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“The trouble is that something’s gone wrong. It should
be turnin’ out great. We've just gone off the road some-
place. That’s what we’ve got to find out—where we’ve gone
off the road. Then—"

“Hell, it’s not that. You're just wrong. It’s a new ball
game, and you just don’t get it. Yesterday’s dead, and every
day-before-yesterday’s dead. Forget it. Bury it. If you'll do
that, then . . .”

“You’re both wrong. Nothing’s gone wrong—at least
not in that sense. Yesterday’s not dead or gone. We're just
meeting it head-on for the first time.”

Exchange between two students and William Appleman
Williams, 19671

N the wake of the momentous changes that have transformed the

world politically over the past few years, many observers in the
United States have been moved to declare the absolute triumph of
Western corporate capitalism and representative democracy as
models. Some have even trumpeted the “end of history” as the
major challengers to these systems, the communist regimes of the
Soviet bloc and some of their Third World allies, seemingly col-

* This essay is a revised version of a paper delivered during the annual meet-
ings of the American Historical Association, New York, 27—30 December 1990.

I Quoted in William Appleman Williams, The Roots of the Modern American
Empire: A Study of the Growth and Shaping of Social Consciousness in a Market-
place Society (New York: Random House, 1969), p. ix.
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lapsed under the weight of their own inadequacies and failures.
While America’s one-time adversary Vietnam struggled with its
own pressing problems, problems so severe that many thousands
of people fled the country, the United States won a series of small
wars in the Caribbean and Persian Gulf that were proclaimed as
ending the so-called Vietnam syndrome and reestablishing U.S.
supremacy as a superpower in a unipolar “new world order.”?

A few flies have appeared in the ointment, including a persist-
ently aggressive and ruthless Iraqi dictator; destabilizing ethnic
strife and economic collapse in the former communist states;
disastrous civil war or unrest in some Third World nations; a
severe recession, constraining U.S. foreign and domestic policies;
and chronic low voter turnouts and widespread public apathy
that have made U.S. democracy into a spectator sport. The tri-
umph of the United States in the Cold War, if that is what it was,
came at a huge cost and may yet prove a Pyrrhic victory. Indeed,
although the Soviet Union clearly lost the Cold War, the United
States may not have won it; despite their current problems, Japan
and Germany arguably emerged with better long-term economic
prospects.

But do these events—the end of the Cold War, the fragmenta-
tion of the USSR, the fluctuating return to repression in China,
the obvious difficulties afflicting social revolutionary societies
like Cuba and Vietnam, and the rapid decline of communism as
an attractive ideology and social system—really mean that radi-
cal revolutions, especially those of an anti-Western character, are
a thing of the past, an artifact of superpower rivalry that has now
abated? Were the socialist revolutions and insurgencies of the
twentieth century, including those which led to the Vietham wars,
primarily products of Cold War superpower machinations that
dragged in a reluctant United States, as many Americans seem to
believe? Or did they reflect other, more deeply rooted patterns of
global history and antisystemic sentiments! Do these develop-
ments justify in retrospect the persistent U.S. opposition to radi-
cal revolutions, particularly those with a Marxist thrust, that has
resulted in numerous, often counterproductive interventions over

2 See, for example, Charles Krauthammer, “The Unipolar Movement,” Foreign
Affairs 70 (1991): 23-33; Joshua Muravchic, “At Last, Pax Americana,” New York
Times, 24 January 1991. The most comprehensive exposition of the “end of history”
argument can be found in Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man
(New York: Maxwell Macmillan, 1992).
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the past century? Most of the major foreign crises the United
States faced between 1945 and 1990 involved confrontation with
Third World revolutions: in China, Korea, Cuba, Vietnam, Iran,
Central America, Afghanistan, and Grenada. Was the U.S. inter-
vention in Vietnam a reasoned response to Cold War concerns or
rather part of a chronic pattern of activity aimed at reversing,
repressing, or preventing revolutions that long predated the con-
flict with the USSR and its allies ?

To understand the future of revolution and the U.S. reaction to
revolution we need to comprehend the past. It is time for a reap-
praisal both of revolutions and revolutionary unrest in modern
world history and of a U.S. response to that phenomenon that can
only be called counterrevolutionary. This reappraisal can begin
with what Americans term the Vietnam War, perhaps the most
significant confrontation between counterrevolutionary interven-
tion and revolution. Indeed, the Vietnam conflict involved many
of the major themes of modern world history, including the con-
flictive relationship between a powerful industrialized society
and a struggling underdeveloped society.

A battleground for two generations, Vietnam has been fought
over for so long that the country and its people have become for
many outsiders a symbol rather than flesh-and-blood reality. The
reason for this notoriety was a war, which Americans called the
Vietham War and many Vietnamese termed the American War.
The Americocentric term Vietnam War assumes that Vietnam was
a problem for the United States rather than the reverse, a situa-
tion that Marvin Gettleman refers to as “Cartesian imperialism.”
Perhaps it would be more accurate to refer to the Vietnam Wars
(involving both the French and the Americans), the American-Viet-
namese War, or even, given the role of revolution and counterrevo-
lution, the Vietnamese Revolutionary War. The latter term would
cover the period from the early 1940s to 1975 that involved the
majority of the Vietnamese population fighting against a succes-
sion of adversaries committed to repressing or reversing the revo-
lution. But none of these terms recognizes the extension of the
conflict into Cambodia and Laos at a high cost for those now
maimed societies, a development that space precludes addressing
here. For the United States, whose involvement directly or indi-

3 Marvin E. Gettleman, “Against Cartesianism: Three Generations of Vietnam
Scholarship,” in Coming to Terms: Indochina, the United States and the War, ed. -
Douglas Alien and Ngo Vinh Long (Boulder: Westview, 1991), p. 290.
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rectly spanned four decades from the 1940s to the mid-197os, it
was the nation’s longest war; for the Vietnamese it was perhaps
only the latest episode of a struggle that goes back many centu-
ries. Alan Goodman contends that the war constituted a funda-
mental clash between cultures and ways of thinking about history
and power. He maintains that it needs to be placed in a larger
political and social context.*

In some ways, the war did not conclude in 1975, either for the
Vietnamese (and other “Indochinese”) or for the Americans. Viet-
nam experienced a turbulent relationship with China (including a
border war in 1979). For several decades, refugees streamed from
all the countries, and a chronic (albeit low-level) Hmong resis-
tance festered in Laos. The U.S. persistently supported antigov-
ernment movements in Cambodia until the end of the 1980s and
maintained a strict trade embargo against Vietnam until 1994.
However, in the 199os the United States groped toward a better
relationship with Vietnam (including cooperation on the MIA
issue) and shifted to supporting a negotiated settlement in Cam-
bodia. Meanwhile, the exodus of Vietnamese “boat people” dimin-
ished to a small trickle, and refugee camps were closing down in
Southeast Asia. With various Cambodian factions struggling to
construct a multiparty coalition government, Laotian relations
with China and Thailand slowly warming, and the U.S. moving
toward improved relations with Vietnam (symbolized by an end to
the trade embargo), the “war” finally seems to be nearing an end.
But the years of conflict left a deep impression on both the United
States and the Indochinese societies, an impression that will take
decades more to diminish.

This study outlines some of the ways historians can under-
stand the Vietnam War and the broader patterns out of which it
arose. My analysis is frankly synthetic, relying chiefly on the volu-
minous relevant literature produced by scholars of U.S., Vietnam-
ese, and global history; I aim to sketch a broader, more integrated
view. | have not attempted to provide comprehensive coverage.’
Rather my purpose in this interpretative essay is to emphasize the

4 Alan Goodman, “Scholars Must Give More Serious Thought to How They
Teach and Write about the War in Vietnam,” Chronicle of Higher Education, 25
July 1990, p. A36.

5 Many excellent surveys of the war exist, most of them emphasizing U.S.
activities and decisions. See, for example, George C. Herring, America’s Longest War:
The United States and Vietnam, 1950-75, 2nd ed. (New York: Knopf, 1986);
James D. Olson and Randy Roberts, Where the Domino Fell: America and Vietnam,
1945—90 (New York: St. Martin’s, 1991); Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History, 2nd ed.



Lockard: The Vietnam War in World History 231

historical continuities between the past and present, to place the
war in a broader context of Vietnamese history, American history,
and the evolution of the modern world, especially the “Third
World.” Over many years of teaching courses on the Vietnam War,
[ have come to believe that a narrow focus on either Southeast
Asian or (more commonly) U.S. activities and contexts is insuffi-
cient to understand the origins, course, and consequences of the
American-Vietnamese War and related conflicts. The war resulted
from and was decided by a confluence of historical factors that
were deeply rooted in Vietnamese, American, and modern global
history; the neglect of any one factor presents a misleading pic-
ture. Inevitably perhaps, I emphasize a substantial pattern of con-
tinuity. But historical analysis must necessarily also embrace ele-
ments of change; the war was not a predetermined event. This
brief study inevitably simplifies complex issues and can only sam-
ple a vast literature, so that some perspectives have to be down-
played in favor of others.6 Furthermore, this essay argues for a
particular perspective. I make no claim for value-free objectivity
(which may or may not be possible), in contrast to an openminded,
undogmatic attitude. Indeed, I believe that women and men of
goodwill and perception can disagree on major interpretations, a
point richly illustrated in the literature. But ultimately scholars
must place the conflicting data in some coherent framework.

TaeE WaRr IN VIETNAMESE HisTORY

Americans are understandably preoccupied with the U.S. role and
the effects of the war on Americans; few consider what the whole
process meant for the Vietnamese and the impact it had on them.
For Americans, Vietnam was an exotic backdrop for U.S. activi-
ties. Then as now, most people knew or cared little about the peo-
ples of Indochina, their histories, cultures, and aspirations; many

(New York: Viking, 1991); Marilyn B. Young, The Vietnam Wars, 1945—90 (New York:
Harper Collins, 1991); James D. Harrison, The Endless War: Fifty Years of Struggle
in Vietnam (New York: Free Press, 1982); Gary Hess, Vietnam and the United States:
Origins and Legacy of War (Boston: Twayne, 1990); Patrick J. Hearden, The Tragedy
of Vietnam (New York: Harper Collins, 1991); William S. Turley, The Second Indo-
china War: A Short Political and Military History, 1954—75 (Boulder: Westview, 1986);
George D. Moss, Vietnam: An American Ordeal (Englewood Cliffs, N.]J.: Prentice
Hall, 1990); Hugh Higgins, Vietnam, 2nd ed. (London: Heineman, 1982); T. Louise
Brown, War and Aftermath in Vietnam (London: Routledge, 1991).

6 A much more nuanced and detailed account can be found in my book-length
manuscript, “The Vietnam Revolutionary War in Vietnamese, American, and
World History.” This essay provides a very truncated summary of that study.
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Americans even today cannot locate Vietnam on a world map.?
But the military context of the conflict was Southeast Asia, and
the war remained an integral development in the overall histori-
cal evolution of that region.

One legitimate way to look at the Vietnam War is as an episode
in Vietnam’s long history, particularly its well-documented strug-
gle for independence and the long search for social justice.
Hodgkin, reflecting Vietnamese Marxist scholarship, has argued
that the August Revolution of 1945, which first brought the com-
munists to power in the north, can only be understood in the con-
text of 4,000 years of Vietnamese history.8 From the perspective
of Vietnam, the war was the logical outgrowth of many centuries
of history, a history filled with nationalist or protonationalist
resistance to invading and colonizing foreign powers, as well as
recurrent peasant rebellion to rectify socioeconomic grievances.
The Vietnam Wars then must be interpreted as only a phase,
although an exceptionally violent one, in the much longer time of
troubles for the inhabitants of Vietnam and adjacent countries.
Keenly aware of their history, the Vietnamese are no strangers to
struggle.® A thousand years of Chinese colonization did not suc-
ceed in repressing the national identity, culture, or spirit of resis-
tance, even if it did implant many Chinese cultural and political
influences. The “unexplained miracle” of Vietnamese survival
against all assimilationist programs is of the greatest importance
for later history.10

The repeated Vietnamese rebellions against Chinese rule con-
structed a heritage of fierce, unyielding opposition to foreign con-
quest that served the Vietnamese well after independence, during
the periodic attempts to reimpose Chinese domination. As one his-
torian noted, “Vietnamese history has been compared to a vast

7 See, for example, International Herald-Tribune, 24 January 1985; National
Geographic Magazine, December 1989: 816—18.

8 Thomas Hodgkin, Vietnam: The Rewvolutionary Path (New York: St. Martin’s,
1981), p. vii.

9 See Truong Buu Lam, Resistance, Rebellion, Revolution: Popular Movements
in Vietnamese History (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1984).

10 See, for example, Joseph Buttinger, The Smaller Dragon: A Political History
of Vietnam (New York: Praeger, 1958), pp. 10-11; Hodgkin, Vietnam: The Revolution-
ary Path, p. 29; Keith Taylor, The Birth of Vietnam (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1983), pp. 13, 34—39, 130, 175—78; John K. Whitmore, “Social Organization
and Confucian Thought in Vietnam,” Jowrnal of Southeast Asian Studies 15 (1984):
296—306. The theme of Vietnamese national survival is explored in more detail in
Craig A. Lockard, “The Unexplained Miracle: Reflections on the History of Viet-
namese National Identity and Survival” (forthcoming).
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pantheon in which there are many thousands of niches occupied
by all the heroes and heroines who have contributed to the build-
ing of the Vietnamese nation, the liberation of the Vietnamese
people.”!! Many rebels demonstrated a willingness to fight to the
death against hopeless odds. The Vietnamese became one of the
few peoples to successfully resist Mongol invasion, with the
entire population rallying to the cause.!? The village system was
characterized by a somewhat collectivist ideology, with much
mutual assistance and intimate personal relationships.!3

Unlike most premodern peoples, the Vietnamese had a well-
developed sense of nation, of the difference between “us” and
“them.” Although nationalism in the modern sense may be said to
have originated in Europe in the nineteenth century, the Vietnam-
ese had something similar to nationalism or national conscious-
ness going back many centuries. The traditional Vietnamese state
always had more of a national character than was common in
Asian societies, and despite an inequitable, despotic system, it
could usually rally patriotic sentiments among the peasantry.!4
Some historians view the Vietnamese sense of nation as people-
hood, an ethnic-cultural definition; others refer to protonational-
ism. Still others consider Vietnam a true nation, even nation-
state, going back into the nineteenth century and probably
earlier.l> Over time the Vietnamese developed a “myth of national
indomitability.”1® Truong Buu Lam contends that the course and
consequences of foreign interventions and resistance movements
rather closely paralleled those of domestic popular movements or

11 Hodgkin, Vietnam: The Revolutionary Path, p. .

12 Lam, Resistance, Rebellion, Revolution, p. 17.

13 See Alexander Woodside, Community and Revolution in Modern Vietnam
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1976), p. 1; Ngo Vinh Long, “Communal Property and
Peasant Revolutionary Struggles in Vietnam,” Peasant Studies 17 (1990): 121-27;
Gerald Hickey, “The Village through Time and War,” in Vietnam: Essays on His-
tory,Culture, and Society, ed. David Elliott et al. (New York: Asia Society, 1985), p.
41; John Adams and Nancy Hancock, “Land and Economy in Traditional Vietnam,”
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 1 (1970): 98.

14 See Joseph Buttinger, Vietnam: A Political History (New York: Praeger, 1968),
pp- 11, 53; Helen Lamb, Vietnam’s Will to Live: Resistance to Foreign Aggression
from Early Times through the Nineteenth Century (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1972), p- 35-

15 David Marr, Vietnamese Anticoloniaism, 1885—1925 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1971), p. 6; William Duiker, The Rise o/ Nationalism in Vietnam,
1900—1941 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), p. 30; Huynh Kim Khanh, Viet-
namese Communism, 1925—45 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), pp. 26—28, 32;
Truong Buu Lam, Patterns of Vietnamese Response to Foreign Intervention: 1858—
19oo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), p. 31.

16 Turley, Second Indochina War, pp. 1—2.
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uprisings, with foreign attackers soon enmeshed in the intricacies
of local struggles that divided the Vietnamese population. Soon
the invaders became another faction embroiled in civil strife—as
the United States later learned.!?

Peasant rebellion and civil war between powerful families
were endemic Vietnamese patterns as well, an expression in part
of increasing regionalism as Vietnamese civilization expanded to
the south. Civil wars and chronic unrest also resulted in part from
inequalities within the traditional Vietnamese socioeconomic
structure. Throughout history peasant revolts were apparently
far more common in Vietnam than in other mainland Southeast
Asian societies, generated by wars, famines, and perhaps outrage
at inequalities.!8 The major rebellion involved the Taysons in the
late eighteenth century, who held out for thirty years against the
traditional leadership and its French allies. Their longevity was
due in part to an appeal for radical socioeconomic change and a
reputation as Asian Robin Hoods (their slogan was “seize the
property of the rich and redistribute it to the poor”) and also in
part to their adroit manipulation of antiforeign sentiment against
emperors who sought foreign assistance.!®

The Tayson rebellion, which had a firm base among both peas-
ants and merchants, was the only one to actually bring down a
legitimate dynasty; the rebels reestablished national unity and
promoted national culture and socioeconomic reform.2° The coun-
terrevolutionary reestablishment of traditional imperial rule in
1802, with French assistance, produced a dynasty with diminished
legitimacy that was unable to address socioeconomic inequities.2!
Although the Tayson rebellion has received scant attention in
most accounts of the Vietnam Wars, Alexander Woodside argued
that it “inaugurates modern Vietnamese history.”?2 The Taysons

also established precedents for the ideas of Ho Chi Minh, and they

17 Lam, Resistance, Rebellion, Revolution, pp. vii—viii.

18 Charles Keyes, The Golden Peninsula: Culture and Adaptation in Mainland
Southeast Asia (New York: Macmillan, 1977), p. 184.

19 Lam, Resistance, Rebellion, Revolution, pp. 11-14; William Duiker, Vietnam:
Nation in Revolution (Boulder: Westview, 1983), p. 22.

20 Lam, Resistance, Rebellion, Rewvolution, pp. 10-14; Hodgkin, Vietnam: The
Revolutionary Path, pp. 78—99; Jean Chesneaux, The Vietnamese Nation: Contribu-
tions to a History (Sydney: Current Books, 1966), p. 44.

2l Hodgkin, Vietnam: The Rewvolutionary Path, pp. 100-130; Alexander Wood-
side, Vietnam and the Chinese Model: A Comparative Study of Vietnamese and Chi-
nese Government in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1971), pp. 111, 135, 231; Marr, Vietnamese Anticoloniaism, pp. 20-25.

22 Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese Model, p. 3.
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are seen by communist historians as predecessors of the Viet
Minh. It must be remembered that the Vietnamese, unlike the
Americans, have an intense consciousness of their own history,
not to mention an ancient tradition of historiography, and tend to
adopt the longer view.23

The French annexed Vietnam in the second half of the nine-
teenth century, but it took them an additional fifteen years of
bloody repression to “pacify” the country against the heroic efforts
of various resistance groups, who provided a model for guerrilla
warfare strategies and popular mobilization later adopted by the
communists.?4 The French artificially divided the country, compro-
mised the legitimacy of the traditional elite, uprooted rural society,
introduced divisive capitalistic influences into once communalistic
communities, linked the Vietnamese to the vicissitudes of the
world economy, undermined the traditional sociopolitical struc-
ture, and otherwise cynically exploited the Vietnamese for their
own gain under the guise of the “civilizing mission.” In so doing
they set into motion forces that ultimately doomed their imposed
and unpopular rule. As Woodside has argued, the French colonial
regime magnified the misfortunes of Vietnamese peasants, making
a social revolution seem more desirable.?> The French raised taxes,
weakened village autonomy, and annexed communal lands for a
new landlord class. In the process they generated what Donald Lan-
caster termed “progressive pauperization of the peasantry,” includ-
ing a growing problem of tenancy and landlessness.26 The French
created a cultural crisis in Vietnam, resulting in what Paul Mus
called a “nation off balance.”??

The result was nationalism. The rise of Ho Chi Minh and the
communists, many of whose leaders (including Ho) came from

23 Woodside, Community and Revolution in Modern Vietnam, p. 1.

24 See, for example, Lam, Patterns of Vietnamese Response; Marr, Vietnamese
Anticolonialism; Hy V. Luong, Rewolution in the Village: Tradition and Transforma-
tion in North Vietnam, 1925-88 (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), pp.
39-42, 50.

25 Alexander Woodside, “Vietnamese History: Confucianism, Colonialism, and
the Struggle for Independence,” in Vietnam: Essays on History, Culture, and Soci-
ety, ed. Elliott et al., p. 13.

26 Donald Lancaster, The Emancipation of French Indochina (London: Oxford
University Press, 1961), p. 65. See also James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the
Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1976), pp. 59, 131; Adams and Hancock, “Land and Economy,” p. go; Ngo Vinh
Long, Before the Rewolution: The Vietnamese Peasants under the French (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1983), pp. 3—141.

27 John T. McAlister and Paul Mus, The Vietnamese and Their Revolution (New
York: Harper and Row, 1970), p. 38.
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mandarin backgrounds, constituted a chapter in the centuries-
long struggle for independence and national identity. This motive
was augmented by a strong desire to reconstruct, even revolution-
ize, a society that had been irredeemably shattered by dynastic
decline, exploitive French colonialism, and the ravages of war.
French socioeconomic policies greatly disrupted peasant society,
leaving an ideological vacuum and widespread desire for a new
order. Marxism provided a model of such a community, one with
many parallels to the traditional Confucianism that was strongly
rooted in northern and central Vietnam.28

The nationalism that emerged in the early part of the twenti-
eth century was either backward-looking, collaborationist, or
impatient. The French succeeded in eliminating or coopting most
of these groups, unwittingly leaving the field open to the more
organized, disciplined, and cohesive communists, who offered a
program of both anticolonialism and societal transformation.
Given the country’s history, it was perhaps inevitable that Viet-
namese-style communism would take on strong nationalist color-
ation, a pattern most Americans did not understand until the end
of the war. Huynh Kim Khanh has expertly analyzed the graft
between the indigenous and imported that integrated nationalism
and internationalist Marxism.2?® Without question, the commu-
nists were able, for a variety of reasons, to inherit the mantle of
nationalism, a more powerful symbol in Vietnam than in most
societies. At the same time they were able to recruit peasant sup-
port with a program of socioeconomic reform, which addressed
the issues of increasing peasant impoverishment, immiseration,
and landlessness. Their effort involved creating resilient mass
organizations in the villages.’® Vietnamese communism became
essentially adaptionist, incorporating aspects of Vietnam’s cul-
tural tradition and nationalism into Marxism-Leninism, so that it
seemed more a fulfillment of than a break with the past.!

Beginning in the 1930s the alternatives to the communists and
their charismatic, though ruthless, leader Ho failed to achieve

28 See Nguyen Khac Vien, Tradition and Revolution in Vietnam (Berkeley:
Indochina Resource Center, 1974), pp. 46—47.

29 Khanh, Vietnamese Communism, pp. 20-21.

30 See Luong, Revolution in the Village, pp. 132—40.

31 See McAlister and Mus, Vietnamese and Their Revolution, p. 116; Lamb, Viet-
nam’s Will to Live, p. 2; Khanh, Viethamese Communism, pp. 20—21; Ken Post, Revo-
lution, Socialism, and Nationalism in Viet Nam (Belmont: Wadsworth, 1989), pp. 9—
13; John Dunn, Modern Rewolutions: An Introduction to the Analysis of a Political
Phenomenon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 145; Keyes, Golden
Peninsula, p. 223.
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either credibility or legitimacy. The alternatives included the
Vietnamese anticommunist elements that rallied around the
French, the discredited emperor Bao Dai, the successive Saigon
governments beginning with Ngo Dinh Diem, and the Americans.
The French reliance on a “Bao Dai solution” and their inability to
negate revolutionary nationalism doomed them to failure in the
First Indochina (Franco-Vietnamese) War against an outgunned
but determined Viet Minh. Ho was regarded as the leader of Viet-
namese nationalism by probable majorities of the Vietnamese
population (and overwhelmingly in the north); even President
Eisenhower conceded that Ho would win 80% of the vote in a free
election.3? Not all Vietnamese shared these sentiments, however,
including some groups in the north. There were indeed competing
versions of what Vietnam was and should become. Vietnamese
society was complex and included sizable groups that actively or
passively opposed Ho’s forces, such as cultural traditionalists,
various southern religious sects, many Catholics, prosperous
peasants, landlords, and the business class. There was also a
small middle group comprising urban-based intellectuals and a
much larger group of politically neutral southern peasants who
opposed both major blocs but had little influence and no support
from the Americans.?3

Nonetheless, neither the murdered Diem nor any of the succes-
sor Saigon governments—all of them dominated by military offi-
cers who were mostly corrupt and associated with the French
colonial system—ever succeeded in establishing much credibility
with the general population. Held in contempt by the Americans
they served, they remained primarily vehicles for ratifying, if not
always carrying out, American directives. They rarely initiated
major policies; indeed, they were not even consulted on the U.S.
decision to commit massive ground forces in 1965.34 These men
were not the foundation on which to build a democratic and
authentically nationalist program that might attract broader sup-
port. In this context there could be no substantial change of the

32 Weldon A. Brown, Prelude to Disaster: The American Role in Vietnam, 1940—
63(Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat, 1975), p. 107.

33 See Ralph Smith, Viet-Nam and the West (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1968), p. 151; Turley, Second Indochina War, pp. 7-8; George McT. Kahin, “Political
Polarization in South Vietnam: U.S. Policy in the Post Diem Period,” Pacific Affairs
52(1979-80): 673; Neil L. Jameson, Understanding Vietnam (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1993), pp. ix—xiv, 176—376.

34 Michael Maclear, The Ten Thousand Day War: Vietnam, 1945-75 (New York:
St. Martin’s, 1981), pp. 130-33.
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highly inequitable rural socioeconomic system that might attract
the large body of prorevolutionary peasants or the considerable
number of neutral peasants.

For many Vietnamese the American-Vietnamese War was
essentially a continuation of the First Indochina War to expel the
French and reconstruct a maimed society. This view was strength-
ened by the massive U.S. military aid to the French forces in the
early 1950s and U.S. sponsorship (in many accounts, actual crea-
tion) of the separate South Vietnamese state.3> Some scholars
argue that U.S. involvement constituted a twenty-year extension
of the “civilizing mission” pioneered by the French decades ear-
lier, thus ratifying the revolutionary struggle as an effort at decol-
onization.’®¢ Many believe that despite their resolve, technological
power, courage, and military advantages, the Americans and their
Vietnamese allies never had much chance to win the war since the
fate of Vietnam had already been decided in the 1940s and early
1950s, when the communists won the “mandate of heaven” and
humbled the hated French colonizers.

The view of one continuous conflict pitting revolutionary
nationalists against counterrevolutionary antinationalists makes
it easier to explain why the revolutionary forces fought with such
determination and attracted such widespread (though by no
means universal) support. Many scholars, holding varied views,
agree that first the Viet Minh and then the National Liberation
Front succeeded in relating their goals to peasants’ needs, creat-
ing a renewed sense of community, social solidarity, and political
participation.3” Land reform was perhaps the key issue of the
war, indeed of the Vietnamese Revolution as a whole. However

35 The most exhaustive study remains George McT. Kahin, Intervention: How
America Became Involved in Vietnam (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor, 1987), pp. 3-92.
See also Andrew Rotter, The Path to Vietham: Origins of the American Commit-
ment to Southeast Asia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), pp. 213—21; Lloyd C.
Gardner, Approaching Vietnam: From World War II through Dienbienphu, 1941—
1954 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988), pp. 11-356; Anthony Short, The Origins of the
Vietnam War (London: Longman, 1989).

36 Huynh Kim Khanh, “The Making and Unmaking of ‘Free Vietnam’,” Pacific
Affairs 60 (1987): 474—75.

37 Woodside, Community and Revolution in Modern Vietnam, pp. 303—304;
James W. Trullinger, Jr., Village at War: An Account of the Rewolution in Vietnam
(New York: Longman, 1980), p. 109; Jeffrey Race, War Comes to Long An: Rewvolu-
tionary Conflict in a Vietnamese Province (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1972), p. 276; Eric M. Bergerud, Dynamics of Defeat: The Vietnham War in Hau Nghia
Province (Boulder: Westview, 1991), pp. 45-84; Douglas Pike, Viet Cong: The Organi-
zation and Technique of the National Liberation Front (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1966), pp. 124—35, 374; Gerald C. Hickey, Village in Vietnham (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1964), p. 9.
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opportunistically, the communists advocated and implemented
changes, while Diem and his successors overturned Viet Minh
land reforms, promulgated coercive and disastrous strategies (the
Strategic Hamlets), or pursued halfhearted changes.38

Khanh has placed the fall of Saigon in 1975 in a broader histori-
cal perspective:

There was a déja vu quality to the Communist victory. . . . There
was not much opposition. The Americans had been first to take
flight. . . . The war-profiteering Saigon generals followed . . . de-
prived of the active support of their foreign masters. Left behind
was a bewildered, battered population. . . . As in 1945, Vietnamese
national unity was reasserted . . . spiritual unity remained [only]
an aspiration. . . . The events . . . were also a turning point in the
history of Vietnam. . . . The defeat of the United States effected
the complete decolonization of the country, the culmination of 117
years of resistance against continuous Western attempts to mold
Vietnamese national destiny.?

The war greatly affected the Vietnamese, of whom around 4
million were killed or wounded, 10% of the population.4® The sur-
vivors continue to face severe socioeconomic and environmental
problems generated by the conflict, including the highest rate of
birth defects in the world.4! The environmental destruction di-
rected by the United States was so extensive that it gave rise to a
new word in the English language, ecocide. Half the country’s for-
ests were destroyed, and one-third of the country is now consid-
ered a wasteland.#? Vietnam became the most heavily bombed
nation in world history. The United States dropped on Vietnam
nearly triple the total bomb tonnage of World War II, in what crit-

38 See Olson and Roberts, Where the Domino Fell, p. 63; Gabriel Kolko, Anat-
omy of a War: Vietnam, the United States, and the Modern Historical Experience
(New York: Pantheon, 1985), p. 126; Mark Selden, “The National Liberation Front
and the Transformation of Vietnamese Society,” Bulletin of Concerned Asian
Scholars 2 (1969): 37-38; David Hunt, “U.S. Scholarship and the National Liberation
Front,” in The American War in Vietnam, ed. Jayne Werner and David Hunt
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), pp. 93—108.

39 Khanh, Vietnamese Communism, pp. 339—40.

40 Jonathan Mirsky, “Reconsidering Vietnam,” New York Review of Books 38
(10 October 1991): 46; International Herald-Tribune, 23 April 1985.

41 Nick Malloni, “Agent of Destruction,” Far Eastern Economic Review, 7
December 1989, pp. 38—39; Peter Korn, “The Persisting Poison,” The Nation, 8 April
1901, PP 440—45.

42 QOlson and Roberts, Where the Domino Fell, p. 159; Brown, War and After-
math, p. 197; Barry Weisberg, Ecocide in Indochina: The Ecology of War (San Fran-
cisco: Canfield, 1970), pp. 1-15.
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ics called a policy of “lunarization.”® The destruction and casu-
alty rates in Cambodia and Laos were also massive. Society was
fractured; as with the U.S. Civil War, reconciliation between fac-
tions and divided families may take decades.

One of the cruel ironies is that the Vietnamese communists are
paying a high price for their success, perhaps in part because
communist cadres often behave much like the elitist, rigid Confu-
cian mandarins of traditional Vietnam from which many leaders
descend.#* Political and economic mistakes by the government,
ideological rigidity, natural disasters, the U.S. embargo, and the
devastation of the war all contributed to the country’s postwar
problems. As Premier Pham Van Dong conceded, “Waging war is
simple, but running a country is very difficult.”¥> Many Ameri-
cans have assumed that the obvious failures of the communist
government since “liberation” confirm the correctness of the U.S.
mission to protect South Vietnam from communist “tyranny.”
Few Americans doubt that the communist leaders have created a
“mess,” generating thousands of “boat people” and failing to revi-
talize the stagnant economy. Yet at the same time Vietnam now
possesses the long-sought cultural independence, unity, and re-
newed sense of community. Some sources assert that many peas-
ants now enjoy access to land and face less official coercion than
before 1975; agrarian policies increased crop yields and land use
while also providing village schools and clinics.#¢ On the other
hand, there has been widespread resistance to collectivist poli-
cies. By the mid-1980s this necessitated the introduction of liberal-
ized, market-oriented reforms that have increased productivity.4?

4 John Lewallen, Ecology of Devastation: Indochina (Baltimore: Penguin, 1971),
pp. 103-109; Robert Mueller, “Vietnam and America,” in Vietham Reconsidered:
Lessons from a War, ed. Harrison Salisbury (New York: Harper, 1983), pp. 267-68;
Susan Rhodes, ed., Vietnam: A Teacher’s Guide (New York: Asia Society, 1983), p. 112.

44 Stephen B. Young, “Vietnamese Marxism: Transition in Elite Ideology,”
Asian Survey 19 (1979): 770-79.

45 Quoted in Karnow, Vietnam: A History, p. 9.

46 Christine Pelzer White, “Everyday Resistance, Socialist Revolution and
Rural Development: The Vietnamese Case,” Journal of Peasant Studies 13 (1986): 49—
63; Luong, Revolution in the Village, pp. 169—200.

47 See, for example, Ngo Vinh Hai, “Postwar Vietnam: Political Economy,” in
Coming to Terms, ed. Alien and Long, pp. 65-88; Vo Nhan Tri, Vietham’s Economic
Policy since 1975 (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1990); Melanie
Beresford, Vietnam: Politics, Economics and Society (London: Pinter, 1988), pp. 127—
76. For assessments of reform, see William Turley and Mark Selden, eds., Rein-
venting Vietnamese Socialism: Doi Moi in Comparative Perspective (Boulder: West-
view, 1993); Gareth Porter, Vietham: The Politics of Bureaucratic Socialism (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1993).
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But despite some fluctuating cultural glasnost, political life has
remained authoritarian.48

Still, we must ask whether a basically illegitimate government
dominated and maintained by the United States, protected by
many thousands of U.S. troops (at great cost to U.S. taxpayers)
and ruling over a disgruntled population, could have done any
better or would have been able to renew the nation’s self-confi-
dence. The fact that the victorious communists have not yet been
able to satisfy the expectations of many Vietnamese in their
devastated country does not diminish their achievement or their
identification with Vietnamese national goals, since there were
no acceptable and realistic alternatives to their revolution. But it
does mean that the “mandate of heaven” rests uneasily on their
shoulders and can—indeed, probably will—be challenged at some
future date by noncommunist forces. For future success the Viet-
namese must find a solution rooted in their own best traditions
but embracing new ideas that may be relevant. They will also
need to emphasize the qualities of patience, talent, and endurance
for which they are noted.

TaeE WaRr IN AMERICAN HisTORY

Writing on the Vietnam War, or on U.S. foreign policies in the con-
temporary world, is fraught with inherent controversy. The war
carries much cultural and intellectual baggage for Americans;
merely the word Vietnam arouses an emotional reaction. Further-
more, the many accounts of the war differ on what actually hap-
pened and why, not to mention its implications. Some observers
describe the war as a “noble effort” ruined by political and media
meddling, while others identify a well-meaning but misperceiving
United States bogged down in a quagmire. Another perspective
views the war as an imperialistic adventure. One study concludes
that “if we could all look at that terrible experience through the
same pair of eyes, it could teach us much. But we cannot, so it
cannot.”® The perceptions of the various Vietnamese factions
often differ substantially from American versions. Gary Hess has

48 On cultural liberalization, see many articles in Far Eastern Economic
Review, 1991—92.

49 See William Duiker, Vietham since the Fall of Saigon (Athens: Ohio Univer-
sity Press, 1980), p. 88.

50 David Fromkin and James Chase, “What Are the Lessons of Vietnam?” For-
eign Affairs 63 (1985): 724.
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divided the analysis of the U.S. defeat into two schools of thought,
the “winnable” and the “unwinnable.” The former holds that
more effective use of U.S. military power could have changed the
outcome.’! Recent examples of this approach, mostly identified
with conservative scholars, have achieved wide exposure by rein-
forcing the popular notion that the war was moral, well inten-
tioned, and could have been won with more purposive and force-
ful strategies.>?

The “unwinnable” argument holds that the war was a lost
cause for the United states from the start. This approach was well
summarized in the lyrics once penned by American folksinger
Phil Ochs: “We are fighting in a war we lost before the war began /
we are the white boots marching in a yellow land.”>3 In this view,
U.S. soldiers and advisers, no matter how brave and well inten-
tioned, had no possibility—barring the employment of even more
morally reprehensible and deadly strategies than were already
used—of diverting or annihilating the historic force of anticol-
onial nationalism whose mantle, like it or not, had been assumed
by Ho Chi Minh and his communist-led forces in the 1930s and
1940s. Nor did they have much chance of repressing a thrust for
radical socioeconomic change whose roots can be traced well
back into Vietnamese history and whose realization many Viet-
namese identified with communist revolution. U.S. soldiers in the
field, then, did not “lose” the war; rather, they were placed in an
impossible position, amid the convoluted politics of Vietnam, by
the misguided policies of officials in both the executive branch of
government and the Pentagon.

From the perspective of U.S. history, many scholars argue that
the conflict can best be seen as a particularly bitter and bloody
episode in a decades-old, outward-thrusting pattern of interven-
tions. The pattern was reinforced by the exigencies of the Cold
War and America’s self-appointed post-World War II role as the
antagonist of Marxist-inspired revolutions that might threaten
the basic structure of the global system. Historians disagree
about the weightings of influences that contribute to U.S. foreign

51 Hess, Vietnam and the United States, pp. 173—75.

52 Examples of the “revisionist” literature include Anthony James Joes, The
War for South Viet Nam, 1954—75 (Westport: Praeger, 1990); Guenther Lewy, America
in Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978); Col. Harry Summers, On
Strategy: A Critical Analysis of the Vietham War (New York: Dell, 1982).

53 “White Boots Marching,” from Ochs’s album, Tape from California (A&M
Records, Sp4148).
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policies. Some (particularly the “revisionists”) point to economic
self-interest and an imperialist thrust to project U.S. capitalist
dominance as key factors. Others stress domestic politics, includ-
ing the use of external threats to promote internal stability. Many
historians emphasize as key factors a commitment to legalism, a
missionary-type “evangelism” to reshape the world in America’s
image, strategic thinking, or bureaucratic and political infight-
ing.54 Thus the debate continues between those who identify inter-
nal forces as primary and those who stress external geopolitical
factors. At base the argument concerns motives, perceptions, and
developments. Thomas McCormick, a “revisionist,” summarizes
the major views: “Did an exceptional society fulfill its divine mis-
sion to defend civilization against the forces of barbarism and
destruction? Or, smitten by the arrogance of power, tragically
betray its unique ideals and its special opportunities and launch
a global expansion that inhibited democracy, development, or
peace! Or merely get trapped in the destructive consequences of
its own innocence and ill-conceived good intentions . . . 7’55
Ultimately U.S. policies have derived from a variety of external
and internal influences. Especially in Asia, the policies have usu-
ally reflected a complex blend of naive idealism and naked self-
interest.’¢ Former senator J. William Fulbright maintains that
two contrasting impulses compete for control of U.S. policy: one
is generous, humane, self-critical, and judicious; the other is ego-
tistical, self-righteous, and arrogant.’” Americans have been an
ideological people who filter their information about the world
through assumptions that often remain unexamined. Michael
Hunt believes American ideology has included three relevant core
ideas: an active quest for national greatness incorporating the
promotion of liberty; a racial hierarchy to evaluate other peoples
and their aspirations; and a condemnation of radical change over-
seas, including revolutionary change. Vietnam offers a stark illus-

54 For a useful overview of many of the approaches, see Michael ]J. Hogan and
Thomas G. Paterson, eds., Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

55 Thomas McCormick, “ ‘Every System Needs a Center Sometimes’: An Essay
on Hegemony and Modern American Foreign Policy,” in Redefining the Past:
Essays in Diplomatic History in Honor of William Appleman Williams, ed. Lloyd C.
Gardner (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 1986), p. 73.

56 On this point see John K. Fairbank, The United States and China, 4th ed.
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), pp. 307—35.

57 See ]. William Fulbright, The Arrogance of Power (New York: Random
House, 1967).
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tration of the unfortunate consequences that have sometimes
resulted from these ideological considerations.’8 The degree to
which U.S. leaders have understood or employed historical expe-
riences has been hotly debated, but some scholars identify a sort
of “historical amnesia” as characteristic.’”® Many scholars have
demonstrated the importance of American sociocultural values in
foreign policy. Deeply ingrained belief in the uniqueness of the
United States as the “city upon a hill” or “God’s country” and
notions of themselves as the bearers of the torch of political and
economic freedom, combined with the messianic character of
nineteenth-century Protestant theology, tempted Americans to
mask their actions and arrogance in righteous rhetoric.®°

Many scholars believe that these patterns often led to imperial-
ism, motivated either by naked power considerations or welfare
notions. Perhaps America’s imperial drive, rooted in both economic
and ideological considerations (including a missionary sense of
destiny and historical myopia), can be traced back to the begin-
nings of the republic and the concept of Manifest Destiny. Some
historians, especially William Appleman Williams and his “revi-
sionist” followers, contend that “empire is as American as apple
pie.”o! Many others would dispute this interpretation, arguing
instead that humanitarian or strategic considerations were para-
mount and that the United States justifiably reacted to threats. The
influential “realist” school, for example, stresses the role of the
state, policy-making elites, power, and national interest. It essen-
tially celebrates elite management and views U.S. policy as chiefly
reactive to foreign events. More recently “postrevisionists”

58 Michael Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1987), pp. ix—xi, 1-8, 173.

59 See, for example, Gabriel Kolko, Main Currents in Modern American History
(New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. vii; William Appleman Williams, America Confronts
a Revolutionary World: 1775-1976 (New York: William Morrow, 1976), p. 11; Gettle-
man, “Against Cartesianism,” p. 139. For a more nuanced view see Ernest May,
“Lessons” of the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy
(London: Oxford University Press, 1973).

60 See, for example, Fulbright, Arrogance of Power; Francis Jennings, The Inva-
sion of America: Indians, Colonialism, and the Cant of Conquest (Chapel Hill: Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press, 1975); Loren Baritz, Backfire: A History of How
American Culture Led Us into Vietnam and Made Us Fight the Way We Did (New
York: Ballantine, 1985); Frances Fitzgerald, Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and
the Americans in Vietnam (New York: Vintage, 1973).

61 William Appleman Williams, “Rise of an American World Power Complex,”
in Struggle Against History: United States Foreign Policy in an Age of Rewolution,
ed. Neil Houghton (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968), p. 1.
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have combined elements of “revisionism” and “realism,” emphasiz-
ing the state and geopolitical strategic factors, but also conceding
an imperialistic thrust. Indeed, there is a recent general trend to
incorporate imperialism as an explanatory framework.62

Still, even within the various schools there are many compet-
ing analytical models. For example, adherents of “corporatism”
describe a U.S. system characterized by particular organizational
forms, a related ideology, and consequent patterns of public pol-
icy.93 Critics accuse the Williams-inspired “revisionists” of mono-
causal explanations (economic motives), although many do in fact
postulate a mix of economic and ideological considerations, as
well as the countervailing demands of domestic and global condi-
tions.® My analysis generally follows that of the “revisionists”
and some of the other historians of U.S. foreign relations whose
perspective is more or less congruent with them.%

In this view, Manifest Destiny to settle the continent at the
expense of local peoples colonized the Native Americans, Mexi-
cans, and others deemed less worthy than white Americans. This
social Darwinism, even racism, afflicted many presidents and
prompted Americans to see themselves as carriers of technologi-
cal civilization, a crusade that justified forceful policies. It is no
accident, then, that in Vietnam many soldiers referred to districts
controlled by the National Liberation Front as “Indian Country,”
that is, a dangerous place occupied by barbaric peoples.®® Mani-

62 For an excellent discussion of this trend, as well as the limitations and
strengths of the argument, see Edward P. Crapol, “Coming to Terms with Empire:
The Historiography of Late Nineteenth-Century American Foreign Relations,” Dip-
lomatic History 16 (1992): 573—97. See also Emily Rosenberg, “ ‘The Empire’ Strikes
Back,” Reviews in American History, 16 December 1988, pp. 585—91; Robin Winks,
“The American Struggle with ‘Imperialism’> How Words Frighten,” in The Ameri-
can Identity: Fusion and Fragmentation, ed. Rob Kroes (Amsterdam, 1980), pp.
143-77.

03 See, for example, Michael ]. Hogan, “Corporatism,” in Explaining American
Foreign Relations, ed. Hogan and Paterson, pp. 226—36.

64 See, for example, Thomas McCormick, China Market: America’s Quest for
Informal Empire, 1893—1901 (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1967), pp. 9—10; and McCormick,
America’s Half-Century: United States Foreign Policy in the Cold War (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989).

65 In particular I was influenced by the writings of Lloyd Gardner, Walter
LaFeber, Thomas McCormick, Stephen Ambrose, Richard Barnet, Bruce Cumings,
Robert Daliek, Michael Hunt, Thomas Paterson, Emily Rosenberg, and Richard
Van Alstyne.

66 See, for example, Richard Drinnon, Facing West: The Metaphysics of Indian-
Hating and Empire-Building (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1980);
Ronald Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in Nineteenth-Century America (New
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fest Destiny was soon translated into informal empire abroad,
exemplified in the Monroe Doctrine (the “manifesto of the Ameri-
can Empire,” according to Williams);®? the colonization of the
Philippines as a consequence of the Spanish-American War; and
the persistent interventions in, and neocolonial influence over,
many Latin American countries.

U.S. missionaries, traders, and gunboats had long been active
in China, while American warships had even been involved in
occasional small-scale conflicts in Southeast Asia, including Viet-
nam, during the nineteenth century.58 These actions exemplified a
persistent pattern of “gunboat diplomacy.”® Theodore Roosevelt
first propounded the view of America as a hemispheric “police-
man,” and the role of gunboat diplomacy soon extended world-
wide.”0 With the Spanish-American War, the United States gained
a colonial and neocolonial toehold in the Caribbean and also
began to take an even more active role in Asian affairs. The coun-
terrevolutionary strain in American ideology led to brief, ulti-
mately unsuccessful military interventions against revolutionary
forces in Russia and Mexico, not to mention a long history of mili-
tary occupations in Central American countries, such as Nicar-
agua and Haiti.

The U.S. intervention in the Philippine insurrection against
Spain in 1898 constituted the first of four ground wars the United
States fought in Asia over the next seven decades. The decision by
the United States to stay on after helping defeat the Spanish colo-
nizers required the suppression at great loss of life of what many
believe to have been an authentic social revolution against coloni-
alism. It proved a brutal affair that reflected little credit on the
Americans and their pretensions. President McKinley’s rationale

York: Knopf, 1979); Michael Rogin, Ronald Reagan, the Movie and Other Episodes
in Political Demonology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987): Walter L.
Williams, “United States Indian Policy and the Debate over Philippine Annexation:
Implications for the Origins of American Imperialism,” Journal of American His-
tory 66 (1980): 810—-12.

67 William Appleman Williams, The Contours of American History (Chicago:
Quadrangle, 1966), p. 215.

68 On these episodes see James W. Gould, “American Imperialism in Southeast
Asia before 1898,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 3 (1972): 306—14; Ronald Spec-
tor, “The American Image of Southeast Asia, 1790-1856: A Preliminary Assessment,”
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 3 (1972): 299—305.

6 See Fairbank, The United States and China, p. 6.

70 Gary Nash et. al., The American People: Creating a Nation and a Society, 2nd
ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1990), p. 696.
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for the conflict reflected the myths of Manifest Destiny and social
Darwinism in a particularly virulent form: “It is our duty to uplift
and civilize and Christianize and by God’s Will do our very best by
them [the Filipinos].””! Such sentiments completely ignored Fili-
pino realities and achievements. The racism of many U.S. sol-
diers, who called the Filipinos “gooks,” and the terrorist tactics
often employed in “pacification” were both reflected decades
later in Vietnam.”2

Indeed, the American-Philippine War bears striking resem-
blance to the later American-Vietnamese War. Both involved U.S.
efforts to repress revolution, and heavy casualties were incurred
on both sides. David Steinberg believes that the valor of the rebel
soldiers, the active participation of many peasants, and the com-
mitment of many Filipinos to the cause of national independence
“made this struggle one of the first wars of national liberation.”?
The elusive nationalists lived off the land and practiced a harass-
ing guerrilla warfare that confounded and demoralized the U.S.
soldiers. In Pampanga province, notes John Larkin, the Ameri-
cans controlled the towns and the guerrillas the countryside; the
people gave public allegiance to the Americans but secretly aided
the rebels.™

As with the Vietnamese revolutionaries, it is easy to overro-
manticize the Filipino guerrillas, who were deeply divided along
sociocultural and ideological lines. Philippine nationalist histori-
ans have glorified a revolt of the lower-class masses against
exploitation and imperialism, while some recent scholarship
asserts that the elite rather than the peasantry provided the main
support for the revolutionary forces.” In any case, with the revo-
lution crushed, the Philippines became the place where the
United States came closest to enjoying free rein to do whatever it

71 Quoted in David ]. Steinberg et. al., In Search of Southeast Asia: A Modern
History, 2nd ed. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1987), p. 274.

2 See Walter LaFeber, The American Age: United States Foreign Policy at
Home and Abroad since 1750 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1989), p. 202; Hess, Vietnam
and the United States, p. 25.

3 David Steinberg, The Philippines: A Singular and Plural Place (Boulder:
Westview, 1982), p. 44.

7 John Larkin, The Pampangans: Colonial Society in a Philippine Province
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), p. 122.

5 The nationalist argument is made in Teodoro Agoncillo, The Rewvolt of the
Masses: The Story of Bonifacio and the Katipunan (Quezon City: University of Phil-
ippines, 1956). For an alternative view, see Glenn May, Battle for Batangas: A Philip-
pine Province at War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991).
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wished with the lives of other people. And it compiled a mixed
record as a colonial power over the “little brown brothers,” prac-
ticing (often progressive) policies of “social engineering.” Ulti-
mately, however, the U.S. performance was flawed because the
Americans coddled the collaborating elite while disregarding the
appalling plight of the peasants, thus perpetuating a feudal oli-
garchy in power.76

World War II constituted a very bitter experience but also a
rallying cry for Americans, and it certainly helped shape their
vision of the nature of world politics. It also involved the United
States in its second Asian ground war, in Japan, China, and South-
east Asia. The war changed world political arrangements, remov-
ing the twin cancers of Nazism and Japanese militarism. The
United States emerged much stronger and less devastated than
any other combatant and clearly became the dominant world
power. The United States could now assert and assume hegemony
within the larger world-system, becoming “the global workshop
and banker, umpire and teacher.”?” It could take the lead in pro-
tecting a global system in which it held the strongest cards. In 1941
Henry Luce declared that the twentieth century would be the
“American Century,” with the United States as a global model.”
For several decades Luce’s view did not seem unrealistic, and
most Americans came to believe that they were indeed destined to
lead the world. The United States, like the USSR, viewed the
world through the prism of World War II experience, determined
to ensure there would be no more Munichs.

The Cold War was the major influence on U.S. foreign policy
during the post—World War II years, adding urgency to the
traditional counterrevolutionary and interventionist tendencies.
American leaders, correctly or incorrectly, believed the USSR to
be pursuing global aggression, although they apparently had
little firm evidence to substantiate that fear. Many scholars
blame the Cold War on the Soviet determination to fill the power
vacuum in Europe; Soviet behavior in the immediate postwar

76 Stanley Karnow, In Our Image: America’s Empire in the Philippines (New York:
Random House, 1989), p. 198.

77 McCormick, America’s Half-Century, pp. 5, 33-

78 Stephen Ambrose, The Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy since
1950, 5th ed. (New York: Penguin, 1988), p. xv; Donald E. White, “The ‘American Cen-
tury’ in World History,” Journal of World History 3 (1992): 105—27.
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years required a firm response.” Other historians perceive an
obsessive, perhaps even deliberately exaggerated or manipulated,
fear of communism at home and abroad that aroused suspicion of
even the most nationalist movement that might threaten the U.S.
position.80

Thomas Paterson concludes, “Americans embraced soothing
simplicity rather than sophisticated analysis. They saw blacks
and whites where grays abounded. . . . Americans reacted, the
Soviets acted. Americans defended; the Soviets aggressed. . . .
People swallowed it. Debate—the testing of assumptions—be-
came shallow. Critics were isolated as enemies of the state,
appeasers. Communist sympathizers, or just muddleheaded ideal-
ists.”8! Indeed, the increasing friction between the superpowers
intensified the anticommunism deeply embedded in American
culture. These passions combined during the 1940s and 1950s to
produce an interventionist—to many observers, counterrevolu-
tionary—foreign policy in the Third World. They also led to con-
struction of a national security state at home, furthered by a ruth-
less “ends justify the means” ethos and almost paranoid fears.
These attitudes were expressed in the top-secret report of 1950
known as NSC-68, which became one of the most pivotal docu-
ments in U.S. history.5?

In this context, the domino theory of a communist sweep
through Southeast Asia and the perceived need to maintain mili-
tary credibility soon provided the rationale for action. The rheto-
ric of the domino theory ultimately became irrational, as Lyndon
Johnson warned that defeat in South Vietnam would bring com-
munist threats to the beaches of California, and Richard Nixon
contended that a Viet Cong victory would herald “the destruction

7 See, for example, John Spanier, “American Foreign Policy since World War
II,” in America and the Origins of the Cold War, ed. James V. Compton (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1972), pp. 24-35; John Lewis Gaddis, The Long Peace: Inquiries
into the History of the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press), pp. 20—47.

80 See, for example, Thomas Paterson, American Foreign Policy: A History since
1900, 3rd ed. (Lexington: D. C. Heath, 1991), pp. 463—65; William Chafe, The Unfin-
ished Jouwrney: America since World War II, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1991), p. 78.

81 Paterson, American Foreign Policy since 1900, pp. 463—65.

82 On NSC-68 see, for example, Ernest R. May, ed., American Cold War Strategy:
Interpreting NSC 68 (Boston: Bedford Books, 1993); McCormick, America’s Half-
Century, pp. 47, 97-98; LaFeber, American Age, pp. 479-82; Young, Vietnam Wanrs,
pp. 25—28.
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of free speech for all men for all time.”83 Many of these beliefs
reflected a pervasive ethnocentrism as well as a misunderstand-
ing of the world. As Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes once noted,
“What America does best is understand itself; what it does worst
is understand others.”8* Perhaps, as one journalist wrote, “the
U.S. government should be prohibited from invading or bombing
any nation that a majority of adult Americans cannot locate on
a map.”8>

Cold War fears and general ignorance soon led to a disdain for
diplomacy and a preference for unilateral interventions, pro-
pelled by the concept of “counterinsurgency.” Americans soon
identified all social revolutions with communism and the machi-
nations of the Soviets and Chinese.8¢ The fear of communism in
Asia was accelerated by the Chinese communist victory in China
in 1949. The major early confrontation occurred in Korea in 1950,
the third Asian land war. Just as the U.S. colonial experience in
the Philippines offers lessons in understanding the later commit-
ments in Vietnam, so does the U.S. participation in the Korean
War, which had a similar moral ambiguity, with the allied South
Korean government a parody of democratic aspirations. Most tra-
ditional analyses stress the Cold War environment that forced the
United States, despite the reluctance of many officials, to counter
North Korean aggression. Furthermore, the U.S. anticommunist
mood made “losing Korea” unthinkable for President Truman.87

But a growing “revisionist” historical literature attributes the

8 The quotations are from L. S. Stavrianos, Global Rift: The Third World
Comes of Age (New York: William Morrow, 1981), pp. 479-82; Young, Vietnam Wars,
pp.25—28.

84 Quoted in Far Eastern Economic Review, 10 July 1986, p. 135.

85 Neal Richman, quoted in Far Eastern Economic Review, 1 January 1987, p. 41.

86 Most of the general studies of post-World War II U.S. intervention are by
critics of U.S. policy. See, for example, Richard Barnet, Intervention and Revolu-
tion: The United States and the Third World (New York: Mentor, 1972); William
Blum, The CIA: A Forgotten History—U.S. Global Interventions since World War 11
(London: Zed, 1986); Melvin Gurtov, The United States against the Third World: Anti-
nationalism and Intervention (New York: Praeger, 1974); Gabriel Kolko, Confront-
ing the Third World: United States Foreign Policy, 1945—80 (New York: Harper and
Row, 1988); Saul Landau, The Dangerous Doctrine: National Security and U.S. For-
eign Policy (Boulder: Westview, 1988); John Prados, Presidents’ Secret Wars: CIA
and Pentagon Covert Operations since World War II (New York: William Morrow,
1986); Stavrianos, Global Rift.

87 See, for example, Robert Daliek, The American Style of Foreign Policy: Cul-
tural Politics and Foreign Affairs (New York: Knopf, 1983), pp. 180-81; Robert Fer-
rell, American Diplomacy: The Twentieth Century (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988),
p. 28o0.
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conflict between North and South Korea chiefly to internal fac-
tors, including the illegitimacy of the conservative South Korean
political leaders, who were basically installed and maintained by
the United States. The “revisionists” also point to the substantial
nationalist and leftist groups in the south; in the late 1940s there
was popular rebellion and massive repression in the south.88
South Korean politics in this period bears striking similarity to
South Vietnamese politics during the Diem vyears. The South
Korean leader Syngman Rhee resembled America’s chosen instru-
ment in Vietnam, Diem: both were long expatriated, rigidly con-
servative Christians with a weak local political base who had dic-
tatorial tendencies and a penchant for imprisoning or eliminating
their many opponents. The ruthless, impatient, and ultimately
foolhardy North Korean leader Kim Il-Sung, whose relations with
South Korean leftists were poor, does not seem to have been the
simple Soviet puppet portrayed by the Americans.8®

The precise origins of the Korean War remain a matter of
heated debate among specialists; there are at least a half-dozen
major theories and interpretations.?® Bruce Cumings makes a
cogent case that even the question of who started the war cannot
be answered conclusively; he offers plausible scenarios attribut-
ing responsibility variously to unprovoked North Korean aggres-
sion (the U.S. view), a surprise South Korean invasion of the
North (the North Korean view), and South Korean provocations
forcing a major response from the North.! The question of who
started the war may be meaningless, since as in the American
Civil War the broader issues ensured eventual conflict whatever
the spark.2 One inclusive analysis postulates that the North

88 The most important revisionist studies on Korea are by Bruce Cumings. His
works include: The Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and the Emergence of
Separate Regimes, 1945—47 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); The Ori-
gins of the Korean War: The Roaring of the Cataract, 1947—50 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1990). See also Jon Halliday and Bruce Cumings, Korea: The
Unknown War (New York: Pantheon, 1988); Frank Baldwin, ed., Without Parallel: The
American-Korean Relationship since 1945 (New York: Pantheon, 1974).

8 See, for example, Halliday and Cumings, Korea: The Unknown War: Peter
Lowe, The Origins of the Korean War (New York: Longman, 1986); John Merrill,
Korea: The Peninsular Origins of the War (Newark: University of Delaware Press,
1989).

90 For a survey see Merrill, Korea, pp. 13—54.

91 Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War, pp. 568—621.

92 Halliday and Cumings, Korea: The Unknown War, p. 74. See also Cumings, The
Origins of the Korean War, pp. 771-72.



Koreans were the aggressors, but that Truman seized the oppor-
tunity to extend containment to Asia on the basis of dubious inter-
pretations of an international communist conspiracy. Ironically,
the simultaneous dramatic increase of U.S. aid to the French in
Indochina, which ultimately led to the Vietnam War, was barely
noticed.

As with Vietnam, Americans knew little about the complex his-
tory of Korea, and what began as a civil war soon became an inter-
national war with foreign intervention and heavy casualties on all
sides.?* The Korean War constituted a watershed for U.S. involve-
ment in Asia, sanctifying Cold War verities. It facilitated the U.S.
assumption of a global policeman role. As a U.S. general admitted
in 1952, “Korea has been a blessing. There had to be a Korea either
here or someplace in the world.”® Predictably, the Americans
stayed on to protect the South Korean regime. Protection in-
cluded the permanent stationing of troops and massive military
and economic aid, an indication of what a “victory” in Vietnam
might have entailed. The bitter and ultimately inconclusive con-
flict (successful only as a “limited war”) reinforced U.S. anticom-
munism and paranoia.

U.S. intervention in Latin America, reminiscent of the dubious
claims of the Monroe Doctrine, also continued under the guise of
anticommunism. The list of Latin American governments, some of
them democratic, that were actively destabilized, overthrown, or
replaced directly or indirectly by the United States is long and
sobering: Guatemala (1954), Brazil (1963), Dominican Republic
(1965), Chile (1973), Jamaica (1980), Grenada (1983), Panama (1989),
Nicaragua (1990). Vietnam was hardly unique. “Destroying the vil-
lage to save it” in Vietnam was closely related to what Secretary
of State Henry Kissinger called “not standing by while Chile goes
communist due to the unconcern of its own people.”® The over-

93 Steven Ambrose, “From Korea to Vietnam: The Failure of a Policy Rooted in
Fear,” in Understanding the American Experience: Recent Interpretations, ed.
James Banner et al.,, 2 vols. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973), 2:
407—409.

94 For a balanced Korean perspective on the origins and consequences of the
conflict for Koreans, see Young Whan Kihl, Politics and Policies in Divided Korea:
Regimes in Conflict (Boulder: Westview, 1984), pp. 39—4T.

95 Gen. Mark Van Vieet, quoted in Andrew Patner, I. F. Stone: A Portrait (New
York: Anchor, 1988), p. 61.

9 Quoted in James D. Cockcroft, Neighbors in Turmoil: Latin America (New
York: Harper and Row, 1989), p. 456.
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throw of the reformist Arbenz government in Guatemala, an oper-
ation led by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), undoubtedly
provided a model for the long-covert operations throughout Indo-
china beginning in the mid-1950s. To critics, these activities
reflected imperialism and a pronounced U.S. desire to shape the
world to its own ends, regardless of the aspirations of peoples
in the countries affected. Supporters, of course, viewed these
actions as a stabilizing response to political realities that sup-
ported an overall strategic thrust in the world.

Indeed, virtually all American leaders, regardless of party,
shared a militant anticommunism and conception of their coun-
try as the world’s policeman, a self-appointed role. Realpolitik
—the unilateralist U.S. drive to maintain a strategic balance of
power with moral considerations secondary—remained the
mainstream of thought in foreign policy from the 1940s through
the 1980s. The construction of a national security state provided
the justification and the means for such activities. Hence, the
United States intervened repeatedly in Third World countries,
using a mix of covert, proxy, and military forces along with eco-
nomic activities that promoted continuing neocolonialism. For
example, U.S. intervention in Vietnam began as a covert opera-
tion, first with support from the Office of Strategic Services for
Ho in 1934, then with secret aid to the French effort and CIA sab-
otage in North Vietnam. By the late 1950s it had evolved into a
proxy war with a growing number of U.S. “advisers” and major
CIA activity, and by the mid-196os it had finally escalated into a
full-scale military commitment when the other strategies failed.
The military commitment topped off at 550,000 U.S. troops in
1968.

In some cases the U.S. interventions meant reinforcing the
power of corrupt, dictatorial, occasionally even tyrannical and
genocidal regimes allied to the United States, such as those of
General Mobuto Sese Seko in Zaire, Ferdinand Marcos in the Phil-
ippines, General Augusto Pinochet in Chile, or Manuel Noriega in
Panama. Such figures are contemporary reincarnations of the
Central American despots of the 1930s, of whom President
Franklin Roosevelt said, “They may be SOB’s but they are our
SOB’s.”7 During the 1950s and 1960s the United States also

97 Quoted in Lester Langley, Central America: The Real Stakes (New York: Dor-
sey, 1985), p. 23.
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became more deeply involved in Southeast Asia, countering leftist
insurgency in the Philippines, fomenting regional secession move-
ments or anticommunist crackdowns in Indonesia, and spon-
soring surrogate military forces in Burma.%8

Many scholars contend that the U.S. government rather than
the Vietnamese communists caused the American-Vietnamese
War.? They argue that the progressive U.S. intervention in Viet-
nam was but a logical extension of foreign policy patterns estab-
lished decades before. Perhaps, as Williams contended, the expe-
rience of the American-Vietnamese War can basically be seen as
each country meeting its own long history head-on. From this per-
spective, the American-Vietnamese War was not an aberration but
rather the most obvious, and ultimately the most frustrating, of
persistent patterns of intervention designed to shape the world to
U.S. needs. The deliberate decision to progressively intervene in
Indochinese affairs resulted from a combination of factors, in-
cluding the broad political and economic thrust of post—World
War II foreign policy that might be characterized as imperialistic,
along with a profound ignorance and even disdain of Vietnamese
realities and hence an underappreciation of the challenge.

The decision to intervene ignored or misread the history of the
region. Several historians point to America’s abysmal ignorance
of Vietnam, including long-range cultural and historical fac-
tors.10 One critic believes that no top U.S. officials could have

98 On these activities see Blum, CIA, pp. 18-19, 37—43, 108—12, 217—22; Cecil B.
Curry, Edward Lansdale: The Unquiet American (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1988),
pp- 78-133: Kolko, Confronting the Third World, pp. 175-85; Alfred McCoy, The Poli-
tics of Heroin: CIA Complicity in the Global Drug Trade (New York: Lawrence Hill,
1991), pp. 162—79, 343, 374; Prados, Presidents’ Secret Wars, pp. 73—77, 128—48; Peter
Dale Scott, “The United States and the Overthrow of Sukarno, 1965-67,” Pacific
Affairs 58 (1985): 239—64; D. Michael Shafer, Deadly Paradigms: The Failure of U.S.
Counterinsurgency Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), pp. 205-39;
“Rustle of Ghosts,” Far Eastern Economic Review, 2 August 1990,18-19.

99 See, for example, Larry Cable, Conflict of Myths: The Development of Coun-
terinsurgency Doctrine and the Vietnam War (New York: New York University
Press, 1988), p. 225; Francis Fitzgerald, “How Does America Avoid Future Viet-
nams?” in Vietnam Reconsidered, ed. Salisbury, p. 300; Short, Origins of the Viet-
nam War, p.330.

100 See Duiker, Rise of Nationalism, p. 13; George Herring, “The Vietnam Anal-
ogy and the ‘Lessons’ of History,” in The Vietnham War as History, ed. Elizabeth
Jane Errington and B. J. C. McKercher (New York: Praeger, 1990), p. 12; Ngo Vinh
Long, “The War and the Vietnamese,” in Vietnam Reconsidered, ed. Salisbury, pp.
228, 234; Joseph Buttinger, Vietham: The Unforgettable Tragedy (New York: Hori-
zon, 1977), p- 17; Jamison, Understanding Vietnam, pp. ix—x; Dennis E. Showalter
and John G. Albert, “Introduction,” in An American Dilemma: Vietnam, 1964-1973,
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passed a simple exam on the history of Vietnam.!0! Stanley
Karnow contends that Americans can never really understand
Southeast Asians. He concludes, “I am more convinced than
before that the United States could never have won a conflict in
this alien land, where the enemy was tenacious, dedicated, and
everywhere. . . . In short, the Vietnam conflict was waged in an
environment too complex and mysterious for Americans to com-
prehend.”192 [t does seem probable that, seeing communism
rather than nationalism, the United States applied military solu-
tions to a problem that was essentially cultural and political, and
hence precipitated “the wrong war in the wrong place at the
wrong time for the wrong reason.”10

Geopolitical and strategic factors predicated by the Cold War
and defined by realpolitik were also at work. George Kahin has
documented how U.S. policies toward Vietnam were framed sig-
nificantly by strategic considerations conditioned by anticom-
munism; in his view, Vietnam was only a pawn in a deadly serious,
larger global game that had as much to do with European as with
Asian considerations. These concerns included providing recon-
structed France and Japan with guaranteed markets to stabilize
the world economy and block domestic communists, a move that
would help resolve some U.S. economic problems as well.194 The
overall health of its allies required the United States to act as
what McCormick terms a “surrogate for other core countries” by
stabilizing a region critical to their economic well-being and inte-
grating it more firmly into the global system.!105

Many historians believe that the United States committed
itself to Vietnam to prove that wars of national liberation (Marx-
ist-led revolutions) do not work. The historical myopia and ethno-
centrism caused American leaders to construct mental models

ed. Dennis E. Showalter and John G. Albert (Chicago: Imprint Publications, 1993),
pp. 1-11.

101 Daniel Ellsberg, Papers on the War (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1972), p. 28.

102 Quoted in David L Bender, The Vietham War: Opposing Viewpoints (St.
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104 Kahin, Intervention, pp. 3-65. See also Thomas McCormick, “Introduction,”
in America in Vietnam: A Documentary History, ed. William Appleman Williams et
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105 McCormick, “Introduction,” in America in Vietnam, ed. Williams et al., pp
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divorced from Southeast Asian realities and to invent myths to
justify those models.!% Consequently, America’s missionary sense
of destiny and desire to spread its model to the world came to
grief in a country with valid historical reasons for mistrusting
foreign powers on “civilizing” missions. President Johnson said
in 1965 that “I want to leave the footprints of America there [Indo-
chinal. . .. We can turn the Mekong into a Tennessee Valley.”107 In
speaking thus, he was only reflecting a naive sense of mission and
possibilities with deep historical roots.

The Vietnamese—as well as the Cambodians and Laotians,
about whom Americans knew even less—were commonly seen as
pawns to be manipulated for policy goals decided in Washington,
Their country was viewed as a laboratory in which to test Ameri-
can political theories, military strategies, and technologies. These
attitudes and the policies based on them often ignored the human
consequences for the peoples of “Indochina.” Americans had all
the answers, and the Vietnamese needed only to listen to them to
solve their problems. Americans would decide who governed in
Saigon, although most of the men selected proved to be venal,
incompetent, corrupt, and all too often involved with the drug
trade.108 It still seems astonishing in hindsight how most Ameri-
cans involved never understood that the attempt to guide or con-
trol the development of the Saigon government and South Viet-
namese society might be perceived by others as imperialism or
neocolonialism, especially in a country drenched in nationalist and
perhaps, for the unsophisticated, even xenophobic traditions.

The policies pursued in Vietn