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Dr . John A. Hannah , Pres i dent 
lichigan Sta.te Univers ity 

E st L nsing , !i chig n 
U. S . A. 

Dear Pres~_dent Ha·nnah : 

Str and Hotel 
Rangoon, Burm 
17 Febru ry 1962 

I ha ve recently left Sai gon after spending four weeks there , nd 
given the developments there dnring thnt time i t occurred to me t ha t you 
mi ght be i nteres ted in my personal report on the s i tu t i on which prev Mils 
t here . 

·Since I left S i gon I have h d no word from the MSU people · there, 
and c . n only a s sume tha t the President has not revered his dec i 8i on to 
termin ..... te the Uni vers i ty ' s contr ct program in Vi etn m. (If he has , ·of 
course, you will re .. d the followi ng rem ri{s with •ldi fferent perspective 
t han otherwi s e . ) As you can e .1s ily i m gine, the .interview a t rhich t he 
Pres i dent informed .me tha t he h d decided ag:tins t renewing the M .. U con­
tr3ct w's difficult one . He w s obvious ly ill a t e se nd mLde it 
pl in th t he hoped the progr .~.::n termin ·~.tion would not ffect our perL on 1 
rel ~tionshi p . At the s tmc time it w s c lear th~t he held me a t le ~st 
p -rti 1lly r esponsible for the f a c t th t MSU people h d publi shed wh~t he 
c lled "untrue, unfair , .. nd tendentious " critici ms of hi government . 
lie tried to dcpersonc l i ze hi s deci s ion by tell i ng me th t the members of 
his Cabin~t had r ecommended a.g inst our continuation . Bu:t s i nce I h d 
alrec dy le· rned tin t he had consul ted o·nly t wo advisers : h i s ro t er , 
Ngo Di nh Nhu , nd t he Secret ry of St te t the Presidency , Nguyen Dinh 
Thua;n , I c 1.lled him on thi s , whereupon he repeated e Jrlier .... ccus ;tions 
tha.t MSU personnel had been " disloya.l . u Both the· President nd hi s 
brother individually ~emeeftc pl i cit ccusations in t a l ing with me, to 
the effect t h tour professors ha.d used their "privileged position", whi ch 
g~ ve th m a ccess to government offices , per sonnel , and files, to eng ,ge 
i n i ntell i gence ctivi ties in t he guise of "res e r ch"; nd h 'td then used 
the inform t i on they h , d ecured to the detriment of the Vietn mes e 
Government . 

I tried to re .J.son iT•th Di em on t his , though I recognized from his ma.nner 
th~t r gument w'l.s prob .1.bly futile . The voice w· s t h t. t of the Pres i dent , 
but the re~.soning r t h tt of his broth-er , Nhu . I ' "m sorry to s1.y t h t 
ir . Nhu · pp:~.rently a.ctu ,lly believes his 01rn arguments .~.n:d persu 1.ded Diem 
of them. I t i s l so f ct , ho 'rever , th.:t.t o t.her members of t he govern­
ment , he ded by t he Vice Pres ident, w·hile sh t.r pl y critic .t l of t he pub­
li c t i ons in question , were fully convinced of t he v .tlue of MSU ' s 10r 
.. nd w .mted very much for our group t o continue its progr ms • 
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Strand Hotel
Rangoon, Burma
17 February 1962

Dr. John A. Hannah, President
Michigan State University
East Lansing, Michigan
U. S. A.

Dear President Hannah:

I have recently left Saigon after spending four weeks there, and
given the developments there during that time it occurred to me that you
might be interested in my personal report on the situation which prevails
there.

Since I left Saigon I have had no word from the MSU people there,
and can only assume that the President has not reversed his decision to
terminate the University's contract program in Vietnam. (If he has, of
course, you will read the following remarks with addifferent perspective
than otherwise.) As you can easily imagine, the interview at which the
President informed me that he had decided against renewing the MSU con-
tract was a difficult one. He was obviously ill at ease and made it

plain that he hoped the program termination would not affect our personal
relationship. At the same time it was clear that he held me at least

partially responsible for the fact that MSU people had published what he
called "untrue, unfair, and tendentious" criticisms of his government.
He tried to depersonalize his decision by telling me that the members of
his Cabinet had recommended against our continuation. But since I had

already learned that he had consulted only two advisers: his brother,
Ngo Dinh Nhu, and the Secretary of State at the Presidency, Nguyen Dinh
Thuan, I called him on this, whereupon he repeated earlier accusations
that MSU personnel had been "disloyal." Both the President and his
brother individually reiceRedmplicit accusations in talking with me, to
the effect that our professors had used their "privileged position", which

gave them access to government offices, personnel, and files, to engage
in intelligence activities in the guise of "research"; and had then used
the information they had secured to the detriment of the Vietnamese
Government.

I tried to reason 96th Diem on this, though I recognized from his manner
that argument was probably futile. The voice was that of the President,
but the reasoning was that of his brother, Nhu. I am sorry to say that
Mr. Nhu apparently actually believes his own arguments and persuaded Diem
of them. It is also a fact, however, that other members of the govern-
ment, headed by the Vice President, while sharply critical of the pub-
lications in question, were fully convinced of the value of MSU's work
and wanted very much for our group to continue its programs.
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As much a s I regret t he termin - tion t t his time , when 11 of us 
should be m k i ng am ximum effort to keep the Vietn.mese Government 
.... flo t, I m relieved th~ t t he issue w s resolved enough in advance of 
the termin 1tion d te to per mi t an orderly ph s ing out . And given - lso 
t he situ 1.tion which I sh 11 outline i n the following p r .:tgra.phs, it is 
probably just as well th t our work is being brought to a close , at le s t 
for t he present time . 

For t he first time in s even nd one- half yenrs I h · ve become a 
pessimist about the f te of South Vietnam. In the t wo 1.nd one-half 
ye .1rs since my 1 st vi s it to tha t country there has been a most pro­
found and distres ing deteriora tion there, politic lly, soc i a lly , and 
psychologically. Economica lly, though some progress is still being 
made , the g ins of the p~st few ye~rs re in m ny c s es being reversed , 
by a combina tion of f ..tc tor s of which the ma jor ones h ve been very ser­
ious flood~ long the Mekong 1 st f ~ll, nd shar ply intensified Viet 
Cong a c t ivity. As you m:ty know , Vi etn~m i s not exporting rice t his ye :1r; 
it will in f ~ ct import some . Ag in, there ha.s been just enough inter­
ference in norm ... l bus ines nd investment ctivity on the p rt of t he 
government- supporting politic t l p rty of Mr. Nhu to have monkey-wrench 
kind of effec t on economic oper tions . Mili tLrily, t he recent influx 
of thous :mds of ·!.meric ctn officers .md men, nd dozens of helicopters , 
etc ., is st 1rting to mJ.ke ·~dis tinct ch nge in the ituation alre dy , 
t urning w t w s mi nus int o a pl us . I would hesit . te to predict , how­
ever, tha.t the plus will rem:1in th ,t for long, for I find it har d to 
believe th::tt the Chinese tnd Viet Cong will a llow t his ch llenge to go 
unmet . lndel~d , my travel s to the high pl tea.u, the center, nd t he 
Iekong delta 1 st month hJ.ve left me with the i mpression th 1t Viet 

Cong offensive i s very likely in the next fe;r~eks . By th t I don ' t 
me .1.n a m'1 jor inv..tsion out of t he north , but r ther a. he ~vily int ens: ified 
terroriz ..ttion progr ·m t h .1t may ~ pre d even to the cities , with t he intent 
of p nicking the population nd we kening t he Diem gove r nment ' s hold 
sti ll more . 

Pol i tically nd p~ychologi c lly thing~ are a t low ebb . The commendable 
progr-:Lm whic h were begun a few ye rs ago have been llowed in many in­
st nces to lose their momentum by re on 1 r ge ly of a f 1ilure on the part 
of t he Centr~ .. l Government to follow through on ini t i 1 deci s i ons and acts . 
The hopes nd a spi r ..ttions of 1954 and 1955 have been a llowed to die, nd 
a mi asm of a.p t hy pervades the atmosphere . I t a l k ed •th th n casu lly 
with 118 people during my four weeks in Vi etn m. l most 11 re people 
I have known for m_ny ye r s . None of them i s pol itic ~lly part of the 
"opposition . " At le ~st two thirds of them were still Diem' s s trong ad­
herents in 1959 . Yet today , only three or four of t he e men and women 
supports t he government with discernible enthus i 1.sm . Then too , there is 
much popul ar fe ~r a fear th.t " t he VietCong are coming ," nd th at t he 
government is not going to be able to move to meet the Communist thre ·,t 
swiftly enough to s ve m ny people from being hurt or k illed . Of cour e , 
this i s the k ind of fe r which is surrepti t iously encouraged by Communist 
agents , of whom there re m.tny in Saigon . 
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As much as I regret the termination at this time, when all of us
should be making a maximum effort to keep the Vietnamese Government
afloat, I am relieved that the issue was resolved enough in advance of
the termination date to permit an orderly phasing out. And given also
the situation which I shall outline in the following paragraphs, it is
probably just as well that our work is being brought to a close, at least
for the present time.

For the first time in seven and one-half years I have become a
pessimist about the fate of South Vietnam. In the two and one-half
years since my last visit to that country there has been a most pro-
found and distressing deterioration there, politically, socially, and
psychologically. Economically, though some progress is still being
made, the gains of the past few years are in many cases being reversed,
by a combination of factors of which the major ones have been very ser-
ious floods along the Mekong last fall, and sharply intensified Viet
Cong activity. As you may know, Vietnam is not exporting rice this year;
it will in fact import some. Again, there has been just enough inter-
ference in normal business and investment activity on the part of the
government-supporting political party of Mr. Nhu to have a monkey-wrench
kind of effect on economic operations. Militarily, the recent influx
of thousands of American officers and men, and dozens of helicopters,
etc., is starting to make a distinct change in the situation already,
turning what was a minus into a plus. I would hesitate to predict, how-
ever, that the plus will remain that for long, for I find it hard to
believe that the Chinese and Viet Cong will allow this challenge to go
unmet. Indeed, my travels to the high plateau, the center, and the
Mekong delta last month have left me with the impression that a Viet
Cong offensive is very likely in the next fewweeks. By that I don't
mean a major invasion out of the north, but rather a heavily intensified
terrorization program that may spread even to the cities, with the intent
of panicking the population and weakening the Diem government's hold
still more.

Politically and psychologically things are at a low ebb. The commendable

programs which were begun a few years ago have been allowed in many in-
stances to lose their momentum by reason largely of a failure on the part
of the Central Government to follow through on initial decisions and acts.
The hopes and aspirations of 1954 and 1955 have been allowed to die, and
a miasma of apathy pervades the atmosphere. I talked mobb than casually
with 118 people during my four weeks in Vietnam. Almost all are people
I have known for many years. None of them is politically part of the
"opposition." At least two thirds of them were still Diem's strong ad-
herents in 1959. Yet today, only three or four of these men and women
supports the government with discernible enthusiasm. Then too, there is
much popular fear: fear that "the Viet Cong are coming," and that the
government is not going to be able to move to meet the Communist threat
swiftly enough to save many people from being hurt or killed. Of course,
this is the kind of fear which is surreptitiously encouraged by Communist
agents, of whom there are many in Saigon.
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Di em himself is linked more nd more often with t hose around h i m 
the "evil i nfluenc es ," s ome ca ll them. After ,ll, he is the Chi ef 
of St te and mus t t :tke responsibility for the acts of his entourage, 
11hether he knows of t hem or not : if he knows of them, he i s a t f ult 
bee use t hey are "evil" ; if he doesn ' t kno •cfhtheiJ, lhe shou l d by now . 
No one yet a ccuses him of ·wrongdoing , .. md i n f act he cou l d recoup h is 
former s t t ure · nd support e 1sily with jus t minimum of effort . But 
he does not s ee t he nefessity or desirabil ity of such steps , and no one 
who does has the cour ge to tell him . This pplies ' even to t hose few 
still lith him 1ho a r e basic lly cour ageous, men of integrity nd abi l i t y 
who despise the cr ven fl atterers who surround him and i nsulate him from 
the re.::tli ties of h i s s itua tion . They are reluctant to tell h i m unpleas­
ant truths because he may dismiss them, nd t hey know th t in th~t c se 
" t he evil ones" ·v.rou ld put t heir o1m men i nto t he V J.C ncies and t hen even 
t hi s tiny opening to the outs ide would be closed off . 

Vho are t hes e "evil i nfluences?" As l w ys , Di em ' s brother, Nhu , 
hetds t he li s t, but shares his po i tio~vith his wife . Nhu ' s policies 
h ve formed the philosophic 1 b s i s of t he regime ' s c t ivity for t he pas t 
six ye .r s , .. nd they h ve f .il ed miser· bly to win t he people to t he s i de 
of the government . But he doesn ' t rea lize this , J.nd one c ~nnot convince 
hi m (or Diem) of t h is . His wife i s s brilli nt, viv c ious , bitchy, and 
brut 1 in her Borgi -like f u.shi(:m as ever-- nd wi th (ch:1ri t1.bly) the 
purest of intentions ahe is succeeding i n lienating subst .ntial seg­
ment of the popul tion from her brother-in-l aw' F: regi me a t time Yhen 
i -t needs t he enthusi stic support of everyone . She is the s ponsor , for 
ex mple, of n assini ne bill th t p s ed the N J.tion ~ l Ass embly by a 
ques tion y secured majority: the "Socia l Purificati on Law ." This s i l l y 
legi s l a tion , r . JIIIiled through the Assembly in t he name of " ·:tusteri ty'' nd 
"mobilizing t he popul tion, " prohi bi ts d ncing or t he te 1.chi ng of dan­
cing , even in private homes , b.ns diss emin ~tion of birth control inform­
.:ttion , devices , or medic:tti ons , and would r egul .1t c a ll s orts of other 
1ctivities ,,nd pr .ctices including pub lic displ .tys ofaa.ffec t ion , cert in 
kinds of dress , e t c . Coming from a Ca tholic ( nd one of du i ous mora l s , 
a t th .t), it i s interpreted to me .n th .t c ~tho lic dogma i being fo r ced 
on t he people , which me ns th t i t is ere .ti ng inter-reli.gious frictions 
where fevr have exi s ted previously. Then ther e is the Secret r y of St ,tte 

t the Presidency, Nguy n Di nh Thu n, shifty, ambitious, clever, nd 
unscr upulous -- but abl e -- administr tor, who has his eye on even hi gher 
pos ition , and some eric .1n friends who t-hi.ifr hhimruluimbe e sier to hJ.ndle 
th n Diem. Much as I do not wi sh to see t he influence of t he Nhus con­
tinue, the e l ev: tion of Timan i s not to me the nswer either . For t hi s 
man is s wel l h ted l.s the Nhus (who put him into his job , incident ~lly) 
· nd a likely c · nd i d te for ~s s ~ssination , either by t he Communist s or by 
many others who detest him .ts a m· n who h t . sted power 1.nd likes i t 
too well , a-nd who climbed to his present position on the b cks of t hos e 
who were hi s fri ends nd benef ctors . 

The US role i n ~11 this i s , as ever , of mixed quality . The determi ned. 
mi lit· ry effor t we a.rennow maki ng i s likely t o help a good de 1; our 
economic me sures will a lso he l p . But t hese steps a r e he lping only to 
warm the fingers and the toe ; t he body its elf needs b a.dly t o be n r m d 
too if i t i s to be k ept a live . Unle s Vi etn un experi ences a mt jor and 
f vor ble psychol ogi ca l shock within the next few months , I doubt s erious l y 
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Diem himself is linked more and more often with those around him
the "evil influences," as some call them. After all, he is the Chief
of State and must take responsibility for the acts of his entourage,
whether he knows of them or not: if he knows of them, he is at fault
because they are "evil"; if he doesn't know ofhthem, libe should by now.
No one yet accuses him of wrongdoing, and in fact he could recoup his
former stature and support easily with just a minimum of effort. But
he does not see the necessity or desirability of such steps, and no one
who does has the courage to tell him. This applies even to those few
still with him who are basically courageous, men of integrity and ability
who despise the craven flatterers who surround him and insulate him from
the realities of his situation. They are reluctant to tell him unpleas-
ant truths because he may dismiss them, and they know that in that case
"the evil ones" would put their own men into the vacancies and then even
this tiny opening to the outside would be closed off.

Who are these "evil influences?" As always, Diem's brother, Nhu,
heads the list, but shares his positionwith his wife. Nhu's policies
have formed the philosophical basis of the regime's activity for the past
six years, and they have failed miserably to win the people to the side
of the government. But he doesn't realize this, and one cannot convince
him (or Diem) of this. His wife is as brilliant, vivacious, bitchy, and
brutal in her Borgia-like fashion as ever and with (charitably) the
purest of intentions she is succeeding in alienating substantial seg-
ments of the population from her brother-in-law's regime at a time when
it needs the enthusiastic support of everyone. She is the sponsor, for

example, of an assinine bill that passed the National Assembly by a

questionably secured majority: the "Social Purification Law." This silly
legislation, rammed through the Aseembly in the name of "austerity" and
"mobilizing the population," prohibits dancing or the teaching of dan-

cing, even in private homes, bans dissemination of birth control inform-

ation, devices, or medications, and would regulate all sorts of other
activities and practices including public displays ofaaffection, certain
kinds of dress, etc. Coming from a Catholic (and one of dubious morals,
at that), it is interpreted to mean that Catholic dogma, is being forced
on the people, which means that it is creating inter-regigious frictions
where few have existed previously. Then there is the Secretary of State
at the Presidency, Nguyen Dinh Thuan, a shifty, ambitious, clever, and

unscrupulous - but able - administrator, who has his eye on even higher
position, and some American friends who think bbinbuhdmbe easier to handle
than Diem. Much as I do not wish to see the influence of the Nhus con-

tinue, the elevation of Thuan is not to me the answer either. For this
man is as well hated as the Nhus (who put him into his job, incidentally)
and a likely candidate for assassination, either by the Communists or by
many others who detest him as a man who has tasted power and likes it
too well, and who climbed to his present position on the backs of those
who were his friends and benefactors.

The US role in all this is, as ever, of mixed quality. The determined
military effort we arennow making is likely to help a good deal; our
economic measures will also help. But these steps are helping only to
warm the fingers and the toes; the body itself needs badly to be warmed
too if it is to be kept alive. Unless Vietnam experiences a major and
favorable psychological shock within the next few months, I doubt seriously
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whether it wi 11 survive, notwi thct mdi ng our efforts l.nd our money ·. nd 
our men . The bri ght spots whic h were so cle. rly vi s i ble twoya.nd even 
one ye r ago a re now f .tding i nto insignificance because the regime still 
has f .iled to mo ilize the he rts : ... nd loy.1lties of the people . This i s 
ironi cal ; for this i s a regime which ha s b :t.sed its system of ppo intment 
to off ice on "loya lty. " And ironic 1 too i s t he f a.c t th.1t thi s r egi me, 
which h .ts u. philos ophic 1 b s e ( synthetic and unloved) of "per~ono.lism ," 
whi ch te.ches th t every m n ha. the right to the fulle s t development 
of his person lity, has f · iled mi s er · bly to en ble men to do just th~t . 

(I am not s pe k i ng of civil liberties here -- they are still a side 
i ssue , by and l a rge -- I spe k of the freedom of men torise ia thei r 
chosen profess ions to positions of responsibility, to i mprove t heir 
st .tus by their own efforts , by demonstr .ting their c p cities nd their 
t ~ Ients . ) I think here of 11 the young men I have knmm nd worked 
with in Vietn.un (inc luding Nguyen Thai, who i s once more b 1-C!< t lSU , 

nd Vu V.m Th <1.i, who reportedly is now at Ihrv J.. r d), who h ve the qualities 
of l es.d.ership which Vietnl.ID will need i n the ye rs ahead , but who h ve 
be n liena.ted and their development stifled and smothered by the heavy 
h c.~.nd of thei r government . (But I mus t clarify one po i nt here : t he Viet­
namese Government is not m li tious or pred.t.tory or vicious or particu-
1 rly oppressive , especi ~lly if it i s compared wi th the regimes of 
ne i ghboring countries . R. ther , it i clumsy and bumbling government 
whi ch · h s f a iled to t tke dv_nt ge of one opportunity fter nother , nd. 
which has not d •red to t Jre the risks involved in i mplementi·ng its 

vowed i deas , J.nd 1hic h h s not carried successful progr 1ms to their 
successful conc lus i on . 

PerhJ.ps my rhetoric h, s left you with the impres sion tha t I have 
written my friend off . I h ve not . However, I am firmly of the opinion 

_ t ho.t unless wha.t I h ve t ermed t he "evil influences"~. are removed from 
...t.he scene in one w y or another, Ngo Dinh Diem' s government is not going 
to m ke the gr de . Support for t he governmen t is dwindling, nd one finds 
evidences of a 0 nowing feeling of desper tion among the able nd hi therto 
lg,JlU >.e. nd wo en lvho have supported it . Unless the situ tion can be 
ch nged for t he bett er , we re in for very b d peri od i n Vietnam . 

Sincerely yours , 

' esley n. , Fishel 
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whether it will survive, notwithst ending our efforts and our money and
our men. The bright spots which were so clearly visible twoyand even
one year ago are now fading into insignificance because the regime still
has filed to mobilize the hearts and loyalties of the people. This is
ironical, for this is a regime which has based its system of appointment
to office on "loyalty." And ironical too is the fact that this regime,
which has a philosophical base (synthetic and unloved) of "personalism,"
which teaches that every man has the right to the fullest development
of his personality, has failed miserably to enable men to do just that.
(I am not speaking of civil liberties here - they are still a side
issue, by and large - I speak of the freedom of men torise in their
chosen professions to positions of responsibility, to improve their
stitus by their own efforts, by demonstr ting their capacities and their
talents.) I think here of all the young men I have known and worked
with in Vietnam (including Nguyen Thai, who is once more back at MSU,
and Vu Van Thai, who reportedly is now at Harvard), who have the qualities
of leadership which Vietnam will need in the years ahead, but who have
been alienated and their development stifled and smothered by the heavy
hand of their government. (But I must clarify one point here: the Viet-
namese Government is not malitious or predatory or vicious or particu-
larly oppressive, especially if it is compared with the regimes of
neighboring countries. Rather, it is a clumsy and bumbling government
which has failed to take advantage of one opportunity after another, and
which has not dared to take the risks involved in implementing its
avowed ideas, and which has not carried successful programs to their
successful conclusion.

Perhaps my rhetoric has left you with the impression that I have
written my friend off. I have not. However, I am firmly of the opinion
that unless what I have termed the "evil influences" are removed from
the scene in one way or another, Ngo Dinh Diem's government is not going
to make the grade. Support for the government is dwindling, and one finds
evidences of angrowing feeling of desperation among the able and hitherto
loyal men and women who have supported it. Unless the situation can be
changed for the better, we are in for a very bad period in Vietnam.

Sincerely yours,

Wesley R. Fishel
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