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avid A. Conrad’s article “‘Before It Is Too late’: Land Reform in South Vietnam, 
1956-1968” sets out to redress what the author sees as a lacunae in the literature 
on rural development in South Vietnam surrounding land reform. Identifying 

works like Frances Fitzgerald’s Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in 
Vietnam, Gabriel Kolko’s Anatomy of a War: Vietnam, the United States and the Modern 
Historical Experience and Mark Moyar’s Triumph Forsaken: The Vietnam War, 1954-1965 
as notable exceptions1, he argues that there has been scant treatment of this important 
topic in the vast scholarship on U.S. policy in South Vietnam. Moreover, he continues, 
there was a tendency by American analysts in the late 1960s to view the period between 
1960 and 1965 as one of inaction in Washington on the subject of land reform. With 
access to material at the Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Archive in Austin, Texas, Conrad 
successfully demonstrates that throughout the 1960s, many prominent American 
statesmen were actually quite interested in land reform and pushed the Johnson 
Administration to address the issue, paving the way for the eventual implementation of 
the Republic of Vietnam’s Land-to-the-Tiller law in 1970. He identifies March 1967 and 
the subsequent winter of 1967-68 as “two of the most important moments in the creation 
of a new redistribution program” (15). Conrad argues that in the spring of 1967 a 
personnel shake-up occurred in both the American embassy in Saigon and the Johnson 
administration in Washington which brought proponents of land reform like the head of 
the Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) program Robert 

1 Frances Fitzgerald, Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam (Boston: Little, 
Brown 1972); Gabriel Kolko, Anatomy of a War: Vietnam, the United States and the Modern Historical 
Experience (New York: Pantheon, 1985); and Mark Moyar, Triumph Forsaken: The Vietnam War, 1954-1965 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006).  
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Komer and Special Assistant to the President William Leonhart to positions of power. 
Then, Conrad contends, over the following winter a bipartisan Congressional 
subcommittee, highly critical of the Johnson Administration’s apparent lack of interest in 
land reform, spurred the American government to action.  
 
While this focus on debates in the U.S. embassy in Saigon and the corridors of power in 
Washington commend Conrad’s piece as a welcome contribution to the literature on the 
topic, insofar as demonstrating that land reform was far from a dead issue among 
American stakeholders in the late 1960s, the article could have been strengthened by 
tying it into a broader discourse on development studies by engaging the work of scholars 
like Nick Cullather and David Ekbladh.2 Indeed, the potential is there when Conrad 
contends that “land reform in South Vietnam” is “in many ways...the final chapter in a 
longer, broader story of postwar agrarian reform in non-Communist Asia” (4)—a bold 
and compelling assertion that could have served as a gateway to reconceptualising 
America’s relationship with Asia. As Edward Miller has recently argued, American 
policymakers who were dealing with Ngo Dinh Diem’s South Vietnamese government on 
matters of development can be divided into “high” and “low modernists” in terms of the 
scope of the policies they were advocating.3 High modernists, according to Miller, “sought 
to use science in the service of massive, top-down development projects” and relied on 
“central planning as a means to improve” people’s lives. Low modernists, in contrast, 
“sought to promote social change via small-scale, locally based initiatives aimed at 
particular groups and communities.” It would be interesting to see where Conrad situates 
the individuals he discusses like the American embassy’s land reform expert Wolf 
Ladejinsky; the Director of Development, Economics and Agroindustries at the Stanford 
Research Institute, William Bredo; Roy L. Prosterman, a law professor who worked with 
Bredo; land reform specialist with the United States Agency for International 
Development, Saigon, MacDonald Salter; and Robert Komer. 
 
More problematic, however, is Conrad’s treatment of the early stages of land reform in 
South Vietnam during the period of the First Republic (1955-1963). This stems from many 
of the secondary sources that Conrad relies upon. They are rather dated—with the 
exception of Moyar’s book—and written by scholars without Vietnamese language skills. 
Frances Fitzgerald’s Fire in the Lake, though a remarkable work, particularly for the time 
it was written, is over forty years old, while Kolko’s Anatomy of a War is nearly thirty 
years old. Unmentioned is Philip Catton’s path-breaking work on the strategic hamlet 
program, Diem’s Final Failure: Prelude to America’s War in Vietnam, which has an entire 

2 See for example Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America’s Cold War Battle Against Poverty in 
Asia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010) and David Ekbladh, The Great American Mission: 
Modernization and the Construction of an American World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2010). 

3 Edward Miller, Misalliance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States and the Fate of South Vietnam 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 57-58. 
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section devoted to land reform based on Vietnamese sources.4 Additionally, Conrad could 
have consulted David Elliott’s The Vietnamese War: Revolution and Social Change in the 
Mekong Delta which would have added some Vietnamese perspective to his narrative and 
helped him to consider the land reform program for what it ultimately was: a South 
Vietnamese program.5  
 
Such South Vietnamese agency is largely absent from Conrad’s account. At no point does 
he explore Diem’s motivation, or even consider that Diem may have harbored his own 
nation-building plans which placed a different emphasis on land reform than that of his 
American advisors, something Philip Catton does. Though Conrad does give Diem his due 
in terms of being the one who implemented land reform at the Americans’ behest, his 
reluctance to give much texture or context to the South Vietnamese government’s 
decisions leaves the Vietnamese as little more than extras in their national drama—a 
background role scholars like Catton, Miller, Jessica Chapman, Matt Masur, and Nu-Anh 
Tran have sought to bring to the fore with great success.6 Indicative of this tendency is 
Conrad’s failure to mention that Wolf Ladejinsky, the American architect of Diem’s land 
reform program, which was promulgated as Ordinance 57 in October 1956, had left the 
services of the American embassy in January 1956 to become Diem’s personal advisor on 
agrarian reform.7 Then, when discussing the renewed effort by American analysts and 
advisers to promote land reform in the second half of the 1960s, he contends that they 
“probably intentionally overstate the role of the Vietnamese government in reviving” the 
program as they were “aware” that it “had to look like a Vietnamese initiative to achieve 
the desired political purposes” (15). While this may indeed have been the case, Conrad 
does not explain what the “desired political purposes” he refers to were or to which 
government they were aimed: the American or South Vietnamese. This suggests that the 
regime of Nguyen Van Thieu was simply a passive recipient of American aid and advice, 
to be acted upon with little initiative of its own.  
 
Regardless of these criticisms, Conrad’s work should be seen as an achievement for 
bringing to light some of the internal dynamics between the American embassy in Saigon 
and the Johnson administration in Washington over land reform in the latter half of the 

4 See chapter 3 of Philip E. Catton, Diem’s Final Failure: Prelude to America’s War in Vietnam 
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2002). 

5 David W.P. Elliott, The Vietnamese War: Revolution and Social Change in the Mekong Delta, 1930-
1975 (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2003).  

6 Catton; Miller; Jessica M. Chapman, Cauldron of Resistance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, 
and 1950s Southern Vietnam (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2013); Matt Masur, “Exhibiting Signs of 
Resistance: South Vietnam’s Struggle for Legitimacy, 1954-1960”, Diplomatic History 33:2 (April 2009): 293-
313; and Nu-Anh Tran, “Contested Identities: Nationalism in the Republic of Vietnam (1954-1963)”, Ph.D. 
diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2013.  

7 Catton, 52. 
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1960s and for demonstrating that throughout the decade there was an American interest 
in land reform despite an outward appearance of indifference.  
 
Geoffrey C. Stewart is Assistant Professor of History at Western University. His research 
focuses on the intersection of decolonization and the Cold War in Southeast Asia with a 
particular emphasis on the implication for U.S.-South Vietnamese relations and nation-
building in the Republic of Vietnam. He has published an article in the Journal of 
Vietnamese Studies, written reviews for H-Diplo and Cross-Currents and his first book 
Vietnam’s Lost Revolution: Ngo Dinh Diem’s Failure to Build an Independent Nation, 1955-
1963 will be published by Cambridge University Press in 2016. 
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