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WHY VIETNAM OCCUPIES KAMPUCHEA

FOR its few hard-line supporters in this country and

" elsewhere, Vietnam’s Kampuchea policy is plain
cnough and free from all blame. They see Vietnam’s
armed intervention of January 1979 which toppled the
Pol Pot régime as a well-deserved punishment meted out
to a ruthless dictatorship that had long practised geno-
cide at home and aggression abroad. By its action Viet-
nam had helped liberate a neighbouring people from a
singularly oppressive régime, and it was deemed to be
everyone’s duty to welcome this development and give
the new Heng Samrin administration every support in
the task of rebuilding Kampuchea rather than carping at
finer points of national sovereignty and international
law. Beyond that, the argument runs, the relations be-
tween Kampuchea and Vietnam—or, for that matter,
between Vietnam and the Soviet Union—are simply bi-
lateral matters between independent states and no con-
cern of the world at large.

There is however another point of view with a greater
following, which qualifies its evident relief at the over-
throw of the Pol Pot régime with a certain unease at the
continuing Vietnamese occupation of Kampuchea and
the growing intimacy between Vietnam and the Soviet
Union, and is anxious to find a solution that would en-
able Vietnam to pull its troops out of Kampuchea and
to reassert its customary independence of the great
powers. This interpretation, which rests mainly on stress-
ing the interplay of international power politics, treats
Vietnam’s invasion and occupation of Kampuchea as a
relatively minor issue, which would be put right once
Vietnam’s legitimate fears as regards its security and nat-
ional interests were satisfactorily dealt with. Implicit in
this reasoning is the judgment that any workable solu-
tion will have to recognise Vietnam’s ‘special position’
and presumed ‘rights’ vis-d-vis Indochina, that is, Kam-
puchea and Laos.

The main emphasis of this point of view is on the so-
called ‘Chinese threat’ which, it is argued—in the face of
unremitting American hostility and European indiffer-
ence—more or less pushed Vietnam into turning to the
Soviet Union for badly needed political, economic and
military support and help. Therefore, the proponents of
this view consider a greater US ‘responsiveness’ towards
Vietnam—in the twofold form of a normalisation of
diplomatic and commercial relations with Hanoi and
the recognition of the Heng Samrin régime in Phnom
Penh—to be the essential first step towards any political
solution to the conflicts in Indochina.*

Such an interpretation of and solution for the ‘Kam-
puchean problem’ is in different forms widely enter-
tained, by Western powers and ASEAN governments
among others, and even by certain Kampuchean political

figures like Sihanouk. Indeed, it is not very different
from Vietnam’s own position on the subject. Is this inter-
pretation valid? and will the solution proposed work?

January 7th is the second anniversary of the Vietnamese
capture of Phnom Penh and we mark the occasion with
what we think is a cogent analysis of the forces which
drove Vietnam to that aggression. We shall be pleased
to have comments on it from our readers.

We are well aware that there are other important
issues demanding attention—the Beijing trials of the
Gang of Four and others, the situation in Poland and
that in Afghanistan, to name only three. They present
difficult problems on which we are anxious for our
readers’ opinions. We study international affairs, and
especially developments in China, carefully, but we do
not think our views are ultimate truth.

& * *

We have a note to add to the article Iast month, on
Creating China’s Future. Owing to last-minute edit-
ing we failed to make clear that at the bottom of page
3, immediately before the quotation, the word I¢’ refer-
red to bureaucracy.

BEST WISHES FOR 1981 TO ALL READERS!

Vietnam’s regional strategy

It is implied in the kind of reasoning outlined above
that the ‘real’ problem in Indochina is not Vietnam, not
even Kampuchea, but China. I think, on the contrary,
that the real problem facing us is net Kampuchea, nor
China, but Vietnam, a problem both political and theo-
retical. Even a cursory look at the post-1975 develop-
ments in Vietnam will in fact show that the invasion and
occupation of Kampuchea, rather than being an isolated
event, was and is but one aspect of a more general policy
of building up, by force if necessary, an ‘Indochina bloc’
as a system of compulsory and permanent ‘friendship and
cooperation’ in pursuit of Vietnam’s national unity
and ‘socialist’” development. It will show, too, that
Hanoi’s consummation in 1978 of an all-embracing al-
liance with the Soviet Union was no sudden and involun-
tary reaction to the ‘Chinese threat’ but a qualitatively
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new alignment tailored to the requirements of asserting
Vietnam’s ‘leadership’ over Indochina and, specifically,
for solving the thorny ‘Kampuchea problem’ once and
for all.

Kampuchea itself was not a minor issue at all for Viet-
nam, but almost a life-and-death matter, both because of
its intrinsic importance as an integral and indispensable
part of Indochina (as the crucial agricultural ‘hinterland’
for Vietnam’s industrial revolution) but also, more im-
portant, because the fierce nationalism and stubborn de-
fiance of Kampuchea threatened to jeopardise Vietnam’s
whole Indochina project. Vietnam’s decision to assume
direct physical control of Kampuchea was and remains
an extremely costly business in every respect, and the
normally prudent and sensible authorities in Hanoi
would not have embarked upon such a risky adventure
except as a desperate measure of last resort.

For of course the very first thing to note about Viet-
nam’s Kampuchea policy is that it is not an isolated nor
indeed a passing event, as is assumed by those looking for
a political solution. “The situation in Kampuchea is ir-
reversible’; such is the common refrain of every pro-
nouncement from Vietnam on the subject, whether by
Truong Chinh, Pham Van Dong or Nguyen Co Thach,
and whether made in Hanoi, Moscow or in New York.2
Over and over again, Vietnamese spokesmen emphasise
that the ‘unity, friendship and cooperation’ of the three
Indochinese countries and peoples is a permanent reality
or arrangement beyond all question; no political solution
will be allowed to alter that basic fact. The only solution
that Vietnam wants and will accept is the one which
recognises that fact—or, rather, fait accompli—which it-
self is ‘not negotiable’. The views, to say nothing of the
rights, of the Kampuchean (and Laotian) people obvious-
ly don’t come into the picture at all. One must see that
the quest for a political solution conceived in terms of
Vietnam’s needs and interests runs counter to the in-
dependence, and ultimately the very survival, of Kam-
puchea.

There can be no doubt, in the light of the available
evidence, that by 1978 the situation in Vietnam was ex-
tremely critical, both economically and politically, both
in the North and (particularly) in the South, and both
in its regional and international relationships. For rea-
sons of space, we can only touch upon a few aspects of
the problems.

Reunification and crisis in the South

The reunification of Vietnam and the ‘unification’ of
Indochina are perhaps best understood as two inter-
related themes in the context of a sort of economic
counter-revolution or ‘involution’ within the Vietnamese
revolution. Until 1975 the economic stagnation character-
ising the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (N. Vietnam)
could, by rights, be blamed upon the actual destruction
and general disruption wrought by the American war of
aggression. After 1975 the Party leaders and planners in
Hanoi looked to the very considerable economic re-
sources of the South as being essential, even vital, to the
development of the North.

Thus, even though prior to 1975 it had been repeated-
ly proclaimed that the reunification of the South with
the North—and, still more so, the socialist transforma-
tion of the South—would be a gradual and long-drawn-
out process, in fact both the national reunification and
the socialist reconstruction of the South were pushed
through with extraordinary suddenness and speed, chiefly
by administrative methods imposed from the top. In the
circumstances the socialist transformation of the South
proved to be a singularly hard nut to crack, and Hanoi’s
expectations of mobilising the economic riches of the
South for the development of the North were largely dis-
appointed.

It was above all in the field of requisitioning food sup-
plies that Hanoi’s disappointment with the South was
particularly marked. As early as mid-197% the Party daily,

Nhan Dan, noted that the grain situation was ‘generally
critical and very critical in a number of provinces’.? In
1977 the paddy production at 11.2m. tons fell 2.5m. tons
short of target, and in 1978 the authorities in Hanoi
privately admitted to foreign governments that the coun-
try ‘faced the gravest food crisis in its history with a
record shortage of 4.3m. tons of grain.”* Another source
states that because of crop failures, ‘production in 1978
fell to 10.5m. tons, down from about 10.9m. tons in 1977’
Even in 1979, according to UN estimates, Vietnam would
‘have to import 2 to gm. tons of grain valued at $400 to
$500 m., a heavy burden for the overall economy whose
total annual exports are valued at about $500m.’

The historian Alexander Woodside, basing himself on
published Vietnamese documents, has recently provided
a graphic picture of the failings of economic policy and
administration in the South.® His views are worth quot-
ing at some length :

...As of September 1978...the state commercial organis-

ations in south Vietnam controlled barely 40 per cent of the

sources of goods, and about 40 per cent of the retail goods
trade, in the entire region. The most visible, and most fatal,
gap between the ambitions and the performance of the new
revolutionary government in the south has been in agriculture.

Not that agriculture did not receive a good deal of bureau-

cratic attention: between 1975 and 1978, some forty state trad-

ing companies, supported by 300 stores, 15,000 cadres, and a

network of trading cooperatives which reached into three-

quarters of the south’s villages, were established to manage the
south’s trade in foodstuffs. But at the end of 1978, this large
apparatus had succeeded in collecting and controlling no more
than 20 per cent of the south’s annual production of food. For
certain really crucial products—grains, sugar cane, tobacco,
fish—the state’s powers of purchase or requisition actually de-
clined between 1975 and 1977, when compared to the pre-
sumed sizes of the harvests. ...

Woodside continued :

Purely to satisfy the local markets of the south, the régime an-

nally needs to dispose of about 100,000 tons of meat (in 1978

it was actually getting its hands on 30,000 tons); 400,000 tons

of vegetables (it actually collected 60,000 tons); over 100,000,000

eggs (it actually collected 10,000,000); and 30,000 tons of pea-

nuts (it actually collected 6,000 tons). Yet the south was sup-
posed to help feed the north after the war, as well as itself.

And since the north in this period, partly because of unusually

bad weather, lived on the edge of famine, it is not very difficult

to imagine the desperate state of mind of the Hanoi leader-
ship at the end of 1978—and its willingness to run inter-
national risks even for the sake of minor palliatives.”

‘Special relationship’ with Laos

Hanoi’s frustrations in southern Vietnam were paral-
leled by similar frustrations in its dealings with its im-
mediate neighbours in Indochina, where it was similarly
disappointed in its expectations of exercising its ‘leader-
ship’. Its relations with Laos seemed amicable enough,
save for the incongruous presence of some 50,000 Viet-
namese troops on Loatian soil. But throughout 1977
Hanoi’s relations with Kampuchea steadily deteriorated,
constantly soured by charges and counter-charges and
periodically marked by armed hostilities. These hostili-
ties were particularly extensive in December and led
Phnom Penh to suspend diplomatic relations with Hanoi
on the very last day of the year. Perhaps the very ‘special
relationship’ which Hanoi claimed to have established
with Laos might help explain the very special antagon-
ism that Kampuchea felt towards Vietnam.

It is commonplace now to speak of the xenophobia
and chauvinism of the Kampuchean leadership towards
Vietnam. But as Communists and not merely as nation-
alists, the leaders of the Kampuchean Communist Party
could not but have been greatly disturbed by Vietnamese
attempts to locate the roots of the proposed Indochina
federation in the establishment, way back in 1930, of a
Vietnamese-dominated Indochinese Communist Party, as
was done in the Vietnam-Laos declaration of 1976, and
by the oft-repeated claims of the Vietnamese Communist
Party to be a kind of ‘mother-Party’. Nor could the sus-
picions of Kampuchean Communists be particularly al-




layed by the sort of ‘special relationship’ that was actually
taking shape between Vietnam and Laos.

The treaty of friendship and cooperation between the
two countries, signed in July 1977, was to last 25 years,
with a provision for automatic extension beyond that
date. It was backed up by further agreements made in
September 19747 and May 1978. The treaty gave Vietnam
the right to help Laos train its Party cadres and to parti-
cipate in the work of propaganda, broadcasting and the
publication of newspapers and journals; thus the levers
of Laos’ political and ideological life were firmly placed
under Vietnamese control. In the economic domain, the
treaty linked Laos’ economy tightly to Vietnam’s by
means of special trade preferences, further reinforced by
Vietnam’s making a series of interest-free loans to Laos,
as well as extending other financial aid, thereby embed-
ding the ‘special relationship’ in a creditor-debtor re-
lationship, almost (as Woodside remarks) ‘as a compen-
satory miniaturisation of the creditor-debtor relationship
which now exists between Moscow and Hanoi’.®

Beyond that, as Nayan Chanda has recently pointed
out, Hanoi now consider Indochina to be an economic
unit and envisages ‘economic and strategic planning on
an all-Indochina scale’.® For a country like Laos, at the
very most this could only mean a limited degree of de-
velopment of a few modern sectors of its economy by
Vietnam within an international division of labour de-
termined by the latter’s overall development needs and
priorities. It is hard to resist the conclusion that both its
political seniority and experience and the colonial legacy
of the region’s uneven development were sought to be
used by Vietnamese Communists to claim and establish
for their country a ‘metropolitan’ position vis-d-vis Indo-
china.

Build-up to invasion

Such a ‘special relationship’ is not after all very differ-
ent from a classical colonial one, and the Kampuchean
Communists were not greatly attracted to it. By the be-
ginning of 1978 neither frequent but limited armed
clashes between Vietnam and Kampuchea, nor various
attempts to topple the régime in Phnom Penh from with-
in, seemed likely to resolve the ‘Kampuchean question’
to Hanoi’s satisfaction. So early that year the authorities
in Hanoi decided on a policy of active intervention to
dispose of the problem once and for all, and proceeded
to deal with the matter in a characteristically methodical
manner.

At a full secret session of the central committee of the
Vietnamese Communist Party held at the end of Feb-
ruary 1978, the decision was taken to back a rebel move-
ment in Kampuchea with military might, which was
finally to sweep the Pol Pot régime from power in Jan-
uary 1979, though in the event the sweeping was actually
done by the Vietnamese army rather than by Kampu-
chean rebels. That ‘crucial meeting’, Nayan Chanda
wrote a year later, ‘was followed by a diplomatic initia-
tive to reassure Asean countries, the forging of economic
and military ties with the Soviet Union, a gradual mili-
tary build-up along the Vietnam-Kampuchea border, the
creation of the Kampuchea National United Front for
National Salvation (KNUFNS) and finally by the light-
ning offensive at the end of December 1978.”%° In short,
the Vietnamese invasion was no impulsive or freak re-
action to Kampuchean provocations but a long pre-
meditated and well-prepared operation to find a final
solution to Kampuchean intransigence and belligerency.

Kampuchean belligerence was duly put down to
Peking’s encouragement, with Kampuchea being seen as
a ‘bridgehead of aggression’ against Vietnam; and it is
interesting that the decision to deal with the Kampu-
chean problem was taken at the same meeting as the
other decision, implemented the following month as ‘the
second battle of Saigon’, to crush the economic power of
the Chinese business community in south Vietnam,

which (while being justified in the name of ‘socialism’)
‘was seen as a potential Peking tool of sabotage and sub-
version’.!* Thus were the battles for the revolutionary re-
unification of Vietnam and the ‘socialist’ unification of
Indochina joined together, being directed against the
ethnic Chinese at home and against Democratic Kampu-
chea abroad, and both being tied together with China as
the bogeyman.

By the middle of 1948 the Vietnamese war machine
started preparing for the final battle against Kampuchea.
Preparations were also afoot in the diplomatic arena, re-
sulting in a complete change of tune on ASEAN and a
frantic bid for ‘normalising’ relations with the US. And
preparations no doubt went ahead inside Kampuchea
itself.

The Soviet entanglement

But of all the assorted preparations the one that mat-
tered most—the one most crucial to victory—involved
the establishment by Hanoi of a ‘special relationship’
with the Soviet Union, for Soviet military and economic
aid was absolutely essential (political and diplomatic
support being merely desirable) if the planned military
operation against Kampuchea was to succeed. Vietnam
joined COMECON on go June, having long resisted
Soviet pressure to do so and having declared as recently
as the previous month that it had no intention of doing
so. And on 3 November it finally signed a treaty of
friendship and cooperation with the Soviet Union, sup-
plemented by five other agreements, dealing with de-
fence, economic aid, science, technology and cultural co-
operation.

Substantial quantities of economic and military ‘aid’
have in fact been received by Hanoi from Moscow, as is
frequently admitted by both sides. According to one
estimate, ‘at least 20 per cent of the rice eaten in Viet-
nam, and possibly as much as go per cent (2-3m. metric
tons)’, must come from the Soviet Union; while about
65 per cent of Vietnam’s total trade is with that country,
with its trade imbalance ‘one of the world’s worst’.1?
While other COMECON members give Vietnam some
economic aid (with a singular show of reluctance, it may
be added), military aid is almost exclusively from the
Soviet Union:

Total postwar military aid (from May 1975 to January 1979)

is estimated at about $255m. At the war’s end the USSR was

supplying about 75% of the military hardware (China about

15% and East Europe 10%). By 1979 this was estimated at

97% for the USSR with 2% from East Germany and 1% from

Poland and Czechoslovakia. Military aid tapered off during

1976 and early 1977, then began to increase. The tonnage

doubled from 1977 to 1978 and the 1979 rate, to date, is

estimated to be 50% higher than 1978.13

The Soviet naval assistance to Vietnam has increased
‘the most rapidly’; and in return the Soviet navy has
greatly stepped up its activity in the area, operating from
facilities in Cam Ranh Bay, Da Nang and Haiphong.'*

The burden of such heavy dependence and of neo-
colonial bondage cannot be a light one. Yet the leader-
ship of Vietnam has ‘chosen’, or been obliged to, bear it.
The point about these obligations incurred by Hanoi
since 1978, which amount to a fully-fledged and long-
lasting strategic alliance with the Soviet Union—not a
mere ‘leaning’ towards Moscow—is, first, that they re-
present a complete and unprecedented break from Viet-
nam’s previous long-standing policy of maintaining its
independence of both Peking and Moscow (though not

-complete ‘equidistance’, for in the past there were times

when Hanoi leaned more one way than the other, de-
pending on the state of relations between the other two).

The scale as well as the timing of this break cannot
be explained in terms of the ‘Chinese threat’, which
went through no qualitative change during that period
of 197%-78.1* Rather, the break was due primarily to Viet-
nam’s need to assert its ‘leadership’ over Indochina,




which was in turn linked to Hanoi’s particular view of
national unity and national-‘socialist’ development. With-
out the Soviet alliance and the military and economic
aid that it brought, Hanoi could not be certain of ex-
ecuting its Indochina plans; and to make certain of
Soviet support, it was willing (however reluctantly) to
pay the price of a ‘special relationship’ with Moscow.
Neither China, nor the US, were willing to show a simi-
lar ‘understanding’ of Vietnam’s needs and interests.
Thus Vietnam’s special relationship with Laos and Kam-
puchea was to be predicated on its special relationship
with the Soviet Union.

Self-determination the only solution

Given this background to Vietnam’s invasion and oc-
cupation of Kampuchea, it is doubtful whether a ‘poli-
tical solution’ is either possible or desirable. The solution
which is being talked about is plainly meant to be an
international one, which in the circumstances will be put
together without too much attention being paid to the
opinions, rights and interests of the Kampuchean people,
and imposed from above. In return possibly for a token
reduction in the numbers of Vietnamese troops in Kam-
puchea, it would effectively recognise Vietnam’s ‘leader-
ship’, that is domination, of the so-called ‘Indochina
bloc’. At the very most, it will serve only to modify the
forms of Vietnam’s hegemony over its neighbours with-
out altering its substance. Hanoi’s oft-stated view of the
‘Chinese threat’ as an ‘eternal’ feature of the regional
scene by definition precludes any total or final with-
drawal of Vietnamese troops from Kampuchea (and
Laos).'* Not surprisingly, in Kampuchea and even in
Laos there is growing resistance to Vietnamese occu-
pation, and the prospect of peace and ‘stability’ remains
as remote as ever.

Thus any international ‘solution’, even if it could
somehow contrive a form of independence for Kampu-
chea, will amount to a complete negation of the right to
national self-determination of the Kampuchean people,
that is to say, their right to determine the fate of their
country and to decide their own affairs without foreign
interference and dictation. It must be emphasised that
the principle of self-determination which inheres in a
people is, ultimately, even more fundamental and in-
defeasible than the principle of independence or sover-
eignty which inheres in a country or state. It is ironic
that this principle of self-determination, which for so
long has been under attack by imperialist countries, is
now under even greater and more open attack by certain
so-called ‘socialist’ countries ‘claiming to be Lenin’s heirs
and acting in the name of ‘socialist internationalism’—
by the Soviet Union, first and foremost, and by its ‘pupils’
like Cuba and Vietnam. Kampuchea, December 19738;
Afghanistan, December 1979: will it be Poland, Decem-
ber 19807

In the particular case of Southeast Asia, it is nothing
short of tragic that it is Vietnam, of all countries, which
should be so ruthlessly denying its neighbours their in-
dependence and right to national self-determination on
the pretext of doing its ‘socialist duty’. Yet Vietnam’s
own experience must surely tell' that country’s present
rulers that that sort of thing simply won’t work in the
long run. In relation to Kampuchea, if the imperialists
could not succeed in keeping its people down in bondage,
there is no reason to suppose that the ‘socialists’ will.
Instead of looking for a Vietnamese solution to the Kam-
puchea problem, should the friends of both Vietnam and
Kampuchea not be looking for a Kampuchean solution
to the Vietnam problem?

JirENDRA MOHAN
Norte: An earlier version of this article was published in
Kampuchea Bulletin, organ of the British Kampuchea
Support Campaign, in its November-December 1980
1ssue.
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1980, pp. 26-29. Moscow has recently tried to induct Vietnam
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15. Perhaps a different light is cast on the matter by an interview
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ber of the Central Committee of the Vietnamese Communist
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this neighbourhood has both a positive and a negative aspect.
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U.S.S.R. plays a very important role for Viet Nam today.
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namese interests—to reduce Chinese influence in this part of
the world.’

This interview was recalled by Chinese vice-premier Li
Xiannian in a June 1977 memorandum given Vietnamese pre-
mier Pham Van Dong in Peking. Full text in Beijing Review,
g0 March 1979; the interview cited is on p. 18.

16. ‘A billion Chinese will be at our doors for enternity’, so Viet-
namese foreign minister Nguyen Co Thach told Nayan Chanda
in May. ‘In other words’, Chanda commented, ‘since Indochina
is seen by Hanoi as a permanent feature, there will always be
some Vietnamese troops in Laos and Kampuchea.” See his
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