnam.

• Article 7: Within sixty days of the signing of this Agreement, there 

will be a total withdrawal from South Vietnam of troops, military advis-

ers, and military personnel, including technical military personnel and 

military personnel associated with the pacification program, armaments, 

munitions, and war material of the United States and those of the other 

foreign countries mentioned in Article 3 

Article 8: The dismantlement of all military bases in South Vietnam of the 

United States and of the other foreign countries mentioned in Article 3 

shall be completed within sixty days of the signing of this Agreement.
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Chapter IV: The Exercise of the South Vietnamese People’s Right to Self-De-

termination

• Article 9: The Government of the United States of America and the Gov-

ernment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam undertake to respect the 

following principles for the exercise of the South Vietnamese people’s 

right to self-determination: The South Vietnamese people’s right to 

self-determination is sacred, The South Vietnamese people shall decide 

political future of South Vietnam through free general elections under 

international supervision, foreign countries will not impose any politi-

cal tendency or personality on the South Vietnamese people.

Chapter V: The International Commission of Control and Supervision

• Article 11: The International Commission of Control and Supervision 

will be composed of representatives of the United States, the Democrat-

ic Republic of Vietnam, the Republic of Vietnam, and the Provisional 

Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam.” (“United 

States—Democratic Republic of Vietnam—Republic of Vietnam—Provisional 

Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam”)

Read the Full 1973 Agreement: https://www.jstor.org/stable/20691040
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The Current Situation
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In Vietnam, the ceasefire would be implemented on the 28th of January 1973 

at 08:00. The 08:00 deadline greatly favored the communist forces as they 

generally moved and attacked at night. In the hours before the ceasefire, 

the communists took control of numerous villages that had generally fallen 

under the control of Southern forces. The goal of the North in doing this 

was to take advantage of the freeze in conflict to gain control over more 

territory. The effect of this, if the conflict were to have frozen, would 

be that all major roads into Saigon would be blocked, even though the South 

has traditionally controlled them. In total, communist forces had taken 

control of over 400 towns that had traditionally fallen under Saigon’s con-

trol. Before the 08:00 deadline, the communists’ actions can be considered 

legal, however, they did violate the spirit of the agreement.

Not all of the land grabbing was done by the North, the South also partici-

pated, though to a lesser extent. In the hours leading up to the ceasefire, 

Saigon attempted to recapture positions along the Cua Viet River, locat-

ed to the north of Vietnam, that the North had captured in the 1972 Easter 

Offensive. This battle resulted in heavy losses for Saigon and their forces 

eventually retreated. 

Land Grabbing by the North caused the South to continue reclaiming the 

territory it had occupied on the 27th of January. The fighting failed to 

end after the 08:00 deadline with the North aiming to gain as much terri-

tory as possible, and the South aiming to revert to the previous status 

quo. This resulted in the South’s continued bombing and shelling of Com-

munist positions. One crucial factor in the continuation of fighting was 

that both sides held the idea that “if a clash occurred anywhere, it had 

the right to retaliate against the other side’s bases, not just against 

its troops who were actually in violation of the truce” (Arnold 83). After 

the deadline for the ceasefire, one American advisor stated: “Ceasefire or 

no, operations are continuing much as before.” “With the support of daily 

air strikes and heavy artillery barrages . . . they have finally begun to 

roll the VC back.” “More VNAF [Vietnamese air force] [tactical airstrikes] 

strikes were flown in Lam Dong in the three days after the ceasefire that 

had been flown in the previous six months.” “An unprecedented volume of 

artillery plus more VNAF support [than] ever witnessed in this area. ...” 



(Arnold 79). It was also reported that South Vietnamese ammunition expendi-

tures were higher than during the 1972 Spring Offensive (Arnold 79).

The Paris Peace Agreement set out the Four Party Joint Military Commission 

to enforce the Agreement. The Commission consisted of the United States, 

South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and the Viet Cong. The Commission was inef-

fective in enforcing the ceasefire as it refused to take action until a 

clear demarcation could be made between regions under northern or southern 

control. But this demarcation could be delayed indefinitely making the body 

wholly ineffective in enforcing the ceasefire. 
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Major Parties Involved
Viet Cong

The Viet Cong, later known as National Front for the Liberation of South 

Vietnam (NLF) was a South-based communist revolutionary force that worked 

closely with the northern government. The main goal of the Viet Cong was 

psychological control over South Vietnamese peasants, gaining control in 

villages, taxing the locals, and serving justice to its opponents. The Viet 

Cong never had any public leaders, with its operations being very secre-

tive. 

USSR

The USSR provided a large swath of aid in the form of a 70% increase in 

trade in 1959 and by 1969 became North Vietnam’s most prolific funder. The 

USSR also supplied the North with strategic advice.

China

As a fellow communist nation, China provided essential aid to the commu-

nists in Vietnam. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) provided large por-

tions of Chinese military resources to Hanoi in 1964 and 1965. However, 

this changed due to the cultural revolution (Mao Zedong’s plan to renew the 

spirit of the communist revolution) wreaking havoc on the Chinese econo-

my due to it alienating intellectuals and parts of the workforce. This led 

Chinese support for Vietnam to decrease in 1968 and 1969. The Chinese gov-

ernment also provided over 320mn Yuan and supplied guns and artillery to 

the North. 
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Timeline of Key Events

Date Event

1859 France Starts its subjugation of Vietnam

May 19, 1941 Viet Minh Founded

October 1930 Indochinese Communist Party founded and Commu-
nist Rebellion

April 26, 1954 Geneva Peace Conference

1964 US Pacification Campaign Starts

1968 The total number of US troops in Vietnam reached 
500000

January  20, 1969 Richard Nixon takes Office as President of the United 
States

October 1963 Kennedy proposes to withdraw from Vietnam

November 22, 1963 John F. Kennedy Assassinated

January 27, 1973 Paris Peace Treaty Signed
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Possible Solutions
End the Northern Policy of Negotiating While Fighting

One of North Vietnam’s main policies was that it would continue to fight 

during negotiations, this caused further tensions and made the value of 

northern promises worthless. A return to the negotiation table to iron out 

the kinks left in the Paris Agreements, where both sides hold a strict, in-

ternationally enforced ceasefire could bring hostilities to a peaceful end.

Peacekeepers

UN Peacekeepers could be brought onto the scene to observe territory held 

by both parties. However, the issue with using peacekeepers is that they 

are, as the name implies, peacekeepers, meaning for them to be effective, 

there must already be some form of peace. Another option could be the in-

troduction of a foreign coalition under the United Nations flag that could 

enforce the Peace Accords. The issue with this is that it in essence vio-

lates the terms of the Paris Peace Agreement, as foreign troops would be 

reintroduced. 

Supporting the South Vietnamese Government

Supporting the South within the terms of the Paris Accords could bolster 

a more equal balance of power between North and South Vietnam. This could 

prevent a further escalation of the conflict and establish a new equilibri-

um where peacekeeping operations could be implemented.
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