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Introduction: Vietnam as a Cold War Domino

For “the big picture” boys in Washington, Vietnam in the 1950s was primarily 
a piece on a global game board. President Dwight D. Eisenhower had inher-
ited from his predecessor the grand strategy of containment, which had set 
the rules of the game. The explicit objective of this strategy was to limit the 
expansion of Soviet power and influence everywhere in the world, including 
in the faraway country of Vietnam. By 1954, however, Eisenhower had begun 
to grasp that Vietnam was no ordinary pawn. Although he famously charac-
terized the Southeast Asian country as a domino – literally a game piece that 
might topple over and set off a chain reaction involving other nations – the 
outcome of the Geneva Conference that summer showed that Vietnamese 
actors were important international players in their own right. In the after-
math of the conference, Eisenhower confronted the problem of a pawn that 
seemed not to be following the rules.

In November 1954, Eisenhower dispatched his trusted friend and World 
War II colleague, General J. Lawton Collins, to South Vietnam. Significantly, 
Collins was given status equivalent to an ambassador, but was officially des-
ignated the president’s special representative. Colonel Edward Lansdale, an 
American who had arrived in Saigon a few months ahead of Collins, quickly 
concluded that the general’s understanding of Vietnam was lacking:

Collins was from the world of “the big picture,” the top management circles 
of Washington with their necessarily simplistic view of the complex prob-
lems of the world … To apply this picture to what then existed in South 
Vietnam, where a small group of [American] bureaucrats in Saigon … issued 
orders mostly to one another in tragic ignorance of what was happening 
beyond the suburbs, could only lead to faulty judgments.1
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	1	 Edward Geary Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars: An American’s Mission to Southeast Asia 
(New York, 1972), 203–4.
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For Lansdale, Collins’ insistence on viewing Vietnam in geopolitical terms 
was flawed because it overlooked the importance of mobilizing local support 
for US policies among Southeast Asian anticommunist nationalists. Lansdale, 
a former advertising agent who now worked for the CIA, considered himself 
an expert on how to carry out such mobilizations at the “rice roots” level in 
countries such as Vietnam and the Philippines.

But the differences between Collins and Lansdale should not be over-
drawn. After all, both men had been sent by the Eisenhower administration 
to try to “save” South Vietnam from communism, and both were equally 
ignorant of Vietnamese history, politics, and culture. Instead of understand-
ing Collins and Lansdale as polar opposites, they are more usefully under-
stood as exemplars of the two primary themes underpinning Eisenhower’s 
approach to Vietnam. On the one hand, US officials situated Vietnam explic-
itly within the grand strategy of containment. On the other, American per-
ceptions of Vietnamese actors – both allies and adversaries – were steeped in 
racist and patronizing assumptions about Washington’s ability to uplift and 
transform the country to conform with American objectives. These assump-
tions reflected the persistent influence of colonial-era ideas about identity and 
difference in Southeast Asia.

This pair of themes – which were the two sides of the same ideological 
coin  – shaped the Eisenhower administration’s approach to Vietnam as it 
went through three phases: first collaboration, then unilateralism, and finally 
self-congratulation and complacency. Working with the French and other 
allies marked the initial phase. With France’s final withdrawal of its forces 
in 1956, Washington embarked upon the second phase, structured around 
the United States’ singular relationship with Ngô Đình Diêṃ’s Republic of 
Vietnam. In the final phase, during Eisenhower’s second term, the White 
House considered Vietnam a problem largely under control and shifted its 
attention elsewhere.

Throughout Eisenhower’s presidency, Washington’s perception of 
Vietnam as a piece on the containment gameboard obscured Vietnamese 
desires to define their nation’s postcolonial identity. US leaders’ insistence 
on viewing American security through the lens of containment exaggerated 
the strategic importance of Vietnam, and effectively precluded any consid-
eration of how best to align US interests with Vietnamese political aspira-
tions. When Eisenhower passed leadership to John F. Kennedy in 1961, he 
had committed the United States to the defense of a state and a president 
in South Vietnam whose leadership and legitimacy seemed increasingly in 
doubt.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316225240.018 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316225240.018


David L.  Anderson

284

Containment: The Blinders of Grand Strategy

If there had not been a Cold War, there almost certainly would not have been 
an American war in Vietnam. One of the most enduring explanations for the 
US decision to intervene in Vietnam’s internal conflict and to persist for so 
long and at such great cost is the concept of flawed containment. Put simply, 
this argument is that the Truman administration’s grand strategy of contain-
ment in response to a perceived Soviet political and military threat to Europe 
was wrongly adapted to Asia following the Chinese communists’ civil war 
victory in 1949 and the Korean communists’ invasion of South Korea in 1950.2

The errors of applying the containment paradigm to Asia are evident in 
hindsight. There was no Soviet Army poised on the borders of Southeast 
Asia, and the historical trajectories of the various Asian nations, many sub-
jected to Western imperialism, were significantly different from those of 
European nations. Moreover, doctrinaire policy formulas are invariably 
expressions of sweeping generalizations. American leaders have loved doc-
trines: the Monroe Doctrine, the Open Door in China, Woodrow Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points, and Franklin Roosevelt’s Atlantic Charter. Truman contin-
ued this tradition with his Truman Doctrine, declaring in 1947 with thinly 
veiled reference to the Soviet Union that “it must be the policy of the United 
States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by 
armed minorities and outside pressures.” He added that “we must assist free 
peoples to work out their own destinies in their own way” – a prescription 
that was appealing in abstract form but almost never followed by US leaders 
in practice.3

Strategic doctrines can be quite useful to national leaders making decisions 
under extreme pressures in a chaotic world environment. Such cognitive 
shorthand is easy to communicate to domestic and international audiences, 
especially in comparison to subtle and intricate calculations about local agen-
das and interests. But the formulation of grand strategy and doctrines can 
also create problems. Indeed, “the ritual of crafting strategy encourages par-
ticipants to spin a narrative that magnifies the scope of the national interest 

	2	 See George C. Herring, America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950–1975, 
6th edn. (New York, 2020) and Robert D. Schulzinger, A Time for War: The United States 
and Vietnam, 1941–1975 (New York, 1997).

	3	 Harry S. Truman, “Special Message to the Congress on Greece and Turkey,” March 12, 
1947, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, Harry S. Truman, 1947 (Washington, 
DC, 1963), 176–80. For a classic discussion of the paradox of altruism and hegemonic 
power see William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, new edition 
(New York, 1972), especially 56–7, 311–12.
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and exaggerates global threats … Strategizing turns possible threats into all-
too-real ones.”4

Eisenhower’s famous “falling dominoes” press conference held on April 
7, 1954, illustrates how strategic doctrines are formulated and the unintended 
consequences that can ensue. The president’s immediate objective during this 
regularly scheduled press event was actually not the presentation of a doctrine, 
but the transmission of a message: He wanted to signal Vietnam’s strategic 
importance to Washington at a moment when the military forces of Hồ Chí 
Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRVN) were laying siege to the 
French garrison at Điên Biêṇ Phủ. But in response to a question about “the stra-
tegic importance of Indochina to the free world,” Eisenhower invoked what he 
called the “falling domino principle.” “You have a row of dominoes set up, you 
knock over the first one, and … the last one … will go over very quickly,” he 
declared. “So you could have a beginning of a disintegration that would have 
the most profound influence.” With hindsight, it is clear that Eisenhower’s 
statement was aimed at enlisting France, Britain, and a few Asian and Pacific 
nations to commit to a US-led plan for “united action” in Indochina. He did 
not actually believe that the line of containment would hinge on the defense of 
Điêṇ Biên Phủ. However, to many of those who heard or read the president’s 
comments, the binary nature of his logic seemed clear and indisputable: Either 
the United States would prevent the fall of the region to communism, or disas-
ter would ensue. The domino analogy would go on to serve as the touchstone 
of US policy in Vietnam for the next four presidential administrations.5

The focus on falling dominoes obscured the fact that there was actually 
much more in the president’s answer. Eisenhower first noted Southeast 
Asia’s “production of materials that the world needs.” After the domino sen-
tences, he returned to raw materials – specifically tin, tungsten, and rubber. 
The region’s markets were also important to Japan, he explained, because 
Japan must have this trading area to prevent its turning “toward the commu-
nist areas in order to live.”6 He declared that “the loss of Indochina, of Burma, 

	4	 David M. Edelstein and Ronald Krebs, “Delusions of Grand Strategy: The Problem with 
Washington’s Planning Obsession,” Foreign Affairs 94 (6) (November/December 2015), 
14. See also Frank A. Ninkovich, Modernity and Power: A History of the Domino Theory in 
the Twentieth Century (Chicago, 1994), xvii.

	5	 Dwight D. Eisenhower, News conference of April 7, 1954, printed in Public Papers of the 
Presidents of the United States: Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1954 (Washington, DC, 1960), 381–
90; see also Robert Mann, A Grand Delusion: America’s Descent into Vietnam (New York, 
2001), 150–4; Gareth Porter, Perils of Dominance: Imbalance of Power and the Road to War in 
Vietnam (Berkeley, 2005), 232–6.

	6	 Ibid.
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of Thailand, of the Peninsula, and Indonesia … [would] not only multiply 
the disadvantages that you would suffer through loss of … sources of mate-
rials, but now you are talking really about millions and millions and millions 
of people.” His concern for the population was that it would “pass under a 
dictatorship that is inimical to the free world.”7 He called for “a concert of 
readiness” but cautioned that “no outside country can come in and be really 
helpful unless it is doing something that the local people want.” “The aspira-
tions of those people must be met,” he reiterated, adding that “I can’t say that 
the associated states [of Indochina] want independence in the sense that the 
United States is independent. I do not know what they want.”8

In the long run, however, Eisenhower’s interest in what the people of 
Indochina might want would be eclipsed by the imperatives of containment. 
In a 1959 speech, the president reaffirmed his famous image: “The loss of South 
Vietnam would set in motion a crumbling process that could, as it progressed, 
have grave consequences for us and for freedom.”9 As he prepared to leave 
office in 1961, Eisenhower issued his Farewell Address, which would become 
famous for its warning against the military–industrial complex. Yet he opened 
that speech with a stern warning that the United States continued to face “a 
hostile ideology – global in scope, atheistic in character, ruthless in purpose, 
and insidious in method.”10 For Eisenhower and American strategists, com-
munists anywhere in the world – including in Vietnam – were enemies of the 
United States. Like it or not, the people and populations who were threatened 
by those communists had to be protected, lest the dominoes fall.

Legacies of Colonialism and Empire

As Eisenhower had frankly admitted in his 1954 press conference, he and his 
advisors had scant knowledge of the views and aspirations of the Southeast 
Asian populations that US policies in the region were intended to support. 
The president and his advisors did not understand “those people,” and 
administration leaders often invoked racist and stereotyped images. A State 

	 7	 Ibid.
	8	 Eisenhower, News Conference, April 7, 1954, 383–4; see also Andrew J. Rotter, The Path 

to Vietnam: Origins of the American Commitment to South Vietnam (Ithaca, 1987), 31, 214.
	9	 Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Address at the Gettysburg College Convocation: The 

Importance of Understanding,” April 4, 1959, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United 
States, Eisenhower, 1959 (Washington, DC, 1960), 311–13.

	10	 Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Farewell Radio and Television Address to the American 
People,” January 17, 1961, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, Eisenhower, 
1960 (Washington, DC, 1961), 1035–40.
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Department planning document from June 1950, for example, described 
Asians as peasants “steeped in Medieval ignorance, poverty and localism … 
[and] insensitive to … democratic ideology … or the desirability of preserv-
ing Western civilization.”11 This notion of Asians as indolent and incompe-
tent pervaded American opinions of Chinese as well as Vietnamese until the 
Korean War forced US leaders to acknowledge at least the military prow-
ess of Chinese communist soldiers and commanders. But that experience 
did not translate into appreciation of the Vietnamese abilities. Lưu Đoàn 
Huynh, an intelligence analyst in Hanoi’s ministry of foreign affairs, later 
observed that, unlike Washington’s view of China as a force to be respected, 
Vietnam was always seen as small, weak, and dependent upon others.12

The Eisenhower administration’s uncertainty over how to proceed 
in Vietnam became apparent in the aftermath of the Geneva Conference. 
At a National Security Council (NSC) meeting in August 1954, US officials 
struggled to craft new strategic guidance for US policy. Parts of it fell readily 
into place: the United States would create a regional defensive alliance (the 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, or SEATO) and provide economic and 
military aid through the French to the State of Vietnam (SVN), the Saigon-
based anticommunist entity headed by the former emperor, Bảo Đại. When 
the council reached the paragraph entitled “Action in the Event of Local 
Subversion,” however, the discussion abruptly halted. This section sought to 
articulate policy in the event of communist subversion that was not “external 
armed attack.” When the president declared that he was “frankly puzzled” on 
this issue, the council tabled discussion until the next meeting.13

A few days later, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles presented several 
options for the unfinished paragraph. The president impatiently announced 
that he was not interested in “strictly local” subversion unless it was moti-
vated by Chinese communists. Vice President Richard Nixon offered that the 
Indochinese communist leader Hồ Chí Minh might actually be a Soviet agent. 
Eisenhower ended the discussion asserting that “of course if the Soviet Union 
were the motivating source of subversion, it would mean general war.”14  

	11	 Quoted in Mark Philip Bradley, Imagining Vietnam and America: The Making of Postcolonial 
Vietnam, 1919–1950 (Chapel Hill, NC, 2000), 183.

	12	 Ibid., 184; Luu Doan Huynh, “The Perspective of a Vietnamese Witness,” in David 
L. Anderson and John Ernst (eds.), The War That Never Ends: New Perspectives on the 
Vietnam War (Lexington, KY, 2007), 79–83.

	13	 National Security Council Minutes, August 12, 1954, Foreign Relations of the United States, 
1952–1954 [hereafter FRUS with year], vol. XII, East Asia and the Pacific (Washington, DC, 
1984), 728–30.

	14	 National Security Council Minutes, August 18, 1954, box 6, NSC series, Ann Whitman 
File, Dwight D. Eisenhower Papers, Dwight D. Eisenhower Library, Abilene, KS.
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No one seems to have considered the possibility that the Vietnamese, who 
had defeated the French at Điêṇ Biên Phủ and negotiated a compromise 
peace at Geneva, might be acting on their own initiative.

Some of Eisenhower’s biographers credit the president with acting cautiously 
in Indochina in 1954. But this alleged caution is belied by his confidential remarks, 
which reveal a determination not to countenance Soviet communist success 
anywhere.15 In 1953 and 1954, the president secretly authorized CIA-backed coups 
against elected governments in Iran and Guatemala, believing those govern-
ments were Soviet proxies.16 Eisenhower and his advisors were not oblivious to 
the depth of anticolonial feeling in the Global South and they routinely stated 
their willingness to accommodate nationalist sensibilities in Indochina. Yet they 
also frequently displayed a profound inability to reconcile global containment 
with the indigenous cultural and historical identity of the Vietnamese.

Although US leaders denied having any colonial ambitions in Indochina, 
the policies they fashioned routinely undermined Vietnamese national sov-
ereignty. Indeed, portraying the communist threat in Vietnam as an absolute 
danger to the United States required Washington to fashion a Vietnamese 
solution to such a dire threat. Like the French before them, the Americans 
had their own views about the future of Vietnam, and they were prepared 
to employ unilateral and even coercive tactics to achieve those views. The 
United States had its own civilizing mission, and after the French departure, 
Washington worked to convince the South Vietnamese to comply with 
America’s objectives. Although those efforts were often stymied – especially 
after Ngô Đình Diêṃ came to power in Saigon – US officials, diplomats, aid 
experts, and military advisors still persisted in their efforts to fashion South 
Vietnamese state and society according to American prescriptions.17

	15	 For various perspectives on Eisenhower’s statesmanship, see Stephen E. Ambrose, 
Eisenhower, 2 vols. (New York, 1983–4); Melanie Billings-Yun, Decision Against War: 
Eisenhower and Dien Bien Phu (New York, 1988); William J. Duiker, US Containment Policy 
and the Conflict in Indochina (Stanford, 1994), 2; and Kathryn C. Statler, “Eisenhower, 
Indochina, and Vietnam,” in Chester Pach (ed.), A Companion to Dwight D. Eisenhower 
(Malden, MA, 2017), 499–501.

	16	 John Prados, “The Central Intelligence Agency and the Face of Decolonization under 
the Eisenhower Administration,” in Kathryn C. Statler and Andrew L. Johns (eds.), 
The Eisenhower Administration, the Third World, and the Globalization of the Cold War 
(Lanham, MD, 2006), 34.

	17	 Katherine C. Statler, Replacing France: The Origins of American Intervention in Vietnam 
(Lexington, KY, 2007), 3, 258. James M. Carter argues that US leaders mostly succeeded 
in compelling South Vietnamese leaders to follow American directives; see his Inventing 
Vietnam: The United States and State Building, 1954–1968 (New York, 2008), 15. For an alter-
native view, see Edward Miller, Misalliance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, and the Fate 
of South Vietnam (Cambridge, MA, 2013).
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Collaboration, 1953–5

The first phase of Eisenhower’s stewardship of US interests in Southeast Asia 
was a collaborative approach that began with Washington’s decision to pro-
vide France with material support in its war against Hồ’s DRVN. Eisenhower 
was uneasy with France’s evident colonial motives, but the Cold War seemed 
to require a united front with European allies against the Soviet Union. In 
1954, France’s commitment to that venture was abruptly thrown into ques-
tion by the compromise peace agreement reached with the DRVN at Geneva, 
prompting US officials to promote SEATO as an alternative arrangement.

Although Eisenhower came to office dedicated to global containment, he was 
also committed to reducing US government spending. As part of this commit-
ment, he introduced the New Look strategy that promised economical ways to 
protect American security. In public statements, Secretary of State Dulles empha-
sized the reliance on the United States on nuclear deterrence (or what became 
known as “massive retaliation”) as a way to counter Soviet threats without sta-
tioning US conventional ground forces overseas. However, the New Look also 
included greater reliance on military alliances, negotiation with adversaries, and 
covert operations.18 Not surprisingly, Eisenhower and Dulles applied elements 
of the New Look in Indochina. But such cost-cutting concerns, combined with 
the heavy focus on the US–Soviet confrontation, left little room for attention to 
Vietnamese nationalism or local Indochinese agendas.

Initially, the United States connected its collaboration with France in 
Indochina to the building of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 
Europe. Although many US leaders were skeptical about supporting a French 
colonial war in Indochina, Dulles told US Senators that “the divided spirit” 
of the world and containment objectives in Europe required Washington to 
continue to tolerate colonialism in Indochina a little longer. Dulles also sought 
French acceptance of a rearmed West Germany as part of an American-backed 
plan for NATO called the European Defence Community (EDC). To keep 
the French fighting for containment in Asia and cooperating in Europe, the 
Eisenhower administration expanded US aid to almost 80 percent of French 
military expenditures in Indochina by January 1954.19

	18	 John Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National 
Security Policy (New York, 1982), 145–61; Ninkovich, Modernity and Power, 203.

	19	 US Senate, Executive Sessions of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (Historical Series), 
vol. 5, 83d Cong., 1st sess., 1953 (Washington, DC, 1977), 385–8; George McT. Kahin, 
Intervention: How America Became Involved in Vietnam (New York, 1986), 42; Frederik 
Logevall, Embers of War: The Fall of an Empire and the Making of America’s Vietnam (New 
York, 2012), 340–2.
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In the early weeks of 1954, as the decisive events at Điêṇ Biên Phủ began to 
unfold and the French public turned increasingly against the Indochina War, 
Eisenhower and his aides weighed their options. The president remarked 
that “while no one was more anxious … to keep our men out of these jun-
gles, we could nevertheless not forget our vital interest in Indochina.”20 The 
decision for the moment was to stay with France, and that option included 
reluctant agreement to attend the proposed conference at Geneva to seek a 
negotiated end to the fighting. Meanwhile, the Pentagon examined possible 
US air and ground operations in support of the French, and the CIA explored 
clandestine assistance to Ba ̉o Đa ̣i’s SVN, including dispatching Lansdale to 
Saigon.21

By March 20, the French position at Điêṇ Biên Phủ had become desper-
ate. General Paul Ely, the French chief of staff, traveled to Washington for 
consultations. Eisenhower’s advisors considered a tactical US airstrike, an 
option favored by Vice President Nixon. There is little evidence that the pres-
ident seriously considered use of nuclear weapons, but massive conventional 
bombing was a genuine possibility. Eisenhower never ruled out air bombard-
ment, but the president ultimately decided against direct US military inter-
vention, in contrast to later chief executives who deployed US troops and 
planes to Vietnam. On the weekend of April 3–4, Dulles met first with con-
gressional leaders – Senate Minority Leader Lyndon Johnson among them – 
who expressed opposition to unilateral American intervention. In response, 
Eisenhower decided that US military intervention was possible as long 
as it was multinational, included France, and predicated on eventual inde-
pendence for Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. In a personal letter to British 
prime minister Winston Churchill, Eisenhower joined Dulles in pursuing a 
multilateral demarche. This effort was quietly underway when Eisenhower 
employed the domino analogy at his April 7 press conference. By the time the 
Geneva Conference opened on April 26, Dulles had already finished meetings 
in London and Paris and reported to Washington that there was no time left 
to arrange the political understanding necessary for joint action. The French 
garrison at Điêṇ Biên Phủ fell on May 7, ceasefire negotiations plodded along 
at Geneva, and Eisenhower’s team continued to seek ways to internationalize 
security arrangements for Southeast Asia.22

	20	 Discussion at the 179th NSC meeting, January 8, 1954, FRUS, 1952–1954, vol. XIII 
(Washington, DC, 1982), 947–54.

	21	 David L. Anderson, Trapped by Success: The Eisenhower Administration and Vietnam, 1953–
1961 (New York, 1991), 24–5.

	22	 Ibid., 30–3.
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At Geneva, the Eisenhower administration took a passive role to avoid any 
responsibility for a settlement that validated communist success in Vietnam. 
Ironically in view of later US policy, Eisenhower expressed firm opposition 
in late April to military intervention in Vietnam because “in the eyes of many 
Asian people [the United States would] merely replace French colonialism 
with American colonialism.”23 The president’s focus remained on the Soviet 
Union and China and the risk of general war. He disdained “brushfire wars” 
that “frittered away our resources in local engagements.”24 Yet he envisioned 
the United States taking leadership of an allied defense of Southeast Asia 
against communist expansion.

American leaders considered the outcome at Geneva a tactical defeat and 
concluded that two elements of the New Look – negotiation and the threat of 
bombardment – had proven ineffective. Washington publicly acknowledged 
but did not formally endorse the Geneva ceasefire terms that included the tem-
porary partition of Vietnam at the 17th parallel. Director of Central Intelligence 
(DCI) Allen Dulles, using Lansdale as point man in Vietnam, deployed New 
Look-style covert psychological measures aimed at weakening the DRVN in 
North Vietnam and strengthening the new administration of Prime Minister 
Ngô Đình Diêṃ in the South. Meanwhile, the DCI’s brother, the secretary of 
state, took the lead on making the 17th parallel the new containment line in 
Asia. Discussions within the NSC briefly examined the idea of doing basically 
nothing in Vietnam to avoid becoming trapped in defense of a rump state in 
the South, but the president himself ended the talk declaring that “some time 
we must face up to it: we can’t go on losing areas of the free world forever.”25

On September 8, 1954, staying with a collaborative and alliance-focused 
approach, Secretary Dulles presided over the signing in Manila of the 
Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty. Also known as the Manila Pact, 
Dulles described it as a “no trespassing” sign warning Moscow and Beijing to 
keep hands off the region. It was intended as a psychological deterrent and as a 
mechanism for making joint military action palatable to Congress – something 
that had been unavailable to Washington during the siege of Điêṇ Biên Phủ. 
The authors of this agreement purposefully modeled the acronym SEATO 
on NATO. But the similarity of the two alliances ended there. Unlike the 
NATO treaty, the Manila Pact did not require an automatic response in the 
event that one member came under attack. The Geneva ceasefire prohibited 

	23	 Discussion at the 194th meeting of the NSC, April 29, 1954, FRUS, 1952–1954, vol. 
XIII, 1439.

	24	 Ibid., 1441–2.
	25	 Discussion at the 210th meeting of the NSC, August 12, 1954, ibid., 12:731–2.
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South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia from joining any military alliances, but 
an addendum designated them as being within the treaty area and allowed 
SEATO members (the United States, Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, 
the Philippines, Thailand, and Pakistan) to take action on their behalf with 
their consent. Despite efforts to recruit India, Burma, and Indonesia, those 
governments declined to join in order to preserve their political neutrality.

Despite its less-than-auspicious launch, the creation of SEATO had last-
ing implications. Johnson’s 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution cited the SEATO 
treaty as a US “obligation” in defense of freedom in the region.26 The pact was 
a step toward converting the 17th parallel into another 38th parallel, the line 
separating North and South Korea – a new segment of the Asian containment 
line. SEATO also forged new links in the so-called ring of alliances envisioned 
by the New Look with acronyms such as CENTO and ANZUS, as well as 
bilateral defense arrangements with Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea.27

SEATO was a line of credit upon which South Vietnam might draw some 
future allied assistance. By itself, however, the pact could not breathe life into the 
fragile SVN government in Saigon. In June, with the Geneva talks still ongoing, 
Bảo Đại made Diêṃ SVN prime minister, anticipating that this anticommunist 
nationalist known to some prominent Americans would attract US backing.28 
But Washington’s interest in Diêṃ threatened the collaborative approach with 
Paris because French officials knew Diêṃ to be an anti-French nationalist.

Lansdale arrived in Saigon as Allen Dulles’s “own representative” just in 
time to witness what he described as Diêṃ’s inauspicious arrival in the city.29 
Lansdale invented the Saigon Military Mission (SMM), a team tasked with 
manipulating information and misinformation, conducting espionage, and 
covertly advising Diêṃ. Lansdale’s self-described purpose was “to help the 
Vietnamese help themselves.”30 Many years later Lansdale acknowledged that 
“I was backed by the CIA” and “I had CIA people.”31 The degree of credit the 

	26	 Congressional Record, 88th Cong., 2d sess., vol. CX, part 14, 132.
	27	 CENTO was the Central Treaty Organization in the Middle East, and ANZUS was 

Australia, New Zealand, and the United States. Anderson, Trapped by Success, 71–5; 
Richard Immerman, “Dealing with a Government of Madmen: Eisenhower, Kennedy, 
and Ngo Dinh Diem,” in David L. Anderson (ed.), The Columbia History of the Vietnam 
War (New York, 2011), 126; Ninkovich, Modernity and Power, 223–5.

	28	 Miller, Misalliance, 52–3.
	29	 J. Lawton Collins interview with author, Washington, DC, April 14, 1985. See also 
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SMM deserves for Diêṃ’s survival in those early days is difficult to measure, 
but the efforts of the SMM, other American agents, and some able Vietnamese 
officials, such as Trần Văn Đỗ who had represented the SVN at Geneva, 
helped resettle Vietnamese Catholics from the North to the South to provide 
Diêṃ a small public base of fellow Catholics in the predominately Buddhist 
country. Lansdale also claimed to have helped Diêṃ avoid a seizure of power 
by Nguyêñ Văn Hinh, the head of the French-created Vietnamese National 
Army.32 Despite these accomplishments, Eisenhower viewed Diêṃ as a weak 
figure around whom to fashion a Cold War battlefront. The president decided 
to send General J. Lawton Collins with broad authority to try to fashion joint 
US–French assistance to Diêṃ but also to evaluate honestly Diêṃ’s surviv-
ability and, if necessary, to identify leaders who might be more effective allies.

The Collins Mission was part of a White House “crash program” to invig-
orate Diêṃ’s government before, in the president’s words, it “went down 
the drain.” Washington wanted direct US military aid and training for a 
South Vietnamese army without going through the French Expeditionary 
Corps, which was the occupying force designated in the Geneva Accords. 
Eisenhower thought it was time to “lay down the law to the French.” “We 
have to cajole the French in regard to the European area, but we certainly 
didn’t have to in Indochina,” the president instructed the NSC.33

Working together, Collins and Ely improved military training and bureau-
cratic processes in the South, but the fate of the SVN remained uncertain. 
French officials believed Diêṃ was an unreliable leader, but Lansdale insisted 
that Diêṃ had the potential to be “highly popular.”34 Tasked to make an 
assessment, Collins voiced doubts about Diêṃ’s leadership almost as soon 
as he arrived in November 1954, and finally on March 31, 1955, he cabled 
Washington that Diêṃ was “operating practically one-man government” 
and could not last much longer.35 He advised that Trâ ̀n Văn Đỗ or Phan Huy 
Quát, a veteran of several Bảo Đại cabinets, had the experience and political 
connections to best leverage American support for the South.36
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An eruption of open warfare in the streets of Saigon and its suburb Chơ 
lớn  – what became known as the Sect Crisis  – prompted this urgent mes-
sage. Diêṃ had many domestic opponents, including the Cao Đài and Hòa 
Ha ̉o religious sects outside Saigon and the Bình Xuyên crime syndicate in the 
city. Whether Diêṃ’s forces or the Bình Xuyên gangsters fired first, public 
order had collapsed. French General Ely blamed Diêṃ for losing control, and 
Lansdale believed the Bình Xuyên provoked the clash. Washington instructed 
Collins to try to gain time because Eisenhower and Dulles were not prepared 
simply to cut off the prime minister. Notably, Diêṃ had gained the sympa-
thy of significant members of Congress, including senators Mike Mansfield, 
Hubert Humphrey, and John Kennedy. Likely because of Lansdale’s favor-
able reports about Diêṃ through CIA channels, Secretary Dulles encouraged 
Collins to stick with Diêṃ. On April 7, however, the general finally deter-
mined that “Diêṃ does not have the capacity to achieve the necessary pur-
pose and action from his people … essential to prevent this country from 
falling under communist control.” He deemed Diêṃ to be a patriot but con-
cluded that Diêṃ was not “the indispensable man.”37

With Eisenhower’s permission, Dulles summoned Collins to Washington 
to try to resolve the differences over Diêṃ. The president respected both 
men and left the prime minister’s fate in their hands – until Diêṃ decided to 
wrest it back. In Washington, Collins stood his ground and appeared to have 
prevailed, when suddenly word arrived that Diêṃ’s forces had engaged the 
Bình Xuyên gang in renewed fighting on April 27. Lansdale flashed the news 
to the Dulles brothers and reiterated his argument for continued support of 
Diêṃ. Collins later recalled: “I [was] getting instructions from the president 
of the United States, and this guy Lansdale, who had no authority so far as I 
was concerned, [was] getting instructions from the CIA. It was a mistake.”38 
As Collins hurried back to his post in Saigon, Secretary Dulles with the con-
currence of the State Department’s Asian specialists decided the violent 
outbreak was an inopportune time to tamper with the Saigon regime’s lead-
ership. Dulles made the fateful decision to stick with Diêṃ and extend him 
America’s “wholehearted backing.”39
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also J. Lawton Collins, Lightening Joe: An Autobiography (Baton Rouge, LA, 1979), 
405–7; Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, 300; Anderson, Trapped by Success, 112–15; Miller, 
Misalliance, 118–23; Phillips, Why Vietnam Matters, 62–5. Jessica M. Chapman, Cauldron 
of Resistance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, and 1950s Southern Vietnam (Ithaca, 2013), 
82–5, argues that officials in Washington were predisposed to back Diê ̣m by the end of 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316225240.018 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316225240.018


Eisenhower and Vietnam

295

1954 before the street violence began. Statler, Replacing France, 284, bluntly concludes, 
“if there is a villain in the story, or at least someone responsible for this commitment, 
it might be John Foster Dulles.”

The Eisenhower administration tried to convince France to accept the 
course it had chosen with Diêṃ. After several tense sessions in early May 
1955, Foreign Minister Edgar Faure yielded to Dulles’ insistence. French 
forces agreed to depart Vietnam and leave the fate of the southern portion 
of the country to Diêṃ and his American backers. The FEC was formally 
dissolved in April 1956, and Paris with Washington’s blessing put its mili-
tary efforts into the worsening anticolonial war in Algeria, seeking to avoid 
“another Indochina.”40 SEATO provided a semblance of collaborative sanc-
tion for US efforts to sustain South Vietnam, but the weakness of the pact 
and the departure of the French meant that the security and development of 
the South would be a unilateral US program. The Eisenhower administration 
had entered a new and perilous policy phase.

Unilateralism, 1956–7

At least for the moment, Washington had cast its lot in Vietnam with 
Diêṃ. Although Diêṃ strove to refute communist allegations that his 
government was a mere American puppet, he ruefully admitted that many 
Vietnamese had adopted the disparaging term My ̃–Diê ̣m (America–Diêṃ) 
to refer to the Saigon regime. As Diêṃ moved to consolidate power, 
Eisenhower and Dulles left it to others to shape the large flows of assis-
tance now programmed for South Vietnam. A heart attack in 1955 slowed 
Eisenhower for a while, Dulles received a diagnosis of abdominal cancer 
the next year, and crises emerged elsewhere in the world. American dip-
lomats, military officers, and various development experts set to work on 
the effort to build an effective state in South Vietnam around Diêṃ and 
his family.41

This experiment in state-building faced enormous obstacles. The State of 
Vietnam had a small army of 150,000 with an inexperienced officer corps. 
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Its civil bureaucracy consisted of fonctionnaires trained by the French to 
take orders, not make decisions. The South had less heavy industry than 
North Vietnam, and its largely rural population of farmers and fishermen 
were impoverished from decades of exploitation by Vietnamese and French 
landlords and colonial taxes. Even before tackling these deficiencies, how-
ever, the Saigon government needed to create its own popular legitimacy. 
Diêṃ was not a prince of royal lineage, as was Norodom Sihanouk, the head 
of state of neighboring Cambodia, nor was he a patriotic hero of the war 
against France, as was Hồ Chí Minh. Any claim to popular authority would 
have to come from some form of democratic endorsement, presumably an 
election.42

The final declaration of the Geneva Conference had called nationwide 
elections in 1956 to determine Vietnam’s political future. But most partici-
pants recognized that the chances of actually conducting elections were “def-
initely poor.”43 The Geneva documents outlined no voting procedures, nor 
did they specify which offices or legislative bodies were to be filled by the 
balloting. One Canadian officer on the staff of the International Supervisory 
Commission (ISC) later recalled that Hanoi had the atmosphere of a “police 
state.”44 That same officer described the ISC – created by the Geneva confer-
ees to supervise the ceasefire and possibly an election – as “very inactive,”45 
and scholars have described it as “procedurally defective,”46 especially on 
political matters. The French forces that could have helped implement an 
election in the South had departed by the spring of 1956. Moreover, neither 
Ba ̉o Đại’s representatives nor those of the United States or even those of the 
DRVN had formally endorsed the final declaration at Geneva, including the 
national elections provision.47

The State Department officer in charge of Philippine and Southeast Asian 
affairs, Kenneth Young, was keenly aware that the legitimacy of Ba ̉o Đa ̣i’s 
State of Vietnam was fragile. Diêṃ owed his appointment to an ex-emperor 
tainted by his self-serving associations over the years with the Japanese, the 
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French, and the Bình Xuyên. In the wake of the Sect Crisis, Young feared that 
elections in the South would invite anarchy.

While Washington officials exhibited little trust in democracy in Vietnam, 
Diêṃ acted unilaterally. In October 1955, he staged a referendum that deposed 
Bảo Đa ̣i. He then declared himself president of the newly proclaimed Republic 
of Vietnam (RVN). A few months later, he and his brothers ran an election 
that produced a constituent assembly, heavily stacked in their favor, to draft 
a constitution. These were not exercises in pluralistic democracy – evidence 
of ballot manipulation was widespread – but they provided a means for the 
regime to advance its own claims to sovereignty and legitimacy.48

By the time the July 1956 deadline for the Geneva-mandated elections 
arrived, the United States had strengthened South Vietnam through eco-
nomic aid and a vague warning to Hanoi in the form of SEATO. Moreover, 
the major powers appeared content to see partition continue, rather than risk 
a crisis or hostilities in Indochina. Britain and France were more concerned 
with Europe than Asia. The Soviet Union was developing its post–Stalin 
“peaceful coexistence” line toward the West and even suggested it might 
accept the admission of both Vietnams to the United Nations. Beijing seemed 
similarly content with a divided Vietnam. In the summer of 1955, the Soviet 
Union and PRC both declined to press the election issue in separate meetings 
with US officials in Geneva and Warsaw.49

Largely ignorant of Vietnamese history and culture, American leaders 
understood politics and strategy well enough to recognize the advantages 
of a divided Vietnam and handled the issue of the 1956 elections with 
finesse. Neither Hồ Chí Minh’s DRVN nor Diêṃ’s RVN could claim to rep-
resent all Vietnamese, and both faced the task of building a political com-
munity.50 Although US officials did not want the elections to take place, 
they nevertheless pressed Diêṃ to open consultations with Hanoi so as to 
appear supportive of the Geneva stipulation that the elections would serve 
as a “free expression of the national will.”51 But Diêṃ had no interest in 
parleying with Hanoi. In July 1955 he declared that no consultations could 
take place unless and until the DRVN was willing to “renounce terrorism 
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and totalitarian methods.” By the spring of 1956, despite complaints made 
by Hanoi and its allies, it was clear that the elections would not take place. 
Washington thus reaped the benefits of Diêṃ’s intransigence while still 
asserting their support in principle for free elections as a means of achiev-
ing national unity.52

In the long run, the nonelections of 1956 greatly contributed to an increased 
US presence in South Vietnam. Although Hanoi did not immediately aban-
don its hopes for peaceful reunification, it would eventually turn to armed 
insurgency to achieve its goals.53 The muted international response to the 
nonelections also showed that Britain and France would henceforth defer to 
Washington on policy in Indochina. At the same time, South Vietnam had 
been transformed in the eyes of US leaders. During 1954–5 they viewed South 
Vietnam as a potential major setback for American containment strategy, but 
two years later they congratulated themselves for having “saved” the coun-
try from communism. This narrative of rescue and salvation would later help 
pave the way for a massive new unilateral American military intervention in 
the 1960s. For the moment, however, Washington believed it had success-
fully bought more time to achieve its objective of a strong, anticommunist 
state in South Vietnam.

Self-Satisfaction and Complacency, 1957–61

The Eisenhower administration chose to declare Diêṃ’s political survival 
a great success, despite the RVN’s considerable weaknesses. On May 7, 
1957, Eisenhower endured the heat of Washington National Airport’s 
parking apron to welcome Diêṃ for a highly publicized state visit (Figure 
13.1). The public pageantry included an address to Congress and was part 
of an outreach to Third World leaders in the wake of the Suez Crisis the 
previous fall. Diêṃ was only a circumstantial beneficiary of this atten-
tion, but the American public rhetoric was effusive. Eisenhower accepted 
his aides’ now-optimistic assessment of Diêṃ and joined the chorus that 
hailed the “tough miracle man” and the “savior” of South Vietnam.54  
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In private meetings, budget-conscious Republicans rebuffed Diêṃ’s appeals 
for increased aid, but the public show reconfirmed the strategic importance 
of Vietnam to the United States.55

This celebrated success, however, was tenuous. The Saigon regime’s 
narrow political base and lack of economic development left the RVN 
increasingly vulnerable to instability, including armed insurrection. Leland 
Barrows, who directed the US assistance program in Vietnam, recalled that 
“Diem had no desire to reduce his dependency on us. Aid creates depen-
dence no matter how good it is.”56 Under American tutelage, the RVN 
remained dependent on the United States and its legitimacy remained very 
much in question.

Figure 13.1  Dwight D. Eisenhower shaking hands with Ngô Đình Diê ̣m (1957).
Source: Courtesy Dwight D. Eisenhower Library.
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American civil and military officers in Saigon and the Diêṃ government 
waged a three-way tussle over how to direct US aid. As the DRVN-backed 
insurgency grew in the South after 1959, Diêṃ and his influential brother 
Ngô Đình Nhu moved to protect their authority through suppression of anti-
communist critics within South Vietnam. They also demanded US financing 
for a larger army. Pentagon officials argued that meeting the RVN’s security 
needs had to precede political reforms, and US diplomats countered that mil-
itary assistance should be withheld as leverage to prompt Diêṃ and Nhu to 
implement reforms.57 US Ambassador Elbridge Durbrow in Saigon observed, 
however, that the “somewhat authoritarian government of President Diem 
is compatible with our interest in Vietnam” primarily because of “its strongly 
anti-communist external stance.” Lest anyone in Washington get the wrong 
idea, Durbrow warned that “democracy in the Western sense of the term 
may never come to exist in Viet-Nam.”58

As Sputnik, Cuba, Taiwan, and other Cold War issues captured 
Eisenhower’s time, the US country team in Saigon wrestled with the task of 
state-building. The president remained focused on Soviet intentions in the 
world, and, as his second term ended, Moscow was supplying communist 
forces in Laos against an American-recognized government. He briefed John 
Kennedy in January 1961 immediately before the new president’s inaugura-
tion that Laos was the most serious American problem in Southeast Asia. 
Eisenhower made no mention of Vietnam, where the situation still seemed 
manageable.59

The debate among Americans revealed that US state-building had evolved 
in ways reminiscent of the French colonial regime. Although Washington 
had no desire to colonize the RVN and claimed to abhor imperialism, the 
Washington–Saigon axis was not one of equals. To protect the global secu-
rity of the United States, the administration had defined South Vietnam as a 
domino – a piece in the containment puzzle – that like Iran and Guatemala 
must not be allowed to fall to communism. In backing Diêṃ, the Eisenhower 
administration showed how far it was willing to go for the sake of contain-
ment in Southeast Asia. The Kennedy administration would go even farther – 
both in its support for Diêṃ and in its eventual withdrawal of that support. 
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The logic of containment dictated that South Vietnam had to be defended, 
even if that came at the cost of compromising the legitimacy and sovereignty 
of the Saigon government.60

Conclusion: Commitment without Creativity

Eisenhower’s management of Vietnam as a national security issue began as 
a collaboration with the French and then morphed into a unilateral interven-
tion before ending with self-congratulations. As the French war in Indochina 
raged, the White House focused attention on Vietnam because France was 
a valuable Cold War ally and communism seemed to be on the rise in Asia. 
By the time Eisenhower left office, Vietnam remained strategically important 
but had a lower priority among world trouble spots. Washington believed for 
a time that the alliance with Diêṃ protected American interests, but eventu-
ally US leaders lost confidence in the abilities of Saigon’s leaders.

In October 1960, on the fifth anniversary of Diêṃ’s establishment of the 
RVN, Eisenhower praised “its successful struggle to become an independent 
Republic.”61 Once France had acceded to American designs for Vietnam, 
the administration assumed that Saigon was free from the colonial stigma. 
Washington underestimated the dangers of aligning US interests with those 
of Diêṃ and his family. The United States did not exploit Vietnam’s economy 
for profit; indeed, it spent vast sums there. But the massive flows of aid and 
the showy displays of diplomatic support failed to stem the decline in Diêṃ’s 
popularity and legitimacy, especially after 1960. These would prove costly fail-
ures  – more costly than Eisenhower or his advisors ever could have imag-
ined, especially during the halcyon days of the late 1950s, when South Vietnam 
seemed to be an irresistible story of the United States’ Cold War success.
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