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Introduction

Most historians treat America's involvement in Vietnam with a glaze of
inevitability. The argument is not always made explicitly, but the most popular word in
Vietnamese history is "quagmire," implying that once American troops entered Southeast
Asia, their fate became a foregone conclusion. Even good historical accounts typically
discuss America's escalating involvement in terms of the five most relevant Presidents
(Harry S. Truman through Richard M. Nixon), and argue that each man felt handcuffed by
his predecessor's commitments in the region. Better historical scholars will usually isolate
a series of key dates, specific moments in time when the history of Vietnam might have
taken a decidedly different turn. Historians usually point to the French collapse in 1954,
Lyndon Johnson's decision to escalate U.S. involvement in 1965, and Nixon's invasion of
Cambodia in 1970 as specific windows of opportunity in which a change in American

policy became possible. Few scholars, however, go back to 1945 and 1946, to Franklin

Roosevelt and the true beginnings of the conflict in Vietnam.
This thesis argues that 1945 and 1946 were crucial years in the history of Vietnam,

a time in which Vietnamese independence was a legitimate and real possibility. This

possibility was thwarted, first diplomatically and then militarily, by Great Britain, the one

Western nation historians never discuss in relation to Vietnam.

France held colonial control over Vietnam and all of Southeast Asia (or Indochina)
for about 100 years before World War I1. The Indochinese (or Annamites) initiated
periodic revolts and French control was somewhat weak into what is today northern
Vietnam, but France otherwise maintained firm and pervasive colonial authority.
Everything changed during World War II. Germany invaded France early in the war,
deposed the existing government, and installed Vichy France, a weak and collaborationist
regime, in southern France. The new regime had a presence in Indochina, but it was very

weak and essentially capitulated to all Japanese demands. As a result, Ho Chi Minh's
1



organization of Vietnamese nationalists (later consolidated into the Vietminh), operated in
a political vacuum from 1941 to 1945. The regional power vacuum was mirrored on the
international level, making Vietnamese independence a legitimate possibility for the first
time in Indochina's colonial history. China and Russia supported Indochinese self-
determination, the Japanese threat disappeared with the Allied victory in 1945, and the

French were in no position to recolonize the territory without help.

The question of Vietnamese independence thus fell between the two remaining
world powers, Great Britain and the United States. The two nations would spend most of
the next four years ideologically polarized over Indochinese independence, yet strangely
reluctant to confront the other over the issue. By the summer of 1944, a series of British
diplomatic moves had eroded much of FDR's plan for eventual Indochinese trusteeship,
and Britain sealed the return of French colonialism through the use of ground forces after
the war. This diplomatic and military victory by Great Britain set back Ho Chi Minh's
dream of Vietnamese independence, led to the reestablishment of French colonial rule in
Indochina, and set the stage for America's own Vietnam War.

None of these outcomes were "inevitable." If the British had supported FDR's
plan or even opposed it less vigorously, the resulting half-century of Vietnamese history
would have likely unfolded quite differently. Much like the French collapse in 1954 and
Johnson's decision to escalate in 1965, 1945-1946 represented a crucial period in the

history of Vietnam, a moment in which the course of history might have a taken a

dramatically different turn.
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FDR's Pursuit of Independence: American
Policy Toward Indochina, 1941-1945

Britain and the United States did not start out ai odds vith one arwher over
Indochinese independence. Throughout 1941 and 1942, U.S. policymakers assured
France and Great Britain that the United States would support the post-viar
reestablishment of France's colonial empire, This policy eroded noticeably as the war
progressed and the atmosphere in Washington changed. Ahhough this assurance vzs
informal and unofficial, it was explicitly promiged in several vritten memos—documents
the British Foreign Office carefully catalogued for use at a later date. The first came on
October 14, 1941, in a letter from State Department officer Ray Atherton to Vichy
Foreign Minister Rene Pleven., Acting Secretary of State Summer Welles reaffirmed this
support on April 12, 1942, writing to the French ambassador that:

As this Government has informed Your Excellency’s Government on
several occasions, the Government of the United States recognizes the
sovereign jurisdiction of the people of France over the territory of France
and over French possessions overseas. The Government of the United
States fervently hopes that it may see the reestablishment of the
independence of France and of the integrity of French territory. ]

Welles' statement clearly indicated that the U.S. would stand behind French
recolonization, even in Indochina, Roosevelt re-emphasized this support on November 8,
1942, announcing, "I need not tell you that the ultimate and greater aim is the liberation of
France and its Empire from the Axis yoke."? Finally, American support was most

"Memorandum of Conversation by the Actmg Seca’ctary of State,” March 11, 1942, in U.S. Dept. of
State, p- 695. Quoted several
times in British Public Records Office Foreign Relations Documents, notably FO 371/41723.

2 State Department memorandum, “Official Statements and Views Affecting the Future Status of France
and the French Empire,” Jan. 29, 1944, Stettinius papers. Quoted in John J. Sbrega, Anglo-American

Relations and Colonialism in East Asia, 1941-1945, (New York: Garland, 1983), p 96.
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explicitly reiterated in the fall of 1942 by Robert Murphy, an American diplomatic
representative to France:

I am in a position to assure you that the restoration of France in its
complete independence in all its grandeur and the extent it possessed
before the war in Europe as well as overseas is one of the war aims of the

United Nations.
It 1s well understood that French sovereignty should be reestablished as

soon as possible over all the territories, continental and colonial, over
which the French flag flew in 1939.3

Since the French flag had obviously flown over Indochina in 1939, the American position
seemed clear--the United States would stand behind her European ally after the war and

support the reemergence of French colonialism in Southeast Asia.

In reality, however, the American assurances of French recolonization were based
on complex motives of political pragmatism and did not represent a moral commitment or
an official policy. Welles's April 1942 statement, for example, was designed to encourage
French resistance against Japanese aggression on the island of New Caledonia.* In a
similar fashion, Murphy's fall 1942 statement came as the Allies were trying to enlist
French support for a planned invasion of North Africa. The two promises were calculated
political moves designed to push French patriots in a particular direction, "spoonfuls of
sugar to make the medicine go down," and did not represent a definitive American
position > In addition, FDR simply dismissed or ignored the earlier promises after 1942.
When reminded of Welles' assurance of support in early 1943, Roosevelt thought it only
applied to North Africa® At the 1943 Casablanca Conference, and again while speaking
to the British Ambassador Lord Halifax, Roosevelt chided Murphy's statement as

presumptuous and overdone, and stated that he did not feel the least bit bound by previous

3 Quoted in Eden to Halifax, Dec. 29, 1943, PRO, Cab 122/812.

4 Edward R. Drachman, United States Policy Toward Vietnam. (Cranbury, N.J.: Associated University
Press, 1970), p. 37.
3 Lloyd C. Gardner, Approaching Vietnam, (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1988), p. 33.

6 Drachman, United States Policy Toward Vietnam, p. 46, and Sbrega, Anglo-American Relations, p. 98.
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American promises to the French.? Through his words and particularly through his

actions from 1943-1945, Roosevelt gave a clear indication that he would not be tied down

by earlier assurances, and felt free to pursue a new policy in Indochina

After rejecting the obligations made by Atherton, Welles, and Murphy, Roosevelt
and his foreign policy officials displayed an ambiguous duality of opinion regarding
Indochinese recolonization. FDR was at times a fierce, dogmatic anti-colonialist who did
not hesitate to debate the evils of imperialism. At the same time, however Roosevelt
desperately avoided the trappings of official policy. He refused to formally confront
Winston Churchill and the British government, and he never asked the State Department

to study or draw up tentative plans for an Indochinese trusteeship. As Roosevelt foreign

policy expert Lloyd Gardner argued in Approaching Vietnam, FDR "could hardly predict
what the situation would be at war's end, what could be done immediately and what would
simply have to be anticipated without a precise plan. So he was fuzzy-minded "8 Despite
Roosevelt's strong anti-colonial rhetoric, he was not willing to dedicate himself to
Indochinese independence when the global political situation could change so drastically
after the war. He put the Indochina question on the back burner, focusing on immediate
war aims and delaying any substantive decisions until after the war, when the political
situation would become clear.

Although U.S anti-colonialism had roots in Woodrow Wilson's World War I

appeal for seif-determination, it was focused and intensified by the beginning of World

War II. U.S. foreign policy experts enunciated three important linkages between
imperialism and the onset of WWII:

7 Sbrega, Anglo-American Relations, p. 97, and Halifax to Eden, Jan. 18, 1944, PRO, Cab. 122/812.
8 Gardner, Approaching Vietnam, p. 22.

5



e They argued that unfulfilled colonial ambitions, such as Hitler's demand for the
return of Germany's Afiican colonies, would always lead 10 "sccret diplomacy” and
eventually to war,

¢ they considered the appeasement policy a craven attempt to buy off the dictator
with Eastern Europe and protect the imperial empires;

e and they held a strong conviction that London had refused to stand up to Japanese
ambitions on the Asian mainland during the 1931 Manchurian crisis in the hope of
diverting Tokyo's ambitions away from British colonies.?

In 1941, these views were incorporated into the Atlantic Charter's call for self-
determination for all peoples. Although Churchill almost immediately began to argue that
self-determination was only intended for populations conquered by the Axis Powers,
Roosevelt did not retreat, repeatedly stating that the Atlantic Charter applied to all

nations. In a March 15 address, Roosevelt asserted that:

there has never been, there isn't now, and there never will be, any race of
people on the earth fit to serve as masters over their fellow men. . . . We
believe that any nationality, no matter how small, has the inherent right to
its own nationhood. 10

Five months later, Roosevelt said, "I can't believe that we can fight a war against fascist
slavery and at the same time not work to free people all over the world from a colonial
policy"!--implying that America would take a direct, proactive role in ending imperialism.
Throughout the war, Roosevelt continued to use WWII as evidence of the alleged moral
bankruptcy of European colonialism While traveling to the Casablanca Conference of

1943, FDR answered his son Elliott's question about the fate of France's colonies by

responding:

2 Ibid., p. 24.

0 »The Light of Democracy Must Be Kept Burning"--Address at Annual Dinner of White House
Correspondents, quoted in Samuel 1. Rosenman, ed., The Public Papers of FDR (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1950), 10: 69.

1 Eniott Roosevelt, As He Saw It, New York: Duell, Sloan, and Pearce, 1946), p. 37. Most historical
scholars accept Elliott Roosevelt's later transcriptions as largely accurate.
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How do they belong to France . . . ? Take Indo-China. The Japanese
control that colony now. Why was it a cinch for the Japanese to conquer
that land” The native Indo-Chinese have been so flagrantly downtrodden
that they thought to themselves: Anything must be better than to live
under French colonial rule! Should a land belong to France? By what
logic and by what custom and by what historical rule? . . . Don't think for a
moment . . . that Americans would be dying in the Pacific tonight, if it

hadn't been for the short-sighted greed of the French and the British and
the Dutch. 12

Although it was often cloaked in the moralistic rhetoric of self-determination,
Roosevelt's anti-imperialist stance also contained a large measure of mistrust and
disrespect for France. Simply put, FDR believed that France had not provided effective
colonial leadership in the past, and that it would be in no position to do so after the war.
The collapse of the French resistance against Germany in 1940 convinced Roosevelt that
France had become a decadent nation, which no longer deserved the status of a major
power.13 Roosevelt's antipathy grew in August 1940, when Vichy France's
representatives agreed to allow Japanese air bases in northern Indochina, and again in July
1941, when they acquiesced to air fields in southern Indochina. FDR was also convinced
France would not be a strong or stabilizing force after the war--he believed its political
system was unworkable, and he found Charles de Gaulle egocentric and untrustworthy.!4
This animosity specifically crystallized around Indochina, where FDR maintained that the
French had forfeited their rights by their mismanagement of the colony. Speaking to

Secretary of State Cordell Hull in October 1944, Roosevelt delivered perhaps his

strongest words on the subject:

12 Ejliott Roosevelt, As He Saw It, pp. 114-116.

13 Gary R. Hess, "Franklin Roosevelt and Vietnam," The Journal of American History (Sept. 1972):
353-54.

14 walter LaFeber, "Roosevelt, Churchill, and Indochina: 1942-1945." The American Historical Review,
v.801, Dec. 1975, pp. 1278-79.
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