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ontemporary observers got it wrong, argues Jessica Elkind in this article– and so 
too have most historians who have echoed their judgment. Routinely portrayed as 
a remarkable success, the resettlement of some 900,000 northern refugees in the 

wake of the 1954 Geneva Agreement actually exposed many of the problems that would 
ultimately doom efforts at nation building in South Vietnam. Elkind contends that a 
closer look at the process reveals the failings of the new government of Prime Minister 
Ngo Dinh Diem, the fragility of South Vietnamese society, and the shortsightedness of 
United States officials. 
 
Elkind notes that both Saigon and Washington saw refugee resettlement as a critical test 
of the new Diem regime and the future of nation-building. Here was a chance to burnish 
Diem’s political credentials and bolster his base of support, particularly since a majority 
of the northern émigrés were fellow Catholics and staunchly anti-communist. 
Consequently, the operation “became one of the most important and defining features of 
early U.S. aid to South Vietnam” (987). Elkind takes issue with claims of the program’s 
success, however. Drawing in particular on the records of the Foreign Operations 
Administration and the Michigan State University advisory group, she argues that the 
story of events ‘on the ground’ challenges the far more positive picture painted in high-
level policy pronouncements and in the all-too-brief summaries contained in most of the 
historical literature. While the Saigon regime overcame the immediate crisis presented by 
the flood of refugees, the larger goals of integrating the émigrés into southern society and 
bolstering Diem politically were not achieved. Many northerners, particularly those 
Catholics who moved southwards as whole villages, did not assimilate into local 
communities. Indeed, their arrival in the South, and the favoritism shown them by the 
Diem regime, served to alienate the local population and polarize southern society. U.S. 
officials, meanwhile, failed to recognize the warning signs. Elkind suggests they had 
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become so invested in the refugee operation and the broader project of nation building 
that they overlooked such problems, as well as Diem’s reluctance to accept American 
advice in the implementation of aid programs. The result was a “missed opportunity” to 
reassess the thrust of U.S. policy (990). “The perceptions of American policymakers and 
aid workers about the success of refugee resettlement had significant implications for 
future American involvement in Vietnam,” she concludes, “not least of which was to 
justify continued intervention” (1014). 
 
The story of the refugee movement has received more scholarly attention in the last few 
years. Often only mentioned in passing in histories of the conflict, it has recently been the 
subject of book-length studies by Ron Frankum and Peter Hansen.1 Nevertheless, despite 
its importance it remains relatively understudied. Elkind’s article highlights the rich 
potential of the topic to expand our understanding of the early years of South Vietnam 
and the U.S.-Vietnamese relationship. Like Jessica Chapman in her recent work on this 
period, Elkind suggests that the ostensible successes of Diem’s first years in power in fact 
foreshadowed the troubled history of his regime. Chapman argues that Diem achieved a 
Pyrrhic victory in 1954-1955 by suppressing the politico-religious groups of the Hoa Hao, 
Cao Dai, and Binh Xuyen. While consolidating his authority in the short term, he 
demonstrated a fatal political intransigence, even driving the remnants of these 
organizations into the arms of the communists.2 Similarly, Elkind contends that the 
resolution of the refugee crisis appeared to be something of a triumph but masked 
significant problems with Diem’s South Vietnam. One of the key questions of the 
Vietnam conflict is whether the South was ever a viable political entity. By highlighting 
the problems associated with refugee resettlement, Elkind offers further food for thought 
on this vital question. 
 
Elkind’s article also connects to the larger story of the conflict by seeking to make the 
case that U.S. participation in refugee resettlement helped shape the future course of 
American policy. Other historians who have looked at this episode have made similar 
connections, notably Seth Jacobs in his examination of how the United States came to 
support Diem, and Ron Frankum in his coverage of the American role in the refugee 
movement.3 Frankum, in particular, argues that U.S. officials involved in resettlement 
developed a feeling of “moral obligation” towards those Vietnamese they had assisted and 

1 Ronald B. Frankum, Jr., Operation Passage to Freedom: The United States Navy in Vietnam, 1954-
1955 (Lubbock, TX, 2007); Peter Hansen, “The Virgin heads South: Northern Catholic Refugees in South 
Vietnam, 1954-64,” PhD dissertation, Melbourne College of Divinity, 2008. Elkind cites Hansen’s work, but 
not Frankum’s. 

2 Jessica M. Chapman, Cauldron of Resistance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, and 1950s 
Southern Vietnam (Ithaca, NY, 2013).  

3 Seth Jacobs, America’s Miracle Man in Vietnam: Ngo Dinh Diem, Religion, Race, and U.S. 
Intervention in Southeast Asia, 1950-1957 (Durham, NC, 2004). 
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hence the survival of an independent South Vietnam.4 Although Elkind does not share 
Frankum’s belief that the refugee operation was a success, she also emphasizes this 
commitment-to-the-cause that the experience engendered among American officials. For 
historians of the Vietnam War, still wrestling with the question of the roots of U.S. 
involvement in the conflict, the influence of this early episode is thus of obvious interest 
in trying to understand the reasons for the American commitment to South Vietnam, as 
well as the nature of later U.S.-backed programs. Elkind’s larger study of nation-building 
in Vietnam will no doubt elaborate further on these themes and connections. 
 
While her thesis is broadly persuasive, the way that Elkind frames certain points or 
arguments is open to question. She strikes a somewhat discordant note at the outset by 
characterizing the refugee influx as a largely “manufactured crisis” or “artificial 
emergency,” which Saigon and Washington “actively worked to create” through their 
encouragement and support of the movement (990 and 992). Quite apart from neglecting 
the part played by the French in the evacuation of people from the North, this 
characterization downplays the agency of the refugees themselves – many of whom had 
good reasons of their own to move southwards. People had already begun to flee 
communist-controlled areas before the Geneva ceasefire, at a time when the Diem regime 
had yet to reconcile itself to losing the North and U.S. policymakers had given little 
thought to a potential mass exodus. Elkind’s references to the “manufactured” or 
“artificial” nature of the episode are actually at odds with much of the rest of her analysis. 
Elsewhere, she explains the fears that drove the refugees to leave the North, casts doubt 
on the notion that American propaganda had much, if any, influence on their decision to 
flee, and emphasizes their role in subsequently determining where they settled in the 
South. Consequently, her approach to this issue is rather confusing. She is on firmer 
ground in observing that the United States “clearly facilitated their migration” (996). 
 
Elkind’s contention that Diem was responsible for much of the tension generated in 
southern society by resettlement is also open to question. She argues that Diem fostered 
political and sectarian conflict by giving preferential treatment to northern refugees at 
the expense of native southerners and more support to Catholic émigrés than non-
Catholics. Yet how much was Diem to blame for any biases that existed in the 
resettlement program? He could hardly ignore the needs – for subsistence payments, 
construction materials, etc. – of people who arrived from the North with little more than 
the clothes on their backs, even if resources were also needed to raise the living standards 
of the indigenous population. As for discriminating in favor of Catholic refugees, it would 
be useful to know whether this practice was widespread and institutionalized. To what 
extent was such treatment the result of policy decisions made at the highest levels of 
government, local practice that reflected the biases of provincial officials, or the priorities 
of the various aid organizations involved in resettlement, including Catholic relief 

4 Frankum, xx-xxi. 
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agencies? Elkind’s article needed more in-depth analysis on this issue in order to make 
the case against Diem. 
 
Even if Diem did play favorites, how much of the political and religious tension that 
plagued South Vietnam was his fault? The answer to this question requires closer 
attention to the Vietnamese side of the story. The South had always been a diverse and 
culturally heterodox region, and the arrival of hundreds of thousands of northerners and 
Catholics only served to add to the potentially combustible mix. Perhaps even the most 
sensitive and impartial leader would have struggled to contain the resulting tensions and 
avoid charges of favoritism in handling the refugee influx. Moreover, as Elkind points out, 
the Diem regime did not exercise complete control over the refugees; the latter also had 
some say in the resettlement process. Indeed, she notes that many northerners wanted to 
preserve their communal identity in the South rather than assimilate. Elkind’s broader 
point about the polarizing effect of resettlement is well taken, but the question of where 
the responsibility for this state of affairs lies is less clear. 
 
Philip E. Catton is an Associate Professor of History at Stephen F. Austin State 
University. He is the author of Diem’s Final Failure: Prelude to America’s War in Vietnam 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002). He is currently doing research on the 
Geneva Conference of 1954 and the refugee movement from North to South Vietnam. 
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