A Clash of Empires in East Asia:
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Introduction

This article focuses on the relationship between the 1954 Geneva Conference on
Korea and the Geneva Conference on Indochina held immediately thereafter.
The two conferences had the similar objective of achieving an armistice by
diplomacy rather than by force, and ultimately stabilized the divisions in both
countries. In fact, the Indochina situation became so critical that it resulted in the
failure of the Korean phase of the conference, for the status quo was chosen as
the best solution in both countries. The 1954 conferences brought about a shift
in power in East Asia, from “old empires” such as Britain and France to the
“new empire” of the United States.

The division of the “two Koreas” has endured since the end of the Korean
War (1950-1953). Although the 1954 Geneva Conference was held to establish
armistices for the Korean peninsula and Indochina, it instead reinforced the
divisions of both Korea and Vietnam. However, whereas Vietham would be
reunified after the Second Indochina War (the Vietnam War, 1964-1973), Korea
remained divided. For “the two Koreas,” the 1954 conference was the first and
the last time all the countries that had participated militarily in the Korean War
discussed the unification of the Korean peninsula. Therefore, by examining the
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conference we should be able to gain some clarification on the Korean
unification problem. Some scholars, such as J.Y. Ra and Haruki Wada, have
deemed the conference a failure,! but they have not illustrated why it could not
make any progress, thus solidifying the division of Korea.

Although there are many studies on the origins of the Korean War,? most do
not mention the 1954 Geneva Conference on Korea. In addition, works about
this conference do not explore the events leading up to it or the development of
negotiations during the conference.? Studies of the Geneva Conference on
Indochina also fail to refer to the conference on Korea.* Although Robert F.
Randle’ and Steven Hugh Lee® have done research on the two conferences, they
have not made the relationship between the two clear. Their research considers
the Geneva Conference on Korea separately from the one on Indochina.

This article focuses on (1) the events from the Korean Armistice Agreement
(July 27, 1953) to the 1954 Geneva Conference, and (2) the Geneva Conference
on Korea and Indochina (April 26-July 27, 1954). I examine U.S. and South
Korean primary sources, including Foreign Relations of the United States
(FRUS), Hanguk Oegyo Munso &=¢|m¥4 (Republic of Korea [ROK]
Diplomatic Correspondence),” and materials published in the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK),? resources that thus far other studies have
yet to use.

The Korean Armistice Agreement led to the 1954 Geneva Conference on
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Korea. Paragraph 60 of the agreement — signed by the United States, North
Korea, and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on July 27, 1953 — stipulates a
high-level political conference to negotiate the withdrawal of all foreign forces
from the peninsula and a peaceful settlement between the two Koreas.” On
October 26, 1953, discussions among North Korean, Chinese, and U.S.
authorities were held in Panmunjom #%7. In January 1954, the foreign
ministers of the Big Four (the U.S., France, Britain, and the Soviet Union) held
the Berlin Conference to discuss questions concerning Korea, Indochina,
Germany, Austria, European security, and disarmament.! By examining the
conferences that predate the Geneva Conference, the first part of this article
shows how the superpowers tried to deal with the problems in East Asia — and
how local administrations reacted to the superpowers’ agreements.

The second part of this article inspects the 1954 Geneva Conference on
Korea, which was held while France was facing large-scale counterattacks in
Indochina.!! Here I analyze how the critical situation in Indochina influenced the
conference on Korea. The Indochina phase started one day after the French
defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the event that ended the First Indochina War.
Conference participants agreed that there would be elections conducted in the
whole of Vietnam. However, these unimplemented elections would eventually
cause the division of Vietnam. I also illustrate the relationship between the
Korean phase and the Indochina phase of the conference.

In conclusion, I mention the situation in East Asia after the 1954 Geneva
Conference, when there was a shift from the “old empires,” such as Britain and
France, to the “new empire” of the U.S. The conference also stabilized the
divisions of the Korean peninsula and of Vietham — an important factor in the
Vietnam War of the 1960s.

The Cold War history of Northeast Asia and that of Southeast Asia tend to
be treated separately. This article is a first step in linking the two through the
Geneva Conference, which addressed the armistices both on the Korean
peninsula and in Indochina. My analysis examines not only the superpowers
during the Cold War!? but the “two Koreas” and “two Vietnams.” A study of
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the interactions among the local states will deepen our understanding of the
complex history of the Cold War in East Asia.

The Road to the 1954 Geneva Conference
The Korean Armistice Agreement (July 27, 1953)

Although the armistice talks of the Korean War initially began in July 1951, no
progress was achieved at that time. Starting from February 1952, the United
Nations began to more actively seek a peaceful settlement of the Korean War.!?

Communist countries also began to look for a peaceful resolution in Asia.
After Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953, the Soviet Union switched its policy in
the Far East from one of conflict to one of finding a diplomatic solution.
Furthermore, the Chinese Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai proposed resuming the
armistice negotiations on Korea and Indochina immediately, and nearly all the
Communist countries endorsed Zhou’s proposal, although the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam) did not.'* The Panmunjom talks on the
Korean armistice promptly resumed, and concluded the first agreement on the
exchange of sick and wounded prisoners on April 11, 1953.1% Eventually, such
policy changes in both East and West prompted the armistice on the Korean
peninsula.

The horrific Korean War finally ended when the UN Command, North
Korea, and China signed the Korean Armistice Agreement on July 27, 1953. In
the months leading up to this, South Korean President Syngman Rhee had
attempted to obstruct the armistice proceedings, promoting opposition to the
UN forces in Korea and hinting repeatedly at the possibility of unilateral South
Korean action against the Communist forces. U.S. Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles appealed to Rhee personally to approve the armistice agreement Dulles
had made, with the security pact between the United States and South Korea
conditional on Rhee’s approval of the armistice.'® In the end, the ROK did not
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sign the Korean Armistice Agreement, although the U.S. and South Korea signed
the Mutual Defense Treaty on October 1, 1953. Thus the Korean armistice was
for all practical purposes concluded without South Korea even signing the cease-
fire.

The Korean Armistice Agreement became sufficient grounds for the 1954
Geneva Conference. Paragraph 60 of the agreement reads:

In order to ensure the peaceful settlement of the Korean question, the military
Commanders of both sides hereby recommend to the Governments of the
countries concerned on both sides that, within three months after the Armistice
Agreement is signed and becomes effective, a political conference of a higher level
of both sides be held by representatives appointed respectively to settle through
negotiation the questions of the withdrawal of all foreign forces from Korea, the
peaceful settlement of the Korean question, etc.!”

Hence both sides needed to hold a political conference on Korea within three
months of the armistice agreement. China and the Soviet Union were favorably
inclined toward signing the agreement, making the statement that international
issues in addition to the Korean problem could also be settled peacefully.'® The
Soviet Union called for a conference among the United States, Britain, China,
France, and the Soviet Union."’

In September 1953, Dulles concurred that a political conference on Korea
should be held, insisting that it would be possible to have a political conference
on Indochina at the same time as the Korean conference.?’ Dulles’s remarks
encouraged French Prime Minister Joseph Laniel to seek peace with Ho Chi
Minh.?! At the conclusion of the Korean Armistice Agreement in July 1953, Ho
Chi Minh had commented that, the Vietnamese people were “boundlessly
delighted” at the news of the end of the Korean War. Ho also stated, “This is a
great victory of the Korean people, the Chinese Volunteer Army, and the world
peace-democratic camp.”?? Yet he never discussed the possibility of a peaceful
settlement for the ongoing Indochina War. But because other Communist
countries had changed their policies to détente, Ho Chi Minh was gradually
forced to entertain the possibility of a peaceful resolution in Indochina and
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accept the offer of negotiations with France, despite the fact that he had led the
struggle against France in order to make Vietnam an independent and unified
nation.”?

Some differences of opinion still remained between East and West as to the
composition of the Korean political conference, especially the inclusion of the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and India. Although the U.S. did not
reject Soviet participation in the conference, the ROK asked the U.S. to prevent
the USSR from taking part.>* In addition, the U.S. and ROK opposed the
inclusion of India, whom they felt would be too close to the Communists.?’ The
U.S. also asserted that the Korean question could be settled without the Republic
of Korea.?* Meanwhile, North Korean leader Kim Il Sung claimed that some
neutral nations ought to attend the upcoming political conference on Korea.?”

Eventually, in accord with the Korean Armistice Agreement, China, the
Soviet Union, the U.S., North Korea, and South Korea agreed to hold a political
conference on Korea, despite the South Korean government’s initial opposition
to participating in such a conference (discussed in detail below).?® Moreover, a
political conference on Indochina was agreed on internationally, owing to Ho
Chi Minh’s grudging acceptance of the idea.

Preparatory Talks at Panmunjom (October 26-December 12, 1953)
On October 26, 1953, discussions among all the countries that had signed the

Korean Armistice Agreement, which included North Korean, Chinese, and U.S.
authorities,”” were held in Panmunjom. The participants discussed proposals for
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the date, place, and agenda of the conference but were unable to reach an
agreement. The Chinese and North Koreans emphasized the importance of
neutral participants, such as the Soviet Union, India, Indonesia, Burma, and
Pakistan.*

The U.S. resisted the attendance of neutral states at the conference, though it
was not opposed to Soviet participation.?! The U.S. put priority on a place and a
date, and insisted that South Korea and the sixteen UN nations (including the
U.S.) that had fought in the Korean War should participate.’? The U.S. delegate
to the Panmunjom Conference, Arthur H. Dean, consulted with Syngman Rhee
during the conference. Rhee was against the participation of the Soviet Union
and India.** Thus the two sides were unable to reach any agreement on the
composition of a political conference.?*

The Berlin Conference (January 25-February 18, 1954)
and the U.S. Policy Change toward Southeast Asia

The foreign ministers of the Big Four (the U.S., France, Britain, and the Soviet
Union) held the Berlin Conference from January 25 to February 18, 1954 to
discuss matters concerning Korea, Indochina, Germany, Austria, European
security, and disarmament.’> At the Berlin Conference, Soviet Foreign Minister
Vyacheslav M. Molotov expressed the hope that the U.S., France, Britain, the
Soviet Union, and China would hold a conference to discuss not only Asian
problems but also broader international problems. Britain and France agreed to
Molotov’s proposal since they were also beginning to open negotiations with the
Communists. The U.S., however, refused, because it was against Chinese
involvement in the conference, with the exception of discussions on the Korean
armistice problem.

Ultimately, the British and French prevailed on the Americans to attend the
conference on Korea and Indochina®® in order to maintain the unity of the three
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countries, and especially to promote European security in the effort to contain
communism. Britain recognized that the Indochina crisis would damage its own
chief interests in the Malay peninsula.’” British Foreign Minister Sir Anthony
Eden succeeded in convincing Dulles to have a conference among the five
countries, as Molotov had suggested. In addition, French Foreign Minister
Georges Bidault proposed to Dulles that the conference on the Korean problem
include Indochina on the agenda. Increasing Chinese influence over the Vietminh
had pushed France to recognize the necessity of negotiating with China.3*
Bidault added that if the U.S. did not accept the French proposal, France would
renounce the proposed draft of the European Defense Community (EDC), which
the U.S. was eagerly seeking to establish at the time.** For France, domestic
political pressure strengthened critics’ arguments that the Laniel government
should solve the Indochina problem as soon as possible. Eventually, the U.S.
consented to hold a joint conference on Korea and Indochina, for it regarded
unity among Western countries as essential in containing the threat of
communism.*

In parallel with the Berlin Conference, the U.S. government revised its policy
toward Southeast Asia through the National Security Council (NSC) document
5405, which considered exclusive direct involvement in Southeast Asia in
January 1954,*' meaning that the U.S. was willing to solve the Indochina
problem by armed force. The U.S. had sent aid to France for the Indochina
conflict since 1950.#> After the outbreak of the Korean War, the U.S. increased
its aid for France and the Associated States in Indochina.** However, NSC 5405
was the first time that the U.S. government examined the possibility of direct
American military commitment, even without the involvement of allies such as
Britain and France - that is, solving the Indochina problem by force rather than
by diplomacy.

The communiqué presented on February 18, 1954, at the end of the Berlin
Conference, declared that the problem of restoring peace in Indochina would
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also be discussed at the conference later that year, to which representatives of the
United States, France, the United Kingdom, the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics, the People’s Republic of China, and other interested states would be
invited. But the last sentence of the communiqué stated that neither an invitation
to nor the holding of such a conference should be taken to imply diplomatic
recognition in any case where it had not already been accorded.** This sentence
was added to the document because U.S. did not want to recognize Communist
China.®

Eventually, the U.S. Department of State sent fifteen UN participant nations*®
letters of invitation to the Geneva Conference.*” However, South Korea, still
opposed to the cease-fire in the Korean War, maintained its opposition to a
political conference on Korea. There were two reasons for this. First, since the
Communists were united but the West was fragmented in its views and policies,
South Korea considered the situation dangerous. In other words, South Korea
worried about Communist influence in the international arena. Second, from the
South Korean point of view, the conference would improve the position of the
Communists, because it would give them a voice at the international conference.
Therefore, South Korea did not officially agree to participate at the outset.*® The
U.S. persuaded South Korea to take part by suggesting that the U.S. would
support South Korea’s military buildup and other common policies to be
pursued during the conference. With these assurances, South Korea decided to
attend the Geneva Conference.*’ At almost the same time, U.S. President Dwight
D. Fisenhower asked President Rhee not to invade North Korea,*® since it was
crucial that the U.S. deter a unilateral South Korean attack.

Thus the U.S. agreed to hold a political conference on both the Korea and
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Indochina situations. However, the U.S. was not necessarily actively seeking to
solve the armistice problems in East Asia through diplomacy, especially with
regard to the conflict in Indochina. The biggest factor in the U.S. acceptance of
the Geneva Conference was the importance of establishing close relations with
its Western allies who sought a peaceful settlement in East Asia.

The Geneva Conference on Korea and Indochina
The Korean Phase (April 26-June 15, 1954) and the Crisis of Dien Bien Phu

South Korea, North Korea, fifteen of the sixteen UN nations that had
participated in the Korean War, the Soviet Union, and China held the Geneva
Conference on Korea from April 26 to June 15, 1954. The elections on the
Korean peninsula and the question of the withdrawal of all foreign forces from
the peninsula were the two major issues at the conference.

The U.S. and its allies believed that the United Nations Commission for the
Unification and Rehabilitation of Korea (UNCURK), established by the UN
General Assembly resolution of October 7, 1950 as a successor to the former
UN Commission on Korea (UNCOK, 1948-1950), would fulfill its main role of
conducting elections in the Korean peninsula. However, there was a vast
difference among the Western countries’ opinions on the elections in Korea.
Only the U.S.’" and South Korea® suggested that an election be held only in the
northern part of Korea because the free election conducted under UN
supervision in 1948 in the southern half of Korea was already valid. The U.S.
proposal in the Korean phase of the conference was grounded in U.S. policy
toward the Korean peninsula, which was closely connected with its policy
toward Japan. After the end of World War II, Japan became an important
economic base for the U.S. in its efforts to contain communism. To strengthen
the Japanese economy, the U.S. urged Japan and South Korea discuss
normalization of diplomatic relations between the two nations.*> In other words,
South Korea was recognized as crucial for the Japanese economy. Thus it was
necessary for the U.S. to maintain a “free country” on the Korean peninsula, and

51. Kenneth T. Young, ed., The 1954 Geneva Conference: Indo-China and Korea (New York:
Greenwood Press, 1968), 9-14.
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the U.S. accordingly insisted on post-armistice elections only in the northern part
of the peninsula, whose population was smaller that that of the south.

In contrast, other Western and non-Communist-bloc countries, such as
Australia,’* Thailand,> Britain,*® and France,” insisted that the elections should
be conducted throughout the Korean peninsula. These countries had sent troops
to the Korean War, but their interests in the Korean peninsula were not as
significant as those of the U.S.%® They expected that Syngman Rhee would win
even if the election were held throughout the peninsula.*® Also, they did not have
a containment policy toward the Communists, so they tried to negotiate with
each other.

North Korea,®® China,®' and the Soviet Union®? affirmed this same point
regarding the elections on the Korean peninsula. The Communists, however,
expected the neutral nations to act as supervisory committees. North Korea
proposed setting up an all-Korean commission that would supersede the 1948
ROK elections by establishing a coalition between the South and North Korean
people, and withdrawing all foreign troops from the Korean peninsula within six
months. China and the Soviet Union supported the North Korean proposal,
exhibiting a unified front of the Communist East. However, when it came to
withdrawal of all the foreign troops in Korea, the U.S government opposed
withdrawal of both Chinese Communist and UN forces because such a move
would probably cripple the Korean armistice.®?

All efforts to negotiate a compromise between West and East in the Korean
phase of the conference were in vain. For instance, U.S. delegate Walter Bell
Smith had an informal meeting with Molotov to discuss the composition of a
body to supervise the Korean elections. Smith insisted on the principles of free
elections and UN supervision, but Molotov rejected them, so they were unable to
reach any agreement.®*
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The gulfs of opinion among Western countries grew so large that it seemed
increasingly difficult to solve the Korean problem by diplomacy. In particular,
disputes still remained about the elections on the Korean peninsula. South Korea
did not intend to resolve the issue through negotiations, hoping instead to wrap
up the Korean phase as soon as possible.®® British Foreign Minister Anthony
Eden wrote in his diary on May 20, 1954, that South Korea’s idea was too far
from the British point of view to permit a final agreement.®® Britain had sought
negotiations with the Communist countries through the conference on Korea;
however, it could not help moving toward an agreement on a modus vivendi.

Moreover, the situation in Indochina eventually affected the result of the
Geneva Conference on Korea. As mentioned above, the U.S. government had
already begun to seek more direct involvement in the Indochina conflict before
the Korean phase of the conference began. The French government, which was
facing a dire crisis at their key fortress, Dien Bien Phu, had dispatched General
Paul Ely to ask for direct American involvement at the end of March 1954.
General Ely had revealed to the U.S. government that there was only a 50
percent likelihood that France could win the conflict in Indochina.®” The U.S.
government, greatly concerned about the crisis at Dien Bien Phu, had made an
appeal for multilateral military action in Indochina — the so-called united action
proposed by Dulles, who was U.S. Secretary of State at the time.*® But Britain,
the States’ most reliable ally, had rejected “united action,” assuming that the
Indochina problem would be solved by diplomacy.®® France had also been
against the internationalization of the First Indochina War prior to the Geneva
Conference on Indochina.”® The U.S. finally decided not to intervene in
Indochina directly without other allies’ cooperation, and instead established an
anti-Communist regional organization with Britain, France, the Associated States
in Indochina, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, and the Philippines.”! In 1954,
therefore, “united action” in the First Indochina War was never realized.
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65. Ibid., 16:359.
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Shortly afterward, Dulles outlined the new U.S. policies toward East Asia in a
document entitled “United States Strategy for Development of a Position of
Military Strength in the Far East” (NSC 5416). In this strategy, the U.S. planned
to develop and organize military forces in the non-Communist countries in the
Far East.”? The U.S. continued to seek allied cooperation in order to deal with
the Indochina crisis, since it seemed difficult to obtain national and congressional
support without first securing cooperation not only from European allies but
from East Asian nations such as South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan, as well.”?
Later, in February 1955, this idea of “united action” was developed into SEATO
(South East Asia Treaty Organization), which consisted of the U.S., Britain,
France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Thailand. Later still, in the
1960s, on the initiative of the U.S., eight countries (the U.S., South Korea,
Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, Australia, New Zealand, and Spain)
organized to take cooperative military action under the rubric of “Free World
Military Assistances Forces” (FWMAF) in the Second Indochina War.

The Indochina problem became more pressing than the Korean one after the
French were decisively defeated at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954. In addition, due
to the entrenched and widely divergent stances of the U.S. and ROK on the
Korean problem, Britain thought it would be worth sacrificing “young and
poor” Korea if the Indochina problem could be solved.” As Eden conveyed to
Molotov, Britain “thought continuation of status quo in Korea [was| not too
bad.””> Three factors behind the Britain’s decision can be assumed. First, the
British interest in Korea was not all that strong, even though Britain had sent
troops to support the U.S. in the Korean War.”® Second, since Britain retained
Hong Kong as a colonial possession, it was invested in keeping channels open
with China - a diplomatic stance critically different from the containment policy
of the U.S.”7 Third, Britain believed that the Indochina situation demanded a
much more immediate resolution than the Korean problem because Indochina
was contiguous with Malaya, the British colony in Southeast Asia at the time.
Furthermore, Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov agreed with Eden’s idea of
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maintaining the status quo in the Korean peninsula.”® These agreements among
superpowers resulted in the stabilization of the division of the Korean peninsula,
which remains to the present day.

In the end, the Geneva Conference on Korea concluded without the signing
of a declaration by all the participating countries. The only agreement achieved
was a consensus that the participants not restart the war in the Korean
peninsula. On June 15, 1954, fifteen UN nations and South Korea presented a
communiqué stating that an election in the Korean peninsula should be
implemented under UN supervision, but the communiqué received no support
from the Communist East.”

In the communiqué, no reference was made to whether the election should be
conducted only in the northern part or in the entire Korean peninsula, a
distinction that had been one of the biggest issues at the conference. Eventually,
the Geneva Conference broke off because West and East could not reach any
agreement. Up to the present day, elections under UN supervision in the Korean
peninsula have not yet taken place, and the peninsula remains politically divided.

The Korean phase ended without any fruitful results for two reasons. First,
there was a great gap in the opinions of participants from East and West, as well
as among Western countries. Dealing with Rhee’s adamant opposition to the
armistice and also to the Geneva Conference was also a large stumbling block
for the Western nations. Second, the crisis in Indochina made the Korean
problem appear less urgent, which resulted in the maintenance of the division on
the Korean peninsula.

The Indochina Phase (May 8-July 21, 1954)

It was on May 7, 1954, during the Geneva Conference on Korea, that Dien Bien
Phu was taken by the Vietminh Army. The next day, after this crucial turning
point, the Geneva Conference on Indochina opened.®® A few days earlier, the
primary U.S. delegate in Geneva had switched from U.S. Secretary of State John
Foster Dulles to Under Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith. This turnover
indicates that Dulles had never planned on solving the Indochina problem
through negotiations.®'
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Not surprisingly, there were differences of opinion between the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and France in the Indochina phase. Pham Van
Dong, the head of the DRV delegation, insisted on three points: (1) the
sovereignty and independence of Vietnam, Khmer, and Pathet Lao, (2) the
withdrawal of all foreign troops, and (3) free general elections to be organized in
Vietnam, Khmer, and Pathet Lao.?” In contrast, the French Foreign Minister,
Georges Bidault, referred only to an immediate armistice in Indochina and
disarmament of the army, saying little about political issues.®?

Though the Indochina phase also reached a deadlock, the informal meetings
among Eden, Molotov, and Zhou Enlai played a key role in mediating conflict at
the conference. In addition, French Prime Minister Laniel resigned, as a sign of
taking responsibility for the lack of progress at the Geneva Conference on
Indochina. Pierre Mendes-France, who had appealed for a French armistice with
the Vietminh, took the oath of office as the new French prime minister and
foreign minister on June 18, 1954. Mendes-France took part in the Geneva
Conference on Indochina.’* These two events moved the Indochina phase
toward reaching a consensus.

In the official talks between Zhou and French Foreign Minister Bidault,
Zhou indicated that China would be willing to recognize two governments in
Vietnam (Ho Chi Minh in the north, Bao Dai in the south). Zhou made the same
proposal to Eden. Zhou’s suggestion was the complete opposite of the
aforementioned DPV position; however, the DPV delegate, Pham Vang Dong,
had no choice but to accept it because Zhou’s approach had been approved by
the Soviet Communist Party, the Chinese Communist Party, and the Worker’s
Party of Vietnam.®® Therefore, the fact that France, Britain, and China accepted
the division was a decisive event for the later fortunes of Vietnam. The
compromises among these superpowers stemmed from their desire to reach an
armistice in the First Indochina War, and to exercise their influence over
Vietnam. In particular, Britain had ambitions to make its presence felt in
Malaya.

Eventually, East and West signed an agreement on July 21, 1954, which
determined that Vietnam would be divided into south and north at the 17th
parallel and that a demilitarized zone would be built in both parts. The
agreement also specified that elections in South and North Vietnam would be
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conducted within two years, which meant by July 1956. Additionally, the
International Supervisory Committee, composed of Canada, India, and Poland,
was to inspect the armistice in Vietnam.%® The fact that the conference
participants had not been able to reach any agreement in the Korean phase
compelled the conclusion of the agreement in the Indochina phase. However,
Bao Dai, the head of the State of Vietnam, which the French had created in
1948, was against the division of Vietnam, so the delegation of the State of
Vietnam did not sign the agreement. Thus Vietnam became another divided
country, similar to the “two Koreas.”

The planned elections were never implemented because both the U.S. and
South Vietnam rejected the 1956 elections proposed at the conference. North
Vietnam, which had called for the elections, continued to receive aid from China
and the Soviet Union. Thus the agreement reached at the Geneva conference on
Indochina became a dead letter within two years, stabilizing the division of
Vietnam. Vietnam would finally be reunified after the long and bloody Second
Indochina War, which broke out roughly ten years after the 1954 Geneva
Conference.

Conclusion

The results of the 1954 Geneva Conference on Korea and on Indochina led to
the division of two areas in East Asia. In addition, a large shift of hegemony took
place from “old empires” to “new empire” in East Asia. The conference on both
Korea and Indochina was the final chance for former empires such as Britain and
France to exercise their imperial powers in East Asia. The U.S. had also exerted a
large influence in Northeast Asia since the beginning of the Cold War, by giving
economic and military assistance and concluding bilateral security treaties.
However, the hotter the Cold War in East Asia became, the greater U.S.
commitment became, not only in Northeast Asia but also in Southeast Asia. In
this sense, the Geneva Conference was the decisive opportunity for the U.S. to
act as a new “empire” in all of East Asia, replacing Britain and France. Indeed,
the Geneva conference was the last time an independent British policy exercised
significant influence in the resolution of a major international crisis.®”

Some common points and influences can be found between the Korean and
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the Indochina phases of the conference. First, withdrawal of all foreign troops
and elections for political unification were the major issues in both phases.
Second, not only the superpowers’ interests but also some parties’ opposition to
the armistices in those areas eventually resulted in maintenance of the status quo
- namely, the divisions of Korea and Vietnam.

In addition, the situations in Korea and Indochina influenced each other.
During the Korean phase, the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu hindered the
solution of the Korean problem at the Geneva Conference. In contrast,
participants in the Indochina phase, such as the Soviet Union, China, and
Britain, made great efforts not to provoke “another” Korean phase, which ended
without any agreement between East and West. Thus they agreed on a cease-fire
in Indochina and a timetable for elections, even though this declaration became
for most intents and purposes invalid soon after the conference ended.

The 1954 Geneva Conference on Korea and Indochina was the crucial event
that entrenched the divisions of two regions. After the conference, the U.S.
strengthened the anti-Communist bloc in East Asia. The 1953 Mutual Defense
Treaty between the U.S. and the Republic of Korea allowed the U.S. Army to
stay in South Korea after the Korean War. Also, The U.S. Army retained
operational control of the ROK Army by signing a draft soon after the 1954
conference.®® One instance of connecting the non-Communist states in Fast Asia
is the military exchange between South Korea and the Republic of Vietnam.
After the Geneva Conference, the U.S. government promoted military
cooperation with other anti-Communist Asian countries (NSC 5416). At the
beginning of 1954, when the U.S. changed in its policy toward Southeast Asia,
South Korean President Syngman Rhee proposed dispatching his army to
Indochina® to save “the free world.” The U.S. government discussed Rhee’s
proposal at a high governmental level, since as we have seen, it had already
begun to examine the possibility of direct intervention in Indochina. The
Department of State,”® Department of Defense,”! and Central Intelligence
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Agency® each compiled reports on sending Korean troops to Indochina.
Eventually, as mentioned above, the U.S. abandoned the idea of direct
involvement by the U.S. and Korea in the Indochina conflict during the mid-
1950s, though this did not preclude the possibility of future involvement. Even
though South Korean troops were not dispatched to Indochina at that time,
military exchanges between South Korea and the Republic of Vietnam began in
1954. This fact indicates that South Korea had become an important Asian ally
in the U.S. drive to contain the Communists in Indochina. By the 1960s, South
Korea would become the second largest contributor of troops to the Second
Indochina War.

In contrast, North Korea followed the approach of Juche (self-reliance) in its
domestic and foreign policies, rejecting influences from Japanese colonialism, the
Soviet Union, and China. The Chinese military left North Korea in 1958. The
Sino-Soviet conflict of the mid-1950s encouraged North Korea to strengthen its
Juche policy. Concurrently with the close relations between South Korea and the
Republic of Vietnam, the North Korea-North Vietnamese relationship also
deepened. Significantly, there is speculation that North Korea also sent a small
number of pilots to Vietnam to participate in combat.”® It was yet another
tragedy that the soldiers of South Korea and North Korea would meet to fight
again in the Second Indochina War. The strained and militarized conflicts
between the two Koreas lasted from the end of the Geneva conference in 1954 to
the direct talks between the two nations in 1972.

In this article, due to length constraints, I could not delve deeply into the
Soviet Union and China’s policies toward the Korean Peninsula, though both
powers had a large influence on the building of North Korea. Further study on
their policies through the use of Russian and Chinese primary sources is
necessary to answer the question of whether they, too, sought to establish new
empires in East Asia. In addition, it is essential to study more precisely the
Indochina phase of the Geneva Conference.

However, I would point out that the failure of the Geneva Conference led to
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the former colonies holding the Asia-African Conference in order to remain
independent of the former colonial powers and of the influence of the Cold War.
In June 1954, on the way home from Geneva to China, Chinese Foreign
Minister Zhou Enlai visited New Delhi and Rangoon and formed agreements
with India and Burma, officially dubbed the “Five Principles of Peaceful
Coexistence.”® These “Five Principles” were born of the failure in Geneva and
became an influential movement in the whole of Asia in the 1950s.
“Nationalism” in East Asia was closely connected with communism.* The U.S.
had recognized such Third World expansion as enlargement of communism and
such awareness became one cause of the U.S. military intervention in Vietnam in
the 1960s.

It is very difficult to say what we should learn from the 1954 Geneva
Conference on Korea vis-a-vis the future of Korean unification. However, it
seems clear that all the countries concerned with the Korean peninsula should try
to solve the problems not by force of arms but by diplomacy, in order to avoid a
Second Korean War, which would produce countless casualties. Six Party Talks
among Russia, the U.S., China, Japan, North Korea, and South Korea have
continued on the issue of North Korean nuclear weapons production. In
addition, the “two Koreas” have started to discuss political, economic, and
military questions since the establishment of the “Sunshine Policy” by South
Korean President Kim Daejung. I would like to point out that the “two Koreas”
should cooperate with negotiations not only between the “two Koreas” but also
among other countries concerning the Korean peninsula. If armistice talks are
opened again in the future, the lessons of the 1954 Geneva Conference will be
helpful, despite the fact that no one can forecast when the renewal of armistice
talks or Korean unification will come to fruition.
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