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The Historical Committee – PHSMUN 2026

Firstly, we’d like to welcome you all to PHS for our summer conference, 2026 and welcome to the Historical Committee. We hope you enjoy the conference with plenty of good times and debate throughout.
As is the nature of this committee, we will see debates that have already happened. Over the course of the conference, we will be looking into various topics ranging between the mid-1950s all the way up to the late 1980s.
We ask delegates to take this into account. Consider your countries foreign policy at the time, as many countries have gone through significant changes to get to where they are in modern times.

Thank you!

Finlay & Charlie

Debate Overview
This debate takes place around 1973. The Paris Peace Accord has been signed, and the last American Combat Soldiers have departed from Vietnam. Fighting continues within the country between the ARVN and the combined Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army forces.
The Vietnam War raises profound questions that remain relevant today — about the limits of military power, the importance of public opinion, the morality of intervention, and the responsibilities of powers in the international arena.
This committee asks delegates to represent historical positions that may differ significantly from their own values or those of their home country. Representing a historical position faithfully — even a troubling one — is a thing of understanding, not endorsement.

Historical Background
1. The Roots of Conflict: Vietnam Before US Involvement
Vietnam's modern history emerged from the ashes of the colonial era. France established control over Indochina (present-day Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) in the late nineteenth century, exploiting the region's resources, suppressing many local political movements. Vietnamese nationalism grew throughout the early twentieth century, with Ho Chi Minh, A communist and founding member of the Indochinese Communist Party, emerging as the dominant figure of anti-colonial resistance.

When Japan occupied French Indochina during the Second World War, the Viet Minh, a coalition led by Ho Chi Minh, organised guerrilla resistance. Following Japan's defeat in 1945, Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnamese independence. However, France sought to reimpose colonial rule, triggering the First Indochina War (1946–1954).

The French were decisively defeated at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in May 1954. The subsequent Geneva Accords temporarily divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel, with the communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) in the north under Ho Chi Minh, and the Republic of Vietnam in the south under Ngo Dinh Diem. National elections were scheduled for 1956 to unify the country — elections that were never held, as the US and South Vietnamese government feared a communist victory.

2. US Entry & Early Intervention
US foreign policy in the early 1950s was shaped by the Truman Doctrine, putting emphasis on aid to democratic countries and on the concept of containment with the strategic goal of preventing the spread of Soviet-backed communism. When China fell to communist forces in 1949 and the Korean War erupted in 1950, anxiety in the US only got worse.

The President of the US at the time, President Eisenhower, feared a domino effect. If one nation fell to communism, its neighbours would follow. South Vietnam was deemed a critical domino. The US began funding French forces and, after the French defeat, channelling aid directly to the Republic of Vietnam government in Saigon.

The Republic of Vietnam’s government was authoritarian, corrupt, and widely unpopular. But despite this, the US continued its support, prioritising anti-communism over democratic governance. By the early 1960s, the National Liberation Front, or Viet Cong, had launched a significant insurgency against the South Vietnamese government, backed by North Vietnam.

3. Escalation Under Kennedy and Johnson
President Kennedy increased the number of US military advisors in South Vietnam from around 900 to over 16,000 by the time of his assassination in November 1963. Kennedy's intentions regarding full-scale military involvement remains a debated topic; his own administration was divided on the question.

President Lyndon B. Johnson dramatically escalated US involvement following the Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964. Johnson reported to Congress that North Vietnamese vessels had attacked US Navy ships in international waters. Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, granting the president broad authority to use military force in Southeast Asia without a formal declaration of war. 

By 1968, over 500,000 US troops were deployed in Vietnam. The war was conducted through a combination of conventional military operations, search-and-destroy missions, strategic bombing campaigns (Operation Rolling Thunder), and covert operations. Despite inflicting enormous casualties on communist forces, the US struggled to defeat an enemy that blended with the civilian population.

4. The Turning Point: The Tet Offensive (1968)
On 31 January 1968, the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army launched coordinated surprise attacks on more than 100 cities and towns across South Vietnam, including an assault on the US Embassy in Saigon. Although US and South Vietnamese forces repelled the offensive with heavy casualties for the attackers, the Tet Offensive was a profound psychological blow.

The American public had been told the war was being won. This offensive proved otherwise. Television footage of brutal urban fighting undermined official optimism. CBS anchor Walter Cronkite — known as 'the most trusted man in America' — concluded in a televised editorial that the war was a stalemate. President Johnson, facing a primary challenge within his own party and plummeting approval ratings, announced he would not seek re-election.

5. Vietnamisation and the Nixon Era
Richard Nixon was elected president in 1968 partly on the promise of achieving peace in Vietnam. His strategy had several components:

1. Vietnamisation: The gradual transfer of combat responsibility to South Vietnamese forces (the ARVN) allowing US troops to be progressively withdrawn.
1. Diplomatic pressure: Improving relationships with the USSR and China to dissuade further aid to North Vietnam
1. Secret negotiations: Back-channel peace talks in Paris, alongside the public negotiations.
1. Military pressure: Continued bombing, including the bombing of Cambodia and Laos to weaken North Vietnamese supply lines.

6. The Paris Peace Accords (1973) and Withdrawal
After years of negotiations, the Paris Peace Accords were signed on 27 January 1973 by the United States, North Vietnam, South Vietnam, and the Viet Cong. Key provisions included:

1. A ceasefire in place across South Vietnam.
1. Withdrawal of all US military forces within 60 days.
1. Return of all prisoners of war (POWs).
1. Recognition of South Vietnam as a separate political entity, with its future to be determined by the Vietnamese people themselves.

Importantly, the Accords allowed North Vietnamese troops already in South Vietnam to remain in place — a major concession that South Vietnamese President accepted only under American pressure, including personal assurances from Nixon of continued US support.

The final US combat troops departed South Vietnam by March 1973. The ceasefire quickly broke down, and fighting resumed. The Watergate scandal undermined Nixon's presidency and his ability to honour commitments to South Vietnam. Congress passed the Case-Church Amendment in 1973, prohibiting further US military involvement in Southeast Asia, and cut military aid to South Vietnam.

In April 1975, North Vietnamese forces launched a final offensive. South Vietnam collapsed rapidly. On 30 April 1975, the last Americans were evacuated by helicopter from the roof of the US Embassy in Saigon, in scenes that became iconic symbols of defeat. Saigon fell and was renamed Ho Chi Minh City. Vietnam was reunified under communist rule the following year.

Timeline

	Date
	Event

	1954
	End of the First Indo-China War; Geneva Accords divide Vietnam at 17th parallel.

	1955
	Diem declares South Vietnam a republic; US begins direct military aid.

	1963
	Assassination of Diem following US-sanctioned coup; Kennedy assassinated; Johnson assumes presidency.

	Aug 1964
	Gulf of Tonkin incident; Congress passes Gulf of Tonkin Resolution.

	Mar 1965
	First US combat troops land in Vietnam at Da Nang.

	1968
	Tet Offensive (Jan); My Lai Massacre (Mar); Paris peace talks begin (May).

	1969
	Nixon announces Vietnamisation policy; bombing of Cambodia begins.

	May 1970
	US and South Vietnamese forces invade Cambodia

	Jun 1971
	Publication of the Pentagon Papers by the New York Times.

	Jan 1973
	Paris Peace Accords signed; ceasefire declared; US POWs to be released.

	Mar 1973
	Last US combat troops withdraw from Vietnam.

	Aug 1973
	Case-Church Amendment prohibits further US military involvement in Southeast Asia.

	Apr 1975
	Fall of Saigon; South Vietnam surrenders; US Embassy evacuation.

	Jul 1976
	Vietnam formally reunified as the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.




Things to Consider
1: The Legitimacy of US Intervention
Was the US intervention in Vietnam legally and morally justified. Did the US have an obligation under the SEATO treaty to defend South Vietnam? What responsibilities do great powers have when intervening in the internal affairs of smaller nations?

2: The Conduct of the War and War Crimes
The Vietnam War was marked by atrocities committed by all sides. The My Lai Massacre (March 1968), in which US troops killed hundreds of unarmed South Vietnamese civilians, became a defining symbol of the war's moral degradation. The widespread use of Agent Orange (a defoliant that caused long-term health consequences), carpet bombing of civilian areas, all raised serious ethical and legal questions.

3: The Peace Settlement and Its Viability
The Paris Peace Accords were signed under duress and contained fundamental ambiguities. North Vietnamese forces were permitted to remain in the south. No mechanism existed to enforce the ceasefire. South Vietnam's sovereignty was recognised in principle but undermined in practice. Delegates should assess: Was a durable peace agreement possible? What would a more sustainable settlement have required? Did the US negotiate in good faith?

Issue 4: The Human and Regional Cost
The war caused devastating losses. Estimates suggest approximately 58,000 American deaths, over 200,000 South Vietnamese military deaths, up to 1.1 million North Vietnamese and NLF combatant deaths, and between 1 and 2 million civilian deaths across Vietnam. Cambodia and Laos suffered enormously from spillover effects. The war also created millions of refugees and long-term environmental damage from chemical warfare. Delegates should consider how these costs should inform future decisions about military intervention.

Issue 5: Lessons for International Peace and Security
What lessons should the international community draw from the Vietnam experience? How should the United Nations have been involved? What does Vietnam reveal about the limits of military power in counterinsurgency conflicts? How should Cold War superpower rivalry be constrained in future proxy conflicts? These questions remain relevant to contemporary debates about sovereignty, intervention, and international order.
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