President Harry S. Truman’s Address Before a Joint Session of Congress, March 12, 1947

Mr. President, Mr. Speaker, Members of the Congress of the United States:
The gravity of the situation which confronts the world today necessitates my appearance before a joint
session of the Congress. The foreign policy and the national security of this country are involved.
One aspect of the present situation, which I wish to present to you at this time for your consideration
and decision, concerns Greece and Turkey.
The United States has received from the Greek Government an urgent appeal for financial and
economic assistance. Preliminary reports from the American Economic Mission now in Greece and
reports from the American Ambassador in Greece corroborate the statement of the Greek Government
that assistance is imperative if Greece is to survive as a free nation.
I do not believe that the American people and the Congress wish to turn a deaf ear to the appeal of the
Greek Government.
Greece is not a rich country. Lack of sufficient natural resources has always forced the Greek people to
work hard to make both ends meet. Since 1940, this industrious and peace loving country has suffered
invasion, four years of cruel enemy occupation, and bitter internal strife.
When forces of liberation entered Greece they found that the retreating Germans had destroyed
virtually all the railways, roads, port facilities, communications, and merchant marine. More than a
thousand villages had been burned. Eighty-five per cent of the children were tubercular. Livestock,
poultry, and draft animals had almost disappeared. Inflation had wiped out practically all savings.
As a result of these tragic conditions, a militant minority, exploiting human want and misery, was able
to create political chaos which, until now, has made economic recovery impossible.
Greece is today without funds to finance the importation of those goods which are essential to bare
subsistence. Under these circumstances the people of Greece cannot make progress in solving their
problems of reconstruction. Greece is in desperate need of financial and economic assistance to enable
it to resume purchases of food, clothing, fuel and seeds. These are indispensable for the subsistence of
its people and are obtainable only from abroad. Greece must have help to import the goods necessary
to restore internal order and security, so essential for economic and political recovery.
The Greek Government has also asked for the assistance of experienced American administrators,
economists and technicians to insure that the financial and other aid given to Greece shall be used
effectively in creating a stable and self-sustaining economy and in improving its public administration.
The very existence of the Greek state is today threatened by the terrorist activities of several thousand
armed men, led by Communists, who defy the government's authority at a number of points,
particularly along the northern boundaries. A Commission appointed by the United Nations security
Council is at present investigating disturbed conditions in northern Greece and alleged border
violations along the frontier between Greece on the one hand and Albania, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia
on the other.

Meanwhile, the Greek Government is unable to cope with the situation. The Greek army is small and
poorly equipped. It needs supplies and equipment if it is to restore the authority of the government
throughout Greek territory. Greece must have assistance if it is to become a self-supporting and selfrespecting democracy.
The United States must supply that assistance. We have already extended to Greece certain types of
relief and economic aid but these are inadequate.
There is no other country to which democratic Greece can turn.
No other nation is willing and able to provide the necessary support for a democratic Greek
government.
The British Government, which has been helping Greece, can give no further financial or economic aid
after March 31. Great Britain finds itself under the necessity of reducing or liquidating its
commitments in several parts of the world, including Greece.
We have considered how the United Nations might assist in this crisis. But the situation is an urgent
one requiring immediate action and the United Nations and its related organizations are not in a
position to extend help of the kind that is required.
It is important to note that the Greek Government has asked for our aid in utilizing effectively the
financial and other assistance we may give to Greece, and in improving its public administration. It is
of the utmost importance that we supervise the use of any funds made available to Greece; in such a
manner that each dollar spent will count toward making Greece self-supporting, and will help to build
an economy in which a healthy democracy can flourish.
No government is perfect. One of the chief virtues of a democracy, however, is that its defects are
always visible and under democratic processes can be pointed out and corrected. The Government of
Greece is not perfect. Nevertheless it represents eighty-five per cent of the members of the Greek
Parliament who were chosen in an election last year. Foreign observers, including 692 Americans,
considered this election to be a fair expression of the views of the Greek people.
The Greek Government has been operating in an atmosphere of chaos and extremism. It has made
mistakes. The extension of aid by this country does not mean that the United States condones
everything that the Greek Government has done or will do. We have condemned in the past, and we
condemn now, extremist measures of the right or the left. We have in the past advised tolerance, and
we advise tolerance now.
Greece's neighbor, Turkey, also deserves our attention.
The future of Turkey as an independent and economically sound state is clearly no less important to
the freedom-loving peoples of the world than the future of Greece. The circumstances in which Turkey
finds itself today are considerably different from those of Greece. Turkey has been spared the disasters
that have beset Greece. And during the war, the United States and Great Britain furnished Turkey with
material aid.
Nevertheless, Turkey now needs our support.

Since the war Turkey has sought financial assistance from Great Britain and the United States for the
purpose of effecting that modernization necessary for the maintenance of its national integrity.
That integrity is essential to the preservation of order in the Middle East.
The British government has informed us that, owing to its own difficulties can no longer extend
financial or economic aid to Turkey.
As in the case of Greece, if Turkey is to have the assistance it needs, the United States must supply it.
We are the only country able to provide that help.
I am fully aware of the broad implications involved if the United States extends assistance to Greece
and Turkey, and I shall discuss these implications with you at this time.
One of the primary objectives of the foreign policy of the United States is the creation of conditions in
which we and other nations will be able to work out a way of life free from coercion. This was a
fundamental issue in the war with Germany and Japan. Our victory was won over countries which
sought to impose their will, and their way of life, upon other nations.
To ensure the peaceful development of nations, free from coercion, the United States has taken a
leading part in establishing the United Nations, The United Nations is designed to make possible
lasting freedom and independence for all its members. We shall not realize our objectives, however,
unless we are willing to help free peoples to maintain their free institutions and their national integrity
against aggressive movements that seek to impose upon them totalitarian regimes. This is no more than
a frank recognition that totalitarian regimes imposed on free peoples, by direct or indirect aggression,
undermine the foundations of international peace and hence the security of the United States.
The peoples of a number of countries of the world have recently had totalitarian regimes forced upon
them against their will. The Government of the United States has made frequent protests against
coercion and intimidation, in violation of the Yalta agreement, in Poland, Rumania, and Bulgaria. I
must also state that in a number of other countries there have been similar developments.
At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of
life. The choice is too often not a free one.
One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free institutions,
representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and
religion, and freedom from political oppression.
The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It
relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio; fixed elections, and the suppression of
personal freedoms.
I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting
attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.
I believe that we must assist free peoples to work out their own destinies in their own way.

I believe that our help should be primarily through economic and financial aid which is essential to
economic stability and orderly political processes.
The world is not static, and the status quo is not sacred. But we cannot allow changes in the status quo
in violation of the Charter of the United Nations by such methods as coercion, or by such subterfuges
as political infiltration. In helping free and independent nations to maintain their freedom, the United
States will be giving effect to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations.
It is necessary only to glance at a map to realize that the survival and integrity of the Greek nation are
of grave importance in a much wider situation. If Greece should fall under the control of an armed
minority, the effect upon its neighbor, Turkey, would be immediate and serious. Confusion and
disorder might well spread throughout the entire Middle East.
Moreover, the disappearance of Greece as an independent state would have a profound effect upon
those countries in Europe whose peoples are struggling against great difficulties to maintain their
freedoms and their independence while they repair the damages of war.
It would be an unspeakable tragedy if these countries, which have struggled so long against
overwhelming odds, should lose that victory for which they sacrificed so much. Collapse of free
institutions and loss of independence would be disastrous not only for them but for the world.
Discouragement and possibly failure would quickly be the lot of neighboring peoples striving to
maintain their freedom and independence.
Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey in this fateful hour, the effect will be far reaching to the West
as well as to the East.
We must take immediate and resolute action.
I therefore ask the Congress to provide authority for assistance to Greece and Turkey in the amount of
$400,000,000 for the period ending June 30, 1948. In requesting these funds, I have taken into
consideration the maximum amount of relief assistance which would be furnished to Greece out of the
$350,000,000 which I recently requested that the Congress authorize for the prevention of starvation
and suffering in countries devastated by the war.
In addition to funds, I ask the Congress to authorize the detail of American civilian and military
personnel to Greece and Turkey, at the request of those countries, to assist in the tasks of
reconstruction, and for the purpose of supervising the use of such financial and material assistance as
may be furnished. I recommend that authority also be provided for the instruction and training of
selected Greek and Turkish personnel.
Finally, I ask that the Congress provide authority which will permit the speediest and most effective
use, in terms of needed commodities, supplies, and equipment, of such funds as may be authorized.
If further funds, or further authority, should be needed for purposes indicated in this message, I shall
not hesitate to bring the situation before the Congress. On this subject the Executive and Legislative
branches of the Government must work together.
This is a serious course upon which we embark.

I would not recommend it except that the alternative is much more serious. The United States
contributed $341,000,000,000 toward winning World War II. This is an investment in world freedom
and world peace.
The assistance that I am recommending for Greece and Turkey amounts to little more than 1 tenth of 1
per cent of this investment. It is only common sense that we should safeguard this investment and
make sure that it was not in vain.
The seeds of totalitarian regimes are nurtured by misery and want. They spread and grow in the evil
soil of poverty and strife. They reach their full growth when the hope of a people for a better life has
died. We must keep that hope alive.
The free peoples of the world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms.
If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world -- and we shall surely endanger
the welfare of our own nation.
Great responsibilities have been placed upon us by the swift movement of events.
I am confident that the Congress will face these responsibilities squarely.
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Eisenhower’s Letter to Ngo Dinh Diem
October 23, 1954 (Department of State Bulletin, November 15, 1954)

Dear Mr. President;
I have been following with great interest the course of developments in Vietnam, particularly since the
conclusion of the conference at Geneva. The implications of the agreement concerning Vietnam have
caused grave concern regarding the future of the country temporarily divided by an artificial military
grouping, weakened by a long and exhausting war, and faced with enemies without and by their
subversive collaborators within.
Your recent requests for aid to assist in the formidable project of the movement of several hundred
thousand loyal Vietnamese citizens away from areas which are passing under a de facto rule and
political ideology which they abhor, are being fulfilled. I am glad that the United States is able to assist
in this humanitarian effort.
We have been exploring ways and means to permit our aid to Vietnam to be more effective and to
make a greater contribution to the welfare and stability of the Government of Vietnam. I am,
accordingly, instructing the American Ambassador to Vietnam [Donald R. Heath] to examine with you
in your capacity as Chief of Government, how an intelligent program of American aid given directly to
your Government can serve to assist Vietnam in its present hour of trial, provided that your
Government is prepared to give assurances as to the standards of performance it would be able to
maintain in the event such aid were supplied.
The purpose of this offer is to assist the Government of Vietnam in developing and maintaining a
strong, viable state, capable of resisting attempted subversion or aggression through military means.
The Government of the United States expects that this aid will be met by performance on the part of
the Government of Vietnam in undertaking needed reforms. It hopes that such aid, combined with your
own continuing efforts, will contribute effectively toward an independent Vietnam endowed with a
strong Government. Such a Government would, I hope, be so responsive to the nationalist aspirations
of its people, so enlightened a purpose and effective in performance, that it will be respected at home
and abroad and discourage any who might wish to impose a foreign ideology on your free people.

President Kennedy Letter to President Diem, December 14, 1961
Source: The Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition, Volume 2, pp. 805-806

President Kennedy letter to President Diem, December 14, 1961, Department of State Bulletin, January
1, 1962, p. 13:
"Dear Mr. President: I have received your recent letter in which you described so cogently the
dangerous condition caused by North Viet-Nam's efforts to take over your country. The situation in
your embattled country is well known to me and to the American people. We have been deeply
disturbed by the assault on your country. Our indignation has mounted as the deliberate savagery of the
Communist program of assassination, kidnapping and wanton violence became clear.
"Your letter underlines what our own information has convincingly shown--that the campaign of force
and terror now being waged against your people and your Government is supported and directed from
the outside by the authorities at Hanoi. They have thus violated the provisions of the Geneva Accords
designed to ensure peace in Viet-Nam and to which they bound themselves in 1954.
"At that time, the United States, although not a party to the Accords, declared that it 'would view any
renewal of the aggression in violation of the agreements with grave concern and as seriously
threatening international peace and security.' We continue to maintain that view.
"In accordance with that declaration, and in response to your request, we are prepared to help the
Republic of Viet-Nam to protect its people and to preserve its independence. We shall promptly
increase our assistance to your defense effort as well as help relieve the destruction of the floods which
you describe. I have already given the orders to get these programs underway.
"The United States, like the Republic of Viet-Nam, remains devoted to the cause of peace and our
primary purpose is to help your people maintain their independence. If the Communist authorities in
North Viet-Nam will stop their campaign to destroy the Republic of Viet-Nam, the measures we are
taking to assist your defense efforts will no longer be necessary. We shall seek to persuade the
Communists to give up their attempts of force and subversion. In any case, we are confident that the
Vietnamese people will preserve their independence and gain the peace and prosperity for which they
have sought so hard and so long.
"John F. Kennedy
"His Excellency Ngo Dinh Diem
President and Secretary of State for National Defense
The Republic of Viet-Nam Saigon, Viet-Nam"

President Johnson's Message to Congress, August 5, 1964

Last night I announced to the American people that the North Vietnamese regime had conducted
further deliberate attacks against U.S. naval vessels operating in international waters, and I had
therefore directed air action against gunboats and supporting facilities used in these hostile operations.
This air action has now been carried out with substantial damage to the boats and facilities. Two U.S.
aircraft were lost in the action.
After consultation with the leaders of both parties in the Congress, I further announced a decision to
ask the Congress for a resolution expressing the unity and determination of the United States in
supporting freedom and in protecting peace in southeast Asia.
These latest actions of the North Vietnamese regime has given a new and grave turn to the already
serious situation in southeast Asia. Our commitments in that area are well known to the Congress.
They were first made in 1954 by President Eisenhower. They were further defined in the Southeast
Asia Collective Defense Treaty approved by the Senate in February 1955.
This treaty with its accompanying protocol obligates the United States and other members to act in
accordance with their constitutional processes to meet Communist aggression against any of the parties
or protocol states.
Our policy in southeast Asia has been consistent and unchanged since 19554. I summarized it on June
2 in four simple propositions:
1. America keeps her word. Here as elsewhere, we must and shall honor our commitments.
2. The issue is the future of southeast Asia as a whole. A threat to any nation in that region is a threat
to all, and a threat to us.
3. Our purpose is peace. We have no military, political, or territorial ambitions in the area.
4. This is not just a jungle war, but a struggle for freedom on every front of human activity. Our
military and economic assistance to South Vietnam and Laos in particular has the purpose of helping
these countries to repel aggression and strengthen their independence.
The threat to the free nations of southeast Asia has long been clear. The North Vietnamese regime
has constantly sought to take over South Vietnam and Laos. This Communist regime has violated the
Geneva accords for Vietnam. It has systematically conducted a campaign of subversion, which
includes the direction, training, and supply of personnel and arms for the conduct of guerrilla warfare
in South Vietnamese territory. In Laos, the North Vietnamese regime has maintained military forces,
used Laotian territory for infiltration into South Vietnam, and most recently carried out combat
operations - all in direct violation of the Geneva Agreements of 1962.
In recent months, the actions of the North Vietnamese regime have become steadily more
threatening...

As President of the United States I have concluded that I should now ask the Congress, on its part, to
join in affirming the national determination that all such attacks will be met, and that the United States
will continue in its basic policy of assisting the free nations of the area to defend their freedom.
As I have repeatedly made clear, the United States intends no rashness, and seeks no wider war. We
must make it clear to all that the United States is united in its determination to bring about the end of
Communist subversion and aggression in the area. We seek the full and effective restoration of the
international agreements signed in Geneva in 1954, with respect to South Vietnam, and again in
Geneva in 1962, with respect to Laos...
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The Vietnam War and Vietnam
By Nguyen Ba Chung

For a Vietnamese to write about the Vietnam war is to write about one's self-definition: the war
touched every aspect of one's reality -- personal, communal, philosophical, political, religious, and
cultural. The problem with this self-definition is that it isn't so much self-definition as picking a
position that's already defined -- left, right, middle, pro, con, or indifferent. There is no position on the
war that hasn't been already discussed, analyzed, praised, or condemned. Yet neither is there a position
that takes into account all aspects of Vietnam's two thousand year history of hard-fought existence.
And that, I believe, is the essence of the Vietnam tragedy.
I still remember vividly the exodus from our village in the North to Saigon in 1955. I was 6 years
old. My family was a sort of middle-level landlords -- not rich, but with enough land to have hired
hands. My father was killed in 1948, before I was born, in one of those periodic sweeps French troops
made to villages in the Red River delta. One of my maternal uncles, who worked for the Resistance,
sent word that we should consider leaving because we owned too much land and would have problems
in the coming land reform campaign. So my mother and her father's family, all supporters of the
struggle against the French, fled to the South, together with about a million others, the majority of
whom sided with the French.
We settled down in the suburbs of Saigon, then called Gia Dinh province. I grew up in the South,
graduated from high school, and went to college. In this milieu of schools, books, public discussion, I
believed wholeheartedly in the causes of South Vietnam -- the struggle for freedom and democracy
against the "devilish" and "anti-nationalist" North Vietnamese. I was as gung-ho an anti-Communist as
any American conservative.
As I was an only child, I was exempt from the draft, but not from the turbulence of the war. The
Buddhist uprising against Ngo Dinh Diem raised the first doubt in my mind about South Vietnam. It
didn't make sense that a country of about 80% Buddhists, with a religious history stretching to the first
century, had a Catholic president who had no faith in his Buddhist brethren. It perhaps made sense
when the French created Ordinance #10, which legally recognized Christianity, but not Buddhism, as a
religion. The French were, after all, well aware of the potential power of a Buddhist challenge. But it
made absolutely no sense at all when either out of arrogance or the most incredible political ineptitude,
Ngo Dinh Diem kept that Ordinance in effect for the nine years he was in power. There was something
deeply wrong in the make-up of South Vietnam. I still remember the tremendous joy in Saigon when
Diem was overthrown in 1963. I went into the streets, watching the city exploding into a spontaneous
celebration.

Later on, I also began to pay attention to how the South's American allies ignored Vietnamese
history. Vietnam is an ancient country, with a culture so vibrant that it could withstand a thousand
years of Chinese rule, and still come out intact when the Chinese were overthrown in 938 A.D. Yet the
foundation of the U.S. efforts in South Vietnam was a nation-building program, as if Vietnam were
some kind of recently discovered Paleolithic tribe.
In December 1971 I left South Vietnam to study American literature at Brandeis University in
Massachusetts. It was in America that I finally had access to scholarly works on Vietnam, especially its
recent history. I started to look at the war differently -- and understood it even more when I returned to
my village in Vietnam in the mid-eighties.
It was an unforgettable trip. What struck me the most was the inexplicable feeling that somehow I
had never left. Such was the power of that village. Such was the power of that culture. And such was
the power of that people. For the first time, I saw another side of Vietnam, a side that even I, born and
bred in Vietnam, never knew: the Vietnam of the village -- its traditions, its hardships. and its way of
life that has endured through centuries. There were people in my village, which was about 50 miles
from Hanoi, who had never visited the provincial capital, barely 7 miles away. The rhythm of life,
except for the Communist-imposed agrarian reform, appeared unchanged from time immemorial.
Although I was born in the village, I spent most of my life, up until 1971, in the city of Saigon, the
beneficiary of an uninterrupted flow of generous U.S. aid. During the entire war, I neither knew nor
understood how the majority of the Vietnamese peasants lived, thought, and hoped. I was unknowingly
a member of the urban elite, which unfortunately comprised less than 15% of the population. It is no
wonder, then, that the actions of the South Vietnamese government, also a part of this urban elite,
always antagonized the peasants.
I believe the U.S. had noble aims in Vietnam -- freedom and democracy. But because it aligned
itself with a group of Vietnamese who carried heavy colonial baggage, and for the most part had
already betrayed Vietnamese history -- that two-thousand year history -- it could not succeed.
Similarly, Ho Chi Minh had all the righteous causes -- independence, unification and social justice -but because none of the Western powers supported decolonialization, Ho and his revolutionaries had to
ally themselves with Communism, a doctrine whose basic features -- class warfare, dictatorship of the
proletariat, and utopia -- ran against the very grain of Vietnamese culture, a culture that had endured
for thousands of years.
When a great country makes a mistake, it has great consequences. A great country, however, also
has the capacity to remedy its mistake. The Vietnam war was a tragedy of the gravest order. We who
were, and continue to be, witnesses to that tragedy, owe those who suffered and continue to suffer
horribly from its consequences through no fault of their own, an unspoken debt. It's the debt of our
own humanity.

