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THE AMERICAN ENCOUNTER
WITH VIETNAM
By KENNETH T. YOUNG

This is the story of why and how the United States became in-

volved on its own in Vietnam. It is the drama of two very different
peoples engaging together for the first time in an encounter full of
accident and irony, achievement and tragedy. Two nations—one
small with 2,000 years of history and the other powerful with only
200 years, from divergent backgrounds and opposite sides of the
earth—have spent a tiny fraction of time, just eleven years, coping
with each other while confronting the collision of cultures in the
crossroads of Asia’s wars and cataclysms. In the fall of of 1954 the
United States began its lonely odyssey in Vietnam and Southeast
Asia. It has been a journey of contradictions between the large and
the small, the old and new.

This encounter has reflected good intentions and naive ignorance,
acts of careful responsibility as well as blunders of impulsive action.
Yet on the whole, this story of the United StatesVietnamese part-
nership shows Vietnamese and Americans conceiving policy on a
large scale, not on a parochial basis. It also shows us both moving
obscurely in what William James once called the “cloud banks of
ancestra] blindness.”

On the one hand, American policy has for a decade related its
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objectives and operations in Vietnam to the complex tapestry of
world peace and security, or at least to the Asian design for national
independence and modernization. We have not pigeon-holed Viet-
nam nor treated it in a haphazard manner, separate from the great
issues and events of our time.

On the other hand, those who make and those who execute Ameri-
can policy have reached decisions and undertaken activities regard-
ing Vietnam sometimes in ignorance or intolerance of Vietnamese
ways of thinking and acting. All of us have often insisted on our
American analysis and our American pattern, although usually with
the best of intentions. Few of us knew Vietnam’s long history or un-
derstood Vietnam’s sensitive culture. Partnership has been trying for
both parties.

What were we up to? The fact of the matter is that we have been
trying to inspire and promote change from the centuries-old pattern
of life to a modern mode of existence. Call this social revolution if
you will, because that is exactly what it was. The United States
government for eleven years has been vigorously—if not always suc-
cessfully or articulately—on the side of revolution in Vietnam, but
without communism. We have sponsored and supported nationalist
reformation. The simple theme of original United States policy in
Vietnam was nationalism and reform.

The genesis of this policy tells the drama of how we Americans
have comprehended and misunderstood revolution and nationalism
inside Vietnam since 1954. We made serious and grievous mistakes.
We often were right. The historic elements of chance and choice
faced us in 1954 as they do today. For us in 1954, as today, the
real challenge has been to know the basic question. As Archibald
MacLeish once wrote: “We have learned the answers, all the an-
swers. It is the question that we do not know.” What was the crux
of the Vietnam question eleven years ago?

Could the Vietnamese manage to put together a nationalist revo-
lution with real reform without communism? Would they come to
terms with the 20th century? Would they sustain that same vitality
and energy which had kept them independent of China and made
Vietnam such a distinctive nation and culture for at least 1,000
years? Or would they succumb either to chaos or communism? And
for us in Washington: what was Vietnam’s importance in Southeast
Asia? What was the interest of the United States there? How much
would it take to realize our objectives? Were they attainable at all?
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The Geneva Paradox

United States policy started with the aftermath of the Geneva
agreements of July 20, 1954. The United States did not sign them.
However, American policy has had to operate within the framework
of those agreements even’though the United States has never been
legally bound by the three agreements on the cessation of hostili-
ties. The United States government stated its attitude clearly in
1954. We would not use force and we would refrain from the threat
of any force that would disturb those agreements. However, the
United States notified the world that it would view any renewal of
aggression in Vietnam with grave concern and take action accord-
ingly because any aggression in Indo-China or in Vietnam would
seriously threaten the peace and security of the United States or of
the world as a whole. We declared our intentions in 1954, not ten
years later. The United States also sought the unity of Vietnam
through free elections, supervised by the United Nations, to insure
that they would be conducted fairly. We tried to bring the United
Nations into the Vietnam question in 1954, not just in 1964 or 1965.
Our efforts looking towards a solution under the United Nations
were spurned by all sides.

The Geneva framework made possible at least one thing—the
sovereignty of South Vietnam. France, Great Britain, the United
States and many other governments considered it a sovereign state
before the Geneva agreements were signed. Since then there has
been no legal or diplomatic quarrel over that sovereignty. The three
governments had worked together during the conference at Geneva
to insure the survival and growth of what Sir Anthony Eden referred
to as the “retained area,” meaning South Vietnam. It was not just a
question of its legality. What could be done socially and economi-
cally for its continuation was the issue after the Geneva Conference.

Unfortunately, the so-called Geneva governments did not guar-
antee the agreements. Failure to do so was one of the major mistakes
which the United States made in Asia. The agreements have never
been enforceable by international action. Yet they have had a pro-
found impact on Vietnam and American policy. The agreements, of
course, partitioned Vietnam temporarily in two at the 17th parallel.
This was part of a secret deal made' between Hanoi negotiators at
Geneva and the French. It was bitterly protested by the representa-
tives of South Vietnam. In the last few days of that hectic confer-
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ence it shocked many people. The agreement was essentially a bar-
gain. There was a cease fire and Vietnam was divided; but the elec-
tions to be held in a year or two would doubtless insure Communist
electoral “victory” in all of Vietnam as cheaply as possible. The
Geneva Conference created this paradox of the “retained area”:
subsidize it against Communist take-over on one hand, but dispose
of it on the other.

The agreement on Vietnam laid down many military prohibitions
in addition to the cease fire. It established the demilitarized zone
along the 17th parallel. It was supposed to have stopped all kinds

of new military equipment and personnel from entering both Viet- -

nams. It proscribed military bases and the renewal of hostilities of
the South against the North, or the North against the South. It
forbade both sides from undertaking any aggressive policy against
the other “zone.”

The United States had to observe those provisions even though
not legally bound by them. We did. For several years we held the
size of our military mission in Vietnam to 342 men. We helped
reduce Vietnamese armed forces. We supplied only replacements
for worn-out equipment and arms. With the honor of fools or the
fooled, we played the game by the rules,

The real challenge in 1954 was the chaos in Vietnam and de-
moralization in Asia which the Geneva Conference and Communist
aggressiveness were engendering. American policy required a series
of decisions under almost the worst possible circumstances. There
was no real leadership in South Vietnam. Effective government
and rural administration had collapsed. French colonialism had dis-
integrated, and it was long past time for its dissolution. Vietnamese
refugees were beginning to pour out of the North. Social and eco-

- nomic breakdown in South Vietnam was increasing. We found our-

selves in the crossfire of the intrigues of the French colonialists in
Saigon, as distinct from Paris, and various Vietnamese parties, par-
ticularly the Communists. At the same time, an immediate build-up
of military forces began in North Vietnam, as well as an increase of
aggressive expression on the part of the People’s Republic of China.

All of this—the confusion caused by the Geneva agreements, the
chaos in Vietnam, the military build-up—seemed in the summer and
fall of 1954 to be leading headlong to the submergence of Vietnam,
the disintegration of Southeast Asia, and disunity in the Free World,
In Washington, columnists and Congressmen wanted to write off
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Vietnam as hopeless. But President Eisenhower and Secretary
Dulles, the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
many others said: “If you write off Sontheast Asia you write off
the Western Pacific, and the immediate defense line of the United
States from the Aleutians to Australia” In 1954, let us remember,
Japan seemed fragile. It had only had two years of sovereignty since
war and occupation. Its immediate future was questionable, its
economy unsure. An uneasy truce prevailed in Korea slightly more
than a year after savage fighting with the Chinese Communists
who showed no interest in a political settlement on anything but
their terms and who were turning their attention and resources to
Southeast Asia. All these considerations led the United States, Great
Britain and France to put together the Southeast Asia Treaty Or-
ganization which was signed on September 8, 1954. With eight
members, it was to try to hold the line and create some kind of sta-
bility in Southeast Asia. The Treaty explicitly covered Vietnam.
That was a key factor in considering our choices then in Southeast
Asia as'a whole, and making a commitment on Vietnam,

The Strategic Interdependence of Asia

As we looked at Vietnam, we considered more than a truncated
country in chaos and in torment. We endorsed a central concept of
the interdependence of the countries in Southeast Asia—interdepend-
ence in the sense that a power failure in Ottawa affects New York
City, that what happens in Thailand will affect Vietnam, that what
happens in Malaysia or Indonesia will affect the Philippines and
that what happens in the Philippines will affect India and Japan and
vice versa. The indivisibility of Southeast Asia and all Asia gave rise to
what President Eisenhower unfortunately called the “domino theory.”
That metaphor has given the wrong impression. If you ask a Thai
whether he is automatically a falling domino because of Vietnam,
a Thai will answer: “Of course not” If you ask a Vietnamese
whether he is certain to go down like a domino if Laos goes, a Viet-
namese will answer: “Indeed not.” Yet, Asians feel that there is
some truth in the “domino theory.” Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy
and Johnson have all endorsed it.

Asian psychology has much to do with it. There always has been
a kind of “winner” outlook in Southeast Asia—the winner bein
China, some big power, and now the United States. The small coun-
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tries prefer to pick winners—not losers. There is a kind of ranking
of authority and force in gradation or hierarchy of power in the
political sense. This is traditional for Asians. They do it today.
They have been viewing the Sino-American confrontation as a
match to pick the winner.

The basic decision in 1954 on our Vietnam involvement grew
from the conviction that American disengagement and disinterest
would produce a calamitous shock wave throughout Asia. To “write
off Southeast Asia and Vietnam” would create a shock wave in
Tokyo and in New Delhi, as well as another kind of shock wave
in Peking and Moscow. The Communists would declare: “The
Americans really don’t mean what they say. We can do as we
please.” Independent Asians were as worried in 1954 and 1955 as
they are now. It was vitally important for President Eisenhower, as
it is today for President Johnson, not to have that kind of shock
wave occur in Asia, particularly in Peking and Moscow. In 1954 a
kind of fatalistic fear of engulfment for China, the looming menace,
gripped Asia. This has been a psychological fear which goes back
over the centuries. China has periodically played the dominant role
in Asia, and seeks it again today. Asian distrist and dislike of mili-
tant, hostile Communist China are stronger today than they were
eleven years ago. :

The genesis of American policy took this fear very much into
account. Such fright could have eroded Asia and weakened Europe.
There was a sense in Washington that Asia and Europe were re-
lated. The more solid Asia could become, the stronger would be the
security of the Atlantic community. The solidity of Asia could
change the outlook and motivation of Chinese leadership. If Japan,
India, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam are progressive, stable, well-
governed societies, healthy and immune to subversion, if China can-
not push them around, in other words if there is political cohesion
and solidity within Asia, then the Chinese, being practical whatever
their ideologies may be, will accommodate themselves to live with
the world at peace in a family of Asian nations. They will be con-
strained to put aside their obsolete reactionary notion of a “Chinese
Asia” and accept an “Asian China.” .

Vietnam has played a critical role in the interdependence and
solidity of Asia. It is tragic that it is the Vietnamese people whom
history and geography have cast in this key part between Japan,
India and China. It so happens thata combination of cultural, geo-
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frontatic.m of the West with Asia and China has come to this point of
impact in Vietnam, this hinge of fate,

The “Magner” Policy of Reform and Security

Now our question in September and October of 1954 was hard to
answer. Wha‘t do we do about applying the strategic concept? After
much analysm and deliberation” we developed the idea of gettin
behu}ld nationalism with reform to create what we sometimes calleg
the. magnet of Vietnam.” We Americans, being inexperienced
naive and optimistic about Vietnam, wanted not only to bring about
a tenuous cessation of hostilities but also to creata conditions for
preventing a major collision which could escalate into a big war.
If Vletnam. were the point of impact of a confrontation with Peking
and Hanoi, how could it be de-escalated militarily and de-fuseg
politically? Perhaps the magnet of nationalist reform might be a
way of balancing the odds of the North against the South and estab-
hshmg its terms of engagement with Communist ideology and
organization. The reconstruction of a nationalist Vietnam wit;}gn)i,n the

form, social justice and security.
And so we i i
ol %}m}kedAfor .three'mstruments on which to base the
gnet policy” for American involvement—a leader, rural reform
! 3
a national army. First must be found a leader with a new govern-
ment to establish a new direction of nationalist reform in a pattern
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familiar to a Confucian society and Confucian philosophy. In 1954
after he had beaten the French, Ho Chi Minh was obviously the
most popular single man in Vietnam. And as President Eisenhower
has written (and has often been misquoted) Ho could have won an
election from Bao Dai during that fighting. The South Vietnamese
wanted a new leader of unquestioned nationalism, not Bao Dai but
not necessarily Ho either. But, as important as a leader, were the
people in this rural country, the farmers who had little land of their
own and hardly any schools left. That meant that land reform,
resettlement of refugees, rural credit, education and a whole effort
to reconstruct the rural society or the rural economy of Vietnam
were required. That was the second element in American support
in 1954 for nationalism with reform and even revolution in South
Vietnam. But even with a nationalist leader and nationalist reform,
how could the country survive on the very frontier of such danger
and threat? North Vietnam had six well-trained, experienced divi-
sions in August 1954. South Vietnam had nothing. According to
intelligence, military power in the North was already increasing. Its
divisions tripled in two years. There was a good deal of subversion
going on in Laos and some in Thailand. Perhaps the magnet might
attract the wrong kind of attention from the North to the South, not
political co-existence or economic competition, but military subver-
sion and aggression.

The Drama of Diem

This led, of course, to the major issue for the United States in
Vietnam, the search for a leader and acceptance of Ngo Dinh Diem.
In fact, he was more the result of chance than of choice. He was
the only available and qualified nationalist. There was no “con-
spiracy” of American Catholics, as some have foolishly alleged, to
foist him on Vietnam. No key policymaker in Woashington knew
him personally before the critical autumn of 1954. He was made
Prime Minister in June 1954 by the French, to be the scapegoat for
a few months. They had no intention to have him remain or be sup-
ported as a nationalist leader.

But in the fall of 1954 our crucial question was whether to stay
with Diem or leave Vietnam. As far as we could learn, Ngo Dinh
Diem had always been respected in Vietnam as an authentic nation-
alist, an honest and incorruptible man, dedicated to his people;
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knowledgeable about his country because of his own experiences in
a way that very few Vietnamese of his generation were. He was by
all accounts a man who had never compromised with the French
colonialists on the independence of his country, nor with the Com-
munist “dictatorship of the proletariat” Ho Chi Minh, it seems,
always respected Ngo Dinh Diem for integrity even though they
disagreed on so many principles. Diem was the only Vietnamese
nationalist left in 1954 who seemed to have the qualifications needed
to conduct a nationalist reform program in South Vietnam. The
United States government—the President, the Secretary of State, the
Senate leadership—decided that the United States should back Ngo
Dinh Diem although it was apparent that he was not the perfect
man. He had his faults. Other nationalist leaders might have
emerged in Vietnam had they not been eliminated in the political
meat grinder of the two dictatorships—colonialism and communism.
We had to start somewhere. The genesis of United States policy
in Vietnam really was to start with Diem. This was not an easy job.
He was difficult—suspicious, dogmatic, reserved. He monopolized
conversation and personalized his power like a Mandarin. Perhaps we
should not have overlooked some of the deficiencies in his personali-
ity—his exclusiveness and the Ngo family conceit. As Americans
accustomed to the total separation of Church and State, we were not
conscious enough of the varieties and roles of religion in Vietnam.
Perhaps a Catholic leader in a Confucian-Buddhist nation was a
contradiction which eventually could lead only to total failure.

Our First Confrontation with the French

However, our primary problem in 1954-1955 was not so much
with Diem as with the French. Nearly a year elapsed before we suc-
ceeded in negotiating at least a paper agreement on the magnet pol-
icy of which. the elements were Diem, reform and security.

In 1954 the Americans and the French adopted quite different
approaches and styles in South Vietnam. We thought of Saigon as
a “magnet for Hanoi.” The French conceived of Saigon as a “bridge
to Hanoi” for protecting French cultural and economic interests in
the South and North, and for leading to an accommodation with
the Communist Pary in Hanoi so that the Geneva elections, the
bargain made in Geneva, would be carried out on schedule. A bridge
from Saigon would smooth the transfer of the South into the North.
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The first meeting with the French was held in September 1954.
We reached agreement after three days of hard discussions, only
after we had consulted with Senator Mansfield, who was then in
Bexlin, concerning our decision to back Diem independently when
the French delegation appeared intransigent. He was asked in effect
whether the United States should continue aid to Vietnam if Ngo
Dinh Diem was not to be the Prime Minister, or was removed by the
French. Senator Mansfield emphasized that Prime Minister Diem
was an honest, incorruptible and dedicated nationalist and stated
that, if he was forced out or abandoned, the consequences in Vietnam
could be disastrous; the Congress of the United States might cease
supporting further aid to Indo-China. The French were shocked.
The issue of Diem was settled, or so we thought. We issued a joint
communique on September 29, 1954, supporting Diem and estab-
lishing Franco-American assistance to Vietnam. American involve-
ment in Vietnam on our own began that day. The French urgently
wanted us to increase economic and military aid to Vietnam, but
they also wanted to keep control of the politics there.

However, the French Minister did not carry out the agreement
reached in Washington. In Saigon, he began looking for someone
to replace Ngo Dinh Diem. That action provoked intense discus-
sion on whether we should disassociate ourselves completely from the
French as far as Indo-China was concerned and have no further
relationships with them in carrying out what we felt in United
States interests was necessary to move ahead with our Vietnam pol-
icy. On balance the decision was taken to work with the French if
possible but only along the course we had set together at the Sep-
tember meeting, If that were compromised, we decided to go it alone
or get out entirely.

Our Initial Decision and Commitment

The month of October 1954 was the moment of truth and the
time for decision in Vietnam for the United States. After careful
deliberation of the interests of the United States in Vietnam, and
Vietnam's relation to the rest of Asia, the determination was made
that Vietnam and Southeast Asia were of critical importance to
Asia and to the United States interests. The National Security
Council recommended to the President the policy of supporting a
truly nationalist government, built around Ngo Dinh Diem, in a
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combination of reform and security. The policy was founded on two
pillars of American support—a broad land reform for the farmers
who made up 80% of the people and a vigorous program of military
training under American guidance, not French, for a new Viet-
namese security force to meet any threat of subversion or aggression.
The specific result of that decision of the National Security Coun-
cil and the approval of President Eisenhower was his famous letter
of October 23, 1954 to President Diem, which President Johnson has
often quoted. It opened the way for an “intelligent” program of
American aid to be given directly to the government of Vietnam. I
rather laugh now in rereading that word “intelligent” when I recall
some of the unintelligent things which American legislators and
American officials have done to Vietnam, but at least our intentions
were always sound. It is-important to remember that the letter of
October 23 made American 2id to Vietnam provisional and condi-
tional. That seems to have been forgotten. The aid was to be given
provided the government of Vietnam would give assurances as to
the high standards of performance that it would maintain. The
purpose of United States policy and the intent of the President’s
letter were to assist the government of Vietnam in developing and
maintaining a strong, viable state, capable of tesisting attempted
subversion or aggression. We sought a strong, responsive government
but not American-style democracy. State-building, not nation-building
had first priority. The United States hoped that its aid, combined
with the efforts of Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem, would con-
tribute effectively toward a strong government which would secure
and sustain an independent Vietnam. The key sentence in the Presi-
dent’s letter, the core of the genesis of American policy toward Viet-
nam, read: “Such a government would be so responsive to the
nationalist aspirations of its people, so enlightened in purpose and
effective in performance that it will be respected both at home and
abroad and discourage any who might wish to impose a foreign
ideology on your free people.” That sentence emphasized the aspira-
tions of the Vietnamese people for social justice, a better livelihood,
institutions of their own choosing and national independence free
from any sort of alien control. And the letter set the goal of enlight-
ened social development, not just military containment, as the best
means to prevent Communist subversion or aggression.
If the South did become a “magnet for Hanoi” by achieving a
nationalist. revolution in the villages, in the army and in urban
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groups, then the farmers and workers in @he Nort}f wou.ld press for
similar reforms, there.. The Communist dictatorship might change
from within. Eventually the political “magnet” might draw the two
halves of divided Vietnam together, if each adhered to a mnon-
aggressive military policy and did not try to subvert the other b}i
force. At least a successful program of viable government, socia
reform and effective nationalism would enable Saigon to compete on
better terms with Hanoi in the consultations and elections cal.led
for in the Geneva declaration. This was the philosophy underlying
the letter of October 23 and of subsequent American programs and
ions. .
ac':Our provisional commitment in Vietnam !Jegap with that le.tter.
Two sets of secret instructions implemented it. First, we sent 'dlrec-
tives fo our embassies in Saigon and Paxis to enact the policies of
the National Security Council; namely, to support and encourage 'th(i
nationalist leadership of Ngo Dinh Diem afld the new .polmca
institutions, to promote rural reform in the v111.ages, to build up a
small army and police force, to' take over t.he training 'of these secur-
ity forces from the French and to negotiate a working agreemendt
with the French on these policies. The second instrument concerne
personnel. The President chose General Lawton Collins to take. on
a temporary assignment in Saigon to get urgent programs, par‘tllcu-
larly in security and military training underway rapidly, an tol
work with his friend and former military colleagu‘e, Gel}eral Pau
Ely, a fine officer who was French High Commissioner in Salgon.
The letter of instructions from the President to C%enera] Collins,
borrowed form and language from President Truman’s letter to Gen-
eral Marshall when he went to China, and incorporated ‘t}xe sub-
stance of the National Security Council instructions to ’Salgon and
Paris together with the general line of the Presn?ents !etter to
Diem of October 23. When General Collins and his special team
arrived in Saigon in early November, and Wl’len the. Frer'xch Prime
Minister, M. Mendés-France, came to Washington in Ifnd-Nc();rem—
ber, a_comprehensive American policy was authoritatively decu-
nted. .
meThe policy of nationalism with reform, the “magrfet," ra1seq a
serious military question in theory. Would Commums}t1 a_ggusassm;:
or aggressive actions take place? Would we have.to fight in 01}11t
Vietnam? What was our actual military commitment and w) 1at
should be our specific military response in the event of Communist
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aggression or war by infiltration? Was our commitment automatic if
requested by the Vietnamese government or was it unilateral depend-

Washington? It has always seemed to me to have been a somewhat
ambiguo.us and equivocal combination of both a moral obligation and
a strategic necessity.

We were not legally bound by treaty or law automatically to send
our combat forces to fight in Vietnam. On the other hand, our com-

in establishing for itself a treaty basis under SEATO for military
action in Vietnam if its independence were seriously threatened by
subversion or aggression, and if the United States government should
decide, at the request of the Vietnamese government, to take military
action. However, even if the latter had so requested, the United
States legally could have refrained from such actions if that were
the President’s determination. On the other hand, if the President
had weakened or rejected this moral obligation, the repercussions
in Vietnam and Southeast Asia would have produced a tremendous
shock. The Senate hearings on the Treaty, the advice and consent
of the Senate, and the first communique issued by the SEATO For-
eign Ministers in February of 1955, added up to an obligation for
us not only to provide equipment and advice to Vietnam but also to
commit our own military forces there to Ppreserve its survival for inde-
pendence. In fact, in 1954 the Eisenhower Administration was con-
ditionally prepared to commit and use United States military power
in Southeast  Asia, particularly in Indo-China.

In its genesis, the policy of the United States government of
assisting free Vietnam was undertaken not only in line with the
strategic concept of Asia’s indivisibility but also under the aegis of
possible military commitments under the Southeast Asia Defense

obligations there were complementary. It would have made no sense
to have become so heavily involved in Vietnam without either a
strategic concept or a legal basis through a treaty. By the same token,
the umbrella of protection for South Vietnam would have been
meaningless without American and allied efforts to help create the
substance of internal morale, political strength and economic growth,
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the objectives of the “magnet.” It would have been a wrong use of
American resources not to have been prepared in advance to use our
forces if there were no other choice. The meeting of the SEATO
Council of Ministers in February of 1955, after all eight members
had ratified the Treaty, confirmed the protective umbrella of our
allies and ourselves over Vietnam. Article IV of the Treaty required
only consultation of the members, in the case of Vietnam, but the
purpose of such consultation was to decide on action. We did not
expect war in South Vietnam, but we looked hard and straight at
that contingency all the time in the early years.

In our first year in Vietnam, 1954-1955, we moved quickly to
initiate nationalist reform. On January 1, 1955 our agreement with
Vietnam to disburse dollars and other aid directly to Saigon and not
through Paris went into effect. Land reform, the central pillar of the
“magnet” policy, began in January and February when two basic
ordinances were promulgated by the Vietnamese government to im-
prove the welfare of farm tenants by xent reduction, security of
tenure and cultivation of new land. These measures were designed
to alleviate landlord-tenant relations, strengthen the rural community
and limit the effect of feudal landlordism. We hoped that a true
rural revolution ultimately would take place in South Vietnam and
that it would appeal to the farmers in all Vietnam, North and South.
On February 12 we took over the training of Vietnamese military
forces from the French and began the fateful process of trying to
create a Vietnamese responsibility and capability for fending off
Communist infiltration in rural areas and across frontiers. I say that
this has been a fateful operation because here we have made most
of our mistakes, because our policy in Vietnam and Southeast Asia
now depends so largely on the ability and morale of the Vietnamese
military forces. On March 7, 1955 we signed a new agreement on
economic assistance with Vietnam. At that time we began an annual
series of what then seemed very large programs of assistance, amount-
ing to over $200 million. The mission of General Collins was to
work out the tripartite implementation of all these policies and pro-
grams. Joint committees were set up on land reform, administrative
reorganization, military training and security, education and labor,
and even cultural matters. A great deal of momentum was generated
in offices and many good plans were typewritten. Unfortunately,
increasing opposition and intrigue in Saigon nearly wrecked our pol-
icy and efforts.
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The Test of Decision in 1955

Historic events in the spring of 1955 solidified ou i
and 3nvolvemef1t in Vietnam, %here had been strong rdicszxgrl:;:xzig
within the United States Mission in Saigon over whether to support
Ngo Dinh Diem or turn to Bao Dai, or someone else. The dis Pute
had rfeached such a point that General Collins had returneg to
Washington to advise President Eisenhower that the United States
grobably could not support Diem any longer, that he was too stub-
born and difficult to deal with, and that he had very little support
in Vietnamese political circles. In Washington we, too, had bI;P n
;lo feel that perhaps a different formula might be pre’ferable. g\;\l/'e
bad come to thc? notion that Diem's key role as a patriot might best
e cast symbolically as “Constitutional President” His weakness
was his Iefusa! to trust other people to administer what was becom-
Ing a managerial state. His fatal defect was arrogation of responsibil-
ity—not arrogance of power. That flaw could wreck the performance
of the Viemamese government and the purpose of our policy if not
corrected. Executive management had to be entrusted to soilnebod
else who could work with Diem in mutual confidence and at thz
same time bring in young nationalists. We thought that perhaps Dr.
Quat, who finally became the Prime Minister of VietnamP tem-
Eorauly_ in 1965, might serve as a kind of “executive president” or
executive vice president,” for the Vietnamese have a history of such
a dua‘l arrangement. The Diem-Quat formula was agreed to b
Kashlri)gton ;oo But.it never was tried out. The Vietnamese neve};
Pu(:x;«; :o 2\&2 (t:t.ls. It might have saved us from so.much if it had been
On the day that it was agreed to in Washin ivi inci
den.tally brok.e out in Sa%gon. The famousgf;,tlzwﬁeg:rifglflecrg
against the Binh Xuyen, the sect which controlled the police, and
the opium and prostitution rackets and everything else rotten in
Saigon. We had been prepared to back Diem’s use of force against
this sect as part of the policy of helping to create a strong, viable
state in Vxet.nam. Despite efforts to negotiate the take-over of police
power in Saigon from the Binh Xuyen, the showdown came at the
wrong time for Washington and we had to defer the new formula
It was hardly the time to encourage a change of leadership The
battalions of the Vietnamese army fought unexpectedly well, with
excellent leadership, contrary to French and some American l;redic—
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tions. Diem immediately rallied the army and destroyed the Binh
Xuyen in his first real test of political strength. His courage and his
command in that crisis proved that he did have capacities for leader-
ship which Americans had not fully realized.

He, his brother and his colleagues also demonstrated political
skill in leadership and organization, converting Vietnam from a
monarchy to a republic and bringing some political unification out
of what was then total political chaos. Two other powerful sects,
supported by French elements, were also trying to get rid of Diem,
to keep Emperor Bao Dai, or to set up a neutralist regime which
would deal with Ho Chi Minh and Hanoi. The Diem forces took
swift counter-action. Two kinds of “rump” congresses met in early
May, before our Paris confrontation with the French, to call for a
revolutionary nationalist transformation of Vietnam from a monarchy
to a republic. The “People’s National Revolutionary Committee,”
comprising some 4,000 representatives of political parties from all
over South Vietnam, adopted a program for the elimination of Em-
peror Bao Dai; the establishment of a republic, with a socialist, demo-
cratic and nationalist government, and a new National Assembly;
the social and economic strengthening of the South against Com:
munism; and the collaboration with anti-colonialist, anti-Communist
and anti-feudalist forces in Southeast Asia. The congress of provin-
cial and municipal counselors, although in disagreement so typical
of Vietnamese politics, called for elections for a national assembly to
determine Vietnam's political system, to transfer Bao Dai’s total
authority to Diem and to establish peace and order under the aus-
pices of Diem. Both “congresses” backed Diem.

When we went to Paris in May 1955 for a NATO meeting we
knew that this was to be the encounter with the French over Diem.
It took place on three separate occasions. In the first meeting, the
Prime Minister of France told us that if we did not stop supporting
Diem, France would withdraw completely from Indo-China, not
just from Vietnam but also from Laos and Cambodia. At the second
meeting, Secretary of State Dulles, having consulted with the Presi-
dent and many advisers, responded in a calm, matter-of-fact tone that
the United States would prefer to have the opportunity of with-
drawing from Vietnam. France should stay, he said. If it were agree-
able with the government of France, the United States was prepared
to leave the whole economic and military responsibility for the future
of Indo-China to France. He put it bluntly: “The Vietnamese are
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not puppets,” he asserted. “We can’t tell them what to do, and we
don’t want to tell them what to do. If you think in Paris that we
can, just because of $300 million in aid, then you are completely
mistaken about the Vietnamese. We don’t want puppets. And if
that's what they are like out there—and you should know them far
better than we do—then it would be better for us not to try to do
anything in Vietnam and just give up our effort tight now,” he con-
cluded. Again taken aback, the French immediately acknowledged
that the Vietnamese were anything but puppets, for France had
had a good deal of trouble with them for 100 years, which, the
Prime Minister wryly noted, accounted for France’s present predica-
ment. That was an official position. At the third meeting in this
diplomatic drama, at midnight, the French Prime Minister said that
there might have been some misunderstanding. The matter perhaps
should be reconsidered so that neither France nor the United States
would withdraw from Vietnam. Ngo Dinh Diem was indeed a very
honorable and honest man. Perhaps the best thing was for both
France and the United States to get behind a new program of sup-
port for Vietnam. If the United States would persuade the Viet-
namese not to be quite so anti-French in their propaganda, and if
the United States would remove some of the Americans in Saigon
who seemed to have a particular prejudice against the French, then
everything might work out satisfactorily. In any event the French
and British governments wanted the United States to stay involved
in Vietnam and all of Indo-China. They discouraged any notion of
American withdrawal.

The Prime Minister and Secretary of State approved parallel but
not identical instructions to our respective embassies in Saigon, to
convey the concrete undertakings which they had negotiated. The
British Foreign Secretary, Harold MacMillan, had concurred. Our
instructions, which were accurately revealed by American, British
and French journalists in Paris, and which the French version fol-
lowed faithfully, covered the following points: (1) the United
States and France would cooperate in backing the legal government
of Ngo Dinh Diem; (2) the United States hoped that this govern-
ment would be strengthened and broadened by bringing in really
capable officials and technicians rather than representatives of con-
flicting political groups, but the manner of such political reformation
would naturally be left to Diem and not imposed on him; (3) elec:
tions for a constitution and for national and provincial representa-
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tion should be undertaken rapidly so as to assure, in the American
and French view, both political legitimacy and popular support
either to the Diem government or to its constitutionally based suc-
cessor and also develop sound, reliable democratic procedure and ex-
perience in South Vietnam to handle the issue of the “Geneva elec-
tions” or plebiscite called for in the seven-nation declaration at Geneva;
and the United States in Paris indicated that these “Geneva elections”
should be held but under conditions of completely genuine freedom
with the United Nations supervising them in South and North
Vietnam; (4) to avoid a military vacuum in the strategic concept,
the French military forces in Vietnam of about 75,000 would not
be immediately withdrawn but would be “harmonized” in their
phasing out of Vietnam with the retraining and reorganization of
Vietnam’s National Army to assure adequate forces for the defense
of Vietnam under SEATO against potential aggression from the
rapidly increasing forces of North Vietnam in blatant violation of
their obligations under the Geneva agreement on the cessation of
hostilities in Vietnam; (5) the United States and France would co-
operate in promoting the rapid social and economic adyancement of
South Vietnam; (6) the United States would use whatever influ-
ence it had with Diem to halt anti-French propaganda and activi-
ties, although Mr. Dulles had bluntly told the French that such a
strong, ardent patriot as Diem was not “our man” and never had
been “in our pocket”; (7) the issue of Bao Dai and a monarchy or
a republic was to be settled legitimately by the South Vietnamese in
their own way, although the United States held no brief for Bao Dai
and preferred his exit.

This détente with the French ended the xift over Diem and estab-
lished a tripartite policy on the phased reduction of French forces and
the radical transformation of Vietnam’s political institutions. Saigon
was not altogether happy with these “Big Three” decisions taken
without its knowledge. The government there officially requested a
conference of the Foreign Ministers of France, Great Britain, Viet-
nam and the United States to meet in Saigon to agree on a common
policy for withdrawal of French forces, for providing measures to
assure the security of Vietnam under SEATO and for the condi-
tions and procedures for holding elections according to the Geneva
declaration. Washington, Paris and London unfortunately declined
the request.

In the summer and early fall of 1955, the focus was on the con-
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tinuing civil war with the sects. The Diem government partially
won it and achieved political unification. Land reform and social
reform were, unfortunately, put backstage. On October 23 a na-
tional referendum was held in South Vietnam to choose between
Bao Dai and Diem. There apparently was not much choice. Most of
the eligible voters threw away the Emperor’s ballot. Diem won
98.2% of the vote, an embarrassing plurality in what many ob-
servers called a genuine selection of the only alternative. But at
least we felt that a referendum had chosen Diem while Ho had
never had one! On October 26 the State Department recognized this
new state, the Republic of Vietnam, with the comment: “We are
glad to see the evolution of orderly and effective democratic pro-
cedures in an area of Southeast Asia which has been and continues
to be threatened by Communist efforts to impose totalitarian con-
trol.”

The referendum eliminated Bao Dai’s control over the military
sects, while the establishment of some republican institutions cleared
the way for concentration on our program of nationalist reform with
security—to make the “magnet” policy work. Only one major po-
litical step remained—to establish a constitution and national as-
sembly.

On March 4, 1956 a large majority of the electorate again went
to the polls in what was described as a relatively free and honest
election to create a national assembly of 123 members. While 90
to 100 of the representatives were afhliated with the national revo-
lutionary movement and several other parties associated with Diem
and his brother, 20 to 30 genuine independents were also elected.
According to unbiased observers, the people in the electoral districts
did have a choice of different candidates although the range of
political views did not extend all the way to include the Commu-
nists, colonialists or monarchists. Most observers concurred that this
election expressed genuine support for Diem and his policies, and
for a nationalist reformation in South Vietnam. This election also
represented a fair expression of Vietnamese opinion against elections
with North Vietnam to turn over the South to the Communists. A
measure of self-determination had begun. The reality of a politically
independent South Vietnam was emerging.

Looking back at the record it is hard to find official American pro-
nouncements describing the policy of reform with security or sup-
port for genuine and radical nationalism in South Vietnam after
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1954. 1 have even been told by current opponents of President John-
son’s policy in Vietnam that the United States never supported re-
form and nationalism in South Vietnam in the early days of our
involvement and that, if we had, the United States would not be in
its present predicament. The fact of the matter is that a Republican
Administration in Washington did vigorously support genuine demo-
cratic nationalism and authentic reform in South Vietnam. And that
reform even had a certain socialist coloration to it. As one proof of
our conscientious support for the nationalist aspirations of the Viet-
namese people, which President Eisenhower emphasized in his let-
ter of October 23, 1954, may I point out that this policy was stated,
for example, in an officially cleared talk I gave in August 1956,
which was published in the State Department Bulletin. I made the
following comment regarding this policy in Vietnam:

Finally, the survival of freedom requires our sympathy, encour-
agement and support for those groups and movements sharing our
broad purposes and generally enhancing our interests. The critical
developments in South Vietnam in 1955 confronted us with a
dramatic challenge. The political issue turned on the continuation
in office of Ngo Dinh Diem whom many Vietnamese and for-
eigners, officially or otherwise, considered finished. Without his
stout-hearted leadership at that moment, Viemam could have col-
lapsed. A somewhat unconventional revolutionary nationalism
quickly organized itself in Vietnam. supporting Ngo Dinh Diem's
Teadership. Other forces in Vietnam and in the Free World stood
by him. At this crucial confusing moment of trial in Vietnam the
Department of State, pressed for an opinion on the situation, de-
clared that: “The United States has great sympathy for a nation-
alist cause that is free and effective. For this reason we have been

and are continuing to support the legal government of Ngo Dinh
Diem.” '

The “Geneva Elections”

The really difficult diplomatic policy issue in 1955 and 1956 con-
cerned the “Geneva elections.” This matter came up constantly in
discussions with our allies, with Saigen, with the Communists and
with the press and public opinion. The seven-nation declaration of
July 21, 1954 had provided that “general elections shall be held in
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July 1956, in order to ensure that sufficient progress in the restora-
tion of peace has been made, and that all the necessary conditions
obtain for free expression of the national will” The declaration also
stated that the settlement of political problems in Vietnam “shall
permit the Viet-Namese people to enjoy the fundamental freedoms,
guaranteed by democratic institutions, established as a result of free
general elections by secret ballot.” This document also provided for
consultations after July 20, 1955 between the “competent repre-
sentative authorities of the zones” and that such general elections
should be supervised by an international commission composed of
Canada, India and Poland. At Geneva the United States and the
Republic of Vietnam did not join in this declaration, were not bound
to carry it out; the United States at Geneva and ever since has ad-
vocated all-Vietnamese elections with effective supervision and genu-
ine freedom under the auspices of the United Nations.

We believed that the government in Saigon should participate
vigorously in those consultations which would have been held in the
demilitarized zone. Our French and British allies were, of course,
bound by their adherence to this declaration. French opinion at the
time did not seem to put much stress on fundamental freedoms and
democratic institutions, although our British colleagues did. Never-
theless, during the spring and summer of 1955 we tried in Saigon
to persuade Diem and his colleagues to engage in those consulta-
tions with Hanoi in order to inform all the Vietnamese people about
the general nature and exact details of democratic procedures for
genuinely free elections. We assembled a large amount of documents,
books and source material on elections held all over the world for
the Vietnamese nationalists to use. However, they held a diametri-
cally opposed view about consultations with Hanoi. They felt that
it would signal to all Vietnamese the capitulation of the Vietnamese
nationalists to the Vietnamese Communists. If the nationalists went
to the demilitarized zone, the Confucian psychology of the popula-
tion in the South would have read this as a sign of surrender for
Diem and 2 mandate of victory for Ho. Diem and his colleagues
refused to accept a “death warrant.” We urged and urged them to
seize the initiative. The “ancestral blindness” of the West and the
East collided. Diem and the Vietnamese nationalists won this argu-
ment with us. We did not and could not force them to commit po-
litical suicide. Perhaps we did not try hard enough or use the right
technique with Saigon, such asa high-level conference. But Diem was
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no puppet. The Vietnamese are proud, independent, tough people.
They do not take orders, whether Nationalist or Communist. When
they feel strongly, they often act adamantly. They believed that the
Geneva declaration would have killed nationalist freedom, nationalist
reform and nationalist independence in South Vietnam and ulti-
mately in Southeast Asia. That was not “self-determination,” and
that was the real issue then; it is still the critical issue in Vietnam.
Diem knew it. Ho knew it. Dulles knew it.

We were not legally obliged to help carry out elections in 1956.
We were certainly not going to murder the South by political suf-
focation in rigged polling booths. Everybody knew that the arith-
metic of “general elections” in all Vietnam would automatically guar-
antee Communist control of the entire country, for many more Viet-
namese lived north of the 17th parallel than south. The people in
the North would have been given only one choice and one slate of
candidates in view of the monopoly of power held by the Commu-
nist Party and the North Vietnamese security forces. But arithmetic
was not the only issue in the “Geneva elections.” The issue then, as
now, was the kind of free general elections to be held, real or rigged.
Under what circumstances of political freedom and choice? With
what kind of supervision?

In 1955 the three allies agreed in general on the necessity for
going through with the consultations and even the elections if we
could persuade Saigon to do so and if they would be really free and
effectively supervised. However, we were surprised to find that
Soviet representatives—Khrushchev, Molotov and Gromyko—did not
seem particularly concerned about having consultations take place for
elections in Vietnam. As I recall, the question really never came up.
Rather, the Soviet representatives dismissed Vietnam and hinted
that pressure on our part to discuss it would upset consideration and
prevent conferences on other subjects. The Russians were saying
that we should not make too much of these issues. As to Western-
style free elections, with multiple parties and choice of candidates,
the Russians were as unyielding then as the Communists have been
during the past year. In 1955 the Americans were given to under-
stand in no uncertain terms that there were not going to be any
free elections in North Vietnam, North Korea or East Germany.
There could be no elections in Vietnam in the Western sense of the

term despite the language of the Geneva declaration. There would
be no United Nations supervision either. The Communists did not
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seem anxious to have political supervisors and political elections in
1956.

By the spring and summer of 1956 several other factors combined
to defer the “Geneva elections” indefinitely. The International Con-
trol Commission had become completely hamstrung in North Viet-
nam in supervising the military aspects of the Geneva agreement on
the cessation of hostilities. The North Vietnamese had violated this
agreement in many major respects, as the British government point-
ed out in its report of April 1956. If Canada, India and Poland
could not supervise a military agreement, what reason was there to
suppose that representatives of the same three countries could super-
vise and guarantee free elections in North Vietnam? Moreover, even
if the Commission had been more effective, the United States felt
that its election policies in Vietnam should conform to those in
Korea. There it was essential to maintain the position in and out of
the United Nations that all-Korean elections should be under the
supervision of the United Nations, although the Communists and
others insisted on “international” rather than United Nation super-
vision. Washington considered it necessary to be consistent and not
compromise its principles in either Korea or Vietnam. Finally, Hanoi
rejected the repeated appeals of Saigon to liberalize conditions in the
North to permit fundamental freedoms, democratic institutions,
secret ballot, and free expression of the national will, as called for in
the Geneva declaration. If Hanoi had shown any disposition to move
in that direction during 1955-1960, Saigon would have joined in
consultations. However, Hanoj tightened rather than loosened its
grip over the people. General Giap, Communist Minister of Defense
in Hanoi, has conceded that terrorism, torture and political control
went too far in 1955-1956,

Washington realized that postponement of the “Geneva elections”
was a momentous decision which could lead to a major political and
military confrontation with North Vietnam. As many people pointed
out at the time, the by—passing of the 1956 “Geneva elections” might
provoke Hanoi to attack the South by subversion or aggression in
order to unify Vietnam by force, if Ho could not get it by political
means. That is just what happened. The United States continued
to suggest to Diem that he develop some relationships with the
North in trade, exchange of persons, mail and such other ways as
would not compromise the integrity of the Republic of Vietnam.
The government in Hanoi made many such overtures for a few
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years. Diem tumned them all down while expressing willingness to
discuss and carry out genuinely free elections as soon as the authori-
ties in the North permitted genuine freedom, i.e., wherfever the
Communist regime ceased being Communist. In the meantime some
efforts were undertaken to accelerate and strengthen the magnet
policy of reforms with security to promote the nationalist revolution
and satisfy the aspirations and discontent of the people.

Ten Years of Success and Failure

During 1955-1960, the American policy of nationalist reform
achieved substantial economic and social progress in South Vietnam.
The record is clear and convincing in material terms. The fact of
the matter is that the “magnet” policy of the United States \fvorked
too well in those years. Hanoi could not stand tl'}e comparative ad-
vantage of progress in the South. The “magnet ' pohf:y inevitably
set in motion Hanoi’s campaign to extinguish natlonah.sm in South
Vietnam by terror and guerrilla warfare in the coum':rySJdc'a. It was at
this point in America’s odyssey in Vietnam that failure in POllFlCEll
and military partnership on the part of Vietnamese and American
officials undermined their substantial social and economic achieve-
ments in those years and unwittingly served to facilitate the Com-

nist campaign of violence.

ml;)iem’s re%usg;i to hold local elections for village chiefs in 1956
perhaps began the unraveling of his support and contributed to tl.xe
disappointment and apathy of the rral population. C.ommumst
agents cleverly exploited this. We were concerned at the time about
Diem’s resistance to holding village elections which would allow t.he
farmers to choose their own leaders in unions and local councils,
In addition to this local problem, Diem’s refusal to broaden hl% gov-
ernment with respected, capable and dedicated Vietnamese ?atlorl'al—
ists, his resistance to attracting people of the younger generation with
educational and professional background, and his fallure to build a
popular nationalist movement throughout South Vietnam weakened
and narrowed his base of support by 1961. He became more con-
servative and dictatorial when his friends pleaded with him to be
more of a liberal, popularist national leader. There was no meeting
of minds—no partnership—in politics or in reform. ]

Another serious mistake made in 1955-1960 was the American
failure to understand and anticipate the Communist war of terror
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and insurgency among rural people which became likely when the
“Geneva elections” did not take place in 1956. The murder of
village officials signaled the beginning of the so-called second Indo-
Chinese war in 1957. We all saw this coming. We Americans in-
sisted on our pattern of conventional economic aid and orthodox
force. Both have been a grievous mismatch in Vietnam. Another
case of “ancestral blindness.”

The Saigon government under Diem and the Americans did not
seriously or effectively “bottom-up” United States aid for village
participation and mobilization of the farmers in the defense of their
own interests. The “government gap” and the “security gap” over-
lapped in a rural vacuum of apathy and defenselessness which the
Communist technique of rural warfare has skillfully exploited and
effectively filled during the past six years. Reform and change de-
scended in the traditional way, from a paternalistic, insensitive, old-
fashioned authority which continued the “government gap” between
urban and rural, ruled and ruler. That is Asia’s ancestral problem.
In Vietnam the gap of apathy and suspicion in the villages was not
closed in 1955-1960. Material progress came to the rural people in
“top-down” education, health and agriculture. But political morale
did not “bottorn-up.” Protection and security, the villager's touch-
stone for deciding who wields authority and to whom to show alle-
giance “bottomed out.” There was less and less protection as the
Communists began destroying the village authorities and all people
]\:ntl; links to Saigon. The villagers had to bow to the gun and the

nife.

The American military objective was to create a Vietnamese
army like the Korean army which we had built up to defend the
38th parallel and demarcation line in Korea. The targets in Viet-
nam were ten divisions and two corps, in the image of the American
establishment, to be deployed along and south of the 17th parallel.
That was the myth of the parallels, but the parallel was not there
for two reasons—and it is not today. Our commitment under SEATO
did put an umbrella of massive air and sea power over Vietnam to
deter a conventional visible invasion across the line and our power
did discourage a clear-cut aggression across a demarcated frontier.
Second, Vietnam, unlike Korea, has a long, vulnerable, porous land
frontier with Laos and Cambodia and a long, open seacoast. Many
South Vietnamese “hard-core’” Communists had remained in the
South or gone North. During four critical years the United States
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government could not cope with this dilemma of “aggression by
seepage” to train counter-guerrilla forces outside or even within the
Vietnamese army. The task was left to the civilian aid mission and
its police training component, neither of whom was equipped for
the challenge.

In 1959-1960, Hanoi stepped up its program of revolution by
murder to capture the South and was succeeding by 1961, because
the “magnet” was working. Hanoi recognized that by 1959 Diem
was well on his way to “consolidating’ the South, as Communist
publications have stated. Hanoi then openly organized three instru-
ments for conducting a “people’s war” to counter the national
revolution: the “National Liberation Front,” the “People’s Revolu-
tionary Party” and the “Vietcong.” Hanoi accelerated the assassina-
tion of village and government officials by the thousands and in-
creased the southward filtration through Laos of former Vietminh
partisans who had been regrouped in the North after 1954. This
was not a truly indigenous popular uprising or peasant insurrection,
despite much rural discontent. When President Kennedy came to
office he was confronted with a rapidly mounting and extremely
serious challenge of terror and guerrilla warfare in South Vietnam
which threatened Southeast Asia. When he was asked in 1963 if
he doubted the “domino theory,” he replied that he believed it and
declared:

China is so large, looms so high just beyond the frontiers, that if
South Vietnam went it would not enly give them an improved
geographic position for a guerrilla assault on Malaya but would
also give the impression that the wave of the future in Southeast
Asia was China and the Communists.

He renewed American backing for Diem and reasserted the strategic
concept in Southeast Asia after a thorough analysis of the “Diem
problem” and our strategic interests in Vietnam as well as Southeast
Asia,

In his effective visit to Southeast Asia in May 1961, Vice Presi-
dent Johnson made a major effort to persuade Diem to take real
action to advance the legitimate rights and aspirations of the Viet-
namese people. He also proposed that new social and economic
measures be undertaken in rural areas to go along with the anti-
guerrilla effort, so that the people could benefit promptly in their
villages from the restoration of law and order.
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The Taylor Mission of 1961 and the Kennedy policy on Vietnam
assumed that the large commitment in resources to underwrite Viet-
namese efforts and responsibilities would not necessarily lead to a
war with the Communists to hold the line in Southeast Asia. Gen-
eral Taylor apparently did recommend to President Kennedy a lim-
ited deployment of United States forces in Vietnam to guard key
installations, defend the Lao-Vietnamese frontier, relieve the Viet-
namese army, and reassure the Vietnamese people, which several of
us had recommended. However President Kennedy and some of his
other advisers decided against a commitment of United States troops
to Vietnam and Southeast Asia. If the United States government had
made this highly selective employment of its forces then, we might
not be in our predicament today. The United States left the Lao
corridor wide open for a continuous and expanding flow of North
Vietnamese infiltrators and supplies. The tide began to tumn in
1962 and 1963. According to the Australian journalist, Wilfred
Burchett, who usually takes the Communist viewpoint, the Viet-
namese Communists conceded that 1962-1963 was Diem’s “year.”
Other observers now agree that the Communist assault was blunted
and reversed. It might have collapsed if again a conjunction of mili-
tary and political oversights had not occurred. The seepage into
Vietnam from Laos and the sea might have been reduced substan-
tially after 1963 if Diem and his brother had not ruined themselves
politically. Diem, and his brother in particular, so mismanaged the
Buddhist movement and alienated so many urban people, that they
lost their mandate and their lives. Diem proved incapable of meeting
the protest or mastering his family. The “ancestral blindness” of
his kinfolk destroyed this proud but good man who had overshot
his place in history. The “magnet” of the Americans and the man-
date of Saigon collapsed with Diem’s assassination.

For the past two years we have had to start all over again in
Vietnam to avert defeat and disaster and to revive the nationalist
revolution. Hanoi’s revolution by murder almost killed South Viet-
nam. America’s superior technology was mismatched against Hanof’s
superior organization—and Saigon’s anarchy. Conditions have changed
in Asia and in Vietnam from what they were in 1954-1955. Presi-
dent Johnson has confronted almost an entirely new situation where
new challenges demand new solutions.
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Conclusions

We can learn several lessons from the American encounter with
Vietnam. The partnership cannot be an easy one; it may not even
be viable. The Vietnamese background and outlook are o different
from ours, and the Vietnamese experience has been so harsh and
unhappy, that a healthy, workable association with the most powerful
Western nation may be outdated or Ppremature. Vietnamese have no
reason to welcome foreigners or alien influence in view of Vietnam’s
experience with the Chinese, the French, the Japanese and to some
extent the Americans. The United States will continue to have a
difficult time in grafting its ideas and techniques into the hard grain
of Vietnamese individuality. The decade of exposure suggests that
we do best when we stick to our aptitude for personal contacts and
small-scale help in health, education and rural reform.

Our encounter also demonstrates that Vietnam has become an
even more important, vital linchpin in the crescent of Asian inter-
dependence than it seemed in 1954 Developments have confirmed
the validity of our strategic concept toward Vietnam. It cannot be
separated from the regional defense of Southeast Asia. Most Asians
know that the test there will determine whether the same rural
war by proxy will come to Thailand, Burma, Nepal and India, for
covert cadres are being organized and trained to undertake “people’s
wars” in each of these countries along the Himalayan mountain mas-
sif of China’s southern frontier. The Communist take-over of power
failed in Indonesia only by a slight miscalculation. Communist suc-
cess in Vietnam would certainly lead to psychological erosion and
military ventures in other parts of Asia. Vietnam is more than ever
before the point of impact in the decisive test for Asia’s Future
course. The question for us in 1966 is how to produce a verdict for
lasting peace and stability. )

First, political reform should have priority over prosecution of the
war, or at least be equal with it. Where there is mo substitute for
politics, progress with protection is the yardstick. There must be
rice, reform and rifles. Instead of worrying about the composition of
governments in Saigon, we should focus more on the villages, as
the original “magnet” policy of reform with security attempted.
Vietnam desperately needs dynamic plitical leaders and professional
social cadres in the villages to close the “government gap” and spark
a village revolution.
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Second, we should have learned that, in this process, economic de-
velopment is not the primary factor or best instrument in situations
like Vietnam. American bias, our ancestral blindness, overstresses
economic development and underplays nonmaterial incentives, mor-
ale and allegiance. These are the governors of revolution, solidarity
and change. All the rice seed, health clinics, school buildings, village
roads, animal husbandry—and more cash—will not by themselves put
the Vietnamese humpty-dumpty back together again. The lesson for
us is to start promoting “new political men” with new “ego-incen-
tives” and a new behavior. The place to start is in mutual revolu-
tion of the “attitude identity” of villagers and officials toward each
other to close the “government gap.” That is the strategic point to
spark 2 movement of rural resurgence in Vietnam—and rural Asia
for that matter. Then economic satisfactions and social improvements
will provide energy for forward acceleration of the people. Popular
resurgence can reverse the decline in Vietnam where counter-
insurgence, civic action, strategic hamlets, pacification and reform
with security have mismatched needs and responses. By a long-range
and systematic plan for recasting the entire context of the political
struggle, the two Vietnams could eventually come to terms, negoti-
ate their differences in a federal solution and join with their neigh-
bors in the unification of Southeast Asia.

Third, we can and must insist on joint adherence to those essen-
tial principles and procedures which should govern United States
aid, and ensure its effectiveness and mutuality. We should have in-
sisted on village elections and free farmers” unions in 1956, and
democratization and decentralization of our aid in the provinces in
1961 instead of giving in to Diem and Nhu. We should now adhere
to the principles of the Eisenhower letter of 1954 stressing na-
tionalist aspirations and effective performance by the Saigon govern-
ment in rural resurgence. If genuine political reforms and effective
political action are not accepted and practiced this time, we should
withdraw from Vietnam.

Fourth, we should on our part change our styles of communi-
cation and operation in order to adjust to Vietnamese ways and
reduce our “ancestral blindness.” Instead of doing things on a
very large scale and very quickly, we must learn to deal with smaller
dimensions, different styles and changed tempos. We should recast
all our operations, military, economic and political, into small, sim-
ple units which will deal with village reform and security on Viet-
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namese terms, not American. We should revise our system for select-
ing and assigning personnel to Vietnam in order to bridge the cul-
tural gap. And we should drastically realign the organization in
Washington and Saigon for dealing effectively with Communist war-
fare and for promoting rural resurgence.

Fifth, we should have learned by now to stop counting the clock
in Southeast Asia. The end of the game is years away. Americans are
naturally always asking when it will be over. In the late 1950’s the
United States even put a time limit on its aid program in Vietnam.
Accomplishment of our objectives is 2 long and complicated task,
much involved with the confusions and cross-currrents of Asia’s dis-
orders. If we Americans can learn to treat the problem as one of 10
or 20 years, we will not find ourselves then in the dilemma which
we face today. In fact, we may even be on our way out of it—suc-
cessfully.

Sixth, we have a lot to learn about how Asian Communists fight
and negotiate. They use any available means and show no scruples
in maneuvers of pure deception or delay. They set up false issues
to exact real concessions and even try to make their adversaries pay
twice for the same compromise. In fact, to negotiate means just the
reverse to them as it does to us. The Communists demand, they do
not trade. They seek to destroy, not to accommodate. Power is the
only test which they respect, and propaganda the tool which they
exploit. No quarter is given, no time limit asked. Wishing for nego-
tiations with them or bombing them will not bring them to the table.

Seventh, we will reach a verdict in Vietnam only when we change
the political context within all Vietnam and within the perspective
of movement toward Southeast Asian unification. Vietnamese leaders
and people—South and North—need newer and different options
than satellization from China or dependence on America. The an-
swer will be a new political order for integrating and guaranteeing
Southeast Asia.

Finally, our original policy of nationalist reform with security in
support of a “free and effective” nationalist movement can still be
the best strategy for eventually discouraging Hanoi and bringing a
truce with justice and security for the suffering Vietnamese. We
must get rid of the mismatches of our technology and get on with
resurgence of Vietnam’s youth and Vietnam’s authentic revolution.
Asia is in disorder, yet Asian nationalism wants to prevail. It will
go down if we disown our strategic concepts and withdraw our po-
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litical commitments. The abandonment of the Vietnamese national-
ist revolution would open Asia—the world’s most populous and con-
vulsive continent—to disintegration. Without prudent force now,
there will be no place for healing diplomacy later. In the long sweep
of history our journey with Vietnam has just begun. We are par-
ticipants now and no longer just advisers. How we conduct ourselves
in Vietnam is the key question to our success and an acceptable
verdict.




