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U.S. CIVILIAN ADVISORY EFFORT IN VIETNAM: U.S. OPERATIONS
MISSION, 1950-1954

The United States decision to provide military assistance to France

and the Associated States of Indochina was reached informally in

February/March 1950, funded by the President on May 1, 1950, and

was announced on May 8, 1950. The decision was taken in spite of

the U.S. desire to avoid direct involvement in a colonial war, and in

spite of a sensing that France’s political-military situation in Indochina

was deteriorating. This collection consists of unique records of U.S.

agencies established to intervene in Vietnam-the country U.S. foreign

policy deemed a lynchpin in the free world’s fight against communism.

The Subject Files from the Office of the Director, U.S. Operations

Missions, document the myriad concerns and rationales that went into

the control and direction of U.S. economic and technical assistance

programs, as well as the coordination of mutual security activities, with

respect to Vietnam.
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The collapse of the Chinese Nationalist government in 1949 sharpened American

apprehensions over communist expansion in the Far East, and hastened U.S. measures

to counter the threat posed by Mao’s China. The U.S. sought to create and employ policy

instruments similar to those it was bringing into play against the Soviets in Europe: collective

security organizations, economic aid, and military assistance. For example, Congress, in

the opening paragraphs of the law it passed in 1949 to establish the first comprehensive

military assistance program, expressed itself "as favoring the creation by the free countries

and the free peoples of the Far East of a joint organization, consistent with the Charter of

the United Nations, to establish a program of self-help and mutual cooperation designed to

develop their economic and social well-being, to safeguard basic rights and liberties, and to

protect their security and independence." But, the negotiating of such an organization among

the disparate powers and political entities of the Far East was inherently more complex a
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matter than the North Atlantic Treaty nations had successfully faced. The U.S. decided that

the impetus for collective security in Asia should come from the Asians, but by late 1949, it

also recognized that action was necessary in Indochina. Thus, in the closing months of 1949,

the course of U.S. policy was set to block further communist expansion in Asia: by collective

security if the Asians were forthcoming; by collaboration with major European allies and

commonwealth nations, if possible; but bilaterally if necessary. On that policy course lay the

Korean War of 1950-1953, the forming of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization of 1954,

and the progressively deepening U.S. involvement in Vietnam.

The French took the first concrete steps toward transferring public administration to Bao Dai’s

State of Vietnam in January and February 1950. Ho Chi Minh denied the legitimacy of the

latter, proclaiming the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) as the "only legal government

of the Vietnam people," and was formally recognized by Peking and Moscow. On 29 January

1950, the French National Assembly approved legislation granting autonomy to the State of

Vietnam. Formal French ratification of Vietnamese independence was announced 4 February

1950; on the same date, President Truman approved U.S. recognition for Bao Dai. French

requests for aid in Indochina followed within a few weeks. On May 8, 1950, the Secretary of

State announced that:

"The United States Government convinced that neither national independence nor

democratic evolution exist in any area dominated by Soviet imperialism, considers the

situation to be such as to warrant its according economic aid and military equipment to the

Associated State of Indochina and to France in order to assist them in restoring stability and

permitting these states to pursue their peaceful and democratic development."

The U.S. thereafter was deeply involved in the developing war. But it cannot be said that the

extension of aid was a volte-face of U.S. policy precipitated solely by the events of 1950.

It appears rather as the denouement of a cohesive progression of U.S. policy decisions

stemming from the 1945 determination that France should decide the political future of

Vietnamese nationalism—neither the modest O.S.S. aid to the Viet Minh in 1945, nor the

U.S. refusal to abet French recourse to arms the same year, signaled U.S. backing of Ho Chi

Minh. To the contrary, the U.S. was very wary of Ho, apprehensive lest Paris’ imperialism

be succeeded by control from Moscow. Uncertainty characterized the U.S. attitude toward

Ho through 1948, but the U.S. incessantly pressured France to accommodate "genuine"

Vietnamese nationalism and independence. In early 1950, both the apparent fruition of the

Bao Dai solution, and the patent alignment of the DRV with the USSR and Communist China,

impelled the U.S. to more direct intervention in Vietnam.


