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Choosing Sides in the Global Cold War: Switzerland, Neutrality,
and the Divided States of Korea and Vietnam
Janick Marina Schaufelbuehl*, Marco Wyss and Sandra Bott

This article examines neutral Switzerland’s recognition policy towards the divided
states of Korea and Vietnam. Drawing comparisons with other neutrals, notably
Austria and Sweden, allows us to assess the credibility of neutrality in the Global
Cold War. All three neutrals explicitly or implicitly aimed to reinforce their
neutrality through the principle of universality, which entailed the recognition of
all regimes, no matter their political couleur. Yet this principle was not applied
consistently, but rather pragmatically. Until the beginning of the 1970s,
Switzerland, as well as Austria and Sweden, favoured the Western-oriented over
the Communist halves of Korea and Vietnam. Thereby, this article argues, they
undermined the credibility of neutrality. They were, however, willing to take that
risk, because they feared that the recognition of North Korea and North Vietnam
could irritate the United States, and provoke East German claims for recognition,
which was undesirable due to the Hallstein doctrine and West Germany’s
economic weight. It was only with the rise of the Third World as a political force,
and the softening of the US position that the neutrals, which saw themselves in
competition with each other for status and influence, eventually recognised North
Korea and North Vietnam.
Keywords: neutrality; Switzerland; cold war; Korea; Vietnam

The cold war was a global conflict1, in which all participants were confronted with
either/or choices. Even the neutrals and the non-aligned countries could not shy
away from choosing sides. Switzerland, which despite a more than dubious record in
the Second World War resolutely upheld its neutrality in the cold war, was no exception. The recognition, or, respectively, non-recognition of divided states illustrates
this particularly well. In the cases of the two Germanies, Koreas, and Vietnams, the
Swiss Government opted to take up diplomatic relations first with the ‘Western’, and
only substantially later with the ‘Eastern’ half. If this did not necessarily constitute a
breach of neutrality from a legal perspective, it clearly ran contrary to Switzerland’s
policy of neutrality. Two other neutrals faced similar problems. Both Austria and
Sweden demonstrated a clear preference for the non-Communist halves when it
came to the issue of recognition. In light of their common policies, it is thus interesting, yet not necessarily surprising, that Bern, Vienna, and Stockholm co-ordinated
and reciprocally influenced their positions towards the divided states.
In the Swiss and, to a lesser degree, the Swedish case2, the question of recognition
was particularly problematic, because one of the maxims that were supposed to relegitimise neutrality after the Second World War was that of ‘universality’.
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According to this maxim, every state was supposed to be recognised, no matter what
its political couleur was. Max Petitpierre, Switzerland’s first and long-time cold-war
Foreign Minister, who repositioned the country and its neutrality after the Second
World War, was aware that this would not be an easy undertaking. In addressing the
leading Swiss diplomats posted abroad in September 1947, he declared that in theory
and in line with its neutrality, Switzerland was supposed to entertain cordial relations
with all states. In practice, however, he insinuated that this was difficult to achieve,
since the country’s destiny was tied to that of Europe.3 The logical consequence of
these security considerations, as well as of concrete political and economic interests,
was thus that Switzerland chose sides in the European Cold War. Yet while this helps
to explain its decision to take up official relations with West, instead of East Germany, it also begs the question of whether Swiss interests left more room for
manoeuvre in the cold war in the Third World where security and economic factors
weighed far less, and whether the government adopted a truly neutral position
towards Korea and Vietnam - the theatres of two of the East West conflict’s major
proxy wars. Moreover, in comparison to other neutrals, was Switzerland’s recognition policy of divided states in the Global South representative of neutrality in the
cold war? The simultaneous phenomena of the globalisation of the cold war and
decolonisation also represented a challenge for the neutrals. On the one hand, the
superpowers expected them to show where their loyalties lay, but on the other, the
neutrals were confronted with the emergence of the Third World as an increasingly
important political player. The question of recognition of Korea and Vietnam thus
represented a test for the neutrals, because they faced demands from both the cold
war blocs and decolonised states. In reaction to this challenge, the Swiss began to
rethink their Euro-centric and Western-oriented neutrality policy, and became
increasingly concerned with the Third World, especially from 1969 onward.4
The law of neutrality only applies in times of war.5 Yet neutrality also has a political dimension, which has no foundation in law. ‘Neutral politics’, according to J€
urg
Martin Gabriel, ‘comprise all measures intended to strengthen and protect the law of
neutrality’. This is not relevant for an occasional neutral, which only adopts neutrality in reaction to a specific war. But for a permanent neutral like Switzerland, which
is committed to remaining neutral in all future wars, this implies that it should do
nothing that could undermine the practicability or credibility of its neutrality if war
broke out.6 In the cold war, the political dimension of neutrality was of particular
importance. The East West conflict was not - at least for the northern hemisphere a war as such, but it had clearly discernible military blocs between which the outbreak of a full-scale war seemed to be possible. It was thus in the interest of neutral
countries to adopt a neutrality policy that maintained or increased the credibility
and respectability of their neutrality - Harto Hakovirta’s two ‘main criteria for evaluating the success of peacetime neutral diplomacy’.7 In order to strengthen the credibility and predictability of its neutrality, the neutral state was supposed to pursue a
foreign policy that demonstrated to other powers that it was willing and able to stay
neutral in a future war.8
After the Second World War, Swiss policy-makers were painfully aware of the
issues of credibility and respectability of neutrality. Switzerland’s, and, to a lesser
degree, Sweden’s collaboration with Nazi Germany had largely discredited neutrality, the traditional European order was contested by the Soviet Union, and the
United Nations (UN) Charter did not provide for the legal recognition of neutrality.9
The Swiss, however, clung on to neutrality, to which they attributed their country’s
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unscathed survival of the war, and which had brought substantial economic and
political advantages. Nevertheless, in order to regain credibility and respectability,
the Swiss authorities added the maxims of solidarity and universality to their traditional neutrality. The first maxim implied that Switzerland would help countries devastated by the Second World War and, later in the cold war, developing, as well as
war-torn, states. Meanwhile, the logic of the second maxim was that Bern should recognise all states no matter what their political orientation was as long as the conditions for statehood - a permanent population, a defined territory, a government, and
the capacity to enter into relations with other states - were met.10 But with the emergence of the cold war, the universal dimension of neutrality was markedly constricted.11 Switzerland became a Western-oriented neutral, and integrated the
Western bloc formally at an economic, informally at a political, and secretly at a military level.12 This alignment with the Atlantic axis, besides being in accord with concrete commercial and security interests specific to that period, conformed to
Switzerland’s long tradition of intimate ties to Western Europe and North America.13 It has to be questioned whether the Swiss authorities, once they had tacitly
aligned themselves with the West, were still in a position to adopt a truly independent
position in the cold war - not only in the European theatre, but also in the Third
World. This question is particularly relevant, because despite fulfilling some criteria
of a medium power, notably in the realm of finance and commerce, Switzerland was
a small state with limited clout.14
At first it seemed as if the Swiss authorities were applying their universality
maxim. In 1946, after encountering stiff Soviet resistance for more than two years,
they were finally able to establish diplomatic relations with the USSR. Even more
importantly, in 1950, Switzerland was part of the first wave of countries to recognise
the Communist People’s Republic of China (PRC). Equivalently, it broke off relations with the Republic of China (ROC) in Taiwan. It could obviously be argued
that while the Soviet Union was one of the superpowers and was in control of Eastern Europe, the Chinese Communists were ruling over all of mainland China, a vast
potential market where Switzerland had economic interests.15 In the case of the two
Germanies, by contrast, the Western half was incomparably more important to Swiss
economic and diplomatic interests. As a matter of fact, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) was Switzerland’s number one commercial and financial partner and a
very close political partner. Moreover, from the beginning Bonn was following a policy, formulated in 1955 as the Hallstein doctrine, which implied that the FRG would
refuse to establish or pursue diplomatic relations with governments that recognised
East Germany. It was thus hardly surprising that Bern took up official relations with
the FRG already in 1951, but waited until the end of 1972 to recognise the German
Democratic Republic (GDR).16
Whilst the Swiss authorities’ recognition of the USSR, the PRC, and the FRG
had thus clearly echoed their economic and political interests, the case was different
for the divided states of Vietnam and Korea. Switzerland took up official relations
with the southern ‘halves’ of these states more than a decade before it recognised
North Vietnam in 1971 and North Korea in 1974. As argued in this article, by giving
preference to the non-Communist parts of Vietnam and Korea, the Swiss government undermined the credibility of its universality maxim and ultimately, taken into
account other characteristics of its Western-oriented foreign policy, of its neutrality.
Although the Swiss authorities’ position was also influenced by the country’s economic interests in Asia, it is doubtful that South Korea and, especially, South
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Vietnam were of sufficient commercial or financial importance to determine the Swiss
policy choices.
Two other factors weighed in. Firstly, Bern shared with Stockholm and Vienna
the worry that taking up official relations with North Vietnam or North Korea could
lead East Germany to claim the same treatment. Yet for the three neutrals, recognition of the GDR was to be avoided at all costs, as it would endanger their incommensurably more significant relations with the FRG. The issue of the divided Germany
was thus crucial in the neutrals’ cold-war policies in arenas of less strategic importance to them. Secondly, in the Global Cold War, Bern, like the other neutrals,
feared that an early recognition of North Vietnam and North Korea would attract
the ire of the United States. This in turn would threaten the position they had taken
in global power relations, as the two superpowers had come to accept or expected
Western-oriented neutrality in the cold war.17 The situation changed with the rise of
the Third World, the ‘softening’ of the US position, Chancellor Brandt’s ‘Ostpolitik’,
and Sweden’s ‘charm offensive’ in the Global South. The Swiss were now concerned
that continuing to hold back recognition would undermine their international position and the credibility of neutrality. The taking up of official relations with the
Communist halves of Vietnam and Korea thus seemed to become inevitable.
In the question of the recognition of divided states in the Third World, Swiss policy-makers closely followed the moves of other neutral countries; first and most frequently those of Sweden, a de facto permanent neutral, the status of which came the
closest to that of Switzerland;18 and then also of Austria, a state that had modelled
its neutrality on that of Switzerland.19 They actually saw themselves in competition
with Sweden and Austria in the field of the international standing of the neutrals’
role and status. The other two European neutrals, Finland and Ireland, did and do
not lend themselves to comparison. Finland was bound by a treaty to the Soviet
Union, and its neutrality rested neither on tradition nor on international law.20 In
addition, Finland preferred to abstain from recognition of either parts of Vietnam or
Korea, rather than giving preference to one side of the divided states.21 Ireland,
meanwhile, was not a legally recognised neutral, and did not fulfil the criteria of
armed neutrality.22 Moreover, although its recognition pattern of divided states was
somewhat similar to that of Austria, Sweden, and Switzerland, its policy was co-ordinated with the United States, rather than with the other neutrals.23 Meanwhile, in
addition to official neutrality and location on the European continent, the Swiss
shared other similarities with the Austrians and the Swedes. Despite the country’s
geostrategic position not being as exposed to the Soviet Union, Swiss defence and
security policy during the cold war was also almost exclusively determined by the
perceived Soviet military threat.24 Like the Swiss, both the Austrians and the Swedes
were economically and, at least at an informal level, politically part of the Western
bloc.25 In addition, even more so than Switzerland, Sweden had important and significant defence links with NATO.26 Consequently, these three neutral states lend
themselves for comparison, and Switzerland, as the ‘oldest’ surviving and legally recognised neutral, can be considered representative of neutrality during the cold war.
The analysis of Switzerland’s relations with the divided Vietnam and Korea thus
contributes to a general reflection on the tensions between universal norms and politically and economically motivated compromises affecting the neutrals’ position in
the Global Cold War. Although the question of the divided states was not one of the
most important policy issues for Switzerland, Sweden, or Austria, it touches on
important aspects of their international relations and thus highlights the neutrals’
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role on the sidelines of the East West conflict. In order to explore these questions,
this article focuses first on Switzerland’s recognition policy in the early cold war;
then on the reasons that led Switzerland, as well as Sweden and Austria, to prefer the
non-Communist halves; and, finally, on the policy shifts that eventually brought
about the recognition of North Vietnam and North Korea. By adopting a comparative approach, this analysis will provide insight into the role of neutrality in the
Global Cold War, go beyond the existing and still sparse literature on Switzerland’s
relations with Vietnam and Korea27, and identify the similarities and differences in
Bern’s policies towards these two divided states.
Pragmatic universality
During the cold war, the Swiss government’s application of the ‘universality’ maxim in theory a principle that was supposed to be applied to all new states28 - was essentially pragmatic. If it were in Switzerland’s political or economic interest, Bern
reached out to Communist regimes. But if the establishment of diplomatic relations
with a Communist state risked undermining the relationship with an important
Western political or economic partner, the Swiss authorities discarded the principle
of universality. This pragmatism, which Switzerland shared with other neutrals, was
already evident in the early cold war, when the Swiss authorities established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union, West Germany, and Communist China.
The introduction of the maxim of ‘universality’ after the Second World War was
first and foremost aimed at the Soviet Union. The lack of diplomatic relations with
the emerging superpower, which Bern had broken off in 1918, posed a major obstacle
to ending Switzerland’s pariah status.29 In addition to flying the flag of neutrality
through universal diplomatic relations, the new Foreign Minister, Max Petitpierre,
also wanted to protect Swiss nationals and economic interests in Eastern Europe.
Despite his staunch anti-Communism, which was largely shared by the other government members, he thus aimed at re-establishing diplomatic relations with the
Soviets.30 Overcoming initial Soviet reluctance, diplomatic relations between Switzerland and the Soviet Union were finally re-established on 18 March 1946.31 As a
result, the Swiss entertained diplomatic relations with all major players in world politics, and could thereby promote their newly found universality maxim. This did not
mean, however, that the Soviets respected Switzerland or its neutrality. It seems that
they finally gave in, accepting a cryptic excuse from Bern for its past behaviour,
because of the discreet diplomatic support the Swiss had received from the British.32
In the case of the Soviet Union, the application of the universality principle was
straightforward, since diplomatic relations with the world’s second superpower were
clearly in Switzerland’s interest. Yet when Petitpierre devised the second maxim to
boost Swiss neutrality in 1945, he could not necessarily have foreseen the emergence
of divided states. The issue of their recognition put the universality maxim, and thus
Switzerland’s neutrality policy, under severe strain - especially since international
law did not offer any clear guidelines on the question of politically divided states.33
Moreover, in the cases of China, Germany, Korea, and Vietnam, both governments
claimed to be the sole rightful authority of the divided state, of which the territory
should be preserved and unified. The recognition of both halves as independent states
thus seemed hardly possible, at least not without risking the future relationship with
both or one of the regimes. Along with an ideological and economic preference for
the ‘Western’ half, there was also the fear that the recognition of one of the ‘Eastern’

The International History Review

1019

halves could lead other Communist regimes of divided states to claim the same
right.34 Finally, and as this article emphasises, the Swiss authorities feared tarnishing
their Western credentials and undermining their position in the capitalist economic
system by recognising the Communist parts of the divided states.
Yet the first time Switzerland was confronted with a divided state, the outcome
was strikingly different. After the Second World War, China rapidly developed into
an important cold-war battlefield when the Chinese Communist Party confronted
the nationalist Guomindang. Despite substantial US support to Chiang Kai-shek’s
nationalist forces, the Communist forces under Mao Zedong’s leadership increasingly gained the upper hand. By late 1949, the Communists had seized control of the
Chinese mainland, and the Nationalists permanently withdrew to Taiwan. As a
result, there were two Chinese governments which both claimed to be the sole legitimate one. Washington stood by its nationalist ally and, in reaction to the Communist
victory, expanded and hardened its cold-war policies - particularly in Asia.35 The
reaction of the Swiss, who were in the midst of further aligning themselves with the
United States36, was substantially different. Despite earlier US warnings against recognition, Bern already decided in October 1949 to take up official relations with the
PRC. Yet the Swiss wanted to be neither among the first, nor among the last, and
thus recognised Mao Zedong’s regime as the sole legitimate government of China on
17 January 1950. Overall, Switzerland was the twenty-first state to recognise the
PRC, but it came fourth among the Western states after the United Kingdom (UK),
Norway, and Denmark.37 The maxim of universality was certainly part of the equation that explained this seemingly bold move. Yet more importantly, Bern wanted to
protect the relatively numerous Swiss businessmen and missionaries and, especially,
Switzerland’s economic interests in China. Meanwhile, the memory of the difficulties
in re-establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union was still fresh, and
made the federal authorities fear the consequences of dragging their feet. It also
seemed advisable to recognise the PRC before the Sino-American tensions could
escalate.38 Moreover, thanks to its intimate relations with London, Bern was
informed early on that the UK - the second Western power - would also recognise
Mao’s regime.39 Finally, and unlike Vietnam and Korea, China was not truly divided
into more or less ‘equal’ halves. The PRC was in control of all of Mainland China,
whereas the ROC was a mere rump state, clinging on to the island of Taiwan.
With the founding of the GDR on 7 October 1949, the Swiss government was
confronted with a divided state that, unlike the divided states in Asia, lay right at its
doorstep. Moreover, Switzerland’s economic prosperity, and later its relationship
with the European Economic Community, depended to a significant extent on the
FRG, which was following a ‘no compromise’ policy that did not spare the European
neutrals.40 Therefore, since Bern did not want to compromise its close relations with
the Adenauer government, the recognition of the GDR was out of the question.41
For more than two decades, the Swiss government thus avoided establishing official
political relations with the GDR, despite commercial ties and informal contacts.
Even after the beginning of Brandt’s ‘Ostpolitik’ in 1969, the Swiss authorities continued to be under direct pressure from the West German government not to recognise East Germany in order not to risk impeding the process of rapprochement
between the FRG and the GDR.42 It was only on 20 December 1972 that Bern and
East Berlin publicly announced the establishment of diplomatic relations between
their two countries.43 This decision was clearly one of political opportunism, since
it coincided with the signing of the Basic Treaty between the GDR and the FRG on
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21 December 1972, which aimed to further develop the relations between the two
Germanies, and granted East Germany de facto, albeit not de jure, legal recognition
by Bonn.44
Choosing sides: Switzerland’s biased relations with Vietnam and Korea
For more than a decade, Sweden, Austria, and Switzerland all maintained official
relations with only the non-Communist parts of Vietnam and Korea, while they
shunned away from giving the Communist halves the same privilege. Sweden had
indirectly recognised South Korea and South Vietnam in 1957, by voting for the two
countries’ entry into the United Nations45, whereas Austria took up official relations
with South Vietnam in 1962 and with South Korea a year later.46
In the case of Switzerland, which this article focuses on, the government, after
having already closed its councillor office in the Northern city of Haiphong three
years earlier, decided to transform its office in Saigon into a general consulate in
1958, thereby giving the Republic of Vietnam de jure recognition.47 With South
Korea, official relations were established a few years later, in 1962, and a South
Korean Embassy was immediately opened in Bern.48 At the same time, the Swiss further officialised relations with South Vietnam by allowing Saigon to set up an
embassy in Switzerland (which South Vietnam only acted upon in 1966). Like Sweden and Austria, the Swiss charged their ambassadors accredited in Japan or Thailand to represent their interests in the newly recognised states. The reason the Swiss
government took these important steps was diplomatic pressure from Saigon and
Seoul, as well as its desire to further develop political and economic relations with
these countries, which the Department of Foreign Affairs significantly referred to as
‘frontier posts of the free world’.49
By 1963, the Swiss government had thus entered into full-blown diplomatic relations with the Western-oriented parts of Vietnam and Korea while entertaining no
official ties to the Communist parts, despite the principle of universality. It based this
policy on the fact that international law did not stipulate the right to recognition or
the duty to recognise. Furthermore, it was not clear if in the cases of Korea and Vietnam there were two states or one state with two governments. Therefore, the Swiss
adopted a position which they themselves accurately described as pragmatic.50 In a
strategy paper of 5 October 1964, the Foreign Affairs Department explained that
Switzerland did not consistently follow the principle of universality, but had adopted
the position of recognising only one side of the divided states after ‘level-headed consideration of Swiss interests’.51 The paper went on to state: ‘In Vietnam and Korea
economic considerations very clearly speak in favour of relations with the Southern
halves.’52
It is true that commercial figures draw a clear picture. During the 1960s, Swiss
trade with South Korea totalled US$38.4 million, while that with North Korea
amounted to a mere US$4.9 million.53 Similarly, Switzerland traded US$19.5 million
worth of goods with South Vietnam, and only US$1.3 million with North Vietnam.
The scales undoubtedly tipped much more heavily on the side of the non-Communist
states, even if in the global picture of Swiss economic relations, these states weren’t
exactly heavyweights. A comparison with the divided Germany is telling: during the
same period, Switzerland traded goods worth US$102 million with the GDR and
US$15.576 million with the FRG. As shown in Figure 1, Swiss trade with the Southern halves of Korea and Vietnam continued to grow during the second half of the
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Figure 1. Swiss Trade with the divided Koreas and Vietnam, in millions of Swiss francs
adjusted for inflation (1963 D 0), 1965 75
Source: Historical Statistics of Switzerland Online, http://www.fsw.uzh.ch/histstat/main.php,
deflated with the Swiss wholesale index.

1960s, whereas imports and especially exports to North Korea appeared as a new,
albeit minor factor.
Besides these economic factors, there were also political reasons why Bern did not
take up official relations with Hanoi or Pyongyang during the 1960s. First, as discussed above, the Swiss government feared that such a step would have an adverse
effect on its relations with its main economic partner, the FRG.54 This was a shared
concern between the three neutrals, since the Austrian and Swedish governments
also clearly gave the GDR priority and wished to put off recognising North Korea
until the German question was settled.55 The second political reason why the Swiss
authorities’ pragmatism led to exclusive relations with Seoul and Saigon was that
they were very much aware that recognising the Communist parts of these countries
would infuriate Washington. They thus consistently counted in the factor of a potential US reaction when discussing the advantages and disadvantages of recognition.56
Finally, another issue that most likely played a more indirect role was the clearly
anti-Communist stance of Swiss political authorities during the cold war.57 The possible influence of this factor is illustrated by a Foreign Affairs Department study of
January 1962, which, referring to the possibility of opening a North Korean or
North Vietnamese Embassy in Switzerland, stated that ‘we are not interested in having any further communist spying outposts in Berne’, the one already existing being,
according to this study, the PRC.58 The Swiss government intensely controlled and
mistrusted the activities of the Chinese Embassy, while at the same time giving significant latitude to CIA activities in its territory.59
It was the Vietnam War which shook up the status quo in 1966 and challenged
the neutrals’ position. As a matter of fact, the Swedish, Swiss, and Austrian governments all wanted to play a role in the diplomatic resolution of the conflict. Since this
placed the Swiss in a competitive stance towards the Swedes and the Austrians, it
is pertinent to briefly present the mediation efforts of these two countries. Sweden
was taking an autonomous path. Several authors have studied the Swedish
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government’s increasingly vocal criticism of the United States’ conduct of the war
after 1965, which led to some tensions with Washington, although the US Swedish
relationship and co-operation in Europe were not threatened.60 Parallel to this, from
mid-1966 through to 1968, the Swedish government launched a secret diplomatic
offensive to explore the possibility of a bombing halt and peace negotiations (later
codenamed ASPEN by the United States) through the Swedish Ambassador in Beijing, Lennart Petri, the North Vietnamese Foreign Minister, Nguyen Duy Trinh, and
US Secretary of State Dean Rusk.61 The Swedes had hoped that their diplomatic
moves would enable the country to play a role in actually organising the peace talks,
but these efforts did not bear fruit. When, in 1968, it was finally decided that negotiations would take place, Stockholm did not seem a good location to Washington,
since, in National Security Advisor Walt Rostow’s words, ‘out of its own political
life, Sweden ha[s] gotten itself into a somewhat awkward relation to Vietnam’, which
in his eyes was not the case for Switzerland.62 It was therefore not the fact that Stockholm did not have official relations with North Vietnam that had cost it its potential
role as the organiser of the negotiations; it had given sufficient signs of goodwill to
Hanoi to make up for this, notably the non-accreditation of a new head-of-mission
in Saigon in April 1967.63 The determining factor was its falling out of grace with the
United States subsequent to its criticism of US conduct in the Vietnam War.64
The Austrian government also took part in the secret efforts to bring about peace
negotiations. To this end, it forwarded to the British Prime Minister Harold Wilson
Soviet proposals for a bombing pause, which supposedly was a condition for North
Vietnam to come to the negotiating table.65 It was especially at the beginning of 1968
that the Austrians increased their efforts to bring about closer ties with Hanoi
in order to improve their chances of occupying the position of peace mediators in
Vietnam. However, they stopped short of full-blown recognition.66
Closely observing the Swedish efforts in this question, the Swiss government
also began its diplomatic campaign in 1966. As the archives reveal, it was perfectly informed about the secret ASPEN campaign.67 In order to compete with
Stockholm for the position of peace mediator in Vietnam, Swiss authorities had
to improve relations with North Vietnam. Yet, like the Austrians and the Swedes,
they did not want to take the step of official recognition. This led them to invent
ingenious solutions of political ties without complete diplomatic relations: the
Swiss embassies in Algiers, Moscow, Djakarta, and Beijing were instructed to
approach the DRV-representatives; and, ultimately, the Swiss Ambassador to
China, Oscar Rossetti, was accredited to the North Vietnamese Foreign Affairs
Ministry as a delegate of the Foreign Affairs Department.68 The Swiss definitely
saw themselves in competition with Austria and Sweden in the arena of ‘good
offices’ in order to increase the credibility of their neutrality. On the one hand,
they felt it would be advisable to co-ordinate the Swiss attitude towards Vietnam
with the Swedish and Austrian governments. On the other hand, they wanted to
win the race to be the chosen neutral to supervise peace in Vietnam. As a Swiss
Foreign Affairs official said in January 1967:
Of course, [we should not co-ordinate] possible activities as peace brokers, because that
is the point where solidarity between the neutrals ends; but we should still talk to the
Swedes about their attitude towards a possible recognition of Hanoi. If Sweden and
Austria advance in parallel to us, we could avoid suddenly being out on a limb among
the representatives of communist states in Hanoi.69
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Despite their efforts, Austria and Switzerland both lost out to Paris. The fact that
they had not recognised North Vietnam was the decisive factor in the DRV’s opposition to holding the talks in Vienna or Geneva. When the Minister of Foreign Affairs
Kurt Waldheim offered Austria’s good offices to Hoang Luong, the North Vietnamese Ambassador at Budapest on 12 March 1968, Luong let him know that ‘Hanoi
wants to organize the initial discussions in a country with which it has diplomatic
relations’, which was the case for France.70 Once it was clear that it had failed in its
ambition to play a role in the bringing about of peace in Vietnam, the Austrian government changed its attitude towards diplomatic recognition from ‘being examined’
to ‘currently undesired’.71 On the Swiss side, policy-makers began to think about
relations with the two Vietnams afresh. Accordingly, Foreign Minister Willy Sp€
uhler
declared in May 1968: ‘In the past years we have put the main focus on the principle
of protecting our colonies and our commerce, now we increasingly have to pay attention to the principle of universality of our relations.’72
The approach of the Swiss, Swedish, and Austrian foreign-affairs officials to
North Korea was modelled on that to North Vietnam. In Korea, Sweden and Switzerland played a specific role, which indirectly linked them to South Korea, since they
represented the UN in the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission (NNSC), while
Poland and Czechoslovakia represented North Korea. A notable difference to the
case of Vietnam was that all three neutrals started to engage in commercial relations
with Pyongyang towards the end of the 1960s. After its founding in 1948, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) remained solidly entrenched in the socialist world for two decades. However, in the second half of the 1960s, and especially in
the context of d
etente in the early 1970s, it engaged in an important effort to establish
economic and diplomatic links to the non-Communist states, presenting itself as a
model for Third World development. The fact that post-war reconstruction was completed and that the country experienced a sharp drop in Soviet and Eastern-bloc development assistance, encouraged Pyongyang in this policy. From 1970 to 1975, the
North Korean government signed nearly US$600 million worth of economic contracts
with West European and Japanese companies, and it made important efforts to further widen its diplomatic recognition, after having established official relations with a
series of countries in Africa and the Middle East in the 1960s.73 It was in this context
that it pressed neutral European countries for intensified commerce and recognition.
Pyongyang approached Switzerland with increased insistence in May 1965, proposing - through its Ambassador to Cuba - to conclude a bilateral commercial and
cultural agreement, explaining that the North Korean government was especially
interested in Switzerland ‘because of its general reputation, its neutral position and
because it participated with Sweden in the [NNSC]’.74 The main Swiss industrial
employers’ association, the Vorort, was consulted by the government on its position
regarding this request. It replied that commercial exchanges were so low with the
DPRK that there was no need to conclude an agreement, and that the North Korean
initiative was mere ‘political propaganda’.75 The Swiss government thus decided for
the time being not to tighten its relations with North Korea. Yet it observed very
closely what Sweden and Austria were doing, and was worried when it realised that
industrial and commercial relations between these two neutrals and the Communist
country were expanding. Hence, in May 1966, it was informed by its Ambassador at
Beijing that a North Korean commercial delegation had been invited to Sweden, and
that the Austrian Chamber of Commerce had sent a delegation to Pyongyang, led by
the head of Austria’s commercial office in Beijing.76 The Swiss Ambassador urged
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Bern to follow in Austria’s and Sweden’s footsteps, since it was ‘indisputable that
Stockholm’s diplomatic and economic initiatives, far from hurting its neutrality,
much more strengthen Sweden’s position in international politics as a neutral
nation’.77 A few months later, the Swiss Embassy revealed that the trip of the Austrian commercial delegation to North Korea had resulted in the delivery of a complete steel works worth almost US$39 million.78
Stimulated by the Swedish and Austrian initiatives, Swiss officials started to show
interest in intensified economic relations with Pyongyang in 1967. In June of that
year, the North Korean Ambassador at Bucharest was invited on an unofficial visit
to Switzerland.79 Only a few months later, a North Korean economic delegation
came to Zurich, but was called back because of the ‘Pueblo’ incident, the capturing
by North Korea of a US surveillance vessel.80 Sp€
uhler, the Swiss Foreign Minister,
thought that the incident showed that with North Korea, too, the neutrals could
play an important role as mediators. Indeed, the Swiss delegation to the NNSC
would participate in the settlement between Washington and Pyongyang, leading to
the liberation of eighty-two men of the crew in December 1968.81 Despite the broken-off negotiations in Zurich, commercial relations between Switzerland and North
Korea started to increase in 1968 (see Figure 1), years before diplomatic relations followed suit.
Throughout the 1960s, the Swiss government entertained official diplomatic relations only with the pro-Western parts of the divided states of Vietnam and Korea,
interpreting its foreign-policy maxim of universality in a highly flexible manner. It
tried to counterbalance potential negative consequences of this course of action by
proposing its mediating services both in the Vietnam and the Korean conflicts, as
well as by engaging in economic relations with North Korea. These policy guidelines
were elaborated by Swiss officials in constant comparison with Sweden and Austria,
and it was also this comparison that initiated a policy change in the upcoming era of
d
etente.
When is late too late? Recognition in the era of d
etente
In the context of East West rapprochement, as well as that of the rising political role
of Third World revolutionary governments and their impact in the West82, the neutrals were led to rethink their position towards the divided states of Vietnam and
Korea. The one-sided neutrality that had been practised since the Second World
War now encountered new criticism coming from protest movements in Western
Europe, as well as from the newly independent countries of the former colonial
empires. Upon reflecting on this different situation, and what it meant for their attitude towards the divided countries, the Swiss authorities again closely watched the
Swedish and Austrian moves, while keeping in mind both the credibility of their neutrality and their economic interests.
Once more, it was Stockholm that took the lead in this policy change. On 10 January
1969, Sweden was the first Western European country to recognise North Vietnam.
The Swedish Foreign Minister immediately made it clear that this step would not
entail the recognition of North Korea (or the GDR), as anticipated by some members of Parliament. Torsten Nilsson stated: ‘A change in Sweden’s posture on the recognition question would, in my view, shake the foundations of our membership in
the [NNSC] Commission, thus endangering the position of the Commission itself.’83
A few months later, Sweden also had to determine its stance towards the Provisional
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Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam (PRG), which had
been created in June 1969, and was quickly recognised by some twenty-eight countries of the Eastern bloc.84 Following several interpellations, the Swedish Parliament,
on 4 March 1970, decided that the PRG should not be recognised, the prevailing
opinion being that such an independent Swedish initiative would obstruct the settlement of the conflict.85
The Swiss government was put under pressure by the Swedish move to recognise
Hanoi. In the Swiss Parliament, a Social Democratic deputy seized the opportunity,
in June 1969, to question the government on its non-recognition of North Vietnam,
arguing that it was contrary to Switzerland’s foreign-policy maxim of universality.
At the same time, he expressed the wish that relations be taken up with the PRG.
The Swiss Foreign Minister Sp€
uhler declined this interpellation, replying that to recognise North Vietnam would be considered ‘taking sides’ in the conflict, and to
establish relations with the Provisional Government of South Vietnam even more so:
‘We would very decisively be leaving the terrain of neutrality.’86 Nevertheless, despite
their reluctance, the Swiss foreign-affairs officials eventually felt obliged to reposition
their policy towards Vietnam. International criticism of Washington’s Vietnam policy had grown, and in Switzerland important political youth movements were attacking the government’s close association with the United States in the context of the
Vietnam War.87 The question was discussed in a meeting of several high-ranking officials from the Department of Foreign Affairs in September 1970.88 The Swiss felt the
Swedish decision forced them to take action regarding North Vietnam, even though
they disapproved of it, considering that the Swedish government was not only too
much influenced by public opinion critical of the United States, but was also partial
in its policies towards Vietnam. The credibility of Swiss neutrality was called into
question if Switzerland did not follow suit and recognise North Vietnam. The Swiss
Ambassador at Washington believed that recognition would be beneficial to the
international reputation of Swiss neutrality, on the condition that it was presented as
a purely humanitarian step with no political undertones. Washington was likely to
accept such a move by Bern. The case of Korea, however, was an altogether different
story. The US government was expected to react very negatively to official
Swiss North Korean relations being taken up. Furthermore, while in the case of
Vietnam neither part of the country had any economic importance for Switzerland,
in Korea, economic interests were at play: since trade relations with the ROK were
relatively important, and economic interests were minor in the DPRK, it was agreed
that ‘the taking up of regular relations with North Korea should be postponed as
long as possible.’89
A first draft for official recognition of North Vietnam was prepared by the foreign-affairs department in December 1970, but the department decided not to act on
it immediately. It was subjecting itself to Saigon’s wish not to see Switzerland establish diplomatic relations with Pyongyang ‘now or in a foreseeable future’, or at least
it should wait until autumn 1971, after the South Vietnamese elections.90 After the
publication of the Pentagon Papers in the summer of 1971, the rapprochement of
Nixon and Mao, and the foreseeable end of the war, the Swiss changed their minds
and decided not to wait any longer. Again, it was the reputation of Swiss neutrality
that was the decisive factor: it would be important to be among the first Western
countries to officially recognise Hanoi, which would speak well for its policy of universality and its humanitarian approach, and would allow it to participate in the
country’s reconstruction.91 On 1 September 1971, Bern unilaterally recognised North
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Vietnam. At the same time, however, it transformed its legation in Saigon into an
official embassy. This last act seemed to have angered Hanoi, as it did not issue a
visa for the Swiss Ambassador for several months.92
It is interesting to see how the Austrian and Swedish governments reacted to the
Swiss recognition of Hanoi. Vienna did not move as quickly as Switzerland. Arno
Halusa, the former Austrian Ambassador to Switzerland, had already stated in
June 1971: ‘Public opinion is entirely disinterested in an Austrian recognition of
North Vietnam.’93 When the Swiss and Austrian foreign ministers met in January
1972, Rudolf Kirchschl€
ager explained that Austria did not want to rush into recognition of Hanoi, as it did not want to give the impression of simply following
Switzerland’s lead.94 He said, however, that it was clear that Austria would eventually have to follow in the Swedish and Swiss footsteps, which it finally did on
1 December 1972, when Vienna took up diplomatic relations with the DRV. As for
the government of Sweden, although it officially welcomed the Swiss decision, which
seemed to corroborate its own recognition of the DRV, it feared that Sweden’s position as an intermediary between Hanoi and Saigon would be weakened by another
Neutral having recognised Hanoi.95
In Vietnam, Sweden and Switzerland were thus freer to take a position more adequate to their foreign-policy principle of universality than in Korea, where Washington’s shadow loomed larger. Both the Swedish and the Swiss governments
justified their position of not recognising North Korea by their participation in the
Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission.96 Swiss Foreign Minister Pierre Graber,
in a discussion with his Austrian counterpart, stated: ‘The recognition of North
Korea by Switzerland could shatter the trust placed in our country as the representative of Western countries in the neutral commission for the surveillance of the peace
treaty.’97 The minister’s choice of words is revealing; when agreeing to participate in
the commission, the Swiss had insisted on representing the United Nations, since
they did not want to be seen as acting for the Western bloc. In a conversation with
Henry Kissinger that took place that same year, the Chinese Foreign Minister
referred to Sweden and Switzerland as representing ‘the side of the United States’ in
the NNSC.98 Thus, despite all initial intentions, Sweden and Switzerland appeared
to have taken on the role of being the Western neutrals. The fact that they had recognised only South Korea of course reinforced this impression.
In December 1971, the Swedish government approached the Swiss with the idea
that Switzerland and Sweden should try and organise a combined recognition of
North Korea at the same time as Czechoslovakia and Poland recognised South
Korea.99 Following the historic agreement of 4 July 1972 between the two Koreas on
the preconditions of reunification, the Swiss authorities timidly agreed on the Swedish plan, which would allow them to make a contribution to d
etente in Korea, and
thus give new authority to their policy of neutrality.100 The two neutrals thus
approached the Eastern representatives in the NNSC in autumn 1972.101 Their
inquiry was met with refusal, and thus the plan seems to have failed, mainly because
the Czechoslovakian and Polish governments were not on board. Also, the Swedish
Foreign Minister, Krister Wickman, accorded the question of North Korea low priority. During a discussion with the Swiss Foreign Minister on 19 June 1972, he
claimed: ‘It is difficult for us to explain the reasons of the non-recognition [of North
Korea] to the Swedish public. But the Korean problem does not have the same
weight as the Vietnamese question.’102 Both ministers agreed that besides Vietnam, it
was especially the matter of the GDR that was incommensurably more important.
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This was also the opinion of the Austrian Foreign Minister Rudolf Kirchschl€ager,
who saw no reason to change Austria’s Korean policy: the main priority was, according to him, ‘not to compromise our relations with the FRG’.103 Clearly, the neutrals’
economic ties to South Korea also played a role in these assessments. As shown in
Figure 2, trade with South Korea significantly increased for all three neutrals from
1970 to 1976, with Sweden taking the lead.
Swiss economic interests in South Korea were put forward when justifying the
position of non-recognition at a meeting of Swiss foreign-affairs officers on 1 March
1973. Furthermore, the participants mentioned the fact that Sweden’s recent rapprochement with Pyongyang had irritated the United States, and that there was no
reason ‘to give anti-American support to this position that would harm us’.104 Thus,
recognition of North Korea would have to wait, even though Switzerland had finally
taken up official relations with the GDR in January 1973, closely following Swedish
and Austrian recognition.105
The Swiss were soon to be able to measure the extent of the backlash provoked by
the recognition of North Korea by a neutral NNSC member. At a Nordic foreign
ministers’ meeting in Oslo, on 29 30 March 1973, a communique was published calling on as many countries as possible to normalise relations with the two Koreas;
Sweden officially recognised North Korea on 6 April, as did Finland and Denmark.
In a speech that same day, the Swedish Foreign Minister justified this step by stating:
‘The development towards detente in the region, and in the relation between the two
Korean states, has removed the obstacles previously preventing our applying the
principle of universality. […] the Swedish Government considers that the Commission [NNSC] does not play the same part as it did before and that Sweden’s membership of the Commission cannot now be regarded as sufficient grounds for preventing
the recognition of a state that actually exists.’106 The Swiss government closely followed the reactions of the Western powers to the Swedish step. The South Korean
Foreign Minister stated that his government would no longer count on Sweden to
defend its interests: ‘If, however, there would again be serious confrontations [with
North Korea], the South Korean side would rely solely on Switzerland and would
only be able to trust [the Swiss] delegation. The [Swiss delegation] would therefore

Figure 2. The neutrals’ trade with South Korea, in millions of US dollars, 1970.
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carry a more important responsibility from now on.’107 The South Korean government had sent an angry note to Stockholm, recalled its Ambassador in Sweden, and
suspended official relations with the country.108 Washington’s response was, however, milder than anticipated; the Swiss Embassy in the United States sent a telegram
stating: ‘The Swedish decision is received here with equanimity even if it is regretted.
The State Department does not, however, seem to attach too much importance to
it.’109
It became increasingly clear to Bern that eventually it would have to take the leap
and recognise Pyongyang, since, as the Swiss Ambassador to China said quite
bluntly: ‘The [North] Koreans have a bad character, they are not likable, they have a
suffocating regime. But they exist, their economy is booming, they are solid.’110
Three developments brought Bern and Pyongyang closer in 1973, without leading to
official relations. Firstly, North Korea joined the World Health Organisation
(WHO) in May 1973, and therefore established a permanent mission in Geneva (the
Swiss had abstained from the WHO vote).111 A month later, in June 1973, the South
Korean President Park Chung-hee declared that South Korea would not oppose recognition by a foreign state of the two Koreas. Yet the South Korean Foreign Minister quickly informed the Swiss Embassy that it ‘hoped that this new courageous
attitude would not be considered by Switzerland as an encouragement to recognise
North Korea, and that his government entirely trusted [the Swiss government] to
understand this’.112 The third aspect of rapprochement lay in the realm of business
interests. Bern and North Korea agreed in July 1973 that Pyongyang would set up a
commercial mission in Switzerland.113 So as not to give this decision an official character that could anger South Korea, the mission was opened in Zurich and not in
Bern, in February 1974.
Again, it was the comparison with Sweden and Austria that made Switzerland
take the final step of establishing official relations in 1974. The Swiss authorities
were reassured that the United States’ reaction to Swedish recognition of Pyongyang
had not been dramatic. Furthermore, at the beginning of the year, they were
informed that Austria had promised North Korea recognition before December.114
The Department of Foreign Affairs immediately drew up a report re-evaluating the
Swiss policy. The argument that Swiss membership in the NNSC stopped it from
being able to recognise North Korea because it would ‘shatter the trust in our
country’ was now considered ‘dangerous’, since it led ‘to making us the “neutrals of
the Americans”, which we have never wanted to be!’115 Regarding the important economic interests Swiss industry still had in South Korea, the report pointed out that
Sweden’s recognition of North Korea had not led to any serious repercussions on its
relations with South Korea (or its work in the NNSC). Finally, the establishment of
a North Korean commercial mission in Switzerland had brought new business relations: North Korea was interested in acquiring several Swiss industrial plants. In
December 1974, Switzerland finally recognised the last state, besides Taiwan, with
which it had no official diplomatic relations.
Conclusion
The issue of the recognition of the divided states of Vietnam and Korea severely
tested the neutrals’ self-assigned political role in the cold war. Sweden, Austria, and
Switzerland all three established biased relations with these two divided states that
were major battlegrounds in the Global Cold War. On a legal level, the neutrals
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could hide behind the vagueness of international law on the question of politically
divided states, and the law of neutrality neither applied nor provided an answer to
this problem. However, on a political level, this taking of sides in favour of the nonCommunist halves of the two Asian countries was in flagrant contradiction to the
neutrality maxim of universality that the neutrals had implicitly or explicitly
adopted. Along with other aspects of their Western-oriented foreign policies, this further contributed to undermining the credibility of their respective neutrality, and
neutrality per se.
The divided states of Korea and Vietnam posed a significant challenge to the neutrals, particularly in the wake of the escalation of the cold war in the Third World
and in the context of the process of decolonisation. By examining how the neutrals
and, specifically, Switzerland responded to this issue, this article has demonstrated
and highlighted the functioning and position of neutrality in the international system
of the Global Cold War. In addition to the assessment of the credibility of neutrality,
the following four conclusions can thus be made. Firstly, the neutrals defined and
developed their international cold-war policies jointly and in parallel with each other.
The Swedish and Austrian positions and approaches to Vietnam and Korea were
closely analysed by Swiss officials, and influenced their perception and course of
action. It would probably not have been possible for Switzerland to follow the line of
partial recognition for over a decade, had Sweden or Austria not done the same: the
price it would have had to pay in terms of the credibility and international standing
of its neutrality would have been too high. Thus, Switzerland’s recognition policy of
divided states was indeed representative of neutrality in the cold war.
Secondly, despite the strong ties between the neutrals that resulted from their common position in relation to the two cold-war blocs, there was also competition between
them. For neutral countries, the possibility to take part in the arena of international
relations devoted to ‘good offices’ and mediation was extremely appealing. As we have
seen, Switzerland’s evolving policy toward the divided states of Vietnam and Korea
from the 1960s through the d
etente era must be understood in the general context of
its desire to increase its influence vis-
a-vis its neutral competitors in the realm of ‘good
offices’ in order to boost the authority and respectability of its neutrality.
Thirdly, while it is a well-known fact that the neutral states were clearly Westernoriented in the European cold war, this analysis has demonstrated that this was also
the case for the cold war in the Global South. The main factors that explain the onesided recognition policy of Switzerland, and for that matter of Sweden and Austria,
were clearly not security interests. Economic considerations did play a role, although
only marginally in terms of trade with the Vietnams and Koreas. It was the massive
financial and commercial interests at play with West Germany that brought all three
neutrals to count the risk of disrupting them into their policies towards the divided
Asian countries. The shadow of Europe thus loomed over the neutrals’ policies in
the non-European cold-war theatres. Probably the most important reason for the
neutrals’ one-sidedness was again, just like in Europe, the close economic, political,
security, and ideological ties with NATO countries, as well as their desire to ‘please’
Washington. Only in the context of East West rapprochement and with the growing
international political role of Third World governments, did the neutrals re-evaluate
their recognition policy. And even then, it only happened because they had the reassurance of not disrupting their relations with the United States.
Finally, in the cases of Korea and Vietnam, the Swiss authorities pushed their
policies of flexibility and pragmatism to a certain extreme. The Swiss government’s
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effort to combine a multitude of factors linked both to its national interests and the
policies followed by the other neutrals, might have brought disadvantages. A notable
example is its unsuccessful bid to play a part in the Vietnam peace negotiations. It
seems that the Swiss do not want to repeat the same mistake in their current dealings
with Korea. As the recent visit of the North Korean Secretary of the People’s Party
to Bern has illustrated, the Swiss government is now trying to maintain a certain balance in its relations with the two Koreas in order to be ‘in a pole position to play a
role as a mediator if there should be an opening’.116 The appeal of being able to
strengthen one’s political credibility through proactive moves in the arena of ‘good
offices’ thus still plays a role for neutrality in the post-cold war world.
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