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If you waited until the Vietnam Conflict was over and the last helicopter had left the roof of 
the U.S. embassy in Saigon on April 30, 1975—we are historians who wait for the dust to 
settle, right?—you had limited available secondary and primary sources.  As I flip through 
my lecture notes—written on a Hermes typewriter—from a course initiated in 1978, I note 
some of the few available sources.  George Herring’s America’s Longest War:  The United 
States and Vietnam, 1950-1975 appeared as a first edition in 1979.  Herring’s most influential 
study, however, did not devote much attention to the pre-1950 period.  Several articles by 
Walter LaFeber and Gary R. Hess had a prominent place in the discussion on Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and Indochina.1  Early volumes of the Foreign Relations of the United States also 
provided revealing primary sources on the views of U.S. officials in Vietnam about the 
emerging French-Viet Minh conflict. 
 
But if you knew as little about Indochina as U.S. policymakers, you went to French authors 
mentioned in Mark Lawrence’s bibliography such as Lucien Bodard, Philippe Devillers, and 
John T. McAlisters and Paul Mus, The Vietnamese and Their Revolution (1970).  Bernard 
Fall, the French born author, who wrote about the Indochina conflicts and lost his life on the 
“Street without Joy” with a U.S. patrol in 1967, shaped many lectures with his The Two Viet-
Nams:  A Political and Military Analysis (1963), Street Without Joy (1964), and Hell in a 
Very Small Place:  The Siege of Dien Bien Phu (1967).  Most influential of all was Frances 
FitzGerald’s Fire in the Lake:  The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam (1972) which 
students found irresistible in the 1970s, dismissed it as leftist propaganda in the 1980s, and 
now consider it too long and too slow.  
 
So we had bits and pieces of the story from the perspective of the participants, but we 
necessarily lacked—given the restrictions on governmental sources—a study of the 
interrelationship of the French, British and U.S. governments as they maneuvered from the 
end of WWII to the U.S. decision in 1950 to support the French in the first Indochina war 
with funds, arms, and diplomatic support.  All of the commentators agree that Mark 
Lawrence’s study offers an impressive international approach to this period and topic by 
                                                      

1 See Walter LaFeber, “Roosevelt, Churchill, and Indochina, 1942-1945,” American Historical Review, 
80 (December 1975), 1277-1295; Gary Hess, “Franklin Roosevelt and Indochina,” Journal of American History, 
59 (September 1972), 353-368, and “The First American Commitment in Indochina:  The Acceptance of the 
‘Bao Dai Solution’, 1950,” Diplomatic History, 2 (1978), 331-350; and George Herring, “The Truman 
Administration and the Restoration of French Sovereignty in Indochina,” Diplomatic History, 1, No. 2 (Spring 
1977), 97-117. 
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making use of French, British, and U.S. archives to explore the fascinating interaction of the 
policymakers as the British and French scrambled to reoccupy their colonies in South and 
Southeast Asia, as the U.S. made the transition from FDR to Harry Truman and the emerging 
Cold War, and as the French moved from trying to assert control in Vietnam on their own to 
efforts to recruit British and French assistance to defeat Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh.2 
The commentators do raise a number of issues with respect to Lawrence’s study which are 
certainly worth of further discussion: 
 

First, they raise the question of whether or not the U.S. had realistic alternatives 
during the 1945-1950 period with respect to the options followed or drifted into, such as 
acquiescing in the return of the French to Indochina in 1945 or playing along with the French 
Bao Dai solution in 1950 and using it as a bridge to provide aid to the French.  Lawrence 
vigorously suggests that before 1948-1949 the situation was pretty fluid and that the U.S. had 
options to use leverage against France’s determination to hold onto Vietnam.  Lawrence even 
proposes that the U.S. up to 1950 would have been willing to accept a deal between France 
and Ho Chi Minh.  (p. 283). 
 

Second, the commentators note the impact of British and French policy at significant 
stages and the ways in which they encouraged and pulled the U.S. into Southeast Asia.  At 
the same time Lawrence develops the concept of a coalition of hardliners in all three 
countries that worked together to shape a Cold War oriented coalition to oppose Ho Chi Minh 
and his Cold War allies.  This group faced stubborn resistance from officials in all three 
countries who opposed the French war and U.S.-British involvement in it. 
 

Third, Lawrence offers a more developed and complex model of policy formulation 
on the U.S. side than previous interpretations that ranged from geostrategic in the Cold War 
containment mode, the familiar economic calculations about the value of Southeast Asia, and 
domestic political concerns linked to the impact of the Chinese Communist triumph in 1949.  
Lawrence recognizes that these “reciprocally reinforcing considerations helped propel the 
Truman administration toward supporting the French in Indochina” (p. 5).  Lawrence, 
however, adds to this mix the transnational environment in which “Washington, as it crafted 
policy toward Vietnam, was merely one participant in a complicated, decidedly international 
dynamic in which other governments usually held the initiative and set the agenda.”  (p. 5)  In 
a significant way, Lawrence modifies William A. Williams’ thesis in “Tragedy” and 
challenges John Lewis Gaddis’ perspective in “We Now Know” on the crafting of U.S 
policies.   
 

Fourth,  several commentators note that the Vietnamese including Saigon allies of the 
French to Mekong delta peasant sects to Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh never get on to the 
main stage of Lawrence’s study as active participants influencing the views and maneuvering 
of the three Western powers.  As historians we always want more sources, more 
interpretation, and more participants.  When the Vietnamese are moved to center stage, how 
will the story change? 

                                                      
2 For review essays on the historical literature since the 1970s on the Vietnam conflict, see David 

Anderson, “Why Vietnam?  Postrevisionist Answers and a Neorealist Suggestion,” Diplomatic History, 13, No. 
2 (Summer 1989), 419-429, and “One Vietnam War Should be Enough and Other Reflections on Diplomatic 
History and the Making of Foreign Policy,” ibid., 30, No. 1 (January 2006), 1-21; Robert Divine, “Vietnam 
Reconsidered,” ibid., 12, No. 1 (Winter 1988), 79-94; Gary R. Hess, “The Unending Debate:  Historians and the 
Vietnam War,” ibid., 18, No. 2 (Spring 1994), 239-264; and Fredrik Logevall, “‘Bringing in the Other Side’:  
New Scholarship on the Vietnam Wars,” Journal of Cold War Studies, 3, No. 3 (Fall 2001), 77-93. 
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Fifth, Lawrence makes a case for giving increased importance to the ideas shaping 

U.S. policy in 1950 as establishing the key assumptions that shaped U.S. policy until 1965 
and provided a definite continuity limiting the role of contingency, “variations over time as 
different administrations with different needs, perceptions, and personalities reckoned with 
the Vietnam problem in their own way” (p. 280).  What are those key assumptions and did 
they remain as influential as Lawrence suggests? 
 

Sixth, Lawrence is usually quite dispassionate in his evaluation of policy and 
policymakers even when he is dealing with very misguided French leaders who, despite being 
quite shrewd and successful at making appeals to U.S. Cold War concerns, do not seem to 
have much of a clue about their prospects in Vietnam and other colonial possessions.  A 
significant exception is Lawrence’s objective to “shed light on the origins of the Cold War in 
the colonial world” and to explain how Western policymakers imposed assumptions and 
policies from Europe to other areas.  “The misapplication of the Cold War paradigm 
produced little but horror and tragedy for forty years,” concludes Lawrence in the 
introduction and the conclusion (pp. 11, 287). 
 
Author and Commentators:  
 
Mark Lawrence is an Associate Professor of History at the University of Texas at Austin.  
He completed an earlier version of his book as a Ph.D. dissertation at Yale University in 
1999.  At Texas he teaches courses in U.S. history, American foreign relations, the Vietnam 
Wars, the Cold War, and the nuclear history.  He has published “Transnational Coalition 
Building-Building and the Making of the Cold War in Indochina, 1947-1949,” Diplomatic 
History 26 (Summer 2002), 453-480, and is co-editor with Fredrik Logevall of the 
forthcoming The First Vietnam War:  Colonial Conflict and Cold War Crisis (Cambridge, 
Mass.:  Harvard University Press). 
  
Anne L. Foster is an Assistant Professor of History at Indiana State University.  She earned 
her Ph.D. at Cornell University in 1995.  She has a forthcoming book from Duke University 
Press, Projections of Power:  The U.S. in Colonial Southeast Asia, 1919-1941.  She is co-
editor of The American Colonial State in the Philippines:  Global Perspectives (Durham:  
Duke University Press, 2003), and has an essay in this collection, “Models for Governing:  
Opium and Colonial Policies in Southeast Asia, 1898-1910.”  She also has an essay, “Before 
the War:  Legacies from the Early Twentieth Century in United States-Vietnam Relations,” in 
Marilyn Young and Robert Buzzanco, eds., Blackwell Companion to the Vietnam War 
(Blackwell Publishers, 2002).  She teaches undergraduate and graduate courses in U.S. 
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Shawn McHale is Director of the Sigur Center for Asian Studies, and an Associate Professor 
of History and International Affairs, at George Washington University.  He teaches courses 
on Vietnamese and Southeast Asian History as well as on colonialism.  His publications 
include Print and Power: Confucianism, Communism, and Buddhism in the Making of 
Modern Vietnam (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2004) and “Violence, Freedom, and 
the Transformation of the Public Realm in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 1945-1958,” 
in Christopher Goscha and Benoit de Treglode eds., Naissance d’un Etat-parti.  Le Viet Nam 
depuis 1945.  Etat, contestations et constructions d’une nation.  (Paris: Les Indes Savantes, 
2004).  His essay on the “Wars for Indochina,” written for a Cold War International History 
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Project at Woodrow Wilson Center for Scholars, can be found at online at 
http://www.coldwarfiles.org (2005).  
 
Lien-Hang T. Nguyen is a fellow at the John M. Olin Institute for Strategic Studies in the 
Weatherhead Center for International Affairs at Harvard University.  Next year, she will join 
the history department at the University of Kentucky as an assistant professor.  Her doctoral 
dissertation is entitled, “Between the Storm: An International History of the Vietnam War, 
1968 to 1973” from Yale University Press. 
 
Douglas Porch earned a Ph.D. from Corpus Christi College, Cambridge University.  He was 
a senior lecturer at the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, before being named to the 
Mark Clark Chair of History at The Citadel in Charleston, South Carolina.  He is now 
Professor and Chair of the Department of National Security Affairs at the Naval Postgraduate 
School in Monterey, California.  A specialist in military history, Douglas Porch’s books 
include The French Secret Services.  From the Dreyfus Affair to Desert Storm (1995), The 
French Foreign Legion.  A Complete History of the Legendary Fighting Force (1991) which 
won prizes both in the United States and in France, The Conquest of the Sahara, The 
Conquest of Morocco, The March to the Marne.  The French Army 1871-1914, The 
Portuguese Armed Forces and the Revolution, and Army and Revolution.  France 1815-1844.  
Wars of Empire, part of the Cassell History of Warfare series, appeared in October 2000 and 
in paperback in 2001.  His latest book, The Path to Victory.  The Mediterranean Theater in 
World War II, a selection of the Military History Book Club, the History Book Club, and the 
Book of the Month Club, was published by Farrar, Straus, Giroux in May 2004, received the 
Award for Excellence in U.S. Army Historical Writing from The Army Historical 
Foundation.  
 
Martin Thomas is Reader in European Colonial History at Exeter University, UK.  He is a 
specialist in the politics of French decolonization and the nature of colonial conflict.  His 
most recent book is The French Empire between the Wars.  Imperialism, Politics, and Society 
(Manchester University Press, 2005).  He is currently completing a study for the University 
of California Press, Intelligence and Empire.  Security Services and Colonial Disorder in 
North Africa and the Middle East, 1914-1940. 
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