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1. The Vicious Circle of War
The French and US wars in Indochina each
lasted for roughly ten years. The First
Indochina War broke out with the French
return to revolutionary Vietnam in 1945 and
ended at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, The
Second Indochina War developed from the
South Vietnamese insurgency of 1959-60 to
the deployment of US ground troops in
1965, and ended in 1975 with national
reunification under Hanoi’s leadership. The
Third Indochina War began in 1978-79 with
Vietnam’s conquest of Cambodia, and has
been going on for ten years now. The
intermittent periods of relative peace have
been short, so short that the Geneva Accord
of 1954 and the Paris Agreement of 1973
must be regarded as failures. Although the
third war is different, it should be possible
to learn from these failures of the past.

For 80 million people in Indochina it is
imperative that the withdrawal of Vietnam-
ese troops be accompanied by or followed
up with a negotiated settlement. It is also
imperative that this settlement does not
carry the potential for another war. It must
aim at a lasting peace, not a half-baked
solution. Much of this article will be dedi-
cated to history, because interpretations of
the past are a necessary part of the future.
My main purpose is to suggest a course for
tomorrow, one that can break the vicious
circle of resurging wars.

Negotiations before peace settlements
vary in length. In 1954, French Premier
Pierre Mendes-France set a short time limit

* Stein Te¢nnesson is Research Fellow at the
International Peace Research Institute, Oslo
(PRIO).

and managed, by playing on Soviet and
Chinese strings, to get a quick deal. The
result satisfied the great powers, but not the
Vietnamese, neither south nor north.
Hanoi, having learned from the experience,
never allowed Henry Kissinger to set time
limits or interpose Beijing and Moscow in
his attempts to withdraw ‘with honour’. The
frail Paris settlement broke down after a
year. If it is not to break down similarly, any
settlement of the Third Indochina War must
satisfy two imperatives: end Vietnamese
domination, and prevent the Khmer Rouge
from resuming power.!

This will not just be a Cambodian affair,
although the tragedy of that people has few
equals. The war is also a burden on the
Vietnamese, as well as the Lao and Thai.
Moreover, the Indochina wars have
seriously disturbed inter-state relations in
the world at large: the first by bringing the
Cold War to Asia; the second by cementing
it when it might have been overcome: the
third by delaying Sino-Soviet normaliza-
tion. Building peace in Indochina is truly a
global concern.

2. Why Did Vietnam Invade?
In July 1975, three months after the con-
quests of Phnom Penh and Saigon, quarrels
arose between Vietnam and the new regime
in Cambodia about some offshore islands.
In 1976-77, Cambodian units raided villages
in Vietnam, and there were retaliations.
Towards the end of 1977, large-scale clashes
followed.

At a meeting at the beginning of 1978, the
Hanoi politburo decided on a full-scale
invasion. The Khmer Rouge had just
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