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I.     Overview 

For almost a century, French Indochina (present-day Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos) was 

suppressed by powerful colonial powers: first by France and then by Japan. In August 1945 

Japan surrendered bringing WWII to an end.  As a result, Vietnam was finally free of Japanese 

rule and was without a national government. Ho Chi Minh seized the opportunity and declared 

Vietnam independent on September 2, 1945. As a consequence of the suppression caused by the 

governments of France and Japan, nationalism grew within Indochina to the extent that the 

people were driven to declare their independence and to fight to maintain their autonomy.  This 

committee will begin on October 1st, 1949. 

 

II.     Historical Context 

French Colonialism 

After 1850, France began to assimilate its economic values to those of capitalism, which 

created the need to reach foreign markets. This led the French to the Asian territories, where 

Napoleon III ordered Charles Rigault de Genouilly to attack Vietnam in 1858. The main purpose 

of this invasion was to stop the persecution of Catholic missionaries, yet it failed. Nevertheless, 

the French were finally successful during the capture of Saigon in 1859, and they gained even 

more success due to the large concentration of troops in the region after defeating China in the 

Battle of Palikao, allowing them to outnumber the Vietnamese defenses. Ultimately, this led to 

the Treaty of Saigon (1862) where the Vietnamese government officially ceded the territories of 

Bien Hoa, Gia Dinh, and Dinh Tuong to the French.  

Two years later, the French officially declared the colonization of these territories, which 

would make up the region encompassing the southern third of present-day Vietnam, known as 

Cochinchina. In addition, the French justified their imperialism by developing a principle called 

“mission civilisatrice.” They claimed it was their duty to colonize underdeveloped regions in 

Africa and Asia, providing them with innovative and modern technology, social reforms, 

 



 

political ideas, and industrial methods. Therefore, the French understood that without their 

assistance, those regions of the world would remain impoverished and uncivilized. Despite their 

“bening” intentions, the primary motivation behind French colonialism was reaping profit and 

gaining economic advantages. France had a tremendous demand for resources and desired to 

obtain cheap labor.  

France did not establish a specific colonial policy over Indochina. The lack of clear 

policy left Indochina’s political management in the hands of numerous governors assigned by the 

French empire. Consequently, these French appointed officials had different approaches of how 

to govern, which often resulted in self-interested decision making and corruption. To limit revolt, 

the French used a “divide and conquer” strategy that consisted of breaking the unity between the 

people by provoking differences and arguments between local communities and religious groups. 

Additionally, the French planned to break nationalism by dividing Vietnam in three provinces: 

Tonkin in the north, Annam along the central coast and Cochinchina in the south. National 

identity could not exist under the French colonial rule. In fact, even referring to the region as 

‘Vietnam’ was prohibited. 

As time passed, Cochinchina continued its expansion efforts, but these efforts were often 

thwarted by the Chinese, who kept promoting their influence over the region and supporting the 

Annam. Ultimately, due to China’s reluctance to evacuate the region, the Chinese entered into 

the Sino-French War, which further reinforced French control over the region.  

French Indochina was officially created in 1887; the Vietnamese were quick to answer. 

After the colonization of the region, nationalist sentiments intensified leading to uprisings and 

failed efforts to rebel against the French. The individual who stands out the most when referring 

to these uprisings and rebellions against the colonial rule is Ho Chi Minh. He believed that 

without communism there could not be a successful Vietnam. He formed the Viet Nam Doc Lap 

Dong Minh Hoi, also known as the Viet Minh. This organization ultimately oversaw all 

nationalist resistance movements against the French. Actions taken by the Viet Minh began to 

slowly weaken the French empire (and Japan was quick to take advantage of these signs of 

weakness). 

 

2 



 

World War II and the Aftermath  

For five years during WWII, Indochina was a possession of Japan due to the political 

control of Germany over France.  In 1940, France fell to the Nazis and the Germans established 

Nazi controlled government in France commonly known as the “Vichy” regime. The French 

Vichy government appointed a French governor-general to Indochina.  The French governor in 

turn, concluded an agreement with Japan (Germany’s ally during WWII) that allowed 30,000 

Japanese troops in Indochina and the use of all major Vietnamese airports by the Japanese 

military.  Indochina came to be a crucial military post for the Japanese in Southeast Asia.  In 

1945 the Japanese began to fear the French (who in 1944 had liberated themselves from the 

Germans and were fighting the war with the Allies)  might turn against them. Accordingly, the 

Japanese began working against the French with the hope of keeping control of Indochina.  

On September 2nd, 1945 tensions between the French and the Viet Minh reached a 

breaking point when Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnam’s independence from France, using the 

same rhetoric used by the United States when it declared independence from Great Britain, “We 

hold the truth that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

unalienable rights, among them life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  

Ho Chi Minh’s actions led to foreign involvement in France’s mission to regain control 

of the region. The first nation to side with the French were the British, who jointly took control 

of Saigon on September 22, 1945. After, upon agreement at the Potsdam Conference, Chinese 

troops began occupying Indochina. Also, the Conference officially marked the Japanese 

surrender of control over the area and the ending of Ho Chi Minh’s nominal government in 

Hanoi.  

As the French observed the Chinese take action in Indochina, they believed they had to 

restore public order in South Vietnam and militarize the North. The Chinese, on the other hand, 

felt threatened by the French trying to restore power and began to threaten them, declaring war. 

The French ultimately decided that war would not be a viable option due to their current 

weakened political state, and in February of 1946, the French surrendered and renounced their 

concessions and ports in China in exchange for allowing their troops to occupy northern 
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Indochina. Following the withdrawal of Chinese Forces, the Viet Minh took advantage and 

massacred thousands of nationalists. 

Several conflicts broke out in the following years, but even though the French were 

always outnumbered, they had access to superior weaponry and naval support ultimately 

decimating any hopes of a Viet Minh victory. But as wars, conflict kept breaking out and both 

parties kept loosing men in the region. Consequently, France decided to take a political approach 

to dismantle the Viet Minh. In 1948, the French decided to create a government in the region to 

oppose the Viet Minh under former emperor Bao Dai to lead an autonomous government within 

the French Union of nations, the State of Vietnam. The French confined in Bao Dai as he had 

previously collaborated with French rule of Vietnam. 

As time went on, the French approach to Indochina changed. In 1949, the French 

officially recognized the State of Vietnam, as an associated state under the French Union ruled 

by Bao Dai. But at the same time, the French still held a lot of influence in the region since they 

controlled all foreign relations and defense issues. On the opposing side, the Viet Minh did not 

waste time in denouncing the government and stating how they wanted “real independence”. 

After the French concluded what they would do to the region, the United States was quick to 

support them and provide military aid. On the other hand, the Chinese communists who had just 

won a civil war saw the Vietnamese communists as political allies and also supported them with 

weapons and supplies. 

In 1950, Ho Chi Minh arose to the international spotlight and his government gained 

recognition from China and the Soviet Union. Additionally, in 1950, Bao Dai’s government 

gained recognition by the United States and the United Kingdom. As alliances began to be 

formed, another conflict broke out in the continent, the Korean War. The Korean War was 

parallel to the conflict of Indochina as it was North Korea who had a communist government and 

was supported by the Soviet Union and China, against South Korea who was supported by the 

United States and other allies. Overall, this fueled American determination to the Indochina 

situation as they saw communist domination in East Asia. Overall, this made them strongly 

oppose Ho Chi Minh’s government in Vietnam. 
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The war theater continued and the French began to wear down due to the numerous Viet 

Minh guerilla attacks. Also, as the war progressed, the French became frustrated and opposed the 

war, yet couldn't retreat nor make any major political decision since there was a large amount of 

political stagnation in the Fourth Republic. Ultimately, the French were overrun given how 

powerful the Viet Minh grew overtime as they received significant support from the Soviets and 

the Chinese. The Viet Minh victory in the region led to the 1954 Geneva Accords, in order to 

stabilize the nation. The Accords ultimately promised elections in 1956 to determine a national 

government for a united Vietnam. 

 

III.     Anti Communism 

As Ho Chi Minh pronounced the independence of Vietnam, he imagined that the 

superpower who had declared itself so many times as an anti-imperialist nation, the United 

States, would provide them with the necessary tools to maintain their independence. 

Nevertheless, the United States didn’t only withhold from siding with Vietnam; later on, it 

supplied their counterpart, France, with military equipment and help to reconquer their lost 

colony. United States’ policy was driven by the fear that communism would begin to expand 

through East Asia. 

In 1920, the U.S. government attacked the personal rights of Viet Minh members by 

taking strong and unlawful actions against labor leaders, foreigners, and others. These actions 

were mainly fueled due to their fear of communism, especially after the World War II, where 

organized labor movement increased. Later on, such labor movements became violent, which 

caused Americans to retaliate against those extremist through actions against the sympathisers. 

These negative notions only increased through time, having even the Attorney General Palmer 

expressing that “communists were just criminals who planned to overthrow everything that was 

good in life.”  

 

IV.     Foreign Involvement 

The First Indochina War was one that was out of the hands of both the French and the 

Vietnamese as it included other parties who had their own specific interests in the area. China 
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was one of the principal figures when it came to foreign involvement since they strongly 

supported the Viet Minh guerrilla forces by weaponizing them and providing them with aid. 

Also, China provided these anti-French forces with sanctuaries in Southern China in order to 

properly protect the guerilla fighters. Like the Chinese, the Soviets strongly supported the Viet 

Minh by supplying them with all types of weapons, automobiles and nutritional goods. 

Additionally, the Soviets helped train the Viet Minh army by sending a multitude of advisors, in 

order to turn the Viet Minh guerilla troops into a fully recognized army. 

On the other hand, the United States supported French efforts after a change of foreign 

policy due to the fear of the spread of communism in Asia. The change in policy led to American 

support with logistics and finances for the French to properly fight the war. Most of this aid was 

seen under the administration of President Harry S. Truman as he authorized a number of 

assistance for the French to contain communist forces. Furthermore, there is evidence of direct 

involvement from the Central Intelligence Agency, the US Air Force and the US Navy in the 

first Indochina War. Along with the US, the British also had direct involvement with their 

support for the French shown through troops and political actions taken against the Viet Minh’s 

armed militias.  

In addition to the United States’ and China’s intervention in the French Indochina War, 

tensions between other countries like the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union caused them to 

intervene in the conflict. Besides, the United Kingdom’s disapproval of the expansion of 

communism, Winston Churchill strongly opposed the Soviet participation in aiding Vietnam 

through the war.  

 

V.     Timeline 

The following timeline includes events that happened before and after committee and we 

recommend delegates conduct more research on these happenings. At the same time, we ask 

delegates to take the happenings after the start time of committee as a reference since they will 

be irrelevant once committee starts. 

 

1946 
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February: China and France reached an agreement which allowed French troops in 

northern Vietnam 

March: Ho Chi Minh agreed to the return of French troops in return of recognition of 

North Vietnamese autonomy 

May: Ho Chi Minh traveled to France in order to negotiate the independence of Vietnam 

but ultimately failed 

June: French governor d'Argenlieu proclaimed Cochinchina an autonomous republic 

August: French president Charles de Gaulle asserted that France should keep its colonies 

and overseas territories 

October:  French forces moved against Viet Minh and French forces at Haiphong 

November: Fighting broke out between the Viet Minh and French at Haiphong, killing 

between 2,00 and 6,00 Vietnamese civilians 

 

1947 

January:  Viet Minh forces led by Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen relocated to the jungles 

of North-West Vietnam 

 

1949 

March: The French recognized an independent State of Vietnam with emperor Bao Dai 

as head of government 

July: The Vietnamese National Army was established to form a confederation of all 

non-communist forces 

October: Chinese communists led by Mao Zedong declared the People’s Republic of 

China 

 

1950 

January: The People’s Republic of China and Soviet Union recognized Ho Chi Minh’s 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Also, China began supplying the Viet Minh with advisors, 

artillery and weapons. 
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February: United States and Britain recognized Bao Dai’s pro-French government 

May: The United States announced military and financial aid to the pro-French 

governments in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia 

 

1951 

January: 20,000 Viet Minh troops launched a series of offensives against French 

positions in northern Vietnam 

December: French casualties in Vietnam exceed 90,000 

 

1953 

April: Viet Minh forces invaded Laos with only minimal resistance 

May: General Navarre appointed the commander of French forces and declares that there 

is “no possibility of winning the war”. 

November: French forces parachuted into remote Dien Bien Phu to establish a fortified 

base and airstrip 

 

1954 

March: 50,000 Viet Minh soldiers began their attack on Dien Bien Phu, destroying the 

airstrip with artillery 

May 1st: France appealed to the US for military intervention but they refused 

May 8th: Geneva Conference began: members include the US, Britain, France, Viet 

Minh and Bao Dai’s government 

July: The Geneva Accords divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel. The US and South 

Vietnam both refused to sign. 

October: The French departed Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh returned from eight years of exile 

to take control of North Vietnam. 

  

VI.     Guide Questions 
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1. According to your delegation, how does the French colonization of Vietnam affect the 

global territorial balance of power? 

2. Does your delegation have strong policies against the spread of communism? If not, what 

role does communism play in your delegation’s perspective? 

3. Does your delegation understand that Indochina should be ruled as a continuation of the 

colonial system, a kingdom under Bao Dai, a socialist republic under Ho Chi Minh or a more 

federal system like that of the U.S.?  

4. How much is your delegation willing to contribute to the Indochina War (especially, in 

terms of funding and military)? 

5. How does your delegation feel about the economic and political potential of relations 

with the Asian continent? 

6. Does your delegation believe in the right of the Viet Minh to have their own autonomy? 

7. How does your delegation feel (if alive) about how the events turned out post the start 

date of the committee? 

 

VII.     Message from the Dias 

Greetings delegates, the issues that were present during the first Indochina war are some 

which present the challenge of promoting one’s foreign policy while pursuing their own interest 

in the region in a complex and diplomatic way. The Dias finds it imperative that delegates have a 

full understanding of the topic before entering committee in order to facilitate the process of 

reaction to the crises. It is also extremely important that delegates are familiar with the way a 

crisis committee works and how delegates are allowed to use portfolio powers in order to change 

the communicates at hand. If you have any questions regarding procedure please don't hesitate to 

email us. The committee will begin on October 1st, 1949 when China officially becomes the 

People’s Republic of China under communist leader Mao Zedong. During committee, we ask 

that delegates to please avoid referring to events which take place after this date as they will be 

irrelevant to the topic at hand given how our goal in this committee is to change the history of 

how these events turned out. 
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Position papers will be due on Tuesday, November 6th, 2018 at 11:59 pm. These should 

be written in Times New Roman with a size 12 font, 1.5 spacing, and should not exceed two 

pages in length. The papers should also include a works cited page in MLA format, which is 

not included in the restriction of the number of pages. Finally, we ask delegates to include their 

delegation’s name in the subject line and send their papers to the committee email:  

indochinawarsjs@gmail.com  

 

Yours truly, 

Carolina Santiago George Matthew Sotelo 

1503lina@gmail.com sotelo.george19@tasisdorado.com 
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