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Chapter 7
PEACE AND WAR: COOPERATION AND CONFLICT IN
20TH CENTURY INDOCHINA

Stein TONNESSON

Introduction

This chapter focuses on the history of Indochinese
cooperation in the twentieth century. Indochina
has been the victim of so many drawn-out wars
that it is impossible not to touch upon conflict as
well, but the purpose here is to present the main
efforts undertaken to promote cooperation among
the Indochinese peoples. As little as possible is
said about war and as much as possible about
cooperation (see Notes 7.1 & 7.2).

Thus, the subject of this article is mainly
cooperation between Cambodia, Laos, and Viet
Nam (cf. Appendix 3). However, this cannot be
discussed solely as a triangular affair. First, the
role of the ethnic minority groups that inhabit
many of the border regions must be considered
(Condominas, 1989). Second, in certain historical
periods Viet Nam was split into two or three
separate entities. Third, the role of external
powers—such as China, France, and the USA—
must be considered. Fourth, Indochinese
cooperation must be seen within a regional
framework: the relationship between Thailand
and Viet Nam, and—particularly for the years
since 1975—therole of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (Jakarta).

This chapter builds upon secondary works in
English and French as well as upon the author’s
own researches: those concerning the Vietnamese
August 1945 Revolution and the outbreak of the
FirstIndochina War of 1945-1954 (Tennesson, 1985;
1987; 1988; 1991) and those concerning
developments since 1986 (Tennesson, 1989; 1992).

Geopolitics and the effects of French colonization
Geopolitically, the Indochinese peninsula is

characterized by two main features: (a) the
proximity to China; and (b) the relationship (or

rivalry) between the two largest groups, the Thai
and the Viet. The peoples and states between
Thailand and Viet Nam serve as buffers between
the two larger states.

For well over 2000 years, some of the kingdoms
on the Indochinese peninsula paid tribute to the
Chinese emperor, and the Viet availed themselves
of the main aspects of Chinese culture, notably the
Confucianist moral code, with its emphasis on
education, virtue, harmony, and respect for elders.
In the period from World War I to the onset of the
Cold War in Asia, two generations of Vietnamese
intelligentsia went through a mental transition
from Confucianism to Communism—with theaims
of modernizing and of overcoming European
colonialism. That transition followed similar,
though independent, pathsin China and Viet Nam
(Marr, 1981; Nguyen Khac Vien, 1974; Trinh Van
Thao, 1990; Woodside, 1989). One significant role
of French colonization was to break the Indochinese
countries away from their ancient tributary
relationship with the Chinese center, a liberation
that would in any event have had to happen at
some point during the process of modernization
(Fourniau, 1989, p. 18). French rule in Indochina
coincided with a period of weakness and internal
division in China. When China was united under
Communist leadership in 1949-1950, French control
of Indochina became doomed, and China
reappeared as a major source of influence in
Indochinese affairs.

[t has always been in the Chinese interest to
avoid the establishment of a strong independent
state to the south of its borders. Since the only state
that could pose a threat to China from the south
was the Viet kingdom, there was a community of
interest between China and the states further south
in counteracting the military strength of the Viet,
but this never led to joint military efforts before the
second half of the 20th century. Since the decline
of the Khmer state of Angkor in the 15th century,
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the foreign policies of the Khmer and Lao princes
consisted in trying to balance the Thai and the Viet
against each other, sometimes trying to call on
China for support. In periods when either the Thai
or the Viet became much stronger than the other,
the Khmer and Lao states were truncated or
subjugated. One significant effect of French
colonization was to draw a wedge between
Thailand and the Indochinesestates. By the Franco-
Siamese [Thai] Treaty of 1893, a permanent border
was established between Cambodia and Laos on
the one hand, and between Laos and Thailand on
the other (Gay, 1989; Phinith, 1989). The border,
which for the most part ran along the Mekong
River, separated the Lao-speaking peoples of the
east bank from many Lao of the west bank, the
latter to some extent assimilated into Thai culture.
Except for the period 1941-1946, the western border
of Indochina has been respected. The historical
importance of the border established by France can
be seen from the fact that even today, a century
later, there does not exist one single bridge over the
Mekong River—although a modern bridge is now
finally being built at Vientiane (Johnson, 1992, p.
85).

The over-all effect of French colonization was
toseal off theIndochinese states from the rest of the
peninsula, and to create a new federal, colonial
state with its own internal power relations. The
internal power relations in French Indochina were
characterized by the overwhelming numericaland
educational strengths of the Viet, but the Khmer
and Lao élites could no longer draw on Chinese or
Thai support when they tried to assert themselves
against the Viet. They instead had to rely either on
France or on an anti-colonial alliance with
Vietnamese nationalists. Although obliged to use
a number of skilled Viet in the administration of
Cambodia and Laos because of a paucity of
educated Khmer and Lao, the French authorities
consistently tried to reduce Viet influence by
bolstering the position of the Khmer and Lao
princes, and by dividing the Viet people into three
federated states: Cochinchinain the South, Annam
in the center, and Tonkin in the north.

The federal idea

The Indochinese Union: From its establishment in
1887 to the French recognition of the so-called
‘associated states’ in 1949, the Indochinese Union
constituted an ambitious attempt to establish a
French-directed federal state for all Indochinese
peoples (Duong Kinh Quoc, 1988; Maspero,

1929,vol. I, pp 28-30). Through heavy taxation,
European investments, and the exploitation of rice
fields, rubber plantations, and coal mines, France
managed to build a state with an elaborate
infrastructure of roads, railroads, post and
telegraph systems, a handful of European-style
towns, a university, an advanced research center
(the Pasteur Institute), prisons, schools, a colonial
army and militia, and—Ilast, but not least—a much
feared police force (la Siireté) (Morlat, 1990).

Administratively, the colonial state was built
onamixture of directand indirect rule. The capital
of the Indochinese Union was Hanoi, where the
palace of the Governor General was constructed.
The Governor of Cochinchina (a direct French
colony with Saigon as its capital), and the four
Superior Residents in Hanoi, Hue, Phnom Penh,
and Vientiane, were all subordinated to the
Governor General in Hanoi. Formally, the Superior
Resident was the advisor to the local prince, but in
reality the Superior Resident wielded real power
himself. The emperor in Hue, his viceroy in Hanoi,
and the kings in Luang Prabang and Phnom Penh
were mere puppets.

Quite a lot was achieved by the French
Indochinese Union, both for good and bad, but the
federal concept as such ran into major problems.
First, there were the numerical and educational
strengths of the Viet. France found it extremely
difficult to prevent the Viet from achieving a
dominant position in the Indochinese
administration even in Cambodia and Laos. The
response of the government to this problem was to
bar access to influential positions for all natives
and to use French personnel in all key positions.
This led to serious resentment, chiefly among the
Viet. The second problem was the rise of modern
nationalism. Vietnamese nationalists demanded
the fusion of Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina
(the ‘three Ky’), and this demand ran contrary to
the whole idea of a federation consisting of five
equal-sized parts. Itisdifficult to havea triangular
federation in which one of the three federees
outweighs by far the other two. Third, the only
section of the young educated élite that saw the
whole of Indochina as its political arena—and
therefore tried to establish an inter-ethnic
movement of Khmer, Lao, Viet, and other ethnic
groups—embraced a political doctrine radically
opposed to French colonialism, to Confucian
tradition, and to the indigenous bourgeoisie: one
of Marxism-Leninism. Indochinese Communists
were persecuted, harassed, exiled, and thrown
into jail whenever they became a threat to the
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authorities, but the strength of the Communists
grew all the same. Thus, the two main protagonists
of Indochinese integration, the French colonialists
and theIndochinese Communists, were constantly
at war with each other. If the French Communists
had been able to dominate French politics after
World Warll, they might have allowed fora fusion
of the two projects into a Francophilic federal
republic of Indochina. Instead came the First
Indochina War of 1946-1954.

The democratized Federation: It is fair to say that
during its whole history the French Indochinese
Union consistently failed to build local political
support. Apart from low-level bureaucrats, those
willing to collaborate with the French belonged
mainly to the most conservative of the traditional
élites. Towards the end of World War II, General
Charles de Gaulle’s Colonial Ministry planned,
with full support from French Socialists and
Communists, to democratize the Indochinese
Union while at the same time changing its name
from ‘Union’ to ‘Federation’. A federal council, an
assembly, and a federal citizenship were to be
instituted, and civic rights were to be guaranteed.
This came to nothing. The destruction of the
French colonial régime in March 1945 at the hand's
of the Japanese paved the way for the Vietnamese
August 1945 Revolution instead of for French
reforms. The democratized federation which had
been promised by the ‘New France’ became a
castleof sand held together by an occupation army,
at constant war with a Vietnamese national army.
In 1949, France more or less gave up the federal
idea, and in 1954-1955 pulled out of Indochina
altogether.

As was the case with the Dutch federal project
in Indonesia, the French attempt to establish an
Indochinese Federation did not merely fail. It
additionally discredited the whole federal idea in
the eyes of the population.

The Indochinese Communist Party: As mentioned
earlier, the Indochinese Communist Party was the
only political faction in Indochina which
deliberately tried to organize at the Indochinese
level. The choice of the party name in 1930,
apparently at the instigation of the Communist
International, marked the acceptance by the Party
of the French Indochinese Union as the arena of its
political struggle. The aim was to replace the
colonial state with a democratic, socialist state: and
the fight for democracy during the Popular Front
period (1936-1938) was made in the name of all

Indochinese, not only of the Vietnamese. However,
the Communist Party was able to recruit only a
very limited number of Khmer and Lao. It was
more successful among some of the ethnic groups
in the Chinese border region, where the Viet Minh
League was to establish its headquarters during
World War II.

Part of Ho Chi Minh’s genius as a national
leader was to play down the ‘Indochinism’ of his
party during the establishment of the Viet Minh
League from 1941 onwards, and to abandon the
federal concept after the Vietnamese August 1945
Revolution (Tennesson, 1991, pp 420-422). Ho Chi
Minh understood that the mobilization of popular
support depended on appeals to the historical
memoriesand to the pride of each of the Indochinese
peoples. He also realized that the Communists
were not strong enough in Cambodia and Laos to
draw these countries into a Communist-led union
with Viet Nam. In August 1945, virtually every
province in all of Viet Nam was submerged in
revolution. But in Cambodia there was only a coup
d’état; and in Laos the king stayed loyal to the
French, so that a faction of princes establishing a
‘national’ government was unable to assert itself.

InNovember 1945, the Indochinese Communist
Party publicly dissolved itself, and when the party
reappeared before the publicin the 1950s, it was in
the form of three independent parties: one for
Cambodia, one for Laos, and one for Viet Nam (the
Lao Dong).

As an operational goal, the federal idea ceased
to exist in 1949-1950, first with the French
recognition of Cambodia, Laos, and Viet Nam as
sovereign states associated with France, and then
with the establishment of three independent
Communist parties.

National liberation

The national liberation struggles in Cambodia,
Laos, and Viet Nam were closely connected, but
nonetheless followed different pathsin the periods
both before and after the Geneva Accords of 1954.

Cambodia: Cambodia was successful in
maintaininga neutral posture during both the First
Indochina War of 1946-1954 and the Second
Indochina War of 1961-1975. In the whole period
from the full independence of Cambodia from
France in 1955 until 1970, the Cambodian
government managed to keep out of the wars that
were ripping Laos and Viet Nam apart. But
neutrality had its price. The Cambodian
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government had to tacitly tolerate the use of its
border regions to the east as sanctuaries for the
South Vietnamese National Liberation Front and
as channels of provisions from North Viet Nam to
the southern struggle.

This led to repeated protests to Phnom Penh
from South Viet Nam and the USA. In 1970, the
USA supported a pro-Western military coup and
initiated an intense bombing campaign against the
South Vietnamese National Liberation Front
sanctuaries in Cambodia (Shawcross, 1979). The
1970 coup and the United States bombing had a
catastrophic impact. The new government in
Phnom Penh lacked both legitimacy and a solid
basis, and the main effect of the coup was therefore
to provoke a sudden, dramatic increase in the
power of the Khmer Rouge. The Khmer Rouge
was a guerrilla-based organization which, despite
its alliance with North Viet Nam and the South
Vietnamese National Liberation Front, would
prove to be strongly anti-Vietnamese, and also
extremely violent and ultra-leftist in its internal
policies.

Laos: Although providing for Cambodian and
Laotian neutrality, the Geneva Conference on
Indochina of 1954 also set aside two provinces in
Laos for military regroupment of the forces
controlled by the Hanoi backed national liberation
front (the Pathet Lao) that, after a few years of
political maneuvering, by May 1959 again had an
active guerrilla force. The result was that Laos was
torn apart, and from 1959 to 1962 the country was
at center stage in international affairs. A special
Geneva Conference for Laos in 1961-1962 reached
an agreement for continued neutrality under a
coalition government.

Since it was virtually impossible to send
provisions to the southern insurgents through the
demilitarized zone between North and South Viet
Nam, North Viet Nam already by 1959 started to
build an elaborate southward transportation
system through the eastern provinces of Cambodia
and Laos: the ‘Ho Chi Minh trail’; and the use of
that trail increased after the 1962 agreement on
Laos. ThePlain of Jarsin central Laos was subjected
to United States bombing beginning in October
1964.

The same regions that were used for the Ho Chi
Minh trail were the strongholds of the Pathet Lao,
whereas most of the lower Mekong basin was left
under the control of the now United States-backed
coalition government. In the mountainous regions
of Laos and central Viet Nam, the Vietnamese
People’s Army and the USA (via its Central

Intelligence Agency) rivalled for the allegiance of
the ethnic minorities.

This sad state of affairs lasted until 1973, when
the Paris Agreement between North Viet Nam and
the USA led to the establishment of a new coalition
government. At the end of the Second Indochina
War of 1961-1975, the power balance tipped in
favor of the Pathet Lao. Then the most Western-
oriented political leaders fled the country, and the
Democratic People’s Republic of Laos was
proclaimed.

Viet Nam: Asof 1949, there were two states in Viet
Nam that both laid claim to the whole national
territory. The one, under Ho Chi Minh, had been
established as a result of the Vietnamese August
1945 Revolution, when Emperor Bao Daiabdicated.
The other was established in 1949, when Bao Dai
returned from exile as head of a new, French-
sponsored state. In 1950, Ho Chi Minh's national
government was recognized by China and the
USSR, and Bao Dai'’s state by the USA and other
Western powers. After the French defeat at Dien
BienPhuin 1954, a temporary compromise solution
was reached at Geneva whereby the two states
each received one half of Viet Nam, with a
demarcation line along the 17th parallel.

Socialist reforms were carried through against
much opposition in the North, while in the South
Bao Dai had to leave power in the hands of Ngo
Dinh Diem, who substituted United Statesadvisors
for French ones (Artaud & Kaplan, 1989, pp 267-
402;Kaplanetal., 1990). In 1959, the party leadership
in Hanoi decided to authorize its southern
comrades to resume armed struggle against the
South Vietnamese régime. The war that followed
from 1961 to 1975 was from the United States and
South Vietnamese perspectives a war to defend a
non-Communist state against Communist
aggression. In the views of the South Vietnamese
National Liberation Front and of North Viet Nam,
the war wasa continuation of the national liberation
struggle, now waged against theleading imperialist
power in the world and its local puppet.

During the Second Indochina War of 1961-
1975, the relations of the two Vietnamese states
with Cambodia and Laos were of crucial strategic
importance, with much of the war focused on the
very area where a transfrontier protected natural
area might now be established, the area where the
three states meet.

Cooperation in struggle: During the entire Second
Indochina War of 1961-1975, there was very close
cooperation between the Pathet Lao and North
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Viet Nam, although the relationship of Hanoi with
the Khmer Rouge was less assured. As long as
Cambodia remained neutral and tolerated the
sanctuaries of the South Vietnamese National
Liberation Front in eastern Cambodia, it was not in
the interest of North Viet Nam to undermine the
authority of the government in Phnom Penh by
supporting the Khmer Rouge too openly. A group
of Khmer Communists in Hanoi were ‘held in
reserve’, while an independent leadership
developed among the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia
(Becker, 1986; Chanda, 1986; Chandler, 1991;
Kiernan, 1985).

After 1970, the North Vietnamese tried to
establish much closer cooperation with the Khmer
Rouge. Butin a period when Hanoi was occupied
withdiplomatictalksin Paris, witharousing world
opinion against United States bombing, with
rebuilding the guerrilla forces in South Viet Nam
after their enormous losses in 1968, and with
utilizing the Paris Accords of 1973 to destabilize
the South Vietnamese régime, there was little time
left for concentrating on Cambodian developments.
The Khmer Rouge leadership was adamant in
defending its independence from its Vietnamese
comrades, and yet the Khmer Rouge were helped
by those same comrades to capitalize on the new
balance of forces and to take full control of
Cambodia in 1975. With North Vietnamese
assistance, an anti-Vietnamese group was thus
brought to power in Phnom Penh, which would
look primarily to China for support.

The Mekong basin plan

The containment of North Viet Nam: Before
proceeding to what could be considered the Third
Indochina War, it is useful to take a few steps back
and consider cooperative efforts from the other
side during the two previous wars. At one pointin
1946, France considered the option of creating a
well-integrated federation of Cambodia,
Cochinchina, Laos, South Annam, and the
highlands of central Viet Nam, while leaving the
Viet Minh-controlled Red River delta to its own
destiny. Itwasthoughtinthepolicy-makingcircles
of Paris and Saigon that the heavily populated
Tonkin delta would become economically
asphyxiated, and that the population would hence
eventually turn against the Viet Minh and ask for
French help (Tennesson, 1988, p- 119). However,
France gave up this plan when its attempt to set up
anindependent Cochinchinese republic failed, and
instead opted for a military surprise action against

the Hanoi-based government of the Democratic
Republic of Viet Nam and its army.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the USA is
likely to have made similar calculations. The USA
set out to achieve cooperation among the three
non-Communist Indochinese states plus Thailand
in containing Chinese and North Vietnamese
communism. A Committee for Coordination of
Investigations of the Lower Mekong Basin
(Bangkok) was setup in 1957 within the framework
of the United Nations Economic Commission for
Asiaand the Far East—with Cambodia, Laos, South
Viet Nam, and Thailand as members. Enjoying
backing from Westerndonor nationsand the United
Nations Development Programme (New York) (cf.
Appendix 2.3), an elaborate river plan was
presented in 1958 (Sewell & White, 1966; White,
1963; 1964).

Any good intentions aside, in the context of
thattime the plan should beunderstood in the light
of the United States desire to isolate North Viet
Nam. The Mekong River has its origin in Tibet,
between the Salween and the Yangtze Kiang, and
almost half the length of the Mekong is in China.
Then the Mekong River forms most of the Laotian
border with Myanmar and Thailand, flows slowly
through Cambodia until it spreads into the
numerous waterways of the South Vietnamese
delta. The Mekong basin plan thus required some
degree of cooperation between all the countries of
continental Southeast Asia—except North Viet
Nam. A rhetorical offer was made to North Viet
Nam for its cooperation, but the interest that the
population of the Red River delta might have in
regulating the Mekong would pertain only to
indirect effects such as migration opportunities,
guarantees for the provision of rice when the
northern harvest was insufficient, or the taxation
thata unified state might impose on a richer south.
All of these factors presupposed the national
unification of Viet Nam, as well as a high degree of
regional cooperation. No such factor was present
in the 1950s and 1960s. North Viet Nam rejected
the offer, and the Mekong basin plan never really
got off the ground. The neutrality of Cambodia
and of Laos were stumbling blocks in the United
States efforts to contain communism in North Viet
Nam through regional cooperation.

The Interim Committee: After the unification of
North and South Viet Nam in 1975-1976, the
Mekong basin plan became more interesting to
Hanoi as a means of binding the three Indochinese
countries together and of improving its relations
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with Thailand. Unified Viet Nam therefore took
over the South Vietnamese seat on the Mekong
Basin Committee. However, in 1978 Cambodia
withdrew. The remaining three countries
preserved the Committee with an interim status,
but did not achieve much.

Prospects: At present, the political conditions for
the Mekong basin plan should be more favorable
than before. There have been some disagreements
recently between Thailand and Viet Nam (and
between Thailand and the Bangkok-based
secretariat of the Committee) astoitsreorganization
(Handley & Hiebert, 1992). Nevertheless, it ought
now to be possible not only to readmit Cambodia,
but also to broaden the membership from the four
current members to include all of the riparian
countries, that is, to also include China and
Myanmar. Itmay now alsobe possible tostrengthen
the secretariat so that the project can move towards
implementation, with consideration for theinterests
of every country and population involved. It is
imperative toavoid the flooding of huge populated
areas, and also to precludeirrigation projectsin the
upper reaches of the river on a scale that would
lead to serious damage in the delta region (soil
damage viainflow of salt water). Therecent Chinese
decision toregulate the Yangtze Kiang may perhaps
serve as a source of inspiration, but indeed also as
a warning against the environmental and societal
effects of too radical a manipulation of the flow of
major rivers.

Fraternity and fratricidal war

When all three Indochinese states went socialist in
1975, there were those who presumed that the
Vietnamese Communists would try to implement
the Indochinese federalist formula of the 1930s (M.
Brown, 1988). But the cooperation of Viet Nam
with Laos, and of Viet Nam with the post-1978
régime of Cambodia, were based—at least for-
mally—on full recognition of the national inde-
pendence of each country. Agreements of friend-
ship and cooperation negotiated by Viet Nam with
Laos in 1977 (cf. Appendix 4.1), and with Cambo-
dia in 1979 (cf. Appendix 4.2), were made on a
state-to-state level. Vietnamese influence in the
affairs of the two neighboring countries was or-
ganized in the form of ‘special relationships’ with
joint committees for specific purposes, and not as
afederation. Whereasin the 1930s and 1940s it had
been contemplated to give Cambodia and Laos

each a status resembling those of the republics in
the USSR, the post-1975 ‘special relationships’ re-
sembled those between the USSR and the nomi-
nally independent socialist states in eastern Europe.

The Khmer Rouge: In Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge
leaders were opposed toany Vietnamese influence.
During their short rule (1975-1979) they carried
through a far more radical collectivization program
than had ever been contemplated in Viet Nam,
with mass killings of genocidal proportions. Once
the Khmer Rouge were certain of Chinese support,
they also launched an aggressive policy towards
Viet Nam with raids across the border. This led
Hanoi to the fateful decision to invade Cambodia
unilaterally, in December 1988, and to impose
uponitafriendly government. Althoughliberating
Cambodia from a genocidal régime, the invasion
condemned Viet Nam to diplomatic and financial
isolation for more than a decade.

The Third Indochina War of 1978-1989: From the
perspective of peace and development, the period
in Indochina from 1978 to 1989—an era that must
be termed the Third Indochina War—is almost as
tragic as those of the previous decades. That
period included: (a) twoinvasions and onedrawn-
out guerrilla struggle; (b) a decade-long
interruption of relations between China and Viet
Nam; (c) a steady flow of refugees, and the
establishment, for the first time in history, of a
widespread Indochinese diaspora; (d) economic
and diplomatic isolation of the Indochinese states;
(e) dependency on inefficient Soviet and East
European aid; (f) failed agricultural experiments;
(g) failures toindustrialize; (h) continued reduction
of the forests despite efforts toreplant trees (Collins
et al., 1991; Nguyén Quang, 1989; Pfeffer, 1989;
Vidal, 1989); and (i) rapid population growth,
destined to continue at full speed into the next
century (Vu Kien & Vu Ngoc Binh, 1989).

Secutrity structures within Southeast Asia: The
‘special relationships’ that Viet Nam established
with Cambodia and Laos were meant to create a
security structure as well as a framework for
economic cooperation, but accomplished neither.
In fact, a more significant effect of the grip that
Hanoi had on Indochina may have been to drive
the rest of Southeast Asia into productive and
lasting cooperation within the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (Joyaux, 1991, II, pp 191-
194).
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The marketplace

Towards the end of the 1980s, a number of factors
combined to bring Indochina out of its deadlock
and to create new opportunities for development
and regional cooperation. The gap between the
economic performance of Indochina and the rest of
Southeast Asia became more and more visible.
The growing prosperity of Bangkok, symbolized
by itsmodern airport, demonstrated to the élites of
the Indochinese countries to what extent their
countries were lagging behind. The call of the Thai
premier for an ‘Indochinese marketplace’ was
extremely popular in Cambodia, Laos, and Viet
Nam.

At the same time, it became clear to Hanoi that
there could be no military solution to the
Cambodian insurgency, and that only the
withdrawal of the Viethamese forces, in conjunction
with a negotiated settlement, could end the war
against the three Cambodian guerrilla armies. As
longasthese were supported by Chinaand received
sanctuary in Thailand, they could not be defeated.

Renovation: So-called renovation was realized in
Indochina at the same time that the perestroika
policy of economic reform was introduced in the
USSR. The first retreat from the socialist policy of
economic reform had been undertaken in all three
Indochinese countries during the crisis of 1979.
But that was seen merely as a ‘holding operation’,
a temporary retreat on the road towards socialism
(Ljunggren, 1991). Then in 1986, at the sixth
congress of the Vietnamese Communist Party,
reformin theother direction becamea virtue under
the slogan of ‘Doi moi’ or ‘Renovation’. This was
when the Indochinese socialist countries started
on their path towards what might be termed ‘the
Chinese solution”: a dismantling of socialism in
the economic field, while at the same time
preserving its rhetoric as well as the leading role of
the Communist Party. In the long run, such a
course may provide the ground fora philosophical
return from conflict-oriented Marxism to stability-
oriented Confucianism, and thus for the cultural
reunification of the Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
and Vietnamese world—including Singapore and
Taiwan.

Since 1986, Indochina has seen radical changes
for the better, but in the international media these
changes have been overshadowed by the dramatic
collapse of the socialist systems in the USSR and
eastern Europe. In 1989, Viet Nam pulled its forces
out of Cambodia and later acquiesced in the
establishment of a Supreme National Council for

Cambodia with representation even of the Khmer
Rouge. InOctober 1991, an extraordinary con gress
of the Khmer People’s Revolutionary Party de-
clared a formal end to communism, the latter
tranforming itself into the Cambodian People’s
Party (F. Brown, 1992).

Also in 1991, much of the old guard in the
Laotian and Vietnamese political leaderships
retired, leaving the field to younger comrades. A
great effort was made to attract foreign capital and
to improve diplomatic relations with countries all
over the world (Duong Quoc Thanh, 1991). A new
constitution was drawn up in Laos (Johnson, 1992,
pp 83-84). Constitutional amendments and new
codes of law were being prepared in Viet Nam
(Pike, 1992, p.77). The ‘leading role’ of the
Communist Party was preserved in both countries,
and there was no transformation to liberal
democracy. But the terms ‘free market’, ‘rule of
law’, ‘openness’,and ‘regional cooperation’ became
general watchwords. In November 1991, Viet
Nam normalized its relations with China, and also
stated a desire to become a member of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations. In July
1992, Laos and Viet Nam were given observer
status;and both statesacceded to the Treaty of 1976
of Amity and Co-operation in Southeast Asia
(Denpasar, Bali, 24 February 1976; entry into force,
15 July 1976; UNTS #15063).

Conclusion

This chapter represents an attempt to give a brief
and unbiased, though not uncontroversial,
overview of the main Indochinese cooperative
endeavors of the 20th century. Some future-
oriented suggestions are ventured in that spirit.

First, the idea of creating an Indochinese
Federation—whether Francophilic or
Communist—should be left in the dust bin of
history; it has been but a ghost for close to 50 years.
Economically, Cambodia and Laos are now moving
closer to Thailand. It is imperative that this does
not lead to any attempt to revise borders, and also
thatthe three Indochinese countries maintain close
relations with each other.

Second, there is reason to include the full range
of experiences had during the period of the French
Indochina Union when discussing the future of
Indochina. For example, France made the first
attempt to build a modern state in Indochina, and
it started many interesting projects that were later
interrupted by the wars; French archives are full of
useful documentation. And France is now
interested in becoming an economic and cultural
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partner with the Indochinese states, in the same
way as Japan and Australia (and perhaps the USA
as well) (F. Brown, 1989).

Third, the configuration of states and peoples
in continental Southeast Asia indicates that
Thailand should participate alongside Cambodia,
Laos,and VietNaminany significant effort towards
Indochinese cooperation, and that China should
alsobeinvited to participate whenever its interests
are engaged. The role of Thailand in Southeast
Asia can be compared to that of Germany in the
new Europe (Joyaux, 1991, 11, pp 200-220). Thailand
and Germany are both indispensable central
powers, and their leaders have an historical
obligation to sacrifice petty national interests for
the greater benefits of the development of their
respectiveregions. Thisalsoincludesan obligation
that has not as vet been honored: one to protect the
regional environment.

Chinese and Thai participation in cooperative
endeavors for the Indochinese peninsula will not
only have the advantage of making success more
likely, but also of providing Cambodia and Laos
with independent leverage. The latter should no
longerbeseenas havinga special relationship with
any particular state, butasbeing fully independent
actors on the regional and international scenes.

Fourth, when a national government has been
elected and operating in Cambodia, all three
Indochinese states should be accepted as full
members of the Association of Southeast Asian
nations.

Fifth, thereisanurgent need for demilitarization
and for concentrating available resources on
economic development, food production, health
care, birth control, and environmental protection.
There is reason for optimism, but according to the
Viet Nam State Planning Committee in 1990,
economic development will require ‘correct
economic policies, access to external markets, an
effective aid program, and peace” (State Planning
Committee, 1990, p. 2). The Mekong Basin
Committee may be a suitable vehicle for inducing
the member states to discuss and coordinate their
development plans and projects.

Sixth, the voices of the ethnic minorities in the
Indochinese peninsula should be heard much more
loudly than is currently the case. An initiative
mightbe launched tosecure thebasichumanrights
of populations in minority regions, and to provide
them with channels for voicing their grievances
and aspirations. In preparing for the establishment
of a tri-state protected natural area in the region
where the Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese

borders meet, it would seem important to consult
representatives of the Brao, Champoun, Halang,
Hamong, Hedrong, Herai, Jarai, Sedang, and other
peoples who have historically inhabited the area
(Condominas, 1989; Hickey, 1982a; 1982b; Maspero,
1929, map).

Seventh, the institution of a tri-state protected
natural area may be a significant step in the effort
towards regional cooperation. In addition to
protecting mammals, birds, and plants, the
protected natural area may have a symbolic
importance in the striving towards peace and
harmony. The spirit of Ho Chi Minh is sure to be
comforted and honored if his name could be
detached from the trail of war—and attached
instead to a trail for peace (Roussel, 1989) and for
nature.
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Note 7.1
Acknowledgement

A preliminary version of this chapter was presented
at the Nordic Association of Southeast Asian
Studies, Kungalv, Sweden, 10 October 1992.

Note 7.2
Terminology

The term ‘Indochina’ can be understood in two
ways. Geographers sometimes use it for the whole
of continental Southeast Asia, including the states
of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet
Nam (but not including peninsular Malaysia)—
but here referred to as the ‘Indochinese peninsula’.
The term ‘Indochina’ is normally used only for the
countries that were occupied by France in the late
19th century and included in the colonial state of
French Indochina: Cambodia, Laos, and Viet
Nam—the usagealsoadopted here (F. Brown, 1989,
pp xvi-xvii).

The term “Viet’ is used here to designate the
ethnic group, whereas the term “Vietnamese’ is
reserved for nationals of the Vietnamese state.



