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INTRODUCTION
Making Sense cfthe Vietnam Wars

MARK PHILIP BRADLEY AND MARILYN B. YOUNG

In the late summer of 2003, even as a real war raged in Iraq, a group of men
in surplus military gear moved out on patrol through the scrub of central Vir-
ginia, hunting for Viet Cong, Hiding somewhere out there, men and women
in black pajamas waited in ambush, *“To get to Vietnam,.” Phuong Ly, a
reporter for the Washingron Post explained, “follow Interstate 64 to Louisa,
V[irginial....Signs show the way: “To the Nam,” ‘Phou Bai—2km,”” The
encampment, and the battles, took place on a fifty-acre clearing where some
scorched forest land added a “nice touch.” As one participant observed:
“Looks like it’s been napalmed.”

The American war in Vietnam has joined the roster of war reenactments,
from the Revolutionary and Civil wars to World War 11, which enliven the
summers of thousands of Americans, Most of those involved, Phueong Ly
wrote, think of playing war, including the war in Vietnam, as a “hobby, like
golf or collecting model trains, but more educational.” One of the organizers
worried about “tuming the war into a game or parody” and of having fun
when they were meant to feel “scared and somber.” But some of those on
that hot August day in Virginia were there for more personal reasons; “It
gives me a mental picture of what our dads did,” one explained. Another
hoped to understand her father better, to find a way to “open up a conversa-
tion” with him, He, in tum, had initially expressed concern that the exercise
would “trivialize” the war, Later, he said he was pleased that his war had
“finally been treated like other wars,” In this, he was mistaken, As Phuong
Ly observed, military reenactments as a genre are usually “staged to make
history come alive for generations who know it only dimly from books.”
Vietnam, on the other hand, “isn’t quite history. To many people, it’s a pain-
fully current event.”? The reenactors hoped to lay it to rest.

It is, we think, a forlorm hope. Many Vietnamese believe that the spirits
of the unquiet dead—those who failed to receive proper burial at the time
of death—continue to wander the earth. Restless and unhappy, they haunt
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the living. In the United States, Vietnam itself is a wandering ghost whose
proper burial awaits a full understanding of what happened between the two
countries, Making sense of the wars for Vietnam has had a long history, The
question “why Vietnam?” dominated American political life for much of
the length of the Vietnam wars. It has continued to be asked in the more than
three decades since they ended.

As it does for the Virginia reenactors, the question implies a desire not
just for an answer but also for a justification, In the view of most Americans,
including many historians, the question centers on the United States itself,
and the simplest answer that both explains and justifies U.S. involvement
in Vietnam has been “the Cold War.” For many critics of the war, the Cold
War was the source of the failed American intervention in Vietnam. For
others, the Cold War’s end in 1991 became a retroactive vindication of U.S.
policies in Vietnam and elsewhere in the world, and somehow it made more
acceptable the American lives lost. But the Cold War in and of itself actu-
ally offers little by way of explanation, Rather, its relationship to the wars in
Vietnam remains the very thing that must be explained.

Even if one finds a satisfactory answer to the questions revolving around
the Cold War, approaching Vietnam through U.S. history makes invisible the
Vietnamese presence in that war. Indeed, until recently, American narratives
of the war have seldom found a place for the Vietnamese—northermers and
southerners, men and women, soldiers and civilians, urban elites and rural
peasants, radicals and conservatives—and how they came to understand the
thirty years of war that unfolded around them, It wasn’t always easy for
the Virginia reenactors to find people to play the enemy. A Vietnamese-
American photographer, An-My L&, was willing to play along as she made
pictures of the reenactments like the one on the cover of this volume, “[T Jhey
would often concoct elaborate scenarios around my character,” Lé says.
“I have played the sniper girl...the lone guerrilla left over in a booby-
trapped village...the captured prisoner.” Despite the odd disjunctures—Lg
was bom in 1960 of Vietnamese parents in a Francophile home in Saigon
and came to the United States in 1975—she saw herself and the reenactors
in a similar way. “[M]any of them had complicated personal issues they
were trying to resolve, but I was also trying to resolve mine, In a way, we
were all artists trying to make sense of our own personal baggage.”* The
respectful and empathetic gaze of her photographs nonetheless also conveys
a sense of irony and the unsettling valences of Vietnam War reenactments.

The reenactors, with or without the participation of Vietnamese like
An-My L&, are tied to a narrative of the past that cannot illuminate the war
but can only play at reproducing it, Without the specific presence of the
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Vietnamese who made a revolution or resisted it, who fought the Americans
or cooperated with them, or who endured and survived a war that engulfed
the world around them, accounts of the war go no deeper than that walk in
the Virginia woods.

This volume brings together a group of distinguished scholars who
address the question “why Vietnam?” as if it had never been asked before.
They come to the subject through very different routes and cross several
scholarly generations. Some lived through the war (fighting in it or fighting
against it), others were born just as it came to an end, Some see themselves
largely as historians of either the United States or Vietnam, others as both.
Their chapters exemplify and foreground conceptual and methodological
shifts in the field. from top-down reconsiderations of critical decision-
making moments in Washington, Hanoi, and Saigon to microhistories of the
war that explore its meanings from the bottom up, Some draw on recently
available Vietnamese-language archival materials. Others mine new primary
sources from the United States, France, Great Britain, the former Soviet
Union, China, and Eastern Europe. Collectively, their essays do not point
toward nor even seek synthesis, Rather, they map the contested history of
the Vietnam wars and suggest future trajectories for scholarship in the field.
They also raise questions about larger meanings and the ongoing relevance
of the wars for Vietnam in American, Vietnamese, and international histo-
ries of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

We begin with a set of chapters that reexamine how the United States
came to be involved in the Vietnam wars. These essays confront a massive
historical literature, The schelarly books and articles on the American pres-
ence in Vietnam—mnot to mention more popular recountings in memoirs, fic-
tion, and film and on television—number in the many thousands, Initially,
historians focused on the decisions for war in the Kennedy and Johnson
years, seeking to explain how the Johnson administration ultimately came
to launch the air war and to make an open-ended commitment of American
ground troops in Vietnam. But over time, a broader decision-making arc
emerged in the historiography. Scholars began to explore Franklin
Roosevelt’s plans for an international trusteeship to manage the decoloniza-
tion of French Indochina and the ways in which that vision gradually eroded,
so that by 1950 the United States under President Harry § Truman had
moved, slowly but inexorably, to support the French in their eight-year war
against Ho Chi Minh's Aedging independent Vietnamese state. Historians
also looked to the place of Vietnam in Dwight Eisenhower’s foreign policy,
noting both Eisenhower’s reticence to come to the military aid of embattled
French forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and his vigorous efforts in the
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aftermath of French defeat to construct an anticommunist South Vietnam-
ese state under the leadership of Ngo Dinh Diem.

The particulars of U.S, perceptions and policies toward Vietnam from
Roosevelt to Johnson have been sharply debated among American histo-
rians, Did trusteeship mark a lost opportunity for a very different postwar
patten of Vietnamese-American relations? Was Truman’s embrace of the
French war, rather than the Kennedy-Johnson decisions of the 1960s, the
real tuming point for U.S. engagement in Vietnam? Did the failure of Eisen-
hower’s massive support for the Diem regime in South Vietnam produce
the subsequent escalation of American military involvement in Vietnam?
Would John F. Kennedy, had he lived. have taken the United States out
of Vietnam? Could Lyndon B. Johnson have made different choices? Or
was the Kennedy-Johnson era intervention inevitable, given the historical
patterns that had shaped the Vietnamese-American encounter since 19457
To what extent were these even presidential decisions, rather than those of
an increasingly powerful national security bureaucracy? These questions
and the sharply different answers that scholars have given to them are ably
traced by the authors of the initial four essays.

Hovering over such questions and debates, however, are interpretive
frameworks that have sought to account for the larger forces shaping U.S.
intervention in Vietnam. In them, the Cold War has occupied a central
analytical presence. As George C. Herring argued, in what remains one of
the single most important accounts of the American war in Vietnam, “The
United States intervened to block the apparent march of a Soviet-dominated
Communism across Asia, enlarged its commitment to halt a presumably
expansionist Communist China, and eventually made Vietnam a test of its
determination to upheld world order,” These decisions, Herring continued,
were the “logical, if not inevitable, outgrowth of a world view and a pol-
icy, the policy of containment, which Americans in and out of govemment
accepted without serious question for more than two decades.™ For Herring
and for historians who shared his critique of American intervention in Viet-
nam, the Cold War rendered U.S. policy makers blind to the powerful local
forces of decolonizing revolutionary nationalism in Vietnam, which deter-
mined the situation on the ground,® Other critics, operating in a realist mode,
who viewed the strategies of containment that shaped American policy in
postwar Europe in favorable terms, have argued that Vietnam simply wasn’t
the place to apply such Cold War axioms: it held a low strategic value for
the United States, and the potential costs of involvement were too high.®

Some Cold War arguments took more exculpatory directions. The
well-known quagmire thesis, exemplified by Arthur Schlesinger’s 1966



INTRODUCTION 7

Bitrer Heritage, saw the Vietnam War as a series of misguided steps shaped
by a Cold War prism.” If the result for Schlesinger was tragedy. it was also
one largely without villains. An influential competing explanation by Leslie
Gelb and Richard Betts in their 1979 frony ¢f Vietnam argued that American
presidents and their advisors knew what they were getting into and had few
illusions of success. But like Schlesinger, they took refuge in the Cold War:
it purportedly shaped the choices American policy makers made and pro-
vided no real alternative in Vietnam other than a willed stalemate.?

The apotheosis of Cold War defenses for American intervention in Viet-
nam came in the writings of Guenter Lewy, Harry Summers, and more
recently Michael Lind and Mark Moyar.? Given popular expression by Ronald
Reagan in a speech before the 1980 Veterans of Foreign Wars convention
in Chicago, when he called Vietnam “a noble cause,”'® Vietnam emerges in
these works as a winnable and necessary war, The central premise joining
them is that a Cold War frame was just the right lens for policy makers to
view developments in Vietnam. Far from a civil or revolutionary conflict,
the wars in Vietnam, they argue, were acts of aggression by North Vietnam
against the South, fully supported by the intemational communist world,
Some of these works focus on the military dimension of the war, arguing
that politicians in Washington, the antiwar movement, and the media under-
mined the tactics and strategies that could have brought American victory
in Vietnam, Others are keen to assert that the American war in Vietnam was
critical to the larger Cold War struggle against the Soviet Union and that
South Vietnam was a viable and democratic altemative to the communist
North, In its strongest iteration, the noble-war proponents argue that in fact
the United States ultimately won the war after 1975, pointing to the absence
of falling dominoes in Southeast Asia, the Vietnamese move toward a mar-
ket economy, and the collapse of the Soviet Union,”

The essays here offer cold comfort for Cold War apologists and trium-
phalism, More important, they challenge central aspects of the Cold War
framework upon which much of the more critical work on American inter-
vention has rested. Mark Lawrence’s approach is transnational, rendering
Vietnam and the United States not in solely bilateral terms but through the
ways in which they were embedded in a larger world. His exploration of
historical writings on American policies toward Vietnam from Roosevelt to
Eisenhower foregrounds their global dimensions and the necessity of mul-
tiarchival research to fully understand them. In part, he points to work that
has placed early Vietnam decision making in the context of Western liberal
capitalism and the structures of the world economy, In this view, concems in
Washington over the postwar economic reconstruction of Great Britain and
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Japan and their need for access to raw materials and markets in Southeast
Asia shaped Truman’s policy toward Vietnam. The Cold War may have lent
urgency to these concems, Lawrence suggests, but the policies that Rowed
from it had their sources in a separate range of issues. At the same time,
Lawrence charts the ways in which the British and French govemments
played a leading role in getting the United States to make its commitment to
the French war in Vietnam in 1950. It was the common effort among like-
minded conservative officials in all three countries, he argues, that brought
the Cold War to Vietnam,

Lawrence also notes the place of Euro-American racialized perceptions
of the Vietnamese in early American policy making, a theme that is at the
heart of Seth Jacobs’s essay on U.S. policy toward Laos in the late 19505
and early 1960s. Reflecting a broader cultural turn in the work of some U.S.
diplomatic historians and the use of popular cultural sources as well as state
papers, Jacobs focuses on how race, rather than geopolitics, shaped Eisen-
hower and Kennedy era perceptions and policies toward Laos. He argues
that prevailing derisive attitudes toward the Lao as “indolent,” “primitive,”
and “inert”—at one point, the American ambassador to Laos told Presi-
dent Kennedy that the Lao king was “a real zero”—prompted American
policy makers to back away from a militarized showdown with the local
communist insurgency, the Pathet Lao, and to support a neutralist govern-
ment at the Geneva Conference of 1962, Jacobs’s account also restores the
significance of Laos, largely ignored in the existing scholarly literature, for
American Cold War efforts in Vietnam and Southeast Asia. He suggests that
Kennedy’s decision to cut American losses in Laos only added to pressures
to draw the line against intemational communism elsewhere in the region
and contributed to the subsequent escalation of American involvement in
Vietnam, But here too, Jacobs argues, a perceived hierarchy of Asian races,
in which the Vietnamese were seen as considerably more able than the Lao,
played a central role in this reorientation of U.S. policy.

Gareth Porter and Fredrik Logevall’s essays are centrally concemed with
the decisions by the Johnson administration to escalate the American war in
Vietnam. Both authors push against a more static Cold War framework for
understanding these decisions, but in somewhat different ways, Porter takes
issue with what he calls the “Cold War consensus” among American dip-
lomatic historians, particularly its assumption of a bipolar balance of terror
between the Soviet Union and the United States and belief that containment
necessitated taking seriously a communist threat anywhere in the world,
Porter up-ends these familiar claims, arguing that in reality the United States
enjoyed a preponderance of power, one recognized by the weaker Soviets
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and Chinese, which gave American decision makers from Eisenhower to
Johnson considerable latitude in crafting a forceful policy toward Vietnam,
Logevall too argues against the hegemonic power of a Cold War consensus
in the early and mid-1960s among American political elites. But in his view,
a reduction in Cold War tensions in this period rather than global power
imbalances shaped a considerably more permissive climate for decision
makers than the older scholarly literature would have us believe.

If Porter and Logevall share an impatience with Cold War verities, their
differing conceptions of the meanings of Auidity and contingency in super-
power relations, as well as their contrasting understandings of presidential
decision making, lead them to radically divergent explanations for Ameri-
can escalation in 1965, For Porter, an indefatigable group of leading national
security officials ultimately pressured a reticent President Kenmedy and a
reluctant President Johnson to use force in Vietnam. In Logevall’s case, the
primacy of presidential decision making remains central. He suggests that
U.S. allies in Europe, the Congress, the press, and public opinion were at
best ambivalent about an escalation of American involvement in Vietnam
and in some cases believed it would harm the broader contours of American
foreign policy. In the end, Logevall argues, it was Johnson’s concern with
domestic and personal credibility, not the coercion of his advisors, which
led him to choose war.

The sharp interpretive divisions that separate Porter and Logevall sug-
gest the ways in which the new scholarship on Vietnam remains usefully
contentious rather than moving toward grand synthesis. The interpretive
weight of the essays by Jacobs and Lawrence reinforces that sensibility.
Neither Porter nor Logevall direct the kind of attention that Jacobs does
to how larger cultural frames of meaning might have shaped Kennedy’s
and Johnson’s decision making on Vietnam. And, as Lawrence argues, the
contingencies that Porter and Logevall emphasize may mask the lingering
potency of pattemns of thought that first emerged in the late 1940s in which
the Cold War intersected with shared European and American concems
about the global forces of decolonization and the intemational economy.
But their collectively probing and critical spirit nonetheless brings us closer
to an understanding of the complexities of the Cold War and its impact on
American intervention in Vietnam.

The second group of essays explores Vietnamese perspectives on the
coming of war in similarly layered ways, but their starting points are some-
what different. In contrast to the sustained and, some have argued, excessive
historiographical attention directed toward American intervention, scholar-
ship on the Vietnamese dimensions of the war has only very recently come
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into its own. During the war itself, the nature of the United States” “ene-
mies” and “allies” in Vietnam tended to be rendered in monochromatic and
unidimensional tones. For U.S. decision makers from Truman to Nixon, the
leadership of North Vietnam was often seen as surrogates of Moscow and
Beijing and the National Liberation Front (NLF) in turn as a puppet of the
North. South Vietnam’s political and military leaders were either lionized
as anticommunist saviors or sometimes dismissed as hopelessly corrupt
incompetents (though, at least for public consumption, a new savior was
usually in the making—or waiting in the wings). Many opponents of the
war saw the key Vietnamese players in almost diametrically opposed terms:
they were severely critical of the South Vietnamese state and strongly sup-
portive of what they saw as the struggle for national liberation by the North
and the NLE. If their understanding of Vietnamese actors marked a welcome
departure from official invocations of intermational communist conspiracies,
they nonetheless advanced a unitary and almost timeless rendering of the
Vietnamese past. The nature and tenacity of the North and the NLF were
mapped onto a singular Vietnamese identity shaped by traditions of fierce
resistance to foreign invaders, which began with the Vietnamese struggle
against China as early as the first century BCE.

It is striking how little most Americans in and out of the corridors of
power really knew about Vietnam itself during the war. Very limited schol-
arly attention in the American academy was directed toward Vietnamese
history throughout the period of the war and in its immediate aftermath;
nor was much attention paid to French scholarship, colonial or otherwise.
Only a handful of universities taught the Vietnamese language. Courses on
the full sweep of Vietnamese history and culture were few and far between.
Those few that existed had to rely on a slender base of historical research
informed by interpretive frameworks that often transcended space and
time. If some looked to the resistance tradition foregrounded by the anti-
war movement to construct narratives about the inevitability of the present-
day Vietnamese state, others emphasized the enduring Confucian legacies
of the centuries-long relationship between Vietnam and China to decode
the more recent past. The very few popular works giving some attention
to Vietnamese history that appeared during the war itself, such as Joseph
Buttinger's The Smaller Dragon and Frances Fitzgerald's Fire in the Lake,
tended to see Vietnam as a smaller China whose contemporary politics and
culture remained rooted in the shared Sino-Vietnamese Confucian sensibili-
ties of the past.”? In Fitzgerald’'s traditionally minded telling, for instance,
the indigenous legitimacy of Ho Chi Minh and the North Vietnamese state
rested on these enduring purported commonalties. Like the emperors who
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ruled Vietnam in previous centuries, Fitzgerald argued, Ho enjoyed the
mandate of heaven.

In the aftermath of the war, the field of Vietnamese studies in the West
slowly began to grow, With a few important exceptions, including the work
of David Elliott and Jeifrey Race,” the wartime period attracted little his-
torical attention. Instead, scholarship which drew on deep engagement with
Vietnamese-, French-, and Chinese-language sources primarily focused on
precolonial and colonial Vietnamese history, In the late 1970s and early
19803, some of the most sophisticated and important work in Asian history
came from historians studying Vietnam, including Keith Taylor, John
Whitmeore, Alexander Woodside, Hue-Tam Ho Tai, Jayne Wemer, and David
Marr,” But despite the increasing richness of the field, the main interpretive
lines did not fully break out of what several scholars have recently termed
the “grand narrative of national struggle against China, France and America.”"
Cracks, however, were starting to emerge. As David Marr argued in his mag-
isterial Viernamese Tradition on Trial, the “cumulative effect of the stress on
traditional strengths,” including “relative ethnic and linguistic homogeneity,
ancient civilization, and a proud record of struggle against northern invad-
ers,” served to “downgrade the historical significance of major transforma-
tions occurring during the colonial period in Vietnam.”'® And yet, as his
title suggested, Marr too continued to perceive a tradition against which a
variety of elite Vietnamese anticolonial discourses took shape.

The nationalist scaffolding of Vietnamese history began to more fully col-
lapse in the 1990s as both senior and younger scholars questioned the basic
premises of the more traditional narratives. They pushed against the nation
as the appropriate frame for Vietnamese history and opened up the local,
multiethnic, regional, and global complexities and contestations of the Viet-
namese past. These newer perspectives were part of a larger scholarly move
aimed at “rescuing history from the nation,”"” itself very much a product of
the boundary-crossing historical moment of the 1990s, They were also the
result of a changing research climate in Vietnam and the ebbing of Cold
War era tensions, In the wake of the doi moi reforms of the late 1980s,
which brought the market economy to Vietnam, Western scholars were for
the first time since the war able to work in Vietnamese archives and librar-
ies and to undertake oral history and ethnographic research. The desire to
reorient scholarship toward more contingent and capacious approaches to
the Vietnamese past emerged with particular force in a 1998 essay by Keith
Taylor, who was sharply critical of existing Vietnamese historiography for
obscuring the diversity of “what peoples we call Vietnamese were doing at
particular times and places in the material and cultural exchanges available
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to them.”’® A younger generation of historians of Vietnam in the West—such
as Nhung Tuyet Tran, Peter Zinoman, Shawn McHale, and Patricia Pelley—
has increasingly mounted even more far-reaching challenges to existing
nationalist paradigms in the early modem, colonial, and postcolonial eras,’
But until very recently, the wartime period remained largely untouched by
Western scholars of Vietnam,

Perhaps the most sustained postwar effort to think in different ways about
the war as it unfolded in Vietnam itself came not from historians but from con-
temporary Vietnamese authors and filmmakers, many of whom were veterans.
Throughout its wars against the French and the Americans and in their after-
math, the Vietnamese state crafted an official narrative of sacred war (chien
franh than thani) that celebrated the heroic resistance of soldiers, workers,
and peasants in a seamless narrative that sought to link Vietnamese resistance
against the Chinese to the state’s twin goals of national liberation and socialist
revolution, In the cultural loosening that accompanied the doi moi reforms, an
outpouring of popular novels and films powerfully questioned the Vietnamese
state’s portrayal of the war. They highlighted the corruption and venality of
wartime and postwar party cadres, the suffering of individual soldiers, and
the spiritual and material poverty of the postwar era. Their shared sensibili-
ties have emerged in the claims of the veteran narrator of Bao Ninh's Sorrow
¢f War (Noi buon chien tranh), one of the most popular of these works, who
after recounting his disillusionment over his wartime service, says., “The ones
who loved war were not the young men but the others like the politicians,
middle-aged men with fat bellies and short legs. Not the ordinary people. The
years of war had brought enough suffering and pain to last themn a thousand
years. ... S0 much blood, so many lives were sacrificed—and for what?"#®
But if creative artists have been willing to revisit the Vietnam wars in funda-
mentally new ways, Vietnamese historians of Vietnam have not; the state’s
master narrative in the historical realm has largely remained intact.

The long-standing reticence of Western and Vietnamese historians of
Vietnam to direct more critical attention toward the war makes the essays in
this volume on the war’s Vietnamese dimensions particularly exciting. They
are among the first to take up this important work. Enabled by opportuni-
ties since the 1990s for scholars to undertake research in Vietnam, these
essays are directly informed by the emergence of new sensibilities about
the Vietnamese past, and they cut across a range of issues from elite politics
to histories of the everyday. In recovering a variety of Vietnamese actors
largely ignored in the existing historiography, they point toward the mul-
tiple meanings the war held for the Vietnamese people as well as to the local
and transnational frames that shaped those apprehensions.
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Sophie Quinn-Judge’s essay reminds us how little we have known about
decision making among the top leadership in Hanoi and demonstrates the
complexities of writing new narratives of their thought and action. As
Quinn-Judge notes, scholarship on wartime North Vietnam has portrayed
the communist leadership as if it had been immune to ordinary politics of
the sort familiar in the West and has minimized the importance of internal
policy debates on the North’s political evolution, Quinn-Judge draws on new
archival materials, many of them drawn from Eastem European archives, to
reconsider the political fortunes of such leading figures as Ho Chi Minh and
Vo Nguyen Giap and highlights the ideological and regional cleavages that
produced sharp differences at the highest levels of the party from the 1940s
to the 1960s over the appropriate strategies and tactics toward the French
and American wars, Her essay charts the direction of a more fully devel-
oped picture of the wartime North Vietnamese state.

In exploring the rise of Ngo Dinh Diem to power and the construction of
the South Vietnamese state in the mid-1950s, Edward Miller’s essay shifts
our attention from northern to southern Vietnam. If, as Quinn-Judge sug-
gests, our knowledge of elite politics in North Vietnam has been limited,
serious scholarship on South Vietnam drawing on Vietnamese-language
sources has been almost nonexistent, Miller is among the first scholars to
redress this imbalance by mining new archival materials in Ho Chi Minh
City.?! Against prevailing scholarly perceptions of Diem as a puppet of his
American supporters and an inflexible autocrat lost in the Confucian tradi-
tions of the Vietnamese past, Miller seeks to accord Diem the agency denied
to him in these cartoon narratives. He is not uncritical of Diem but empha-
sizes the active role Diem played in the postcolonial politics of the French
war period and the idiosyncratic vision of Vietnamese modemity that ani-
mated Diem’s rule. In doing so, Miller makes a pioneering contribution to
our emergent understanding of the cultural politics of South Vietnam.

The essays by David Hunt and Heonik Kwon are microhistories that
adopt bottom-up rather than top-down perspectives to explore the interior
worlds of war and revolution in Vietnam. Both of their chapters bring social
and cultural history into the study of the Vietnam wars and illuminate what
national and intemational histories often obscure, Hunt’s essay tells how
ordinary rural Vietnamese in the southem delta province of My Tho lived
their lives in the midst of war. With a particular focus on the ways in which
gender mediated peasant experiences, Hunt demonstrates how war, poverty,
and unstable households pushed many peasants into constant movement
between urban centers and their own villages. Through these processes,
he argues, peasant actors transformed their sense of self and community
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as they encountered and navigated between the NLE's preject for socialist
revolution and the American-backed South Vietnamese government’s com-
peting vision of capitalist modernity.

Kwon’s essay draws upon his ethnographic research in what he calls the
Tiger Temple, a residential neighborhood at the margins of the central Viet-
namese city of Danang, to explore the competing formal and informal social
networks that emerged during the war. One set of connections is relatively
familiar: the purposeful pelitical structures that animated the Cold War
divide in Vietnam and that were manifested in the Tiger Temple by agents
of the NLF and the South Vietnamese regime. The other, Kwon suggests,
has been hidden by Cold War narratives. In this world, labels like com-
munist and noncommunist, or patriot and collaborator, quickly fell away.
Instead, there was a liminal world shaped by a dense mesh of crosscutting
and informal ties among local actors, Kwon roots his claims in the life his-
tory of Lap, an unemployed amputee, and the ways in which Lap’s story
of “same-same” (readers will want to look closely at Kwon's marvelous
account of how Lap himself tells this narrative) reveal the vital presence
of networks suspended between the traditional family and high politics,
which mediated the destructive impact of the war and ensured individual
and familial survival for many ordinary Vietnamese.

Like the contributions by historians of the American war, these essays
also exhibit productive tensions. Quinn-Judge, for instance, is sympathetic
to the aims of microhistory but worries that local accounts offer only a par-
tial reconstruction of the Vietnamese past and may crowd out rather than
complement efforts to better understand the high politics of the govern-
ment and the party, These essays also usefully probe the limits of what
American-centric narratives can offer for the study of the wars in Vietnam,
As Kwon suggests, the Cold War discourses of balance of power, contain-
ment, and the domino theory were a palpable force in the Tiger Temple. But
so too were bifurcated families, divided identities, and the hidden histories
of survival whose meanings and significance were both shaped by and them-
selves reshaped the Cold War’s local presences. In similarly provocative
ways, Quinn-Judge raises the possibility of a blowback effect of American
decisions on the contours of northern Vietnamese politics. Ironically, she
contends, the United States” decisions to distance itself from the Ho Chi
Minh regime in the 1940s and to escalate the ground war in the 1960s may
have strengthened the hand of radicals in the party leadership who favored
policies of revolutionary violence and class warfare over the less confronta-
tional approaches of socialist nationalism that characterized the thinking of
Ho and other more moderate leaders,
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The final group of essays considers the ending of the war in historical
time but also the beginnings of the endless war in scholarly and popular dis-
course over its larger meanings. The eight years between the Tet Offensive
of 1968 and the fall of Saigon in 1975 remain among the most controver-
sial of the Vietnam wars, In considerable measure, however, the scholarship
on this period—and its almost exclusive focus on the Nixon administra-
tion—has operated in a kind of interpretive vacuum, disconnected both from
larger global forces and their roots in domestic politics and society. The new
scholarship on the American and Vietnamese dimensions of the war has just
begun to address these issues. Essays by Lien-Hang T. Nguyen and Michael
J. Allen in this closing part of the volume are among the first efforts to com-
bine transnational and local frameworks to initiate what we anticipate will
become a sweeping reconceptualization of the final years of the war, Nguyen
opens her essay with a brief but deft sketch of the debates among Ameri-
can diplomatic historians over policy toward Vietnam under Richard Nixon.
But the bulk of her chapter is an original and transformative account of the
global context that shaped the diplomacy of North Vietnam, South Vietnam,
and the Nixon administration between 1969 and 1973, Nguyen combines
research for this later period in newly available Vietnamese archival mate-
rials in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City never before used by scholars and a
wide international canvas to reveal how the shifting patterns of the East-West
confrontation, the Sino-Soviet split, and the North-South divide shaped and
constrained the policies of Vietnamese and American actors. As she does so,
Nguyen provides a definitive demonstration of the way in which, on both
sides of the ideological divide, “small-power diplomacy” negotiated the
shoals of superpowers intent on the pursuit of their own self-interests,

Michael Allen’s essay explores the vigorous disputes over American pris-
oners of war (POWs) and those missing in action (MIAs) in Vietnam during
the Nixon period and after, As Allen suggests, the central question for most
American historians of the post-Tet years has been why the United States
was 0 slow to accept defeat and fought on until 1973. Virtually all agree that
concern for American POW/MIAs was key to prolonging the war. One ex-
planation is the success with which Nixon, in 1969, was able to redefine the
war as a fight to free U.S. POWs, thus causing needless deaths and spawn-
ing a virulent myth of Americans languishing in Vietnamese prisons that
haunts U.5.—Vietnamese relations to this day. Allen challenges this received
narrative, arguing that Nixon was joined by the North Vietnamese, the anti-
war movement, and POW/MIA families in his attempts to use American
POWs and MIAs to sway public opinion and that he never controlled
the purposes to which they were put. Though Nixon successfully muddied
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the politics of the POW/MIA issue, Allen suggests, the campaign by grass-
roots activists and international actors did constrain Nixon’s options and
deepened popular disillusionment with the war.

The rancor and bitter divisions of the Nixon years over Vietnam so skillfully
conveyed by Allen spilled over into the postwar period and continue to this
day. The rapidity and ease with which decades-old passions continue to rise
to the surface in public and scholarly debates over the war is remarkable. No
matter the changing interpretations of this war without end, the anger and
sorrow it provokes can feel as immediate and palpable today as it did during
the period of the war itself. The final essay in this volume, by David Elliott,
is an especially measured intervention into these wars over memory, lessons,
and meanings. Elliott’s encounter with Vietnam began in 1963 when he arrived
with the U.3, Army in Saigon, In the more than four decades since, as he moved
from army intelligence officer to eminent senior scholar, Elliott has produced
some of the most important work on both the Vietnamese and American dimen-
sions of the war. In his chapter here, Elliott brings together many of the cen-
tral interpretive issues and problems threaded throughout the volume to take
stock of where the historical literature on Vietnam has been, to foreground the
problems with the resurgence of the “noble war” gloss on American interven-
tion in Vietnam, and to suggest the kinds of questions and problems that might
usefully engage the next generation of historians of the war.

Elliott is especially concerned with the processes through which we might
get to this new interpretive space, ones he suggests are best articulated in the
classical Vietnamese historical practice of da su, or wild history. A spatial,
temporal, and conceptual chasm separates the Auid terrain of Elliott’s wild
histories from the inert simulacrum of the Vietnamese jungles that form
the contested ground of American reenactors of the war and the wandering
ghosts of Vietnam in the American imagination, Its aim is not to lay the past
to rest nor to accord the war an imagined retrospective glory but to recover
the contingent, submerged, ambiguous, and fragmentary dimensions of
its lived realities. For us, the probing and critical spirit of wild history is
exemplified by the essays in this volume and oifers the most promising way
forward in making sense of the wars for Vietnam.
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EXPLAINING THE EARLY DECISIONS
The United States and the French War, 1945-1954

MARK ATWOOD LAWRENCE

*All men are created equal; they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable rights; among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Hap-
piness.” So proclaimed Ho Chi Minh on 2 September 19435, at the outset of
his epochal speech declaring Vietnam’s independence from French colo-
nial rule.’ The Vietnamese leader, speaking before thousands in Hanoi’s Ba
Dinh Square, chose his words carefully. By quoting from America’s 1776
Declaration of Independence, Ho hoped to draw parallels between U.S. and
Vietnamese history and thereby to encourage Americans to back the Viet-
namese revolution, Above all, he wanted the United States, clearly destined
to be the preeminent power in Asia after the Second World War, to block
any French effort to reclaim the territory. Ho Chi Minh was, of course,
badly disappointed. Over the next decade, Washington not only permitted
the restoration of French colonialism in Indochina but also spent $3 billion
trying to help the French military crush Ho's Aedgling state, the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (DRV). In 1954, Washington grudgingly accepted its
failure in that effort, but it hardly gave up the fight against the Vietnam-
ese revolution. On the contrary, the United States stepped into the role of
the defeated French and worked strenuously over the next two decades to
create a viable Vietnamese state capable of resisting Ho Chi Minh and all
that he represented.

How could Ho's effort to attract American sympathy have failed so
miserably? Why, to put the problem differently, did U.S. leaders choose,
during the decade after the Second World War, to commit themselves ever
more strenuously to the counterrevolutionary cause in Vietnam despite their
country’s anticolonial traditions? Like most matters connected to Vietnam,
this question has attracted a tremendous amount of interest from scholars,
memoirists, journalists, and other commentators. For the most part, these
authors have explored the period after the Second World War in order to
elucidate the origins of America’s full-Redged embroilment in the 1960s
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and 1970s. To be sure, historians have disagreed sharply over the degree to
which early U.S, decisions made the later American war inevitable, But not
even those who most strongly emphasize the contingent nature of policy
making in the 1960s dispute the notion that American behavior in the 19405
and 1950s established patterns of thought and action that would shape later
decisions.” Some authors have also focused on the early years in order to
understand how U.S, leaders handled an acute dilemma that confronted
them around the world in the first decade of the Cold War: how to balance
their desire to win the favor of anticolonial nationalists in Asia and Africa
against their determination to form partnerships with Western European
governments that wished to preserve their strong influence, if not outright
control, in those same places. The competing demands of colonizer and
colonized in Vietnam posed the dilemma more urgently than anywhere else,
and the solutions that Americans offered helped to set pattemns that would
play out globally throughout the Cold War,

In grappling with these themes, scholars have focused overwhelm-
ingly on three moments that marked crucial steps in the development of
U.S. policy. First, they have sought to explain why Washington, at some
point between mid-1944 and mid-1943, abandoned Franklin Roosevelt’s
insistence that Indochina be taken away from France and placed under an
international trusteeship to prepare it for independence. Why, they have
asked, did the United States instead stand aside and permit the French to
do as they wished? Second, historians have attempted to explain why the
Truman administration decided in 1949 and early 1950 to throw American
aid behind the French military effort to destroy Ho Chi Minh’s DRV and to
establish an altemative Vietnamese state subservient to France. American
aid marked a decisive turmn away from the passive nonobstruction of French
aims toward active collaboration with Paris, a key step by which the United
States definitively rebuffed the Vietnamese revolution and embraced the
challenge of creating a Westemn-oriented Vietnam. Third, historians have
tried to explain the Eisenhower administration’s refusal four years later to
intervene as French forces were being overrun at the epic battle of Dien
Bien Phu. That defeat marked the end of French colonialism but also the
beginning of Washington’s effort, free of its discredited ally, to prevent fur-
ther losses by transforming South Vietnam into a Western bulwark.

This chapter explores the evolution of schelarly thinking about U.S, cal-
culations at each of these critical junctures, Interpretations have changed
partly as a result of new theoretical and methodological insights that histori-
ans have brought to bear on the history of U.S. decision making. Interpretive
shifts have also occurred due to the increasing accessibility of documentary
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records and the passage of sufficient time to allow the digestion and redi-
gestion of their complexities. These developments have produced a body
of scholarship that has achieved remarkable complexity and nuance, even
as lively debate has continued.” On one point, however, consensus has
endured; Vietnam was a mere abstraction for the Americans who crafted
policy toward it—a repository of the anxieties and dilemmas that bedev-
iled U.S. officials around the world, rather than a country to be understood
on its own terms. In the first decade of the Cold War, as in later years,
U.S. leaders took little account of the social and economic realities in the
country, Instead, they made decisions on the basis of Vietnam’s apparent
connections to the strategic, political, ideological, and economic okjectives
that they considered their most urgent priorities in making foreign policy.
From this striking digjunction between American calculations and the Viet-
namese context sprang years of frustration and, ultimately, defeat for the
United States.

FDR, Truman, and Trusteeship

Since U.S. records on the Second World War first became available, histori-
ans have been struck by Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s hostility toward French
colonialism in Southeast Asia. A man usually known for the ambiguity of
his opinions, Roosevelt was categorical when the question of Indochina’s
postwar status came before his administration in 1943 and 1944. “The
case of Indochina is perfectly clear,” he declared to his secretary of state in
January 1944, “France has milked it for one hundred years,” he complained.
“The people of Indochina are entitled to something better than that.”* The
“something better” that Roosevelt had in mind was trusteeship, a scheme
that entailed taking Indochina away from France and placing it under an
international directorate that would prepare it for independence. The presi-
dent believed that Western tutelage had achieved excellent results in the
Philippines, to which the United States was due to grant independence in
1945, “There is no reason why it should not work in the case of Indochina,”
he mused.” Roosevelt acknowledged that the British government staunchly
opposed trusteeship, but he drew confidence from the fact that both Soviet
leader Josef Stalin and Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek approved the idea at
the Tehran conference of Allied leaders in late 1943.

With such support at the highest levels, trusteeship stood out as the lead-
ing idea for Indochina as the Allied powers began intensive postwar plan-
ning for Southeast Asia in 1944, And yet, by the late summer of 1945, the
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scheme lay dead, with American officials reassuring the French government
that they had no intention of blocking the recovery of French rule in Indo-
china. How can we explain this remarkable shift? The question has attracted
a good deal of scrutiny over the years partly because the decision to scrap
trusteeship marked the first move down the slippery slope toward actively
backing French policy in Southeast Asia. But it has generated interest as
well because of fascination with a related question that has weighed on
Americans ever since the extent of Roosevelt’s anticolonial enthusiasm first
became known, Was there a “lost opportunity” in 1944 and 1945 to head
off disaster in Vietnam if Washington had stuck to Roosevelt’s trusteeship
idea and, in doing so, had at least partially gratified Vietnamese national-
ism? This tantalizing possibility was articulated in the 1960s and 1970s by
jounalists and memoirists, most notably former Office of Strategic Ser-
vices agents who had parachuted into Vietnam and observed Ho Chi Minh’s
pro-American posturing at close range during 1945.° Historians were less
comfortable engaging in explicit counterfactual analysis, but the question
nevertheless hung in the background as they sought to understand the puz-
zling collapse of the trusteeship plan.

Some authors have contended that Roosevelt himself had quietly soured
on the plan in the months leading up to his death on 12 April 1945, In this
view, articulated as Roosevelt era materials became available in the 1970s,
the president became discouraged by a variety of unwelcome developments
in late 1944 and early 1945, all of which convinced him that there was no
alternative to the restoration of French rule, The most important supposed
change in the president’s thinking concemed the ability of China to act as one
of the “four policemen” that Roosevelt hoped would manage international
affairs in the postwar period. Roosevelt, argues historian Walter LaFeber,
watched with deepening disappointment as China succumbed to political
chaos during the final stages of the war, a development that drove home the
impossibility of relying on China to play the leading role that Roosevelt had
scripted for it as guardian of U.S, interests in postcolonial Southeast Asia.”
But Roosevelt, according to this line of argument, saw other problems too,
He grew discouraged by the practical problems of preventing Charles de
Gaulle’s new Free French government from sending military forces to the
Far East to participate in the war against Japan and perhaps even in the liber-
ation of Indochina itself, And he may have been frustrated by the fact that, at
the Yalta Conference in February 1943, he had seen no choice but to accept
the principle that UN trusteeships would be established over the territories of
friendly colonial powers only with their consent. After that, it would presum-
ably have seemed impossible to make an exception of Indochina®
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Other scholars, taking account of a wider body of documentation, located
the shift in American policy not in the Roosevelt period but in the first months
of the Truman administration. These authors acknowledged that many State
Department and Pentagon officials strongly opposed trusteeship as early as
1943. But they argued that Roosevelt successfully resisted pressure from
those bureaucracies and clung to trusteeship all the way to his death.® Above
all, they noted that Roosevelt’s final comments about Indochina in March
1945 show persistent determination to block a French recovery despite the
general policy on trusteeships agreed at Yalta,' Only after Harry 8§ Truman
ascended to the White House, the argument continues, were the critics—by
now a dominant block within the national security bureaucracy—able to
get their way, partly by withholding from the new president the extent of
Roosevelt’s dedication to trusteeship and partly by framing the issue in a
way certain to win approval from a new chief executive with little inter-
est in colonial problems. Top advisors were thus pushing on an open door
at the White House when they insisted that Washington reorder its priori-
ties. State Department officials argued that the deterioration of U.5.—Soviet
relations made it dangerous for Washington to alienate France, which they
saw as a key partner for the United States in an increasingly uncertain post-
war era, Military officials, meanwhile, worried that obstructing European
colonialism might create an awkward precedent and jeopardize their plans
to establish bases on strategically located Japanese islands, which seemed
ever more essential as intermational tensions mounted, With these concems
in mind, Secretary of State Edward Stettinius told French foreign minister
Georges Bidault on 8 May 1945 that Washington had no intention—and,
incredibly, had never had any intention—of challenging French sovereignty
in Indochina."

It is impossible, of course, to resolve when exactly the United States
abandoned trusteeship since to do so would require reading Roosevelt’s
mind. His final comments on Indochina make it difficult to argue that he
had definitively changed his position before his death, yet it is hard to imag-
ine that he was not at least having second thoughts as he watched the world
situation evolve, The best way to reconcile the conflicting evidence may be
to follow Lloyd C. Gardner’s nuanced reading of Roosevelt. The president,
Gardner writes, may not have fully believed in his “dream” of trusteeship by
the end of his life, but he clung to it anyway. “Even when none of the pieces
had fallen into place,” argues Gardner, “he still held out hope that an atmo-
sphere could be created that would help move things along to a more decent
world order than had prevailed before the war,”'? This interpretation meshes
with Roosevelt’s overall leadership style, which encompassed a remarkable
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willingness to push at the outermost limits of what seemed politically and
bureaucratically possible. Truman, who lacked Roosevelt’s confidence in
foreign affairs, followed a safer path charted by his advisors.

It may be, however, that it is not ultimately very important to pinpoint the
timing of U.S. decision making on trusteeship. While this debate unfolded
in the 1970s and 1980s, other historians suggested the existence of deeply
rooted economic and ideological imperatives that made a change in U.S.
policy almost certain, no matter who occupied the White House, The first
authors to argue in this vein were part of a school of historians that came to
prominence in the 1960s and 1970s by asserting that U.S. foreign policy was
fundamentally driven by the need of the American economy for overseas
markets and raw materials. Those interests, argues historian Gabriel Kolko,
made it impossible for American leaders, no matter how sentimentally
attached to anticolonialism, to tolerate the triumph of leftist revolutionaries
who championed autarkic economic policies that clashed with American
plans for a new intemational order based on free trade and open markets.
“American support for the restoration of France to Indochina was a logical
step toward stopping the triumph of the Left everywhere,” Kolko writes.
American leaders, he suggests, believed that the reimposition of French rule
would kill two leftist birds with one stone: it would eliminate the radical
threat in Indochina and ease the risk of a communist takeover in France,
where the Left seemed positioned to gain from the political upheaval likely
to result from the disintegration of the French empire.

In more recent years, younger scholars have picked up on a new fascina-
tion within the historical profession—the study of attitudes about race and
gender—to make a different argument emphasizing the importance of deeply
rooted ideas and assumptions, rather than the particular decisions of specific
individuals. Above all, Mark Philip Bradley, drawing on a wealth of insights
developed by cultural historians, contends that Americans embraced French
policy in Indochina partly because of a shared set of demeaning assumptions
about the character and capabilities of the Vietnamese people, whom they
derided as lazy, effeminate, irrational, and duplicitous. Although Roosevelt
and other Americans often criticized French colonialism, Bradley contends
that the differences between the two countries ultimately were far less sig-
nificant than the powerful prejudices that they held in common as heirs to
centuries of Western thinking about non-Europeans. The step from advo-
cacy of trusteeship to tolerance of French rule was, then, neither as long
nor as difficult as historians have often suggested. Both policies, Bradley
observes, assumed that the Vietnamese were unfit to govern themselves, and
neither contemplated independence within the foreseeable future. Heavy
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American reliance on French reporting about conditions within Vietnam,
according to Bradley, only heightened the chance that Washington would
come to regard French control as the only realistic means of imposing order
and stability in a region that would yield precious little of either if left to its
own devices.™

Internationalizing the War

Deciding among the various arguments about the abandonment of trustee-
ship ultimately depends on one’s basic approach to understanding the past:
do individuals make history, or are individuals merely the instruments of
deeply embedded structural forces that leave them little scope for choice?
If the latter, are material or ideological currents more significant? The sec-
ond major question connected to U.S, policy making in the first decade of
the Cold War—why did Washington back the French war against the DRV
in 19507—poses no such profound dilemmas. In dealing with this matter,
historians have not so much disagreed with each other as repeatedly added
new, complementary arguments that over time have produced an ever more
elaborate and comprehensive explanation of American behavior. By the
early twenty-first century, scholars had developed no fewer than five lines of
interpretation that, taken together, suggest that the Truman administration’s
decision was motivated by a series of overlapping calculations that all led
in the same direction, Debate lies almost entirely in determining the relative
importance of the variety of considerations that pushed U.S. policy makers
toward supporting France,

This is not to say that the decision was easy or uncontested for those
who made it. Indeed, recent scholarship has made the point, largely lacking
from earlier studies, that American officials clearly understood as early as
1949 that in backing France they were undertaking a risky venture. Inter-
nal critics of U.S. decisions became especially vocal in June 1949, when
the Truman administration made its first public statement of support for
Bao Dai, the one-time Vietnamese emperor under whom the French gov-
ernment was attempting to create a new state subservient to Paris. In back-
ing the French pelitical and military strategy, American critics complained,
Washington was supporting a sham government that would never be able to
challenge Ho Chi Minh for the mantle of Vietnamese nationalism. The Bao
Dai regime was “merely a puppet govermment of the French,” complained
Edwin Stanton, the U.S. ambassador in Thailand. Charlton Ogbum, Jr., an
expert on Southeast Asia in the State Department’s Office of Far Eastern
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Alfairs, concurred, adding prophetically: “I think we are heading into a very
bad mess in the policy we are now following toward Indochina.”’® Even
those who supported the decision to throw American aid fully behind the
French war effort understood that they risked emboldening the enemy while
damaging the United States’ reputation among anticolonial nationalists if
they backed Paris. Increasingly mindful of such dissent within the U.S,
bureaucracy, historians have had to explain not only why Americans sup-
ported France but alse why they did so in the face of abundant wamings of
the dangers that lay ahead.

The first school of thought, developed during the 1970s, held that the
U.S. decision to back the French war constituted merely one prong of a
worldwide drive to contain the expansion of communism as the Cold War
intensified in the late 1940s. According to this interpretation, U.S. alarm
about Soviet aggression focused on Europe and the Middle East during
the frst years after the Second World War. With the communist victory in
China in 1949, however, the Truman administration came to see the chal-
lenge as global. Washington policy makers extended to Asia the policy—
active support for forces working to contain Soviet power—that they had
developed to meet the threat elsewhere and had proclaimed in the Truman
Doctrine speech in March 1947, Some U.S. analysts wamed that Vietnam-
ese forces led by Ho Chi Minh were driven at least as much by a desire for
independence from French colonialism as by any dedication to communism
or subservience to Moscow. But the complexities of Vietnamese motives
faded from view as the Truman administration, alarmed by the rapidly
deteriorating global situation, readily viewed Vietnam as yet another front
in the metastasizing Cold War. The U.S. commitment to Vietnam, asserts
historian George C. Herring, “was a logical, if not inevitable, outgrowth of
a world view and a policy, the policy of containment, which Americans in
and out of government accepted without serious question for more than two
decades.”'®

A second explanation, elaborated around the same time, shared this con-
cern with strategic calculation but focused on American fears of commu-
nist advances in France rather than in Asia. In this view, U.S. leaders were
convinced that the United States needed to do everything possible to bolster
the power and reliability of France. Policy makers had made a similar cal-
culation around the end of the Second World War, but at that time they were
concermned mainly about the ominous strength of the French Communist
Party. By permitting France to recover its position in Indochina, they hoped
to head off a political crisis that might strengthen the communists’ appeal.
By 1949, the intemal communist danger had largely passed, but Americans



EXPLAINING THE EARLY DECISIONS 31

still worried about preserving a robust and cooperative France, particularly
its ability to contribute to Western defenses against Soviet aggression in
Europe. The Truman administration calculated that buttressing France in
Vietnam would help to achieve this goal by bolstering the political parties
most favorable to close cooperation with the United States and by helping
France to end a severe drain on its limited military resources,"” “If we can
help France get out of the existing stalemate in Indo-China, France can do
something effective in Western Europe,” Charles E. Bohlen, a high-ranking
State Department advisor, reasoned in 1950.'8

The third explanation, developed mainly during the 1980s, shifted the
focus from geostrategy to domestic politics. In this view, the Truman admin-
istration focused its attention on Southeast Asia and backed the French war
in order to defend itself from critics at home. Central to this interpretation is
the contention that Truman’s narrow reelection in 1948 left an angry Repub-
lican Party searching for an issue that it could use to attack the president
and to ensure that it would capture the White House the next time around.
The administration’s failure to prevent the communist victory in China,
despite vast expenditures under two Democratic presidents, provided the
golden opportunity, As Mao Zedong’s forces completed their triumph in
1949, Republicans attacked Truman and Secretary of State Dean Acheson
for doing nothing while the world’s most populous country succumbed to
communism—one of the opening shots of what would become the full-
Aedged McCarthyite assault in the early 1950s, In this perilous political
climate, the argument runs, Truman saw no choice but to go along with
Republican demands that the United States make a stand against further
communist expansion in Asia. The president not only feared being branded
as soft on communism, but he also understood that he had to act in Asia in
order to win congressional approval of his top foreign-policy priorities, the
North Atlantic Treaty and the transatlantic security partnership more gener-
ally. When Congress demanded in December 1949 that the administration
spend $75 million to fight communism in Southeast Asia, Truman accepted
the task without quibble as the price of attaining his cherished European
objectives,’®

The fourth explanation of U.S. decision making centered on economic
motives. This interpretation Aowed from the insights of the materialist his-
torians who revelutionized the field of American diplomatic history in the
1960s and 1970s but was fully articulated only in the 1980s by a younger
generation of scholars with fuller access to the American record. Almost
no one, it is important to note, has argued that U.S. policy makers were
motivated by a desire to obtain markets or resources of direct value to the
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American economy. Over decades of colonial rule, the French government
had successfully excluded the United States from all but a trickle of invest-
ment and trade in Indochina. Approaching the matter in a different way,
however, historians have successfully argued that economic considerations
were crucial to Washington, Many U.S. officials, they contend, calculated
by 1950 that Indochina mattered a great deal to the economies of key Amer-
ican allies, especially Britain and Japan. Vietnam’s importance lay, then,
not in its direct contribution to the U.S. economy but in its significance
to other industrialized states whose vitality U.S, policy makers considered
vital to the establishment of a new global economic order that would ensure
prosperity over the long term.

Studies focusing on the British dimension have contended that U.S.
policy toward Vietnam was driven by the Truman administration’s convic-
tion that Britain’s postwar recovery—a matter of paramount importance to
Washington—hinged on undiminished access to the natural resources of
Southeast Asia, especially Malayan rubber and tin. These commodities
were nothing short of lifeblood to the devastated British economy in the late
1940s because of their ability to earn UL.S. dollars at a time of catastrophic
trade imbalances vis-a-vis the United States, Even though Malaya lay a
good distance from the war in Indochina, argues historian Andrew J. Rot-
ter, Washington saw a connection between the two territories, especially
after a communist insurgency led by ethnic Chinese erupted in Malaya in
June 1948. A communist triumph in Vietnam, American officials reasoned,
would embolden the Malayan insurgents, greatly complicating the British
effort to maintain contrel there and possibly threatening Western interests
in Thailand, Indonesia, Burma, India, and possibly even Australia. Increas-
ingly fearful of a domino effect, the Truman administration believed that
it was crucial to buttress the French in Vietnam, where the fight against
Chinese expansion was hottest.”®

Other scholars have emphasized the centrality of Japan in American per-
ceptions of Indochina’s economic value. Immediately following the Second
World War, U.S. policy makers generally agreed on the necessity of creat-
ing a weak and compliant Japanese state that could never again threaten
the international order. But by mid-1947, historians suggest, the Truman
administration had changed its mind. American policy makers feared that
a demoralized Japan might succumb to communism, but above all they
became convinced that the impending Nationalist defeat in China made it
necessary to look elsewhere for a powerful ally in the Far East. Once restored
as a major industrial power, Japan promised to provide a new bulwark of
ULS. power in the Far East. But how was this new power to be created and
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sustained? American planners determined that Japan would require broad
access to markets and resources on the Asian mainland. China, on its
way to communist takeover, obviously could not satisfy Japanese needs,
so America looked elsewhere—to Southeast Asia, “In a strong parallel to
Tokyo’s actions in 1940-1941,” writes historian Michael Schaller, “Ameri-
can policy-makers hoped to resolve or escape their dilemmas in China by
adopting a ‘southem strategy’ that would contain China even as it opened
a new economic zone for Japan,”? Vietnam, the Southeast Asian territory
most vulnerable to Chinese expansion, naturally became the focus of U.S.
concern. Its abundance of rice, rubber, and coal made it a potentially impor-
tant contributor to the Japanese economy, while its geographic position
along the Chinese border suggested that it was the place where the West
should make its stand to safeguard Southeast Asia as a whole,?

A final explanation for U.S. behavior takes even heavier account of the
outlooks and interests of other nations by going so far as to suggest that
they—especially the governments of France and Britain—played crucial
roles in leading the United States to make its commitment to Vietnam,
The point is not, it is important to note, that clever Europeans fooled or
blackmailed the United States, a claim that some U.S. leaders have made in
attempting to escape blame for their own questionable decisions.” Rather,
the point is that European officials, who had a vested interest in a bold U.S.
commitment to a common Western policy in the region, worked closely
with like-minded policy makers in Washington to produce such an outcome.
Drawing on European archives—and thus reflecting a resurgent interest in
using foreign sources to elucidate American behavior—this line of interpre-
tation emphasizes the deep frustration felt in Paris and London as the United
States, despite its decision to permit the recovery of French colonialism,
remained aloof from Indochina between 1945 and 1949. Both European
governments recognized that they could achieve their goal of a stable South-
east Asia only if the United States put its enormous resources behind their
plans to quell unrest and to rebuild the region’s war-shattered economy.
Vietnam inevitably became the focus of European desires for American aid
because it was there that instability was most advanced. As the French-DRV
war ground on painfully with no end in sight, French and British diplomats
pressed harder for greater American involvement,®

The problem they confronted in Washington was a persistent deadlock
within the national security bureaucracy. On one side were officials who
believed that the United States must avoid any close association with France
in order to stay true to its liberal principles and to cultivate a cooperative
relationship with Asian nationalists. On the other side were those who
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believed that the United States should actively support France in order to
advance American interests in Europe, which, in this view, easily trumped
American interests in Southeast Asia. This stalemate was broken only in
1948 and 1949 by a common effort among like-minded French, British,
and U.S. officials to recast the political situation in Vietnam in a way that
would overcome the objections of those Americans who remained hostile
to the French war effort. Advocates of a united Western front in Southeast
Asia made headway in part by emphasizing that the Democratic Republic
of Vietnam was a tool of Soviet expansionism. Although there was virtually
no evidence linking the Kremlin to Ho Chi Minh’s movement, the rapidly
mounting anticommunist mood in Washington inclined U.S. policy makers
to view instability anywhere in the world either as the work of communists
or as an opportunity that communists would eagerly exploit.

Advocates of Western solidarity gained even more from their efforts to
implement the Bao Dai solution, the plan to establish the former emperor
as head of a new “state of Vietnam” that would enjoy nominal indepen-
dence within a French imperial structure known as the French Union. The
scheme failed utterly to achieve its stated goal of creating a viable Vietnam-
ese regime that could challenge Ho Chi Minh. It succeeded, however, in
providing a basis on which the U.S., British, and French govemments could
form a common front in Vietnam, While many officials from all three coun-
tries doubted that Bao Dai had the necessary leadership qualities to rally
his people, Western governments nevertheless found the new state’s partial
independence sufficient to claim that the French war was no longer being
waged simply to reimpose colonialism; it was by 1950 a fight to protect
an independent, noncommunist Asian state from communist aggression.
With the war reframed in this way, few Americans could resist the logic of
lending support for France, which now seemed to be defending not French
dominance but common Westermn interests,?

Dien Bien Phu and U.S, Nonintervention

Whatever balance one strikes among the various calculations that led to the
U.S. decision in 1950, there is little question that they added upto one of the
most important decisions of the entire three-decades-long U.S. involvement
in Vietnam. In choosing to back the French war, American officials locked
into place the three key assumptions that would underpin U.S. policy mak-
ing toward Vietnam thereafter. They accepted that the DRV amounted to a
fundamentally communist movement that served the Kremlin’s interests;
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they accepted that the collapse of Vietnam to the communists would be an
intolerable setback that would inevitably imperil Western interests through-
out Southeast Asia, if not throughout all of Asia; and they accepted that
the United States had the expertise and material wherewithal to tum the
situation to the advantage of the West. A few American officials contin-
ued to voice doubts about some or all of these notions as shipments of
U.S. materiel began to arrive in Saigon, but before long those doubts were
almost completely silenced amid surging McCarthyism. Although Ameri-
cans often questioned the dedication or capability of France during the peak
years of the Franco-U.S. partnership, virtually no one questioned whether
the United States was serving its larger Cold War interests by helping to
prevent a DRV victory,

It is therefore remarkable that in the spring of 1954, as French forces
faced catastrophic defeat in the remote valley of Dien Bien Phu, U.S. lead-
ers chose not to intervene directly in the war to prevent the outcome they
had worked so hard to avoid for four years. In this curious behavior lies
the third major question about U.S. decision making: how can we account
for this restraint when the prevailing logic of U.S. support for France dic-
tated that Washington do everything possible to keep the war going? In
addressing this issue, scholars have agreed that the answer lies in assess-
ing the motives and machinations of President Dwight D, Eisenhower,
But over the years, they have explained his behavior in markedly different
ways. Some have viewed Eisenhower as a hawk who was frustrated in his
desire to use American forces to rescue French forces at Dien Bien Phu and
revitalize the war effort, At the opposite end of the spectrum, others have
depicted Eisenhower as a closet dove who cleverly managed to avoid U.S.
intervention without losing face with the many hawks who surrounded him
in American decision-making circles, Finally, a third group has charted a
middle ground, arguing that Eisenhower displayed ambiguous and con-
tradictory behavior that makes it impossible to categorize him one way or
the other.

Attempts to understand U.S, decision making during the Dien Bien
Phu crisis began even as the guns were cooling off. On 7 June 1954, the
Washington Fost published a front-page exposé in which correspondent
Chalmers M. Roberts reported that the Eisenhower administration had
made extensive preparations in April to intervene on the French side. No
one contemplated sending U.S. ground forces, according to Roberts, but the
administration strongly advocated using bombers based in the Philippines
and on aircraft carriers in the South China Sea, The administration even
at one point set a date, 28 April, for an air strike at Dien Bien Phu. Only
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congressional insistence that Britain participate in the intervention, and
the British government’s subsequent refusal, prevented Washington from
going ahead, Roberts reported.”® The Post's vision of a hawkish adminis-
tration restrained only by Congress and London became entrenched as his-
torical orthodoxy. This status resulted partly from the assumption, strongly
encouraged by Roberts, that he had enjoyed special access to high-level
decision makers who knew the truth. (Only much later did he reveal that
these were mainly congressional Democrats with an interest in tamish-
ing the administration.)* The story’s authoritativeness also stemmed from
Roberts’s publication later the same year of an expanded version of the
story, entitled “The Day We Didn’t Go to War,” in the Reporter, a news
weekly.” But it received its most powerful affirmation from the memoirs
of French, British, and American policy makers published in the 1950s
and 1960s. French memoirists go furthest by suggesting that Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles and Admiral Arthur Radford, the chair of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, had even proposed the loan of U.S, atomic weapons
to save French forces at Dien Bien Phu before they reneged, thus ensuring
France’s ultimate defeat.?®

As new evidence became available, some historians stuck to this line
of argument, usually depicting Eisenhower as a hawkish if passive chief
executive who did little to obstruct the machinations of even his more
aggressive subordinates, Dulles and Radford, But other scholars, influenced
by a significant new departure in the study of the Eisenhower administra-
tion, have drawn sharply different conclusions. In his revealingly titled The
Hidden-Hand Presidency, political scientist Fred L. Greenstein argues that
Eisenhower was anything but a passive, simple-minded cold warrior who
deferred to Dulles on national-security issues. Rather, insists Greenstein,
Eisenhower was a remarkably shrewd and peace-minded leader who quietly
exercised tight and generally sagacious control over policy making.* For
this school of Eisenhower revisionists, Vietnam has offered a particularly
striking example of the president’s cautious wisdom, which seems to con-
trast sharply with Lyndon Johnson’s plunge into Vietnam in 1965,

Focusing on the Dien Bien Phu crisis, historian Melanie Billings-Yun
developed this theme in a 1988 book contending that Eisenhower prac-
ticed ingenious “subterfuge” in 1954 to avoid intervention in Vietnam,™
According to Billings-Yun, Eisenhower feared that an air strike would lead
to a ground war that the United States could not win at an acceptable cost.
Moreover, he believed that intervention risked damaging the administra-
tion politically with an electorate that, after three grueling years of war in
Korea, had little tolerance for further embroilment in Asia. Yet Eisenhower,
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argued Billings-Yun, also feared the political risks of appearing to be weak
in the face of communist aggression—a danger that weighed heavily on
Republicans as well as Democrats ever since the “who lost China?” imbro-
glio a few years earlier. Beset by conflicting pressures, Eisenhower cleverly
devised a solution that created the impression of bold dedication to fighting
communism in Indochina while in fact establishing conditions under which
his administration could back down without serious political damage. More
specifically, contended Billings-Yun, the president insisted that the United
States would intervene in Vietnam only if three conditions were met; the
French had to grant fuller independence to Indochina; Congress had to
approve of the intervention; and the British govermment had to agree to
participate alongside the United States and other countries in what Dulles
dubbed “united action,” All the while, Billings-Yun insisted, Eisenhower
expected neither Paris nor Congress nor London to comply, thus ensuring
that his bluff would not be called. Indeed, on 3 April 1954, the administra-
tion encountered opposition from congressional leaders, who feared another
unpopular, Korea-like embroilment in Asia. A few days later, British lead-
ers made clear that they opposed intervention and hoped for a resolution at
the conference table in Geneva. Eisenhower could, then, blame others for
producing an outcome that he secretly favored.

Some scholars rejected Billings-Yun's argument, contending that Eisen-
hower showed a genuine desire during the critical days of April 1954 for
intervention.”> Among other evidence, they cite Eisenhower’s harsh criti-
cism of Winston Churchill’s position and the president’s blunt invocation
of the domino theory during a news conference on 7 April.” Influenced by
Billings-Yun, however, the bulk of schelarly opinion has moved toward
a middle ground that emphasizes complexity and inconsistency in the
administration’s behavior, George C, Herring and Richard H, Immerman
present this view in a seminal article subtitled *“The Day We Didn’t Go
to War’ Revisited.” Eisenhower, they suggest, was less committed to an
air strike at Dien Bien Phu than Roberts had argued but more willing to
intervene than Billings-Yun had claimed. Insistence on united action may
have been “part bluff,” Herring and Immerman assert, but the administra-
tion was prepared to intervene “if conditions warranted it and if the proper
arrangements could be made.”* Historian David Anderson concurs in his
broad analysis of the Eisenhower administration’s decision making on
Vietnam, suggesting that although the president understood that his condi-
tions made intervention unlikely in the short run, he never ruled out the
option and never doubted that a noncommunist Vietnam was crucial to
American interests.”
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Ultimately, of course, it is no more possible to know precisely what
Eisenhower and Dulles were thinking in 1954 than to pin down Roosevelt’s
calculations in 1945, “If they had made up their minds what to do,” as Her-
ring puts it, “Eisenhower and Dulles covered their tracks so skillfully that
they confounded contemporaries and baffled future scholars,”* There is no
such uncertainty, however, on another—ultimately much more important—
matter, In the second half of 1954 and over the next two years, the Eisen-
hower administration, far from abandening Indochina as a lost cause, firmly
recommitted the United States to Vietnam, now as the protector of South
Vietnam, a new entity created by the Geneva accords of July 1954, As many
historians have chronicled, Washington installed Ngo Dinh Diem to lead the
Saigon regime, helped him to survive fierce challenges in the early months
of his rule, established the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization to defend
against new communist encroachment, spurmed the agreement negotiated at
Geneva to hold elections in 1956 for a unified Vietnamese government, and
provided tremendous amounts of material aid over the following years in a
quixotic bid to build South Vietnam into a viable nation,” By the end of the
Eisenhower years, the country ranked as the world’s fifth largest recipient
of U.S, assistance.

All of these steps make it difficult to conclude that the Eisenhower
administration marked any kind of important break in the Row of U.S. pol-
icy making toward Vietnam after 1943. Indeed, there is no evidence that
Eisenhower ever questioned the fundamental assumptions that had guided
U.5. decision making since at least 1950; Ho Chi Minh’s movement, now
installed as the government of North Vietnam, served the interests of inter-
national communism; a unified Vietnamese state under communist domina-
tion would imperil Westem infAuence across Asia; and the United States
could deploy its know-how and resources to prevent that outcome. In acting
on these ideas, the administration laid into place a new, heavily publicized
commitment to Vietnam that engaged American prestige even more fully
than before and limited the options available to the administrations that
followed, In 1961, John F. Kennedy inherited a Vietnam policy “rich in
thetoric and momentum,” as Leslie Gelb and Richard Betts put it.”® Non-
intervention in 1954 is best understood, then, not as a decision that funda-
mentally altered the American approach in Vietnam but as a narrow verdict
on the bankruptcy of French policy. After Dien Bien Phu and the division
of Vietnam in 1954, Americans made it a priority to eliminate French influ-
ence from South Vietnam and to take over themselves as the principal West-
ern influence in the area. The ultimate effect was to postpone intervention
for a decade.
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Conclusion

The three U.S. administrations that made policy toward Vietnam from the
end of the Second World War through the mid-1950s did so amid rapidly
changing domestic and international contexts. Moreover, they confronted
sharply different political and military situations in Vietnam. In at least one
key respect, however, they acted in remarkably similar ways. Each admin-
istration made decisions about Vietnam according to abstract calculations
of strategic, economic, ideclogical, or political advantage that took little
account of the complexities of Vietnamese society. This is not to say that
American diplomats stationed in Southeast Asia and Washington-based
analysts did not work throughout these years to understand the sources of
the Vietnamese insurgency and to craft policy solutions that might help
to resolve the grievances and tensions that underlay instability, Just as in
later years, the U.S, bureaucracy was hardly as ignorant of social condi-
tions within Vietnam as former policy makers and some historians would
sometimes later claim as they attempted to explain U.S. embroilment in
Vietnam as the result of faulty understanding of a distant and alien culture.®
What is striking is not the lack of investigation or expertise about Southeast
Asia so much as the unwillingness of top decision makers to draw on that
knowledge in making policy decisions. Across the Roosevelt, Truman, and
Eisenhower years, Vietnam mattered to U.S, leaders because it seemed con-
nected to the issues that preoccupied them on the grandest level—how to
contain communist expansion or construct a new global political and eco-
nomic order—or on the most mundane, including how to fend off criticism
and get reelected.

In 1944 and 1945, Roosevelt viewed Vietnam as the quintessential
embodiment of all that was wrong with European colonialism. By placing
Indochina under intemational trusteeship, he hoped to end colonial repres-
sion and move toward his goal of creating a liberal postcolonial order based
on free interchange among independent nation-states. Admirable as those
goals may have been, Roosevelt’s thinking did not Aow from any sophisti-
cated understanding of the social transformation occurring in Vietnam. On
the contrary, Roosevelt held a remarkably shallow view of the Vietnam-
ese people, dismissing them in one meeting as a “people of small stature,
like the Javanese and Burmese, [who] were not warlike.”*® Truman and his
senior aides were even less inclined to consider Vietnam on its own terms.
They viewed the country almost entirely in terms of its significance to the
strategic, economic, and political goals that topped their foreign-policy
agenda. The only exception to this pattern came in the spring of 1954, when
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Eisenhower opted not to intervene in Vietnam partly because he understood
the perilous battlefield situation and the depths of French mismanagement.
But Eisenhower’s decision reflected merely a momentary Aash of under-
standing—and only about issues that required no deep sensitivity to the
nuances of Vietnamese society, Within a couple of months, the administra-
tion had reverted fully to the long-standing pattern. It committed the United
States to South Vietnam on the basis of strategic, economic, political, and
ideological goals that it had inherited from the Truman administration and
never seriously questioned.

In this digjunction between the reasons for instability in Vietnam and
the reasons for American intervention lay the seeds of defeat for the
United States, In this digjunction also lie inmumerable opportunities for
new research into the early phases of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. As this
essay has indicated, historians have repeatedly examined American deci-
sion making and produced a sophisticated body of work rooted in the vast
ULS. archival record. Scholars have done less to set these decisions within
their larger, intemational context—a vital task in order to gain critical dis-
tance on U.S. behavior. One can, after all, fully judge U.S. decisions only
in light of the ways in which they were constrained or enabled by decisions
elsewhere and the effects they produced on others. Opportunities abound
for new research in Britain and France, whose govemments did a great deal
to shape American perceptions of developments in Vietnam.*! Even greater
opportunities lie in China and Russia, where new archival releases malke it
possible to examine U.3, decisions as part of an escalatory process involv-
ing the communist powers that produced ever-shifting diplomatic, politi-
cal, and military realities in Vietnam.* But most of all, opportunities lie in
exploring Vietnam itself, where recent archival openings make it possible
for the first time to write with authority about the 1945-1954 period.* Only
by more fully understanding the complexities of Vietnamese history can we
appreciate the implications of the decisions made in Washington.
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“NO PLACE TO FIGHT A WAR”

Laos and the Evolution ¢ f U.S. Policy
toward Vietnam, [954—1963

SETH JACOBS

The presidential transition from Dwight D, Eisenhower to John F. Kennedy
occurred during one of the tensest periods in the history of American for-
eign policy. Many crises competed for the chief executive’s attention: Fidel
Castro had established a communist beachhead ninety miles from Florida;
Washington and Moscow clashed over a UN-sponsored peacekeeping mis-
sion to the Congo; and Nikita Khrushchev was threatening to force the
Western allies out of Berlin, Most portentously, Ngo Dinh Diem had just
barely survived a coup attempt that exposed the precariousness of the South
Vietnamese govemment despite six years of lavish American support.
Yet Eisenhower and Kennedy did not talk much about Cuba, the Congo,
Berlin, or Vietnam when the outgoing president briefed his successor the
day before Kennedy’s inauguration. Instead, the two men discussed Laos.
A three-sided civil war in that country among the U.S.-backed Royal Lao
regime, the communist Pathet Lao, and a neutralist front seemed about to
conclude with the communists on top—an outcome which, Eisenhower
warmed, would make it impossible to prevent the rest of Southeast Asia
from slipping behind the iron curtain.

Just what Eisenhower counseled Kennedy to do about Laos is unclear.
Some officials present at the meeting claimed afterward that Eisenhower
had advocated unilateral U.S. military intervention, while others remem-
bered him urging caution, All agreed, however, that Eisenhower and
Kennedy spent the lion’s share of their conference focused on Laos, that
both men considered conditions there the most important business fac-
ing the new administration, and that other Cold War Aashpoints like Viet-
nam barely registered as immediate concerns. Kennedy later remarked
to a friend that “Eisenhower never mentioned the word Vietnam to me.”
That was untrue—Eisenhower had referred to Vietnam in passing—but
Laos topped his agenda. Robert McNamara, who attended the transition

45
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talks as Kennedy’s secretary of defense-designate, recalls that “[w]e were
left...with the ominous prediction that if Laos were lost, all of Southeast
Asia would fall. ... The meeting made a deep impression on Kennedy and us
all. It heavily influenced our subsequent approach to Southeast Asia,”’

Historians would do well to bear McNamara’s words in mind when
assessing the early advisory stages of the Vietnam War. While the decade
from Dien Bien Phu to Diem’s assassination has been the subject of numer-
ous monographs, scholars have been inclined to treat U.S, policy toward
Southeast Asia during this time as though it involved only Vietnam, not all
of the former French Indochina. American-Lao relations in particular tend
to be marginalized. This is understandable, given that neither Eisenhower
nor Kennedy ever made a direct military commitment to Laos, and few
American soldiers died in Laos on Eisenhower’s or Kennedy's watch,
Yet U.S. policy toward Laos did much to shape America’s approach to
Southeast Asia during the Cold War. The Eisenhower administration set the
precedent for future “free” elections in South Vietnam by encouraging its
Lao viceroys to rig the electoral process; Eisenhower launched the Central
Intelligence Agency’s proprietary airline, Air America, on its twenty-year
involvement in Southeast Asia when he ordered its planes to drop supplies
to anticommunist forces in Laos; and Kennedy deployed the first official
U.S. combat troops to Southeast Asia in response to Pathet Lao aggres-
sion, ordering marines to take up positions across the Lao border in Thai-
land. Incongruous as it seems, Laos occupied more of Eisenhower’s and
Kennedy’s time than did Vietnam,?

The most compelling reason for closer scrutiny of Washington’s Laos
policy in the Eisenhower/Kennedy period is that the capstone to that policy
bound America more tightly to its client state of South Vietnam and, by
extension, to its longest war. Laos was critically important in transforming
America’s role in the Vietnamese civil conflict from advice and support
to cobelligerency. When Kennedy repudiated Eisenhower’s endorsement
of the Lao right wing and accepted a neutralist government in Laos, this
political solution to a Southeast Asian crisis made a military solution in
Vietnam harder to avoid. In other words, Kennedy’s dovishness in Laos
paradoxically dictated hawkishness in Vietnam. Some months after taking
office, Kennedy decided that while it was necessary to stem the red tide in
Southeast Asia, Laos was a singularly unpropitious site to make a stand.
Vietnam, the president calculated, would be a better battleground. Thus,
Kennedy threw his weight behind Souvanna Phouma, aneutralist Lao prince
acceptable to both Left and Right, and agreed to American participation in
an international conference organized to guarantee Laos’s nonalignment.
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But Kennedy assured South Vietnamese president Diem that these moves
in no way lessened U.S, determination to take up arms in Vietnam should
the communists seek to extend their sphere below the 17th Parallel. “[TThe
strategy best calculated to preserve Vietnamese independence and enable
your brave people to build a better future,” Kennedy wrote to Diem, “is
clearly very different from the strategy required for Laos.”

Why was it different? Most scholars who have examined U.S. policy
toward Laos in this period argue, in effect, that geography was destiny, that
Laos—a landlocked nation made up of deep valleys, triple canopy jungle,
and some of the highest mountains in Southeast Asia—presented American
policy makers with what one historian calls “a logistical nightmare” that
overwhelmingly favored the communists, Not only were China and North
Vietnam closer to Laos than was the United States, which made it easier for
them to send troops across the Lao border, but the communist doctrine of
“people’s war” was suited to countryside both rugged and lacking in rail-
roads, air strips, and all-weather roads, By contrast, America’s mechanized
forces would be nearly impossible to supply, defend, or transport in such
terrain, Better to confront the communists in Vietnam, with its long coast-
line, deep-draft harbors, modem airports, and paved road system,*

These considerations played a role in Kennedy’s choice to content him-
self with a “draw” in Laos, but they were not the decisive factors. Indeed,
Laos possessed some topographical and positional advantages over South
Vietnam that made a determination based solely on logistics unlikely, First,
much of the fighting between the American-sponsored Royal Lao Army
(RLA), the neutralists under rebel Captain Kong Le, and the Pathet Lao in
the early 1960s took place in the Plain of Jars, a 500-square-mile plateau of
rolling grasslands that an observer aptly described as “a sort of giant-sized
golf course,” where enemy guerrillas would not have the kind of natural
cover they could use in South Vietnam. Furthermore, there was a pro-U.S.
country on Laos’s western Aank. Laos and Thailand share a border of 1,090
miles, and conservative Thai premier Sarit Thanarat was willing to allow
American forces to use his nation as a base from which to attack the Pathet
Lao. It was in Sarit’s interest to maintain Laos as an anticommunist buffer
between his country and North Vietnam, Also, Phoumi Nosavan, America’s
Lao stromgman, was Sarit’s cousin; the two men often coordinated their
political and military strategies. Washington thus had an ally, contiguous to
Laos, where American troops could be stationed and to which those troops
could retreat. South Vietnam offered no such conveniences.?

More significant than strategic assessments of the Lao landscape were
ethnocentric perceptions of the Lao people. U.S, policy toward Laos in
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the 19505 and early 1960s cannot be understood apart from the traits that
Americans ascribed to inhabitants of that country, the manner in which
American statesmen and the American media constructed a putative Lao
national character that differed from South Vietnam’s and that made Lao
chances of withstanding communist pressure appear negligible, As several
works of diplomatic history taking the so-called cultural tum have shown, it
is not sufficient to accuse Americans of generalized “racism™ in their Cold
War dealings with countries like Vietnam, Indonesia, and China. Policy
makers and press lords may have mouthed the domino theory’s rhetoric of
interchangeability, but they never believed that one Asian nation was much
the same as any other. Rather, conceptualization of Asia in the American
popular imagination was complex, positing a hierarchy of “good” and “bad”
Asians, as Kennedy demonstrated in the above-cited letter to Diem when
he contrasted Lao “ineffectiveness” with “the fierce desire of your people
[the Vietnamese] to maintain their independence and their willingness to
engage in arduous struggle for it.” Americans at midcentury considered
some Asians “tough” and therefore dependable anticommunist allies while
consigning others to the ranks of those who, in the words of a State Depart-
ment working paper, “will not fight for themselves,” much less for the free
world, No Asians rated lower in American eyes than the Lao.®

The record of policy-making deliberations under Eisenhower reveals
numerous complaints about how difficult it was to get Lao soldiers and
politicians to behave like cold warriors, or even to recognize that there was
a war on. In one of the earliest discussions of an American policy for Laos,
Foreign Service desk officer Robert McClintock noted the former colony’s
strategic value—it could “open or interdict the most direct land route from
China to the Gulf of Siam”—but also listed its shortcomings: “the indolence
of the inhabitants, their political apathy, and their inability thus far to be
counted as a real military force.” Laos, McClintock observed, was “inhab-
ited by lotus eaters.” This impression did not improve after Eisenhower sent
the first U.S. ambassador to Laos in September 1954, For the remainder of
the decade, embassy cables from Laos’s administrative capital of Vientiane
to Washington variously described the Lao as “lackadaisical,” “indifferent,”
“soft,” “spongy,” and “apathetic,” and on one occasion advised the president
to “always remember [the] Lao inherent reluctance to fight,” Perhaps the
most vocal critic of Laos in the Eisenhower administration was CLA director
Allen Dulles, who vented his contempt for the Lao during National Security
Council meetings. There were “few people of any courage” in Laos, he
informed the NSC; the Lao were “not much given to fighting” and had “a
long tradition of not liking bloodshed.” This explained why, whenever the
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RLA employed “hit-and-run tactics against the communists,” it was “not
clear whether there was more hit or more run.’”

Yet Dulles did not advocate abandonment of Laos, believing, along with
Eisenhower, that the country must be denied to the communists, Its loss,
policy makers reasoned, would not only give Moscow a strategic wedge into
the heart of Southeast Asia but a psychological victory over all nations vacil-
lating between communism and freedom. Unfortunately, the accords gener-
ated by the 1954 Geneva Conference on Indochina forbade the introduction
of additional foreign military personnel into Laos. While no American had
signed the accords, Eisenhower had pledged, for public relations purposes,
not to violate them, which meant that he could not dispatch American troops
to fight the Pathet Lao. Instead, Eisenhower reached for the U.S. check-
book, channeling hundreds of millions of dollars to the Royal Lao govern-
ment through an aid organization called the Program Evaluation Office. By
Eisenhower’s second term, over 80 percent of the $40 million America spent
annually in Laos went to the RLA, and Laos became the only foreign country
in the world where Washington paid 100 percent of the military budget.

The money never translated into victory, Even though the RLA was
superior in numbers to its challenger and better supplied with planes, tanks,
guns, and ammunition, the Pathet Lao won almost every skirmish, The “key
factor,” according to CLA operatives stationed in Vientiane, was the “actual
will of individual soldiers to fight”” and this was virtually nonexistent.
A typical CIA situation report lamented the “Lao disinclination to combat,
natural tendency to effect compromise, and desire to live [an] easy life with-
out unnecessary stresses or straing.” J, Graham Parsons, U.S. ambassador
to Laos from 1956 to 1958, told Eisenhower that “most” RLA units did
“little more than wring their hands.” Eisenhower remained convinced that a
pro-Western Laos was essential to America’s security, but his disrespect for
Lao martial skills became evident when members of the incoming Kennedy
administration sought his advice, In one top-secret discussion, Eisenhower
remarked that “obviously, the Laotians didn’t like to fight.” In another, he
referred to the RLA as *“a bunch of homosexuals.”®

Policy makers’ disgust with the Lao intensified after Kennedy assumed
office. Robert Dean has shown how the Kennedy White House pulsed with
a “stoic, boundary-defining masculinity™; it is not surprising that this most
macho of presidents and his two-fisted advisors should have considered
the RLA’s blasé approach to warfare proof that Laos did not deserve to
remain part of the free world, “As a military ally, the entire Laos nation is
clearly inferior to a battalion of conscientious objectors from World War 1,”
Ambassador John Kenneth Galbraith wrote to Kennedy from New Delhi.
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Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., special assistant to the president, asked why Americans
should “fight for a country whose people evidently could not care less about
fighting for themselves,” and speechwriter Theodore Sorenson argued that
a “bastion of Western strength on China’s border could not be created by
a people quite unwilling to be a bastion for anyone,” Averell Harriman,
Kennedy’s roving ambassador, told an interviewer in 1965 that the RLA
“wouldn’t fight at all,” noting that it was considered “a great improvement”
when RLA battalions that had previously “thrown down their weapons and
run” in the face of Pathet Lao attacks remembered to “carry their weapons
with them” while retreating.”

Even Secretary of State Dean Rusk, the New Frontiersman most inclined
to continue Eisenhower’s hard-line policy in Laos, was exasperated by the
RLA’s lack of fighting spirit. Two months into the Kennedy administration,
Rusk informed the president that “we could not guarantee the steadfastness
of any Lao, even Phoumi.” Although RLA troops were among the highest
paid in the world, Rusk observed that Phoumi had been unable to galvanize
his men and that the United States “missed having govemment troops who
were willing to fight” When the RLA commander visited Washington in
June 1961, Rusk spoke to him with what the secretary himself described
as “a frankness which went beyond traditional diplomatic practice.” “If the
U.S. is to call on its young men to go and fight to defend the freedom of
another country,” Rusk lectured, “it must be quite certain of the desire of
that country for freedom.” Consequently, Washington had to be “certain that
the will to defend freedom...exists in Laos,” and such certainty required
more evidence than had been “apparent” of the “readiness to accept sacri-
fice on the part of the Laotian people.” Rusk’s concems were echoed by the
Laos Task Force, an ad hoc body set up to produce recommendations for
Kennedy. “Despite the magnitude of our aid program and the large number
of Americans working with the Lao,” the task force reported;

we did not succeed in developing any real sense of motivation among these
people.... We generally assumed that the Lao were vitally concerned with the
communist threat and were eager to preserve their country’s independence.
Instead, we have found ourselves dealing with an almost total lack of motiva-
tion. We have spent large sums to support the Lao Army and employed a large
force of Americans to assist in its training, but we have not instilled into the
armed forces the necessary discipline and will to fight.'”

American journalism reinforced these views, The Lao whom Americans
encountered in mainstream magazines and newspapers were quintessential
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antiwarriors, “pacifist Buddhists who frequently make jokes about how
their country has never won a war,” in the words of the New York Times.
Apart from occasional backhanded compliments about Lao “tolerance” and
“inmocence,” the major American press outlets had little positive to say with
respect to the Lao, and their criticisms often verged on disdain. Standard
qualifying terms included “diffident,” “drowsy,” “docile,” “torpid,” “unen-
terprising,” and “soporific”—adjectives unlikely to inspire confidence.

The first multipage article on Laos in a prominent American magazine
appeared in 1956, when the Saturday Evening Post ran Oden Meeker’s
account of his work as head of a relief mission in that “unbelievable Asiatic
kingdom.” Unlike most American reporters, Meeker liked the Lao, whom
he described as “gentle” and “utterly charming.” Daily life in Laos, Meeker
noted, was “tranquility just this side of Rip Van Winkle.” By the time
Meeker expanded this article into a book, Pathet Lao activity had increased
and the Eisenhower administration had designated Laos a vital piece of
strategic real estate. Meeker therefore placed his “magical kingdom” more
obtrusively within the context of the Cold War, waming readers that “[i]n
Laos the Americans and their allies are faced with trying to instill a sense of
economic and political urgency in a group of people who may well be the
least urgent souls on earth,” The Lao, he explained, were “far more inter-
ested in decorating things with curlicues than in getting ahead in the world.”
This might have the happy result that “in Laos no one ever suffered a ner-
vous breakdown,” but it made these “dreamy, gentle, bucolic, nonaggressive
people” unpromising material for crusaders. “The Lao are still Lao,” he
wrote, “They aren’t really very angry with anybody” and. moreover, “they
are reluctant to kill any living thing.” American attempts to “create in Laos
a nation strong enough to resist the attractions and pressures across the
communist frontiers” were likely to shatter on the rocks of an omnipresent
“drowsiness and passivity” that made “mariana sound dynamic.”?

The Providence Journal drew from the same grab-bag of signifiers
when it tried to explain why “American hustle to bring progress to this
lazy land.. has failed to have much impact on the fun-loving, unambi-
tious people or their officials.” Reporter David Lancashire argued that
the Lao “frown on hard work” and were loath to emulate the example of
eager-beaver Westerners sent to assist them. “During the recent communist
offensive,” Lancashire wrote, “lights bumed nightly in the American aid
offices,...but Laotian military headquarters closed for weekends and Bud-
dhist holidays, and regular three-hour noon siestas prevailed.” Lancashire
described “an American financial expert work[ing] long hours™ in a “hotbox
office at the Laos national bank” while native “bank employees sat idly
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fAipping elastic bands at lizards scurrying across the ceiling.” Readers could
be forgiven for concluding, along with the Washingron Post, that the United
States was “galloping off on a white charger to save people who don’t want
to be saved.”!”

At least, the Lao did not seem willing to fight for their salvation.
R. H. Shackford, billed by the Washingron News as “one of America’s
outstanding foreign correspondents.” affirmed that “Laoctian soldiers often
resemble Ferdinand the Bull. who wanted only to smell the Aowers.”
US. News and World Report assured readers that “the Lao is a wonderful
person, ... a gentle person,” but that, sadly, “[h]e does not like to fight, He is
not like a German—a German has a strong will.” The Baltimore Sun looked
closer to home for its analogy: the Lao, it claimed, possessed “no such vigor
as drives, say. a farmer living in Maine.” How, then, could Washington ask
that farmer to leave his plow and fight alongside the RLA?™

Firsthand media accounts of the RLA in action rendered the prospect
even less inviting, “[T]wo hundred million dollars” worth of military aid has
not made government troops capable of vanquishing the jungle-tough reb-
els.” understated the Christian Science Monitor in early 1961, In fact, those
troops seemed more likely to vanquish themselves: the New York Herald
Tribune portrayed RLA soldiers as so incompetent that they forgot where
they planted American-supplied land mines and wound up “blow[ing] their
own feet off.” According to the New York Times, “The typical Laotian sol-
dier is a laughing young peasant who. .. abhors killing. ... He sings, dances,
and plays music at every break as his 100-man company moves toward the
front, often with a plucked jungle Aower sticking out of the muzzle of his
ill-kept rifle.” The performance of such simple souls under fire was predict-
able. “They just aren’t fighting,” complained Newsweek. “The Pathet Lao
can take over all the country if they want it.” American advisors stationed
in Laos did not attempt to conceal their low opinion of the RLA when inter-
viewed by reporters. “This is war, dammit,” one colonel fumed, “but the
Laotians are just not willing to risk getting killed.” To the suggestion that a
ceasefire might give the RLA a chance to improve discipline, another U.S.
military official sourly responded, “They’ve been observing a ceasefire for
some time now, anyway.”"

Even Time Inc., the multimedia empire created by Henry Luce and dedi-
cated to promoting an activist U.S. foreign policy, was unenthusiastic about
the free world’s chances in Laos. While Luce initially considered Laos an
important Cold War battleground, he soon lost interest; as early as 1956, his
most influential publication, 7ime magazine, dismissed the nation as a “lotus
land” in “habitual half-slumber” whose “sleepy govemment™ never “stirred
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itself to anger.” Tellingly, Time, that champion of global interventionism,
pre-dated the White House in its willingness to accept Laos’s nonalignment,
“Scarcely any country on earth is less fitted to serve as a pivotal point in the
struggle against communism than Laos,” it asserted in 1939, citing Lao king
Sisavang Vong's proclamation that “my people do not know how to fight;
they know only how to sing and make love.” Time’s portrayal of the RLA
read as black comedy. “Royal Lao soldiers tossed hand grenades in the Nam
Song River and jumped in afterward to scoop up the stunned banana fish
that Aoated to the surface,” one article related. *“They swam, roasted pigs
and fish over open fires, and drank plenty of Mekong rice whisky....Laotian
soldiers...can seldom bring themselves to fire at any enemy they can actu-
ally see, ... though one lieutenant shot himself in the foot,”'®

When Kennedy began making noises after his inauguration about safe-
guarding Lao self-rule, Luce, for once, proved disinclined to charge at the
sound of the trumpets. Instead, he got his Hong Kong bureau chief Stanley
Kamow and correspondents Jerry Schecter and James Wilde to compose
what Time advertised as “the only comprehensive story of Laos’s history
and current crisis that exists anywhere.” This effort, which must rank among
the most sneering works of Orientalia produced during the Cold War, was
Time’s cover feature for 17 March 1961, It described Laos as “landlocked,
lackadaisical, and so primitive that the currently favored adjective ‘under-
developed’ would be an unwarranted compliment.” While the Lao them-
selves were “pleasant,” they were also, readers leamed, “bone lazy” and
their “favorite phrase” was “be pen nyan, a vaguely negative phrase that
means everything from ‘too bad’ to ‘it doesn’t matter.” ” In other “backward
lands,” Time noted, “it is popular to write this quality off to malnutrition,
liver Aukes, and intestinal parasites, but in Laos. .. lethargy extends to the
highest ranks of princelings raised on French cuisine,” Worst of all was
the Lao king, whose “most striking characteristic politically is a lethargy
so profound that it is almost spectacular,” Like his subjects, he had “sunk
into a torpor that could not be shaken by the fast-paced world around him,”
and the RLA was beyond hope: “What could serious cold warriors do with
soldiers who set up tiny clay images of Buddha to shoot at,...[and] then
deliberately missed?” Those millions of Americans for whom Time was
required reading doubtless asked themselves the same question.”

Life magazine, Luce’s other publishing sensation, ran a number of arti-
cles blasting the “primitive inefficiency and shattering inertia” of the Lao.
“In Laos, it is downright bad taste to work more than is absolutely neces-
sary,” the prolific Kamow asserted in a September 1959 full-page spread.
Evidence of this lack of initiative was everywhere: “Years ago, someone
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ambitiously built a railroad station at the town of Savannakhet, but the rail-
road itsell has yet to be started. The main highway . ..is paved for only eight
miles....[Laos’s] best hotel...is a dilapidated bungalow.” No institution
more perfectly reflected the nation’s shortcomings than its army, which,
Kamow noted, had recently captured a Pathet Lao battalion only to let the
communists escape, unharmed. When asked to “explain how this had hap-
pened,” Laos’s defense minister had shaken his head and responded, *“That
is an extremely difficult question.” Such attitudes contributed to a situa-
tion in which, by Kamow’s reckoning, the communists had “only about
4,000 men” but nonetheless “held the initiative in both guerrilla and psy-
chological warfare,” Life’s follow-up story informed readers that Laos was
an “indolent little country,” that the “unwarlike Lao army™ had exhibited “a
notable. .. reluctance to shoot,” and that “Laotian civilians” were “even less
warlike than the soldiers.”

Americans advanced three main theories to account for Lao unassertive-
ness. The most common explanation blamed Buddhism, “with its strong
emphasis on harming no living creature,” according to Time. Southeast
Asia’s dominant religion did not enjoy a positive reputation in America
during the early years of the Cold War—a recent study of U.5,—Vietnam-
ese relations under Eisenhower demonstrates that Buddhism was “invari-
ably linked with passivity...and moral relativism”—and the Lao, lacking a
militantly Catholic commander like Diem to give them backbone, seemed
condemned by their faith to wave a white Aag. The New York Times made
this point in early 1961, arguing that “Laotians...are a people who do not
want to fight because they are so deeply Buddhist they abhor killing of any
kind.” Other newspapers and magazines also found in Buddhism a conve-
nient scapegoat. “The royal Laotian soldier’s lack of eagemess for fighting
stems from... his Buddhist religion,” declared the Washingron Star. News-
week observed that “Laotians, being Buddhists, are notoriously unwilling
to fight.” and the Denver Fost attributed the free world’s string of reverses
in Laos to the fact that Washington was allied with “a Buddhist people who
don’t want to fight back.”"”

Elite figures in the Kennedy administration accepted this analysis. “As
Buddhists, the Lao favored contemplation and disliked killing,” Schlesinger
recalled ina 1963 account of Kennedy's presidency. Roger Hilsman, director
of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, noted in his
memoirs that the Lao were “Theravada Buddhists, among the most gentle,
peace-loving, and serene people in the world.” John Holt, counselor of the
American embassy in Laos, advised newly appointed Ambassador Winthrop
Brown that “Lao Buddhist troops do not like to fire bullets except to frighten,
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This is a known fact,” The Lao royal family inadvertently contributed to
such caricatures when they appealed to Washington for support. Prince
Souvanna Phouma wrote Kennedy in Febrouary 1961 to reassure him that it
was “unthinkable” that a “peaceful people, fervently Buddhist...like [the]
Lao people should wish [to] become communist.” The Americans needed
to appreciate a distinction, Souvanna claimed: “I know my people and can
assure you it [is] socialist by reason [of] its religion. . . [but] that it does not
desire [to] become communist,” Kennedy was unlikely to take solace in
this hairsplitting, or in the Lao king’s pronouncement that “the Lao peo-
ple, dedicated to peace, have never ceased...to practice the teachings of
Buddha, which ordain forgiveness, meekness, and charity.” To a realist like
Kennedy, these teachings were poor preparation for combat with fanatical
jungle fighters,®®

Americans dissatisfied with the Buddhist explanation cited another rea-
son for Lao reluctance to wield the sword; the absence of any feeling of
national unity. According to this argument, Laos’s tortuous terrain, scar-
city of overland communications, diversity of people and languages, and
scattered population made genuine patriotism impossible. The Lao had no
sense of being part of a sovereign country and therefore were unwilling
to fight to defend that country against communism, “Laos was hopeless,”
Ambassador Brown recalled in 1968, “It had no national identity, It was
just a series of lines drawn on a map.” A State Department briefing paper
prepared for Kennedy a week after his inauguration advised the presi-
dent, “Laos has never been a national entity. ... Its people lack a sense of
national loyalty. ... As a result, no strong, effective non-communist leader-
ship has emerged.” The Laos Task Force concurred. “U.S. policy in Laos,”
it insisted, “has...suffered from a general assumption that we are dealing
with a nation.” Not so; “Laos is merely a loosly [si¢] organized assortment
of peoples with tribal-like loyalties...over which the Lac monarch exer-
cises only a vague sort of hegemony,” Appeals to national allegiance were
bound to fail under such conditions.”

The ministers of information made the same case, but in more vivid lan-
guage. “Report from Laos,” a Saturday Review cover story, asserted that
the Lao “are living in the third century”; that “there is no sense of ethnic
unity,” much less any “sense of a nation”; and that many “tribes are not
only cut off completely from the outside world; they are hardly aware of the
existence of tribes less than fifty miles away.” The Washingron Posr went
further, noting that most Lao “do not even know that they are citizens of a
country known as Laos.” Time argued that nationhood was too sophisticated
a concept for inhabitants of this “land of love and laughter.” “90% of all
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Laotians,” the magazine reported, “think the world is Rat—and populated
mainly by Laotians.” No wonder they had difficulty conceiving of a world
divided into two hostile blocs!®

Another notion that received a surprising amount of play in the Ameri-
can media held that promiscuity sapped Lao martial spirit. This theory was
for the most part inferred rather than asserted, but the passages devoted to
Lao sexuality in publications like Time and Life were invariably accom-
panied by accounts of the RLA's bungling performance, and the connec-
tion was difficult to miss. For example, the same Time story that ridiculed
RLA soldiers as “small, laughing men” who “dislike the idea of shooting
at anybody” also described Lao “fertility rites. .. when the men wave bam-
boo poles topped with phallic symbols and copulating puppets and the girls
look on and giggle.” In another feature, 7ime noted that *a 17th century
Dutch visitor ... complained that he could not stroll at night in Laos because
of the ‘horrible fornications’ all around. Things have changed very little.”
The magazine then proceeded to lament “the lack of aggressiveness among
Laotians” and remarked that “many of the Laotian army’s 25,000 men are
still incompetent.” Life devoted considerable space to discussing the “Lao-
tians’ amiable attitude toward sex,” revealing that Lao “festivals...are not
complete without love courts” where native girls “wait in ‘sacred groves’ to
bestow themselves on any passing male, strangers included.” Perhaps this
was why the “Lao army, kept alive by U.S. aid, is not in good shape.”*

One of the most remarkable sex-themed articles concerned the Lao elec-
tions of 1958, which Washington hoped would freeze the Pathet Lao out of
the government. The Eisenhower administration had tried to build up support
for conservative Lao politicians with Operation Booster Shot, a village-aid
program that Aooded rural Laos with food and medical and other supplies.
Predictably, the program resulted in widespread corruption, and the elec-
tions saw communists increase their number of seats in the assembly. In
its postmortem on this foreign-policy disaster, Time explained the result
by noting that “the day before elections was Balung Fai, the annual spring
Fertility Festival.” Everyone in Vientiane, even “the most respected males,”
had been “out from dawn to late at night . . . carrying phallic symbols, hoist-
ing up bamboo poles atop which puppets were shown in the act of sexual
intercourse.” And that was not all: “French postcards were pinned on men’s
sleeves, and men dressed up like women submitted to mock rape while the
women stood by giggling,” The next moming, the Lao staggered to the poll-
ing stations and voted red. Readers could draw their own conclusions.®

Had Americans not been so locked into their cartoonish conception
of Laos, they might have grasped a hard fact which, in retrospect, seems
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manifest; not all Lao were battle shy; only the RLA forces were. The Pathet
Lao fought with valor—as, for that matter, did the neutralists; in August
1960, neutralist Captain Kong Le and his single paratrooper battalion seized
Vientiane, which was not recaptured by Phoumi’s American-trained divi-
sions until December of that year, History indicated that the Lao did not suf-
fer from some pathelogical distaste for warfare; it was just those Lao asked
to fight for Washington’s puppet who threw in the towel. Yet Americans
ascribed U.S. reverses in Laos to Aaws in the Lao national character rather
than to blind spots in U.S, foreign policy.

No one did more to encourage this perceptual confusion than Tom
Dooley, the “jungle doctor of Asia” whose 1956 bestseller Deliver Us from
Evil, according to his biographer, “quite literally located Vietnam on the
new world map for millions of Americans.” Overlooked in scholarship on
Dooley is the extent to which he also located Laos on the map for a mass
audience, If Deliver Us from Evil dealt with conditions in war-tom Vietnam,
Dooley’s two subsequent books concemed his experiences in Laos, where
he spent the last years of his life operating clinics under the auspices of the
International Rescue Committee, Those texts, The Edge ¢f Tomorrow and
The Night They Burned the Mountain, attracted almost as wide a readership
as Dooley’s debut. Moreover, it was during his sojourn in Laos that Dooley
made the tape recordings that were shipped to America and broadcast as the
Saturday dinner-hour program “That Free Men May Live.” For many listen-
ers, Dooley was their only source of information on Laos, and the images he
conveyed about this far-off kingdom did much to shape their understanding
of what the United States could accomplish there,®

Dooley’s broadcasts and books fortified American notions of Lao
passivity. “The people of Laos are philosophically resigned to fate,” he
informed his radie audience, “They become apathetic in the face of severe
crisis, ... Why, I can’t even get some of my nurses to kill a Ay in the oper-
ating room because of their religious beliefs!” Chai, the native interpreter
whom Dooley cast as his sidekick in The Edge ¢f Tomorrow, was, readers
learned, typically Lao in that “*he would not kill anything.” When patients
paid “for an operation with a live chicken or duck,” Dooley recalled, “Chai
could not kill the birds for our dinner.” Dooley was fond of the Lao—"their
simplicity is delightful”—and he related many heart-tugging anecdotes
of Lao patients rescued from “the depths of misery” by “the white man’s
miraculous medicines,” but he was not optimistic about the capacity of
this “drowsy people” to hold the line against communist expansion. “The
villagers...have no idea of the rift the world has suffered,” he wrote. “They
understand nothing of the two camps of ideas, the God-loving men and
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the godless men.” These were “big issues far beyond their knowledge or
understanding.*

The Vietnamese, on the other hand, seemed made of sterner stuff. After
Kong Le captured Vientiane and compelled the National Assembly to
install a new prime minister, Dooley remarked on the air, “It is amazing
that a few men could overthrow a government which has been supported by
a tremendously generous Aow of American dollars.” “However,” he added,
“Vietnam has simply been magnificent.” In another broadcast, Dooley noted
that “Vietnam, with Ngo Dinh Diem at the helm, has no queasy moments
like in Laos....One is either for or against intemational communism, and
he and his country are against it!” Had Dooley been in a position to advise
Kennedy as to which Southeast Asian country was better equipped to serve
as a link in the chain of defense Washington was trying to forge, there is
little doubt what his recommendation would have been.”

Like Dooley, America’s fourth estate frequently contrasted Lao stag-
nancy with Vietnamese dynamism, Newsweek’s dismal account of the RLA
partying “while Laos bums” featured a sidebar that praised “tough President
Diem” for mastering “the tactics that defeated the communists in Malaya.”
Diem’s “military campaign against the guerrillas,” the magazine noted, had
“become increasingly effective.” The New York Times fatly stated that “[t]The
people of Laos lack the resolution of the Thais or the free Vietnamese,”
Another Times feature declared, “Laotians are uninterested in political or
ideological conflict and, in contrast to the Vietnamese, will not fight,” Ken-
nedy, who read several newspapers every moming and who cultivated close
relationships with many of America’s leading journalists (particularly those
who wrote for the Times), could not have failed to take note of such portray-
als, and this may have disposed him to receive sympathetically UN advisor
William Sullivan’s admonition that while the Lao were “not fighters,” the
South Vietnamese were “tigers and real fighters,” and that “therefore the
advantages would be on our side to have a confrontation and showdown in
Vietnam and not get sucked into this Laos operation,”®

The precise moment when Kennedy decided to disavow Eisenhower’s
policy toward Laos is impossible to determine, Ironically, he at first assumed
a more pugnacious stance than his predecessor, perhaps because he felt the
need to prove his toughness. He ordered 300 marines to a base near the
Thai border and upgraded Eisenhower’s Program Evaluation Office into an
overt military mission; from now on, Kennedy instructed, American advi-
sors were to wear uniforms in the field with the RLA—an important sym-
bolic shift. As if to convince the communists he meant business, Kennedy
appeared on television with three maps showing Pathet Lao advances in



“NO PLACE TO FIGHT A WAR™ 59

recent months and announced that Laos’s fate “will tell us something about
what kind of future our world is going to have.” The White House seemed
to be gearing up for war,®

But Kennedy had moderated his tone by April 1961, supporting British
prime minister Harold Macmillan’s proposal for a ceasefire in Laos and
indicating that he would accept Souvanna as head of a coalition govern-
ment. Kennedy also agreed with Cambodian prince Norodom Sihanouk
that the Geneva Conference should be reconvened to deal with the Laos
crisis. When that conference began in May, Harriman headed the American
delegation, and Kennedy’s instructions to his representative were straight-
forward: “I want a settlement. I don’t want to send troops.” The president
mollified the hawks in his administration by assuring them, “If we have to
fight for Southeast Asia, we’ll fight in South Vietnam,"*®

Several factors brought about this change in policy. Kennedy’s humilia-
tion at the Bay of Pigs left him wary of plunging into another military mis-
adventure. Macmillan and French president Charles de Gaulle made clear
to Kenmedy their reluctance to participate in any joint offensive to save
Phoumi and their preference for a political solution built around Souvanna.
Logistical concerns, to be sure, weighed on Kennedy’s mind. Laos was a
poor locale for the employment of modem conventional forces: landlocked
and 10,000 miles away, it had almost no communications and supply lines
and its climate fostered tropical diseases. Without question, war in the
mountains and jungles of Laos was a specter to trouble the sleep of any
American commander,

Most important in persuading Kennedy to neutralize Laos, however,
was the assumption that the Lao were incorrigible pacifists who, in the
words of the Laos Task Force, “demonstrated little desire, willingness,
or ability to defend themselves.,” Everything Kennedy read or heard con-
firmed this image. His uniformed military advisors exceeded even their
civilian counterparts in heaping scom upon the Lao. Major General Ruben
Tucker, chief of the newly formed Military Assistance Advisory Group
in Laos, described the RLA as “worthless.” with *no stomach and no real
capability” of engaging the communists, and wamed Kennedy that if he
committed U.S. troops to defend the Lao government, “American blood
would certainly be spilled for a gutless group.” Joint Chiefs of Staff chair-
man General Lyman Lemnitzer expressed his frustration with the RLA in
an outburst redolent of the hubris that characterized U.S. policy making in
the post—World War II, pre-Vietnam era. “We made good soldiers out of
the Koreans,” he declared. “Why can’t we make good soldiers out of the
Laotians?”®
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Two encounters in particular seem to have influenced Kennedy’s policy
shift, and both indicate that his acceptance of a neutralist solution in Laos
owed less to the issue of whether Laos’s terrain lent itself to military opera-
tions than to American perceptions of the Lao as fighters. First was a report
from Ambassador Winthrop Brown, who had been summoned home from
Vientiane for consultations, As Brown recalled years later, Kennedy wanted
to see him in private. The president got right down to business, asking,
“What kind of people are these people [i.e., the Lao]?” Brown responded,
“Well, sir, the policy is...” He got no further. “That’s not what I asked
you,” Kennedy interrupted, “1 said, “What do you think, you, the ambas-
sador?’ ” Brown then became, as he remembered, “exceedingly indiscreet
and said a great many things which were critical.” He expressed his “very
low opinion of the Laotian army,” which he described as “a feeble lot.” As
for the king, Brown considered him a “total zero,” a “weak man” who “cried
several times when he talked to me.” Brown believed that most Lao were
in favor of neutralism—"to the extent that there were thinking Laotians
about these problems,” and “there weren’t too many of them.” The Lao,
Brown reported, felt that “if they could establish a neutral position,...all
these problems would go away and they would be left alone to be peaceful.”
Although Washington might condemn this view as naive, that was where
the Lao stood. “They’re charming, indolent, enchanting people,” Brown
concluded, “but they’re just not very vigorous.” In short, they were just
about the poorest candidates imaginable to thwart the march of Southeast
Asian communism.?*?

Then there was the 27 April 1961 meeting among Kennedy, the National
Security Council, and the congressional leadership at which the extent of
hostility toward the Lao on Capitol Hill became apparent. Kennedy wanted
to gauge how much congressional support he could count on if he were to
put American troops into Laos, and he arranged for the NSC to brief such
legislators as Majority Leader Mike Mansfield (D-MT), Minority Leader
Everett Dirksen (R-IL), Majority Whip Hubert Humphrey (D-MN), and
Foreign Relations Committee chairman J, William Fulbright (D-AR); also
present were Senators Richard Russell (D-GA), Styles Bridges (R-NH), and
Bourke Hickenlooper (R-1A). Secretary of Defense McNamara offered a
gloomy assessment of “our military capabilities” in Laos, noting that it was
the “opinion of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that if United States forces became
engaged...and the North Vietnamese or Chinese communists came to the
aid of the Pathet Lao, we would not be able to win by conventional weapons
alone.” Kennedy quoted a JCS estimate that “the communists could put into
Laos five men to our one,” which made American victory in a limited war



“NO PLACE TO FIGHT A WAR™ 61

unlikely. Acting Secretary of State Chester Bowles added that the Chinese
had “stated that they would enter Laos if we did.” Kennedy then asked the
assembled lawmakers for their views.

Unsurprisingly, the congressmen rejected intervention, but their verdict
seemed to have little to do with the logistical issues the briefers had raised.
Indeed, Russell snapped, “Logistics be damned!” What was important, in
his opinion, was that America fought “where we have an ally that will fight
for himself,” and that did not appear to be the case in Laos. Russell, leader
of the southern Democratic bloc, called Laos “an incredible fantasy.” He
advised the president to “write Laos off.” Dirksen agreed. “[T]hese people
have no fighting heart,” he declared. *They do not want to kill each other,
and there seems to be no fighting heart present.” The senator referred to the
“low casualty rates” suffered by the RLA in battle to underscore his point.
Admiral Arleigh Burke, chief of Naval Operations, asked where America
was going to fight “if we don’t fight here,” to which Bridges responded
that “it is quite apparent that we have to take a firm stand somewhere, but
not...where the people won’t fight for themselves.” Russell told Burke,
“If you think Thailand and South Vietnam will fight, let’s put our troops in
Thailand and South Vietnam and take our stand there.” Hickenlooper con-
curred, stating that while he “liked the idea of our taking a stand in Thailand
and South Vietnam,” Laos was “no place to fight a war.”

There was some discussion about America’s hesitant SEATO allies, the
risk of igniting war with China, and the utility of nuclear weapons in a
Southeast Asian theater. The topic that really pressed the congressional
leadership’s emotional buttons, though, was Lao unwillingness to fight, or
what Mansfield termed “Laotian values.” Mansfield summarized the views
of his colleagues when he said that he had been thinking about Laos for a
long time and that “the worst possible mistake we could make would be
to intervene there,” Deputy Undersecretary of State Alexis Johnson, who
attended the meeting, later called it the “tuming point on Laos.” 27 April
1961, he affirmed, was “the date on which...the die was cast.” From then
on, “it was quite clear in the minds of all of us that, whatever happened, we
were not going to militarily intervene.” Kennedy may have decided against
intervention earlier, but now he knew that senior Democrats and Republi-
cans in Congress would support his policy,®

Eight days after this meeting, RLA and Pathet Lao leaders agreed upon
a ceasefire, paving the way for the 1961-1962 Geneva Conference on Laos.
The conference opened a week later. Representatives of the rival Lao fac-
tions and various intemational participants, including the United States,
negotiated for fourteen months before reaching an arrangement whereby
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Souvanna would head a coalition govermment, all foreign troops would
leave Laos, and Lao territory would no longer be used as an avenue for the
infiltration of neighboring countries. This was not an ideal outcome from
Washington’s perspective, even assuming the provisions of the agreement
were carried out in good faith, but it was better than large-scale American
intervention or Pathet Lao victory, Kennedy has been deservedly praised by
historians for obtaining a negotiated settlement in Laos,*

The president chose this course, however, not because he questioned the
prevailing view that America needed a noncommunist stronghold on the
Asian mainland—indeed, he expanded America’s role in South Vietnam
while Harriman bargained at Geneva—but because he considered the Lao
miserable allies. Like his fellow policy makers, and like the journalists who
helped set the boundaries within which policy could be made, Kennedy
reduced the Lao to a set of stereotypes: childlike, lazy, submissive, unfit
to fight the free world’s battles. “Because of...the Laoctians’ own gentle
nature,” Rusk recalled, “we concluded that an American stand against com-
munist aggression in Laos would have been frustrated by the Laotians them-
selves.” This perception, and not any insight into the virtues of nonalignment
or desire to ease Cold War tensions, led Kennedy to determine that a neu-
tralist government in Vientiane was the best result he could obtain,™

More important, Kennedy’s Laos policy came with a hidden trip wire.
He did not believe he could retreat any further in Southeast Asia, If the Viet
Cong pressed their advantage against the U.S.—sponsored Saigon regime,
America would have to fight. By cutting his losses in Laos, Kennedy nar-
rowed the range of options for himself and future presidents attempting to
cope with Vietnam.
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EXPLAINING THE VIETNAM WAR

Dominant and Contending Paradigms

GARETH PORTER

In every feld of study in the physical sciences, the dominant framework
or paradigm for carrying out research on a given problem is not sutject
to critical debate until it begins to break down. As Thomas Kuhn showed
in analyzing the process of establishing scientific paradigms, a dominant
paradigm begins to weaken only after researchers find that it has failed to
account for too many “anomalies”™—i.e., contradictions between paradig-
matic assumptions and empirical realities of significance.!

Obvious structural differences separate the relationship between para-
digmatic assumptions and research in the physical sciences from that same
relationship in the social sciences. Whereas in the physical sciences, the
basic assumptions which constitute the dominant paradigm are explicit and
universally known, in historical interpretation they are more likely to be
implicit rather than explicit. And there is never complete unanimity on those
paradigmatic assumptions among historians, because heterodox countercur-
rents of interpretation inevitably spring up even when a dominant paradigm
is at its peak of inAuence.

Nevertheless, historical research and interpretation also take place within
something like paradigmatic frameworks, and historical writings on the U.S.
path to war in Vietnam are no exception. The interpretation of U.S. policy
making toward Vietnam up to mid-19635 has been shaped by certain assump-
tions about the nature of world politics of the period, about the ways of think-
ing and motivations of U.S. policy makers, and about how the policy-making
process in national security works in the U.S. government. Despite differ-
ences of view among historians over many questions surrounding the broad
issue of Vietnam policy, commonly held—and unexamined—assumptions
about those questions can be viewed as a paradigmatic framework for inter-
pretation, which has influenced the literature on U.S. Vietnam policy.

In this chapter, L analyze and critique that dominant paradigm, which may
be called the “Cold War consensus™ paradigm, regarding the explanation

67
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for the U.S, march to war in Vietnam.? I will identify what I regard as
its fundamental weaknesses: the historical facts for which it has failed to
account. In the final section, I introduce an alterative to the dominant para-
digm, which I call the “power imbalance” paradigm, because the impact of
U.S. military dominance is central to the dynamic that I believe underlay the
policy-making process on Vietnam,

In suggesting that paradigmatic assumptions have shaped the historical
narrative of the road to war in Vietnam, I am not arguing that historians
have consciously adopted such a paradigm—or any other paradigm—as the
framework for their account of policy making. The purpose of most of these
works has not been to explain why the United States fought a war in Viet-
nam but to fashion a narrative highlighting certain features of the policy or
the policy-making process. In Planning a Tragedy, published in 1982, Larry
Berman wrote, “Lhave no grand theory for explaining the failure of Vietnam
decision-making, nor do I believe that one is necessary.”” Two works that
are extremely critical of U.S, policy, Inrervention by George McT. Kahin
and The Vietnam Wars, 1945-7990 by Marilyn Young, were not aimed at an
overarching explanation for the U.S. war in Vietnam but at elucidating the
contradictions inherent in the policy and its consequences.®

The influence of paradigmatic assumptions on historical writing does not
operate through any conscious decision to stay within any specific param-
eters. It is precisely the absence of a conscious paradigmatic framework in
the studies of Vietnam policy that has allowed what I argue is the domi-
nant paradigm on the road to war in Vietnam to influence the narrative line.
In selecting the issues, episodes, and documents to be used in a narrative
as well as in interpreting their meaning, a historian without an alternative
explanatory hypothesis to guide research inevitably reflects certain com-
monly held assumptions about such questions as the relationship of the
Vietnam issue to the broader distribution of power in the world and the way
in which national security policy works in the United States.

There is a well-established pattern in the literature on Vietnam of citing
public statements and official national security documents on the threat to
Southeast Asia as evidence of the thought processes and even motivations
that are presumed to have driven U.S. policy. Thus, speeches with combative
Cold War rhetoric or statements in interviews that define the U.S. strategic
interest in South Vietnam by John F, Kennedy have long been considered
to demonstrate his commitment to defeating the communist insurgents in
South Vietnam. The documentation now available about Vietnam policy
making, however, suggests that national security officials had motives
for advocating war that were quite unrelated to the official definitions of
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threat—motives that would be less acceptable if they were acknowledged.
And those motives and interests were not the same as the interests of the
president, The policy-making process on Vietnam that is revealed by the
full range of documentary sources was a sharp political struggle between
conflicting interests in the executive branch. Because of the power of the
dominant paradigm, an unrealistic picture of the policy-making process on
Vietnam has prevailed. That contradiction is part of the reason that a para-
digm shift is needed.

The Cold War Consensus Paradigm

The Cold War consensus paradigm has been based on three central
assumptions;

= The power relationship between the United States and the communist
world was irrelevant to the making of U.S. policy toward Vietnam.

= National security policy makers, from the president on down, were
under the sway of a U5, Cold War ideology of “containment” of
communism, which considered a possible communist takeover any-
where in the world as a serious threat,

»  Presidential personalities and attitudes are the primary driving forces
in going to war, because decisions on the use of military force are
ultimately made on the president’s absolute constitutional authority,

The evidence for the first assumption underlying the Cold War consensus
paradigm—the irrelevance of the power relationship between the United
States and the Communist world to the making of U.S, policy—is the
almost complete absence of any discussion of power relations at the global
or regional levels in the literature on Vietnam policy. A partial exception
to this generalization might be made in regard to some discussions of the
period of 1949-1952, when the official U.S. perception was that the regional
balance of power in Southeast Asia had begun to tip toward the communist
side—and that it threatened the global power balance as well.” But in the
accounts of policy making from the Eisenhower administration through the
big U.S. troop buildup in 1965, the power relationship between the United
States and the communist world simply disappears from the literature.

It is not surprising that historians have assumed that global power rela-
tions were irrelevant to Vietnam policy making. For decades, both historians
of the Cold War and students of international politics have shared the view
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that the international system during the 1954-1965 period was a bipolar
balance of power, or at least a “balance of terror”, between the superpowers,
The literature on the period is dominated by a focus on policies of “contain-
ment” and “deterrence,” which were based on the assumption that the two
superpowers were indeed roughly comparable in their power.®

The second assumption—that policy was shaped primarily by the beliefs
of policy makers about the threat from communism—ifollows logically
from the first assumption. The belief about the imperative of responding
to the threat by using force, if necessary, has been reflected in a large num-
ber of works reflecting different attitudes toward the war. Some of these
works reflect an obvious sympathy with the assumed Cold War consen-
sus, whereas others have regarded it as a case of highly distorted thinking
that brought disastrous consequences, The first variant is represented by the
viewpoint underlying the narrative in the Pentagon Papers, and in a subse-
quent book coauthored by Leslie Gelb, a primary author of the Pentagon
Papers., and Richard Betts. They argued that national security policy mak-
ers, from the president on down, were unwilling to withdraw from Vietnam
because they consistently feared that the strategic consequences of defeat in
the Vietnam were too great to risk. Gelb and Betts asserted that the “domino
theory” was “at the heart of the matter” and had “held sway over U.S. stra-
tegic thinking for twenty years.” Gelb and Betts further argued that this
strategic belief was “persuasive” and even “sound” as a basis for policy
making.” Herbert Y. Schandler argued in an early study of Vietnam policy
making in the Johnson administration that the belief of U.S. policy mak-
ers that South Vietnam was vital to U.S. security was reasonable under the
circumstances.

The more prominent tendency in the literature, which is exemplified by
Stanley Kamow’s popular history of the war, is to argue that the domino
theory and the Cold War strategic beliefs it encapsulated were sadly mis-
guided but were nevertheless driving forces.” The theme of a lack of critical
reflection on Cold War doctrines unites a number of historical accounts.
Michael H. Hunt referred to “a firm Cold War consensus amounting almost
to a religion among the nation’s best and brightest” and to McGeorge
Bundy’s “deeply held, largely unexamined, and untested Cold War faith.”
Hunt described a key 1964 McNamara memo as reminding Johnson of
“how Cold War axioms applied to Vietnam,”'® Similarly, George C. Herring
wrote in the preface to the first edition of America’s Longest War that the
U.S. involvement in Vietnam “was a logical, if not inevitable outgrowth of
a world view and a policy, the policy of containment, which Americans in
and out of government accepted without serious questions for more than
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two decades.”" Robert D. Schulzinger echoed that interpretation, observing
that the “depth of the U.S. leaders’ commitment to the principles of contain-
ment” make it hard to believe that Kennedy would not have gone to war had
he lived.”

David Kaiser also appears to accept the Cold War consensus framework,
if only by implication, He writes that virtually all of the senior civilian and
military leaders of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations were part of a
“GI generation” that had a “great capacity for teamwork, and consensus and
a relentless optimism,” but whose weaknesses “included an unwillingness
to question basic assumptions, or to even admit the possibility of failure.”"

A notable exception to the acceptance of the assumption that unques-
tioned adherence to Cold War principles drove the Vietnam policy makers
is Fredrik Logevall, who devotes an extensive section in Choosing War to
refuting the alleged power of what he calls the “Cold War Consensus that
emerged in the early postwar period” on thinking about Vietnam. In the
U.5. political system of the early 1960s, Logevall argues, the consensus was
no longer unchallengeable in Congress and the media, because “the Cold
War itself had changed.” He expresses doubt that “geostrategic consider-
ations” were actually driving the policy makers who advocated the U.S.
war in Vietnam, suggesting instead that “domestic political credibility and
even personal credibility” were more important factors. He even advances
an individual political “sunk costs” theory—that some of those who had
committed themselves to a course of war in Vietnam early on became sub-
ject to “individual careerist considerations.”™

The third assumption—that U.S. policy reflected the authority of the
president over decisions to make war—appears to be even more deeply
entrenched in the literature than the other two, because it is related to a fun-
damental belief about American democracy. The idea that the president is
the commander in chief of the U.S. military forces and has full power over
any decision to use military force is one that is shared across the political
spectrum in regard to foreign policy, and it has been both reinforced by and
in tum reinforces the assumption that the Cold War presidents were cen-
tral to the Cold War consensus, Thus, a very large literature has portrayed
Dwight D. Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. Johnson as adopt-
ing the Cold War beliefs that have been viewed as driving forces on the road
to war in Vietnam. Eisenhower’s policy in the 1954 Indochina crisis has
been interpreted as one of readiness to go to war, which was frustrated by
the insistence of congressional leaders on British and French commitments
to “united action” and the unwillingness of the British and French to sup-
port a U.S. military intervention in the war as an alternative to the Geneva
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settlement. Eisenhower’s articulation of the domino theory in April 1954,
following by only a few days Secretary of State John Foster Dulles’s “United
Action” speech, has been generally viewed as a crystallization of the strate-
gic beliefs that drove U.S. policy toward Vietnam. The Eisenhower-Dulles
engineering in September 1954 of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO), which would be cited by subsequent administrations as a com-
mitment to South Vietnam’s security, completes the basic outline of the
narrative of Eisenhower’s Vietnam policy that has been accepted by many
historians.’

For decades, Kennedy was viewed by virtually every historian who has
written on the peried as determined to hold on to South Vietnam and reject-
ing any negotiated solution.® Works by John M. Newman, David Kaiser,
and Howard Jones have begun to revise that picture of Kennedy, showing
that he was skeptical of a full military commitment to South Vietnam and
even tried to withdraw U.S. troops from South Vietnam on a timetable. Most
of these works conclude that it is impossible to know what Kennedy might
have done had he lived, but that his policy may well have been different
from the one pursued by the Johnson administration,”

None of these studies challenges the paradigmatic assumption that the
president was fully in charge of Vietnam policy, however, By pointing to an
interest on Kennedy’s part in the idea of a neutralist settlement and assert-
ing that he did intend to withdraw, however, John M, Newman’s JFK and
Vietnam comes close to suggesting the need for a fundamentally different
understanding of the dynamics underlying Vietnam policy making. But
Newman argues that deceptively optimistic presentations of the situation in
South Vietnam persuaded Kennedy not to pursue a settlement, '?

Nevertheless, Newman’s argument that Kennedy probably would have
withdrawn from Vietnam—which is sharply at odds with the Cold War con-
sensus paradigm—provoked a counterattack from a number of historians
who remained convinced that there was no fundamental break with the con-
sensus, These historians have cited the absence of intermal documentation of
such a policy until October 1963, Kennedy's public statements suggesting a
determination to stay in South Vietnam, his alleged rejection of peace nego-
tiations on South Vietnam, and Robert F. Kennedy’s denial in a 1964 oral
history that JFK had seriously considered such a withdrawal as evidence
against the Kennedy withdrawal thesis,”

If the Cold War consensus view of Kennedy’s role in Vietnam policy
has become the weakest link in the dominant paradigm, the interpreta-
tion of Lyndon Johnson’s role has remained its strongest link. The litera-
ture has overwhelmingly laid the responsibility for going to war squarely
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on the shoulders of Johnson. In large part, that interpretation reflects the
assumption that the “central figure in the policy making” is the president,
as Logevall puts it.? Herring's account of the 1963-1965 period reflects the
paradigmatic assumption of presidential power by referring repeatedly to
“the administration,” making no distinction whatever between the role of
Johnson’s advisors and LBI's own role in policy making.

But apart from presidential power over the use of force, Johnson has
undoubtedly been seen as the driving force in the march to war in large part
because his personality and style have appeared to historians to be so con-
gruent with a belligerent stance on Vietnam. Johnson was an insecure bully
whose crude macho way of communicating and lack of comfort with the use
of diplomacy distinguished him sharply from Kennedy.?? Departing from
the dominant view of Johnson as the main force for war in his administra-
tion, works by Kahin and H. R. McMaster document significant resistance
by LBJ to recommendations for moves toward war.® However, the authors
of two major studies of U.S. policy making, Logevall and Kaiser, do not
deal with the evidence presented in these earlier works of serious confict
between Johnson and his advisors over their advocacy of war. Instead, they
make no distinction at all between Johnson and his advisors, portraying
Johnson as not only the formal decision maker but also the leading advocate
of the use of force in Vietnam, Indeed, Logevall relies heavily on a theme
from some of the early literature on Vietnam policy—the importance of
Lyndon Johnson’s personal insecurity as a factor in his alleged preference
for military force in Vietnam,?

Historical accounts of the policy making that led to war in Vietnam, with
the few exceptions noted, have reflected these three paradigmatic assump-
tions; the irrelevance of the power relations, the adherence of policy makers
to Cold War doctrines, and the primacy of the presidents in policy making.
Although the interpretation of Kennedy’s role in the policy making as fall-
ing within the Cold War consensus has been challenged in recent years,
this element of the dominant paradigm has also been reaffirmed both by
vigorous counterattack on the Kennedy withdrawal thesis and by a renewed
focus on Johnson as having primary responsibility for leading the country
into war.

Anomalies of the Cold War Consensus Paradigm

Although the Cold War consensus paradigm appears to have maintained
its dominant position among historians of U.S. national security policy, the
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narratives of U.S. policy-making making based on the three key assumptions
outlined above have failed to account for some major, well-documented his-
torical facts. To put it in the language of paradigm shift, the historical record
now available has yielded a number of “anomalies”—phenomena which
should not have occurred, according to the paradigmatic assumptions. I find
four major pattems in the historical record that can be considered to be
anomalous in terms of the dominant paradigm:

»  U.S, perceptions of Soviet and Chinese weakness were the dominant
factor in the initial phase of U.S, political-military involvement in
South Vietnam,

= Leading national security officials put pressure on the presidents to
go to war in Vietnam from 1961 to 1963, but Presidents Kennedy and
Johnson put up significant resistance to that pressure.

» The arguments about strategic interests at stake in the Vietnam con-
fAict that were used for political purposes were not the ones actually
discussed by national security officials among themnselves.

= National security officials repeatedly emphasized the favorable oppor-
tunities presented by the U.S. power advantage, rather than the threat
from the communist world, in their advocacy of the use of force in
Vietnam.

Each of these anomalies is outlined briefy here, summarizing the research
in my own study of the road to war in Vietnam,*

Perceptions cf Communist Weakness and Eisenhower’s
Vietnam Folicy

The Cold War consensus explanation for the U.S. road to war assumes that
the policy decisions made by President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secre-
tary of State John Foster Dulles from 1954 to 1955, which catapulted the
United States into the position of major power patron in South Vietnam,
were prompted by adherence to Cold War beliefs about the necessity to
respond to the dire threat from communism in Southeast Asia.?® What the
records of that period reveal, however, is quite different; ignoring Cold War
doctrines, Eisenhower and Dulles refused even to consider using military
force to try to prevent a communist takeover of Vietnam. Eisenhower told
a meeting of the National Security Council in early January 1954 that there
was “no sense in even talking about United States force replacing the French
in Indochina”™ and concluded by saying, “with vehemence,” according to the
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notes of the meeting, “I cannot tell how bitterly opposed I am to such a
course of action.” He repeated that he was “bitterly opposed” to U.S. mili-
tary intervention in the region at a 10 February press conference and again
in his press conference of 31 March 1954.%

As an altermative to military intervention in Indochina, Eisenhower
and Dulles relied on the knowledge that the United States held strategic
dominance over the communist world for a strategy of coercion of the Viet
Minh aimed at the Soviet Union and China.® Based on intelligence analysis
that the Soviets and Chinese would not be willing to “invoke serious risk
of attacks on the Chinese mainland,” Dulles believed that China could be
induced by the use of strategic threats to drop its support for the Viet Minh,
thus affecting the outcome of the negotiations in Geneva, That was the pur-
pose of Dulles’s “United Action™ speech, as well as Dulles’s proposal to
Britain and France for a “deterrent action” to intimidate China—not a move
to prepare for an actual joint intervention in Indochina.

After the Soviets and Chinese had forced the Viet Minh to accept a divi-
sion of the country with a promise of an election within two years, Dulles
considered the strategy of exploiting U.S. strategic dominance to have
been a spectacular success, and he concluded that the communist powers
would continue to pursue a defensive posture in Indochina for the indefinite
future, An intelligence estimate in November 1954 suggested that the com-
munist bloc’s global strategy probably would sacrifice “the ambitions of
local Communist parties,” if necessary, to preserve peace with the United
States. The knowledge that the Soviets and Chinese would not allow the
North Vietnamese to violate the Geneva truce gave Eisenhower and Dulles
the confidence to authorize a covert operation in South Vietnam beginning
in early 1935, using South Vietnamese troops and CIlA-sponsored “civic
action” teams to destroy the powerful but now virtually disarmed commu-
nist movement through mass arrests and summary executions.

The new intelligence assessment of the Soviet posture in Vietnam as
defensive also encouraged Dulles to make the fateful decision in mid-
June 1955 to dispense completely with the Geneva accords’ provisions for
national elections, in the confident belief that this action would not result
in any serious challenge from Hanoi. That decision resulted in a reversal
of South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem’s position on the elections.
Diem had previously offered to negotiate with North Vietnam on the terms
for such an election, in the belief that the United States was planning to take
that position,

The historical record on the policy decisions made by Eisenhower and
Dulles in 19541955 represents a direct challenge to the Cold War consensus
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paradigm. Those decisions should have been made under the influence of
Cold War doctrines of threat, according to the paradigmatic assumptions,
but they were not. And the Eisenhower administration’s policy should not
have been encouraged by evidence of Soviet and Chinese weakness on Viet-
nam, according to the assumption that the East-West power balance was
irrelevant to Vietnam policy making. But, in fact, the primary factor shaping
those policy decisions was the perception that U.S. military dominance over
the communist powers had caused the Soviets and Chinese to accommodate
U.S. power in Vietnam,

Kennedy and Johnson Resisted Pressures from
the National Security Bureaucracy

According to the assumptions of the Cold War consensus paradigm, the
major policy decisions on Vietnam from 1961 to 1965 should have reflected
the policy preferences of the president rather than those of the national secu-
rity bureaucracy. The historical record reveals, however, that the policy-
making process during that period was driven by the policy preferences of
key national security officials for the use of U,S, military force in Vietnam,?
It also shows that Kenmedy and Johnson repeatedly resisted the pressures
for a U.S. war in Vietnam.

Since the declassification of the documents on the crucial NSC meetings
in 1961, Kenmedy’s refusal to send troops, as recommended unanimously
by his top advisors, has been acknowledged in all historical accounts. What
has not been reflected in the literature, however, is the degree to which
Kennedy’s national security team put pressure on him to send troops to
Southeast Asia. The national security bureaucracy made five separate pro-
posals to JFK for either the deployment of troops or for a study of options
for the deployment of U.S. combat troops to Laos or Vietnam in just seven
months (2 May, 12 May, 28 July, 11 October, and 6-14 November). In the
first three cases, Kennedy deflected the pressureby attaching to any possible
future combat deployment a diplomatic condition which he knew could not
be achieved. But he also showed by the care with which he handled each
case that he was aware of the potential political cost of having the entire
national security bureaucracy oppose his policy in Southeast Asia. Under
relentless pressure, in October he began to make some small and partial
accommodations with his advisors, first by agreeing to send an air force
squadron to South Vietnam on a training mission and then to send Walt
W. Rostow and White House military advisor Maxwell Taylor to South
Vietnam to make recommendations, Kennedy’s agreement in November
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to a large increase in the number of U.S, advisors and the deployment of
aircraft to South Vietnam did not represent any change in JFK's view of
Vietnam, because he made it very clear in the crucial NSC meeting on 15
November that he did not regard holding on to South Vietnam as compa-
rable to other Cold War interests over which the United States had been
willing to use force.

The fact that Kennedy had to struggle to regain control over his admin-
istration’s Vietnam policy is underlined by his effort over a period of more
than eighteen months, from the spring of 1962 to his death in November
1963, to reverse that decision both by opening up a diplomatic channel to
Hanoi and by initiating a policy of withdrawing U.S. troops from South
Vietnam by the end of 1965, In April 1962, Kennedy ordered Harriman to
send instructions to Ambassador John Kenneth Galbraith in New Delhi to
communicate to Hanoi through the Indian Foreign Ministry a willingness
to talk about mutual deescalation in South Vietnam, Harriman scotched that
JFK diplomatic initiative, however, by sitting on the draft telegram which
had been prepared by his deputy for Southeast Asia.

Then Kennedy, in direct contradiction to the assumption underlying the
Cold War consensus paradigm, began to pursue a policy of a phased with-
drawal of U.S, military personnel by the end of 1965, The policy initiative
was introduced by McNamara at a conference on Vietnam in Honolulu on 8
May 1962, and, in July, the decision for the training of South Vietnamese to
replace all U.S. advisors “during the next three year period” was officially
adopted. That initiative could only have come from Kennedy himself, first,
because it was far too sensitive a decision to have been taken by anyone
except the president, and second, because McNamara had been on the side
of the JCS against JFK’s resistance to the presence of U.S, combat troops,
both in November and again in a 1 March meeting with Kennedy and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Contrary to the argument by some historians that the phased withdrawal
plan was contingent on an optimistic view of the prospects for defeating
the communist movement in three years, the Military Assistance Command
Vietnam (MACV) rejected the three-year timetable. Instead, it submitted
a plan in March 1963 that would have left in Vietnam as many as 12,200
U.S. advisors by mid-1965. Nevertheless, McNamara not only insisted that
the withdrawal should be completed by the end of fiscal year 1965 (i.e.,
mid-19653), but said he wanted the first 1,000 U.S. troops to be withdrawn
by the end of 1963—and that the withdrawal should not be contingent on
success in the counterinsurgency war but based upon “the assumption that
such a course of action would be feasible.”™
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In July, the commander in chief of the U.S, Pacific Command (CINCPAC),
Admiral Harry Felt, again pushed back, insisting that the first withdrawal
should take place “only if progress in the counterinsurgency campaign war-
rants such action.” After the Diem regime stumbled into a political crisis in
August, the JCS agreed with the CINCPAC position, agreeing to support the
first withdrawal only if it still seemed warranted after they had reevaluated
the situation around 31 October.

This sharp conflict between JFK and the military leadership over the
issue of withdrawal from Vietnam represents a major anomaly for which the
Cold War consensus paradigm cannot account. If there were no fundamental
conflict in the executive branch over war policy, then Kennedy should not
have been advocating a policy of withdrawal that was unacceptable to the
military leadership. And if the president were really unchallenged, not only
legally but also politically, Kennedy’s Machiavellian maneuvering through
McNamara and outside the NSC channels should have not have occurred.

The bureaucratic politics of Vietnam in the Johnson administration also
contradict the paradigmatic assumptions about absoclute presidential pri-
macy in Vietnam policy. There is surely no parallel in modern history to
the thirteen separate attempts by the national security bureaucracy over a
fourteen-month period, from late November 1963 to February 1965, to get
Johnson to authorize the use of military force against North Vietnam, Sig-
nificantly, Johnson rebuifed every one of them except for the alleged second
Tonkin Gulf, when he was not informed by McNamara on the aftemoon of
4 August of the serious doubts of commanders in the Pacific about whether
an attack had actually occurred after a strike had been approved by Johnson
at a luncheon meeting,

Contrary to the paradigmatic assumption, Johnson’s opposition to the
option proposed by his advisors—bombing North Vietnam to gain lever-
age in South Vietnam—actually grew stronger after that incident, because
Johnson quickly realized that he had been misled. Thus, an early Septem-
ber plan, on which all parts of the national security bureaucracy agreed,
for provoking a North Vietnamese attack on U.S. ships in order to justify
further bombing of the North had to be abandoned after a meeting between
the president and the ambassador to Saigon, Maxwell Taylor. And in mid-
September, when McNamara and Rusk tried to tell him that there had been
a third North Vietnamese naval attack on U.S. vessels in the gulf and urged
a retaliatory response, Johnson demanded proof of the attack and chided
McNamara for his claim of an attack in August, which Johnson now knew
had been false. His often-quoted antiwar speeches during the presidential
campaign were not a cover for planning for future war in Vietnam, as has
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been long assumed, but paralleled Johnson’s private expressions of irritation
with McNamara over his advocacy of the bombing program.

Yet another pivotal event that should not have happened, according to
the paradigmatic assumption, was LBI’s rejection of the unanimous recom-
mendation of his national security team after his election in November 1964
of a policy of “graduated pressures” against North Vietnam aimed at elicit-
ing a “sign of yielding by Hanoi.” When the recommendation came back
from the White House, the beginning of that campaign was made contingent
on the establishment of political stability in South Vietnam—the position
which LBJ had been taking since September and which his advisors had
been determined to change.

The relationship between Johnson and his advisors in the weeks that
followed that rebuff by LBJ contrasts even more starkly with the paradig-
matic assumptions about the relationship between the president and his
national security advisors, McGeorge Bundy, William Bundy, Taylor, and
McNamara were increasingly disturbed by Johnson’s unwillingness to stem
the tide of defeatism and neutralism rising in Saigon, about which they had
persistently wamed the president, by beginning a bombing campaign. Both
Bundy brothers concluded that LBJ was “stalling” in the hope that just such
a neutralist solution would allow him to avoid going to war and that he was
thus prepared to lose South Vietnam,

McGeorge Bundy and McNamara finally confronted Johnson directly
on 27 January, telling him that the “essentially passive role” he was playing
would “only lead to eventual defeat and an invitation to get out in humiliat-
ing circumstances.” Johnson could hardly have failed to note the implicit
political message underlying that waming—that if he did nothing to avert
such a “humiliating” defeat, he could no longer count on their support
against the inevitable political attacks, It was a clear expression of the power
of national security advisors to exert political leverage on the president on
pelitically sensitive issues involving the use of U.S, military power,

Johnson began to cave in to the advocates of bombing, reversing his
position on the political precondition for the “graduated pressures.” But
after the embassy reported a “likely trend toward neutralism and anti-
Americanism” under the new government of General Nguyen Khanh,
Johnson insisted once more that “a stable Saigon government is an essen-
tial prerequisite to other activities.” He agreed to retaliatory strikes only
after McGeorge Bundy employed a ruse to convince him that a Viet Cong
sapper attack on the U.S. base at Pleiku had been planned by Hanoi in
collusion with Moscow to test the ULS. reaction to an attack while Bundy
was in South Vietnam. In an administration in which the president was
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driving the policy toward war in Vietnam and was convinced of the need
to prevail in South Vietnam whatever the cost, that ruse would have been
Unnecessary,

Policy Makers Expressed Dijferent Concerns Privately

According to the assumptions of the dominant paradigm, U.S. officials
should have been preoccupied primarily with the threat of communism in
Southeast Asia. The threat of a domino effect from the loss of Vietnam or
just South Vietnam has been generally regarded as the essence of official
thinking about U.S, strategic interests at stake in the Vietnam confict, But
a closer examination of what policy makers were saying among themselves
reveals that their real concem was not a rising tide of communism in the
region but the possibility that failing to use force in Vietnam could lead to
the collapse of the overarching U.S. East Asia Cold War strategy of pressure
on the communist regime in China,”

When Eisenhower first suggested that the loss of Indochina would cause
a “falling domino™ effect in Southeast Asia in a press conference in early
April 1954, it was part of an administration strategy to make the USSR and
China worry that the United States might well take military action if the Viet
Minh war effort against the French in Indochina was not brought to a halt,
In treating it as a touchstone of strategic thinking, historians have ignored
the fact that Dulles and Undersecretary of State Walter Bedell Smith had
explicitly backtracked in congressional testimony on an earlier argument
that there would be a “chain reaction” in Southeast Asia if the Viet Minh
were to drive the French out of Indochina. They have also generally forgot-
ten that, a little over a month after Eisenhower’s presentation of the domino
image, Dulles publicly rejected the “so-called domine theory,” as he pre-
sented his plan for a security pact in the region.

One searches the record of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations’
deliberations in vain for an internal discussion of the threat of communism
in the region or for evidence that any senior policy maker believed that such
an eventuality was realistic. What one finds instead is that policy makers
were cynical about using whatever argument they calculated would serve
to advance their cause, even when they knew it was a vast exaggeration, if
not completely false. The Taylor-Rostow mission to Southeast Asia in 1961
was given a briefing at the U.S, embassy in Thailand that made it absolutely
clear that the country faced no threat from the indigenous communist move-
ment, which they learmed was “small and did not have much handle to use
for its work.” But in writing their report, they ignored what they were told
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and argued that, with success in South Vietnam, communism would “gather
momentum throughout Southeast Asia.”

In May 1964, Johnson complained that Rusk, Bundy, and McNamara
were trying to convince him that Vietnam would be “a domino that will
kick off a whole list of others.” Johnson then asked the CIA for its view
on whether Southeast Asia would “necessarily fall if Laos and South
Vietnam came under North Vietnamese control.” The agency’s analysts
promptly debunked that idea as well as the argument that noncommunist
Southeast Asia would “bandwagon” to the side of China. And even after he
had renounced the use of the domino theory within the executive branch,
William Bundy had no scruples about recommending that it be used to sell
an aggressive policy in Vietnam to the public during the 1964 congressional
election campaign.

Key national security advisors were not concerned about the rise of
communism or loss of independence in Southeast Asia but about the in-
creased likelihood that noncommunist Southeast Asian states—particularly
Thailand—would be more inclined to opt out of the U.S, strategy for sur-
rounding, isolating, and pressuring China by the implicit threat of military
attack, which was often referred to as “containment” of China, That strategy
had been reaffirmed as recently as November 1962, when the State Depart-
ment drafted a paper waming against any action that would “reduce the
pressures operating on the regime,” including “pressures from our military
presence in the Taiwan Strait, Korea and Southeast Asia.”

The ultimate concemn of the president’s principal advisors was that Japan
would succumnb to what William Bundy called “the growing feeling that
Communist China must somehow be lived with.” The immediate concern,
however, was Thailand, a military ally which had allowed the United States
to build air bases, which could be used to bomb North Vietnam or China.
As CIA director John McCone told McNamara in mid-1962, Bangkok had
a “historical propensity to adjust to the prevailing trends in the area” and
would “move toward neutralism and seek accommeodation with the Commu-
nist bloc should the U.S, position in Southeast Asia show additional signs of
weakness,” When William Bundy proposed a negotiated withdrawal from
South Vietnam in November 1964, McNamara and Rusk called him to tell
him that was unacceptable. Their argument, according to Bundy, was that
“the problems of carrying on” after the loss of South Vietnam—meaning,
carrying on the existing U.S, Cold War strategy of “containing” China—
would be “nearly insuperable” if the United States did not use force in Viet-
nam, Seven months later, in the final internal debate over whether to have an
open-ended commitment of ground combat forces in South Vietnam, Bundy
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warmed his colleagues that, if the United States didn’t “make a try” with
more combat troops in South Vietnam, the Thais would “cash in their chips”
either by accommodating with China or by establishing a “left neutralist”
government,

The concern that animated the principal national security officials in the
Kennedy-Johnson era, therefore, was not that communism would spread
through Southeast Asia, as the Cold War consensus paradigm suggests.
Rather, it was that accommodation with China would have threatened exist-
ing U.S. policy and forced those officials to adopt a policy based on the
premise that China would have to be “lived with.” This anomaly suggests
that the Cold War consensus paradigm has been leading historians down a
blind alley, by focusing them on the wrong reason for the national security
advisors’ readiness for war in Vietnam,

The Rationale for War Was Relared to U.S.
Power Advantage

The Cold War consensus paradigm has long directed the attention of his-
torians to the few pieces of documentary evidence, such as Johnson Admin-
istration’s NSAM [National Security Action Memeorandum] 288, that refer
to the dire strategic consequences of a failure to use force to prevent a com-
munist victory in South Vietnam. A closer examination of the reasoning
underlying the proposals for war by key national security advisors shows,
however, that they were attracted to the use of force in Vietnam in 1961
and again in 1964 as a low-cost, low-risk option, precisely because of the
lopsided U.8. power advantage over the Soviet Union and China,” When
Kennedy entered the White House, the National Security Council staff
briefed Kennedy on the dramatic military weakening of China because of
starvation conditions and concluded that its weakness, combined with the
“problematic nature of Soviet support” would make for “a cautious Com-
munist approach in Southeast Asia.” The explicit premise of the recom-
mendation to JFK to make a commitment to the defeat of the insurgency
with U.S. forces, if necessary, in November 1961, embraced by the JCS,
McNamara, and Rusk, was that an initial force commitment, combined with
a public commitment to victory and a waming to Hanoi that it must cease
and desist, would probably make it unnecessary to send large numbers of
troops. Taylor had assured the president that North Vietnam would be afraid
to send troops to the South because it was “highly vulnerable” to air attacks
and to China.
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McNamara's March 1964 recommendation to LBJ for a program of
bombing North Vietnam to coerce Hanoi to end—or at least dramatically to
reduce—its support for the war in the South was also based quite directly
on the confidence that it was a low-risk strategy, because of U.5. military
dominance over the communists. William Bundy’s draft trip report for
McNamara reveolved around the same central rationales as those that had
been used with Kennedy in 1961; Soviet and Chinese passivity in the face
of the possibility of war with the United States and Hanoi’s fear of potential
devastation would inhibit North Vietnamese escalation in the South. The
JCS and the CIA agreed that the Soviet Union would not make a move,
because of its fear of provoking a crisis with the United States, and an
interagency study concluded that Moscow probably would not do anything
to defend North Vietnam as long as the regime itself was not directly threat-
ened. The principals also agreed that China, unable to count on Soviet sup-
port in any confrontation with the United States, did not want to “face our
power,” as Rusk put it.

As LBT’s advisors prepared to make their formal recommendation for
an air war against North Vietnam following the 1964 presidential election,
their previous argument for war was further bolstered by a new CIA esti-
mate that declared, “We are almost certain that both Hanoi and Peiping are
anxious not to become involved in the kind of war in which the great weight
of U.S. weaponry could be brought against them.” It went on to suggest that
a campaign of bombing North Vietnam might well succeed in forcing Hanoi
to pull back in the South out of fear of suffering “the destruction of their
major military facilities and the industrial sector of their economy.” The
estimate asserted confidently that North Vietnamese leaders could not even
be certain that the United States would not use nuclear weapons against
the North.

That estimate became part of the analysis supporting the recommen-
dation for striking North Vietnam, and Johnson’s principal advisors were
attracted to that option both in the hope that Hanoi would relent under U.S,
military pressure and with the confidence that there was little or no risk get-
ting into a major ground war in the South, as William Bundy later recalled
in his unpublished account of the policy-making process,

This calculation by the national security policy makers of a low-cost,
low-risk option that might vield a victory constitutes the final anomaly in
regard to the Cold War consensus paradigm. The national security team was
pulled by perceived opportunities created by U.S. dominance over its foes,
for which the dominant paradigm fails to account.
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An Alternative; The Power Imbalance Paradigm

These four anomalies are not related to marginal issues but go to the heart of
how and why the United States went to war in Vietnam, They indicate that
the basic assumptions that have guided efforts to reconstruct the history of
U.S. policy making on Vietnam need to be replaced by a new paradigm, The
new paradigm must account for the observed pattern of national security
policy makers focusing on the weakness and passivity of the communist
states and the freedom of action this provided for the United States. It must
also account for the acute conflicts between the presidents and their national
security advisors over the issue of using force.

An alternative paradigm should first deal with the question of the rela-
tionship between power relations at the global and regional levels and the
policy-making process on Vietnam. Based on the evidence already accu-
mulated, the new paradigm should incorporate the assumption that power
relations do indeed make a significant difference in the policy-making pro-
cess if there is a clear-cut power advantage of one side over the other.
And it should be based on the reality that the United States held a posi-
tion of strategic dominance over the Soviet Union and China from 1953 to
1965, and that both sides in the Cold War were well aware of that power
imbalance.”

The alternative paradigm would assume that the U.S, power advantage
significantly infuenced the definition of the situation by U.S, policy mak-
ers and the choice of options available to them in regard to Vietnam, By
constraining the communist powers in an obvious way, the clear-cut power
imbalance made the option of using force in Vietnam appear to be both low
risk and low cost. It did so by making the United States far too confident
in its ability to deter North Vietnam from escalating its involvement in the
South, Thus, what appeared to be a decisive U.S. power advantage provided
a perverse incentive for the United States to be more assertive and to rely
more on military force on the issue of Vietnam than would have been the
case in a setting of true mutual deterrence.

To account for the fact that Kennedy and Johnson resisted the urgings
of their national security advisors to go to war, two additional alternative
assumptions are proposed:

The first is that the institutional and personal interests of the national
security officials were much more oriented toward the use of force in Viet-
nam than were those of the presidents. Contrary to the assumption that
national security officials are egsentially servants of the president, the alter-
native paradigm would be based on an insight that former national security



EXPLAINING THE VIETNAM WAR 83

official Morton Halperin offered as the conceptual basis for a book on how
national security policy is made;

Organizations have interests. Carser officials in these [national security]
organizations believe that protecting these interests is vital to the security of
the United States. They therefore take stands on issues which advance these
interests and maneuver to protect these interests against other organizations’
senior officials, including the President

Because the interests of the institutions in the U.S. government lie in
maintaining the existing U.S. power positions abroad and extending them
wherever possible, the national security advisors in the Kennedy and John-
son administrations were very much influenced by the incentives created
by the global power imbalance to use military power to consolidate the
U.S. position in South Vietnam and East Asia more generally. Kennedy
and Johnson, on the other hand, were motivated by a broad mix of political
interests in which the advancement of U.S. power was balanced by other
concerns which would not be served by war in Vietnam,

The second altemative assumption about the politics surrounding Viet-
nam policy making is that the president’s constitutional authority to deter-
mine foreign policy and to wage war does not necessarily mean that he is
free to do whatever he wants on issues of national security, On the contrary,
when the issue is one that invelves potential political hazards to the presi-
dent from political attack for having “lost” a country by failing to fight,
the politics of the policy-making process inevitably involve a need on the
president’s part for political support—or at least an assurance of nonhostility—
from key national security officials, That need is a political constraint on
the president and an enabling factor for his national security team. In this
instance, it gave key national security officials—especially the Joint Chiefs
of Staif and the secretary of defense—a degree of leverage over the presi-
dent that encouraged them to pressure him to adopt their preferred policy
on Vietnam,

For both presidents, their worst political nightmare was that the Joint
Chiefs of Stalf, possibly joined by some senior officials, would accuse them
openly or covertly of selling out a U.S, ally in South Vietnam if they refused
to go along with the use of force to prevent defeat in South Vietnam. Both
Kennedy in 1961 and Johnson in 1964 had information suggesting that a
refusal to do something militarily about Vietnam would be regarded by the
Joint Chiefs of Staff as equivalent to another Bay of Pigs—a reference to
Kennedy’s refusal to authorize U.S. bombing in support of the anti-Castro
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invasion, which seriously strained relations between the military leadership
and JFK in 1961-1962.%

Adopting this assumption of political conflict between national
security officials and presidents as part of the framework for interpret-
ing the policy-making process would require that historians give up the
traditional approach of basing the reconstruction of a president’s policy
essentially on the basis of the public record and official documentation
process (i.e., records of discussions in cabinet or NSC meetings, memo-
randums of conversations with the president, etc.). Based on that tradi-
tionalist approach to historical evidence, historian Edwin E. Moise has
argued that the absence of internal evidence shows that Kennedy was not
pursuing a policy of withdrawal from 1962 to the end of his life. Moise
and Logevall also insist that statements by Kennedy in meetings should
be interpreted only on the basis of their literal meanings rather than on
the basis of a reading of the complete pattern of behavior revealed by all
available evidence.

These rules for selecting and interpreting documents make sense if one
stays securely within the comforting assumptions of the dominant para-
digm. But if there were a political struggle behind the scenes over Vietnam
policy, and Kennedy and Johnson were afraid of saying anything or put-
ting anything in writing that those in their administration who were trying
to maneuver them into war could use to attack them, the usual categories
of official documentation obviously would not reveal the presidents” real
intentions. Given the evidence that has now come to light about the pol-
icy-making struggle over Vietnam, I would argue that the only appropriate
methodology for research is one that examines the totality of the evidence in
light of the proposed alternative paradigmatic framework. Historians must
piece together what was really going on, I submit, by comparing and ana-
lyzing all of the pieces of the puzzle rather than adopting a narrow focus on
each piece of archival evidence apart from the whole.

The alternative paradigm proposed here offers anew clarity in regard to a
question that has haunted Americans over the past few decades. It addresses
a set of anomalies that could become more troubling to historians of the
war over time. But there is no guarantee that such a shift will take place: no
law of development says a dominant paradigm must fall if it fails to address
anomalies that have been discovered. In the end, the fate of the dominant
paradigm and of the possible altemative will be determined by sociopoliti-
cal currents and countercurrents that may or may not create a strong demand
for a paradigm shift on the Vietnam War.
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“THERE AIN'T NO DAYLIGHT”

Iyndon Johnson and the Politics ¢f Escalation

FREDRIK LOGEVALL

For a man who led his country into what is widely seen as a disastrous
war, Lyndon Baines Johnson has enjoyed surprisingly gentle treatment from
historians, He has had his detractors over the years, to be sure, but most
authors have been at once critical of his Vietnam policy and sympathetic
to his plight, Johnson made the wrong decision in 1965, they in essence
argue, but how can you blame him? After all, with the exception of poor
old George Ball, the undersecretary of state, all of the president’s senior
advisors advocated a military solution in the key months of decision, while
in the broader foreign policy bureaucracy, the pressure was all in the direc-
tion of escalation. On Capitol Hill and in elite public opinion generally,
so it is implied, the mood in the same period was likewise hawkish, or at
least unquestioning. An all-powerful “Cold War consensus”™—never much
analyzed in this literature—reigned supreme in American opinion and dic-
tated that the commitment to South Vietnam had to be maintained, through
major military escalation if necessary. In real political terms, therefore, 50
the argument goes, LBJ had no choice but to expand the war. (To the extent
that he had a choice, it was whether or not to move faster and harder mili-
tarily, along the lines suggested by a few military analysts.) He was thus not
really personally responsible, he cannot fairly be held accountable, for his
“nonchoice” to escalate the fighting. No one else in his position would have
done differently.

Viewed from the context of the time, moreover, Johnson and his top Viet-
nam lieutenants understandably believed that the new military measures
would work, that the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign and the dispatch
of combat troops would compel Hanei to give up the game, Add to all this
the intransigence of North Vietnam on the subject of negotiations, and it
becomes clear that there existed no realistic way of averting the war.

This “inevitability thesis,” as I've called it elsewhere, is attractive at first
glance, even comforting on some level (if it was all bound to happen, there’s

91
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no need to lose sleep over what might have been).! Its power results in good
measure from the unfortunate tendency of authors to focus much of their
attention on the high-level discussions in July 1965—by then, the momen-
tum for large-scale war really was more or less unstoppable—and by their
assumption that because public and congressional support for the war effort
was high after the so-called Americanization, it must have been high before
as well. Some historians have also equated Johnson’s undoubted skepticism
and caution regarding Vietnam with dovishness, and concluded that he must
have been forced into a war he didn’t want,

The Wider Context

The more ene examines these various components of the inevitability the-
sis, however, the more dubious they become. At no peint from his ascen-
sion to the White House in November 1963 through the winter of 1963,
it turns out, was Lyndon Johnson confined to a certain course of action in
Vietnam. He inherited a difficult Vietnam problem from John E Kennedy,
and his cheices ranged from bad to worse. But exist the choices did, at
least through February and March 1965. Neither domestic nor international
considerations compelled him to escalate the war. At home, Johnson con-
fronted not an all-powerful Cold War mindset, fully committed to thwarting
communist designs in Southeast Asia, but a pronounced Auidity in non-
official thinking about the conflict. The general public, to the extent it paid
attention at all, was ambivalent, not wanting to lose in Vietnam but also
not wanting to send America’s young men to fight and die there; in early
1965, large majorities voiced support for negotiations and for maintaining
the present level of commitment to Saigon. (In such times of uncertainty,
one U.S. official would later concede, the natural inclination for people is to
follow the government’s lead, whichever way it chooses to go.)? In the intel-
ligence community, skepticism about the prospects for any U.5.-led war
in Vietnam was widespread. The same was true on Capitol Hill and in the
mainstream press, including on the editorial pages of the New York Times,
the Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal, Significantly, many of
these observers said that the United States had more than fulfilled its obliga-
tion to a South Vietnamese government so patently unwilling to do its part
in its own defense,

Consider, in particular, the mood in Congress, where the Democrats held
large majorities in both houses in early 1965. The near-unanimous pas-
sage a few months prior of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution—which gave
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Johnson wide latitude to wage war in Southeast Asia as he saw fit—should
not obscure (though it often does) the essential point: the most respected,
most senior Democratic law makers in the country opposed an escalation of
U.S. military involvement in Vietnam. This group included Armed Services
Committee chair and Johnson mentor Richard Russell (Georgia), Major-
ity Leader Mike Mansfield (Montana), Foreign Relations Committee chair
J. William Fulbright {Arkansas), and Vice President—elect and then Vice
President Hubert H. Humphrey (Minnesota). All four were widely respected
for their foreign policy expertise. They were also politically savvy, argu-
ably no less so than the presumed master of partisan strategizing, Lyndon
Johnson, Each of them held well-founded concems about how opinion
leaders in the press and in Congress as well as voters in middle America
would react to a long and inconclusive Asian war; each of them doubted the
importance of Vietnam to U.S. security, Nor were they the only law makers
to hold these views. Exact numbers are hard to come by, but certainly in the
Senate a clear majority of Democrats and moderate Republicans were either
downright opposed to Americanization or were ambivalent; meanwhile,
vocal proponents of taking the war to North Vietnam were strikingly few in
number. (Congressional support would rise in the spring and summer, after
Americanization had commenced in earnest, in a textbook example of the
rally-around-the-fAag effect.)

Nor were America’s allies abroad clamoring for escalation, On the con-
trary, by the end of 1964, the United States was largely isolated on Vietnam
on the world stage, Most friendly governments in Asia and Europe were
sympathetic to what Washington sought to achieve in Vietnam—to preserve
an independent, noncommunist government in the South—and they shared
the U.S. desire to check possible Chinese expansion in the region. Neverthe-
less, with a few exceptions, these governments resisted what in some cases
was strong and persistent American pressure to become actively involved
in the defense of South Vietnam. Deeply skeptical that a lasting military
victory against the Viet Cong could be achieved—especially in view of the
perceived politico-military weakness of the South Vietnamese govermnment
and the apathy and war weariness of the southem populace—many allied
leaders also possessed doubts that the outcome in Vietnam really mattered
to Western security. Some also feared the political implications at home of
committing manpower to an overseas struggle whose importance to national
security was open to question.?

China and the Soviet Union, meanwhile, were supporters of North Viet-
nam, but both were anxious to avoid a direct military confrontation with
the United States, All too aware of their military weakness vis-a-vis the
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Americans, both communist powers made clear to the Hanoi leadership that
it could not necessarily count on their material support in the event of a
large-scale U.S. intervention.* For the Soviets, in particular, major war in
Vietnam would be a disaster, risking a conflagration in an inconsequential
area of the world and likely halting the momentum toward Soviet-American
détente begun in 1963. Kremlin leaders thus hoped for a political solution
to the conflict, perhaps by way of a great-power conference, and they cau-
tioned both Hanoi and Washington against escalation. What is more, it now
seems quite clear that neither Moscow nor Beijing nor most American allies
believed that the United States would suffer a crippling blow to its global
prestige if it failed to stand firm in South Vietnam, particularly given the
chronic ineptness of the Saigon government.

More than anything, it was this bleak political situation in South Vietnam,
and the apparent unwillingness of southemn leaders to work to rectify it, that
gave Johnson maneuverability on the war. Dedicated and courageous anti-
communists willing to fight for the cause certainly existed in the South, but
never in sufficient numbers. Overall, incompetence, corruption, and infight-
ing characterized the political leadership in Saigon, while the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) was plagued by a general reluctance among
officers to engage the enemy and alarming rates of desertion among soldiers.
Among the larger South Vietnamese population, war weariness, induced by
two decades of fighting, was widespread. And undemeath it all percolated
a latent, but potentially powerful, anti-Americanism. For large numbers of
independent observers, the implications were clear: absent a much greater
commitment to the struggle on the part of both the Saigon leadership and
the mass of the population—an unlikely prospect, at best—there would be
no hope for any U.S. military intervention, no matter how large. Americans
would fail just as the French before them had failed.

Close analysis of North Vietnam’s posture in 1964-1963 lies beyond the
scope of this chapter, but certainly it can be said that Hanoi leaders looked
with satisfaction on these developments in the South. They saw the struggle
moving in their direction and were in no mood to make significant com-
promises. At the same time, Hanoi officials, though determined to match
any U.S. escalation with one of their own, were anxious to avert any major
escalation of the fighting—no one needed to convince them of America’s
awesome military might—and they hoped that Washington might instead
opt for withdrawal, They did not, however, do much to push the Ameri-
cans in that direction by way of some kind of diplomatic offensive, and in
hindsight one must consider this a major tactical blunder. Still, there seems
little doubt that they were prepared to negotiate an agreement that would
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have allowed the United States a face-saving means of disengagement from
the war,’

Official Realism

A crucial question in historical terms is whether U.S, officials at the time
were aware of these attitudes; the deep misgivings among informed obsery-
ers at home and abroad, the severity of the politico-military problems in
South Vietnam, the thinking in Hanoi. The answer can be stated unequivo-
cally; they were. At the start of 1965, they knew full well that backing for
the Vietnam commitment among the American people was broad but also
shallow and that the support presumed a level of U.S. involvement that
stayed more or less the same, They knew that Johnson had won raucous
applause on the campaign trail the previous fall when he vowed not to send
American boys to fight an Asian war, And they understood that infuential
voices in American society, including leading newspapers, were urging that
the American presence in Vietnam be reduced rather than increased. Policy
makers worried about the opposition to escalation among Senate Democrats
such as Mansfield, Russell, and Fulbright, and among respected commenta-
tors such as Walter Lippmann, Hans Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr, and
the New York Times editorial page. In 1965, they worked hard to woo these
critics, to convert them to the administration’s position, or at least to induce
them to be quiet,

Thus, in early 1965, the White House embarked on a low-key but deter-
mined campaign to shore up congressional support for the Vietnam commit-
ment, In February and early March, senior officials held ten White House
briefings and made sure every law maker was invited to at least one, Johnson
himself frequently attended these sessions, as did Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk. Special care was
taken to make sure Senate doves showed up and to convince them that talk
of negotiations was premature and dangerous and that America could not
now abandon its Vietnam commitment. Senate hawks, meanwhile—such
as Minority Leader Everett Dirksen of Michigan and Democrats Thomas
Dodd of Connecticut and Paul Douglas of Illinois—were quietly urged to
trumpet their advocacy.

In terms of intermational opinion, policy makers were all too cognizant
of the opposition to escalation and the desire for early negotiations on the
part of key allied governments, and of the misgivings about the war evident
even in Asia itself. In the lead-up to the Americanization of the war in 1965,



96 American Intervention and the Cold War Consensus

the administration worked hard to get allied involvement in the military
defense of South Vietnam, partly through an effort known as the “More
Flags” program. Originally the program, which was launched in May 1964,
sought only noncombat-related aid for South Vietnam, but in short order it
was expanded to include also fighting troops. The campaign yielded meager
results, A handful of countries eventually committed soldiers—though most
drove a hard bargain in doing so, which is to say, their forces were mer-
cenaries more than allies—but most, including all of the European allies,
declined. By mid-19635, when large-scale war began, Washingtons More
Flags campaign had become, one might say, a “few fAags” problem.®

Most important, policy makers in Washington generally had a sound
grasp of the situation on the ground in South Vietnam and—to a lesser but
significant degree—of the thinking in Hanoi. Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara would later claim, in his memoirs and a subsequent coauthored
book, that he and his colleagues were largely ignorant of the dynamics of
the struggle in Vietnam, the obstacles to a military solution, and Hanoi’s
openness to negotiations, “If only we had known” is the mantra in these
works.” He sells himself short. He was hardly an expert on Vietnam in 1964
and 1965, but neither was he unaware of the chronic problems in the war
effort, or the thin nature of domestic and allied support for the war, or the
deepening Sino-Soviet split. As early as October 1963, he can be heard on
the Kennedy White House tapes telling colleagues that “we need a way to
get out of Vietnam,” and at several points in early 1964 he expressed deep
concerns about the state of the war and the prospects for victory, In late June
1965, as more American ground troops were arriving in South Vietnam,
McNamara told a British official that the trends in the South pointed the
wrong way. In the short term, the United States could hold on militarily, but
over the long haul it was doubtful. “None of us at the center of things [in
U.S, policy making] talk about winning a victory,” McNamara confessed.?

Much more than they later admitted, senior U.S, officials understood that
they faced long odds in Vietnam, even as they Americanized the war, The
hubris so often ascribed to them is seldom seen in the vast internal record,
at least with respect to the prospects in the fighting. (The hubris is evident in
their presumed right to be in Vietnam and to tell the Vietnamese what kind of
society they ought to create,) Lyndon Johnson and his chief lieutenants fully
agreed that the military picture was worsening each month, and though they
liked to say that bombing North Vietnam would make a major diiference
to the situation in the South, privately they were doubtful, They were not
optimistic that Hanoi would succumb to this form of coercion and cease its
support of the insurgency, and they knew that, regardless, success or failure
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would hinge on developments below the 17th Parallel. Even as they sent the
first contingent of U.S, ground troops to the war, the president and his lieu-
tenants understood that it would bring resentment from many southemners,
including some of the leaders in Saigon, and generate charges of “colonial-
ism” from elsewhere in Asia and around the world. As for the quality of the
government in South Vietnam, policy makers were anything but sanguine:
they knew it was less capable and less popular than ever, permeated with
dissension, and—in some quarters at least—not altogether unsympathetic
to an early end to the war through a deal with the Viet Cong.

Very well, the skeptical reader could respond, but lack of optimism
regarding outcomes need not necessarily be a barrier to action. Couldn’t pol-
icy makers decide that the preservation of America’s global commitments
demanded a large-scale effort in Vietnam, even if the odds pointed against
long-term success? Couldn’t they perceive the United States as needing to
be the “good doctor” (as McNamara deputy John McNaughton put it), who
had to be seen as trying to save the patient even if the chances for recovery
were slim or nonexistent?® Yes, and that kind of thinking certainly did exist
at the highest levels in the fateful months of late 1964 and early 1965, Even
here, however, the analysis was more nuanced than is generally understood.
In their estimations of the regional and global implications of a defeat in
Vietnam, many senior policy makers did not differ all that much from most
of the dissenters—especially if the defeat occurred because of the perceived
ineptitude or apathy of the South Vietnamese themselves, Officials worried
about possible Chinese expansion in the wake of such a defeat but, like the
critics, they understood that historic Sino-Vietnamese friction and current
Sino-Soviet friction reduced the chances of that happening. They were con-
cemed about the possible increase in the appeal of Maoist revolutions in
other newly emerging nations should Ho Chi Minh’s be allowed to succeed,
but they knew that the internal conditions that made Vietnam so ripe for a
communist takeover did not exist in many other nations in the region, With
regard to the likely Soviet reaction to an early U.S. disengagement, it cannot
be considered to have been a major concem among senior planners. Most of
them believed that Moscow would want to continue steps toward improved
bilateral relations with Washington regardless of the outcome in Vietnam,
and they do not appear to have worried a great deal about increased Soviet
penetration in other Third World areas.

On the matter of diplomacy, American officials knew prior to Ameri-
canization that Hanoi had not closed the door to early negotiations. They
were aware in late 1964 that UN secretary-general U Thant had won assur-
ances from Hanoi earlier in the fall that it would enter bilateral talks with
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Washington and that Burmese leader Ne Win had agreed to serve as host
for the talks, And there were other signs. In early December, for exam-
ple. Undersecretary of State William P, Bundy told Canadian officials that
Hanei had in recent weeks been putting out hints in various quarters that
it was interested in pursuing a negotiated settlement to the war, Robert
McNamara, in his coauthored book, Argument withour End, makes much
of Washington’s misreading of Premier Pham Van Dong’s “Four Points”
statement of April 1965; no one in Washington, the book claims, realized
that the statement might present an opening for talks, In fact, several offi-
cials thought precisely that. National Security advisor McGeorge Bundy,
for example, after describing North Vietnam’s statement as “quite unaccept-
able to us,” acknowledged to LBJ that Hanoi had referred to the Four Points
as “a basis for discussions” and that he, Ray Cline (acting CIA director),
and Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson all agreed that there existed “at least
a hint of real interest from Hanoi in eventual discussions.” In late July 1965,
a State Department intelligence report put it bluntly: “Has Hanoi shown any
interest in negotiations? Yes, repeatedly.”’®

In sum, the Americanization of the war in Vietnam in 1963 cannot
remotely be considered foreordained. at least not in any structural sense.
Severe doubts both at home and abroad about Vietnam’s importance to
American and Western security; a South Vietnamese ally incapable and
apparently unwilling to live up to its end of the bargain; pessimism among
senior American policy makers about the prospects in the conflict and
about the importance of the outcome; and an adversary seemingly open to
negotiations—all of these suggest that Americanization was not overdeter-
mined. One could indeed conclude the opposite, that the action is difficult
to explain, perhaps even incomprehensible on some level. Regardless, it
seems undeniable that Johnson, fated to be president when the key Vietnam
decisions had to be made, could have chosen differently. He could have
avoided this war,

The Price to Be Paid

This is not to suggest that disengagement was risk free, that it would not
have cost Johnson anything politically. Such a course would have brought a
domestic political cost, even if disguised through some kind of agreement
leading to a coalition government in Saigon and a “decent interval” before
any Hanoi takeover. The question is how big a cost. The president would
have been branded an “appeaser” by Cold War hawks such as Richard
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Nixon and journalist Joseph Alsop, but in response he could have called
on his own team of heavy hitters to defend the decision, A distinction must
be made, moreover, between being called names by your oppenents and
actually losing significant political power as a result, In view of the con-
stellation of forces in Congress and in the press, especially after Johnson’s
landslide election victory in 1964, there is little reason to believe that a
decision against war would have exacted an exorbitant political price. His
margin of victory in the election was so huge, it could have withstood some
erosion—if indeed any occurred. It bears remembering, moreover, that
Republican nominee Barry Goldwater had run as a hawk in the campaign
and had been trounced, his belligerence on Vietnam as thoroughly repudi-
ated as it could have been.

Some historians and Johnson acolytes speculate that the president’s cher-
ished Great Society program would have been scuttled by congressional
hawks if he had opted against escalation. Dixiecrats and many Republicans,
according to this view, would have banded together to filibuster the civil
rights and social legislation if he could have been made to appear soft on
communism in Southeast Asia, But who were these supposed hawks? How
much clout did they have? And what exactly did they say, either publicly
or behind closed doors, to support this line of argument? The proponents of
this interpretation don’t tell us. The evidence suggests strongly that Vietnam
hawks in Congress were a small and timid lot in the spring of 1965, and
although their number and volubility might have grown later in the year had
Johnson chosen to begin disengagement, it’s hard to see how this would
have changed the overall dynamic. Much more persuasive is the assessment
made by McGeorge Bundy in 1994; “If [Johnson] had decided that the right
thing to do was to cut our losses, he was quite sufficiently inventive to do
that in a way that would not have destroyed the Great Society,””!

What’s more, the costs of getting out must be judged against the costs the
president could have been expected to incur if he chose what by early 1965
had become the only other real option: major escalation, Here, the critics
of the escalation have not received enough credit. Many of them perceived
these costs to be very considerable indeed, if not in the short term, then
certainly in the medium and long term. They grasped what Johnson and the
Democrats could expect to face on the home front in the event of a large-
scale war thousands of miles from America’s shores, Many were political
veterans, shrewd tacticians with decades of campaigning under their belts.

Take Hubert Humphrey, vice president—elect and then vice president
during the key period of decision making. Here was a man whose under-
standing of recent American political history, and the Democratic party’s
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fortunes in that history, was every bit as sound as Johnson’s, if not more so.
Humphrey had risen to political prominence during the early Cold War. He
was steeped in the politics and ideclogy of the conflict, having helped lead
the attack on communist-led unions after World War 11 No one needed to
lecture him on the problems that could befall politicians seen as lacking suf-
ficient toughness in foreign affairs, as being “soft on communism.”

Yet here we find Humphrey in February 1965—arguably the most impor-
tant month of the whole quarter-century of U.S. involvement in Vietnam—
telling Johnson in a carefully written memo that 1965 would be the best time
to incur these risks and that the risks of escalation were far greater, A large-
scale war, Humphrey wamed, would risk “gravely undermining” other U.S.
foreign policies, including relations with Moscow and with the European
allies, and would encourage an end to the Sino-Soviet rift. It would also
cut into the funding for the Great Society programs. The American people,
meanwhile, would soon lose patience, because the administration had not
made clear why the defense of South Vietnam was a vital “national inter-
est.” The public, Humphrey wrote, “can’t understand why we would run
grave risks to support a country which is totally unable to put its own house
in order.” Disengagement was the only answer and was both politically pos-
sible and advantageous;

Itis always hard to cut losses. But the Johnson administration is in a stronger
position to do so now than any administration in this century. 1963 1s the year
of minimum political risk for the Johnson administration. Indeed, it is the first
year when we can face the Vietnam problem without being preoccupied with
the political repercussions from the Republican right....The best possible
outcome a year from now would be a Vietnam settlement which turns qut to
be better than was in the cards because the President’s political talents for the
first time came to grips with a fateful world crisis and so success fully. It goes
without saying that the subsequent domestic political benefits of such an out-
come, and such a new dimension for the President, would be enormous.

Even if such a settlement did not result, Humphrey concluded, disengage-
ment would still be far preferable to a risky escalation, “If, on the other
hand, we find ourselves leading from frustration to escalation and end up
short of a war with China but embroiled deeper in fighting in Vietnam over
the next few months,” he wrote:

political opposition will steadily mount. It will underwrite all the negativ-
ism and disillusionment which we already have about foreign involvement
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generally—with direct spill-over effects politically for all the Democratic
internationalist programs to which we are committed—AID, UN, disarma-
ment, and activist world policies generally.'

It was a tour de force, a lucid and unsparing assessment of the choice
facing the administration at that critical moment, It would have won quiet
nods of approval had copies of it circulated among Humphrey’s former
Senate colleagues, not least among the Democratic leadership. We do not
have a Humphrey-type memorandum by Mansfield, Russell, or Fulbright
from this period, but we know that all three of them feared the domestic
implications of a long and bloody war, Such a war, they surely understood,
could put Johnson and the Democrats in serious trouble as the campaigning
began for the 1968 election. The party could be in the same position as it
had been in 1952; facing a tough battle, and probable defeat, in the elec-
tion, It is critical to keep in mind, in this context, that few if any military
advisors were offering even a chance of a swift victory in Vietnam. Even
as they advocated escalation, virtually all of them were predicting a war
on the scale of Korea, which in three years would be large and not close
to being won, To achieve victory would take “five years—plus 500,000
troops,” Marine Corps commandant General Wallace Greene told Johnson
on 22 July 1965; five months earlier. Army chief of staff General Harold
K. Johnson had given essentially the same estimate.’ Where would this
put LBJ as the campaigning began for the 1968 election? With hundreds of
thousands of troops in combat, large numbers of American casualties, and
victory still years away.

In other words, it would be a repeat of Korea. At the start of that war,
the public had rallied around the Aag and around Harry Truman, but enthu-
siasm waned once it became clear that victory would not come swifily
and cleanly, Though Lyndon Johnson would later claim that the “fall of
China” in 1949 lost the 1952 election for the Democrats, this was a dubi-
ous reading of history. More likely, what lost it for them was what Truman
did after that loss, That is, he entered into a large and inconclusive war in
Asia. Accusations regarding China certainly Aew in the 1952 campaign, but
very probably they resonated—as likely would have been the case in 1968
in the absence of war—with voters who were not going to vote Democratic
anyway. Certainly, these accusations affected fewer votes than did the frus-
trations caused by the stalemated fighting in Korea. Truman had learned
firsthand the difficulty of sustaining popular support for a limited war far
from America’s shores, one entered without a declaration of war and with-
out popular understanding of the possible obstacles ahead.
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The Decision

Johnson now set about doing the same thing. In 1963, he refused to seek
a declaration of war, and he rejected the plea from several top civilian and
military advisors to fully prepare the nation for the struggle ahead. He
opted, as George C. Herring has put it, to wage war in “cold blood.”"* There
would be no national debate on Vietnam, no call-up of the reserves, no
declared state of emergency. The United States would go to war on the sly.
Historians have usually explained these decisions by pointing to LBI’s fear
that a full-Aedged debate on Vietnam would have jeopardized major pieces
of Great Society legislation then pending in Congress, and to his belief that
a low-key, gradual escalation reduced the chance of a major conflagration
involving China and perhaps the Soviet Union. He may well have held these
beliefs (though, in the case of the former, with dubious justification), but
very likely he also had a third concern: that a public debate would bring out
into the open the extent of the concerns in Congress and in the press and
thereby undermine the shaky national consensus that existed on the confict.
Johnson knew as well as anyone that formidable players in Congress and
elsewhere opposed Americanizing the war; it was not at all certain that his
side would win a debate. And so he gambled—on a short-term strategy, He
gambled that, without taking exceptional measures, he could hold public
support long enough to achieve his objectives.

Here then, we find a principal reason that Lyndon Johnson took the
nation into war in 1963. In the short term, military escalation represented
the path of least resistance for him. At the start of 1963, the United States
had been actively involved in the Vietnam struggle for some fifteen years,
first in support of the French war effort, and then, after 1954, in trying to
create and sustain an independent, noncommunist South Vietnam, At each
point during that span when a decision had to be made regarding whether
to expand or contract U.S. involvement, presidents had chosen to expand it.
Though there is a qualitative difference between these earlier decisions and
the one LBJ now faced (none was as committing, as costly, as irreversible,
as controversial, as dangerous in terms of domestic politics), it stands to rea-
son that he, too, would give serious consideration to escalation, It is never
easy for people in positions of authority to acknowledge the failure of an
existing policy and embark on a new course; for those at the pinnacle of the
political system, who have had to publicly defend that policy time and time
again, it must be harder still. The president and his top Vietnam aides had
put themselves in a box with their repeated affirmations of South Vietnam’s
importance to U.S. security (in the case of top advisors McNamara, Bundy,
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and Rusk, all of them holdovers from JFK, the affirmations went all the way
back to 1961), and one can see why they might stay the course in the hope
that the new measures would work.

The issue was credibility and the concern that it might be irreparably
harmed by a failure to stand firm in the war. As most often interpreted by
scholars, this imperative had to do with the credibility of America’s com-
mitments abroad—the fear that if the United States failed to prevail in
Vietnam, friends and foes around the world would respect it less. Ameri-
can power would be much less credible, causing allies to lose heart and
adversaries to become emboldened. But it was not merely a question of
U.5, national credibility abroad; for at least some key players, including the
president, also important were concerns about domestic political credibility
and, especially, personal credibility. Call it credibility’ (cubed). Johnson
worried about the harm that failure in Vietnam could do to his domestic
agenda; even more, he feared the personal humiliation he imagined would
inevitably accompany a defeat (and for him, a negotiated withdrawal consti-
tuted defeat). Top aides, meanwhile, feared for their reputations and careers
should they abandon their previous suppert for a staunch commitment to
South Vietnam’s survival.”®

Idealism, too, entered into the equation, even if it did not drive the policy.
Johnson believed—with what degree of conviction can be debated—that
the United States could be a force for good in Vietnam, helping the Viet-
namese to achieve a better way of life. He spoke of creating a Tennessee
Valley Authority—type prcject on the Mekong River, which would bring
benefits to both Vietnams, The same belief was held by many intellectuals
in the foreign policy bureaucracy, who maintained that the United States
could modemize Vietnam using the tools of foreign aid, development plan-
ning, and technical assistance. Vietnam, that is to say, could be made more
like the United States. Or, as LBJ put it, “I want to leave the footprints of
America in Vietnam.”'®

Sympathetic authors emphasize that Johnson was often cautious and
skeptical on Vietnam, Indeed he was, on occasion more so than his aides,
From an early point, he grasped the weakness of his South Vietnamese ally,
sensed the limits of American power in that part of the world, knew that the
odds against success were long, wondered if the outcome really mattered
to U.S. security. In September 1964, for example, he said of the hapless
Saigon leaders: “1 mean, if they can’t protect themselves, if you have a gov-
ernment that can’t protect itself from kids in the streets, what the hell can
you do about an invading army?” In the wake of the Pleiku attack in Febru-
ary 1965, he dejectedly noted that “a man can fight if he can see daylight
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down the road somewhere, But there ain’t no daylight in Vietnam, there’s
not a bit.”"”

But this gloomy realism did not make him dovish. Up through the winter
of 1965, Johnson walked the middle of the road on Vietnam, but always
closer to the escalation side than to the withdrawal side. He had declared
already in late 1963 that he would not be the president who lost Vietnam,
and he never wavered from that vow in the year and a half that followed.
Time and again during that period, he framed his Vietnam choices in such
a way that standing firm appeared to be the only option, The altemative of
disengagement was dismissed by him, in characteristic (and telling) lan-
guage, as “cutting and running,” as inevitably meaning a retreat to Hawaii
or San Diego, Few challenged Johnson on these claims, in part because his
obsessive fear of leaks led to a cloistered decision-making environment that
effectively excluded contrarian voices from the deliberations and discour-
aged indepth reexamination of the fundamental issues among those who
remained. Recalled Chester Cooper, then a midlevel official on the NSC
staff, of the “dark and forbidding mood™ in the White House in the spring
of 1963; “One had to be careful about expressing doubt about either the
prospects of victory or the wisdom of our Vietnam policy,”®

It should not be concluded from the foregoing that Johnson shunned
all talk of diplomacy on Vietnam. After the spring of 1965, he constantly
pressed George Ball and others for new negotiating ideas—though, as Ball
later said, “he really meant merely new channels and procedures.” The
administration, Ball recalled telling colleagues, was “ ‘following the tradi-
tional pattern for negotiating with a mule; just keep hitting him on the head
with a two-by-four until he does what you want him to do,” But that was
useless with Hanoi; the mule’s head was harder than the two-by-four.” Said
Chester Cooper; “Johnson’s call [in July 19635] for a political settlement was
largely, but not whelly, a public relations gambit, He was ready to negotiate,
but only if the terms would provide the United States and its South Vietnam-
ese ally with, in effect, a clear-cut victory,”®

Silent Doves

Could the many influential voices waming against Americanization have
done more to make themselves heard in 1964-19657 Unquestionably.
Intemationally, major allied leaders who foresaw a calamity ahead should
escalation occur failed to work hard to keep it from happening. Thus,
while the French government of Charles de Gaulle forcefully disputed
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the administration’s position at every turn (Johnson was embarking on an
“absurd war,” de Gaulle said), the more important American ally in London
consistently refrained from deing so, despite the fact that Prime Minister
Harold Wilson and other British officials largely shared the French lead-
er's views,?® And even de Gaulle cannot be considered an agitator per se
on negotiations in 1964-1965; for the most part, he was content to state
his position—in that haughty and superior tone that drove U.S. officials to
distraction—and see what the Americans chose to do.

Congress, meanwhile, in these months accorded the executive branch
wide latitude in decision making, in terms of both the broad contours and
narrow particulars of policy. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution of August
1964 gave Johnson broad power to wage war in Vietnam more or less as he
saw fit, In early 1965, Democratic leaders in the Senate, though prescient
in foreseeing problems in any attempt to Americanize the conflict, were
unwilling to say forcefully what they really believed; that Vietnam was not
worth the price of a major war and that a face-saving negotiated settlement
was the best that could be hoped for. White House officials, all too aware
of the deep misgivings on Capitol Hill—especially in the Senate—were
relieved when no genuine debate on the war ever occurred in the first half
of 1965, They noted with satisfaction that Majority Leader Mansfield, the
closest thing in the Senate to a Vietnam expert (by virtue of his long-term
interest in the conflict there and his having taught Asian history). concluded
one cautionary memeo by vowing to back the president publicly on the war,
whatever the policy, “1 want you to know,” Mansfield wrote, “that you have
my support on a personal as well [as] an official basis.”

Just how to account for this congressional reticence about speaking up
is not altogether easy. Surely it mattered that Mansfield took a deferential
and compliant approach, seeing his role more as Johnson’s Aoor leader in
the Senate than as leader of the Senate Democrats. Partly, too, the reticence
resulted from the certainty among the majority of Democrats that the presi-
dent would not look kindly on public opposition to his actions: Johnson left
little doubt that he expected party members to fall in line, and he ordered top
advisors to apply pressure on wavering law makers. And partly it resulted
from the administration’s repeated vows that it was keeping all options
open, that it genuinely sought a political solution, that it saw real reasons for
optimism in the Saigon government’s prospects; these claims caused many
doubters to swallow their concerns and profess support for U.S. policy. At
the same time, however, there was on Capitol Hill a certain willingness to
be deceived, a willingness to be strong-armed by the president. Many leg-
islators were quite content to escape responsibility from a policy issue that
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seemed to be growing more complex each day and for which few of them
had a clear prescription.

Then, after the ground troops began arriving in March and April, a dif-
ferent dynamic took hold, one that would retain its power for the next half-
dozen years; legislators now confronted the choice of supporting the policy
or facing the political consequences of “abandoning the troops™ in the field,
Richard Russell, for one, promptly became a hawk, telling friends that sup-
porting the troops meant supporting the war, Going against Johnson on the
Vietnam issue, Rhode Island Democratic senator Claibome Pell remarked,
henceforth would be “like voting against motherhood.”?

All of this suggests that it would be a mistake to reduce Vietnam simply
to “Johnson’s war,” Many were responsible, The president chose war, but
he was urged on by both civilian and military advisors. Especially important
were the big three of McNamara, Bundy, and Rusk, the former two of whom
warmed LBJ, in late January 1965, of a “disastrous defeat” if the United
States chose not to use its military power in Vietnam. Like Johnson, all three
men—and especially McNamara—on occasion expressed doubts about the
chances of success in the war; like him, they nevertheless pressed forward.
Congressional leaders went along, and so did a general public that until mid-
1965 remained largely ignorant and apathetic regarding Vietnam (notwith-
standing the beginnings of campus dissent in the spring). The public could
have forced a debate on the issue in the winter and spring of 1964-1965;
enough information existed, notwithstanding the administration’s efforts to
withhold information concerning the problems in South Vietnam and its
plans to rectify them. Whatever the outcome of such a debate, there can be
no denying that having it would have served the nation—and ultimately the
president himself—well.

In the end, we come back to Lyndon Johnson—and are left with a mys-
tery. At one point in Park fo War, the gripping 2001 HBO dramatization of
the decision for war, the character portraying White House aide Richard
Goodwin says of LBJ and Vietnam, “He’s the best politician this country
has ever seen. He'll find a way out of this.” Why, if the first statement is true,
did the second not come to pass? The filmmakers do not pause long over
this conundrum. In their sympathetic interpretation, which follows closely
that presented in much of the literature over the past quarter-century, the
president is indeed a master politician who on Vietnam is trapped by forces
beyond his control. The better explanation is that Johnson, though he inher-
ited a difficult Vietnam problem from his predecessors, stepped into a trap
substantially of his own making, which in turn raises doubts about the extent
of his political acumen. No doubt, he was unsurpassed in his knowledge of
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the workings of official Washington, in his ability to get contentious legisla-
tion through Congress, in his skill at arm twisting; it is far less clear that
he understood the broader political forces in the country at large, He was a
political virtuoso, but inside the Beltway. Here, one can draw a contrast with
the oft-maligned Humphrey, who, as we have seen, did more than simply
assure LBJ that he had the political freedom to maneuver on Vietnam; he
also wamed him that a stepped-up war carried a much greater political risk
than did reducing U.S. involvement, Johnson, annoyed by the advice, barred
Humphrey from Vietnam meetings for the better part of a year and went on
to make Vietnam an American war,
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THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY

Reading the History cf the Vietnamese
Communist Party, 1945-1975

SOPHIE QUINN-JUDGE

During its three decades of war, North Vietnam was a complex, evolving
organism, subjected to extreme internal and external pressures. But the fur-
ther away we get from the war, the more the complexities of Vietnamese
politics are likely to be forgotten. The biggest pitfall in our writing about
wartime Vietnam is still our eagemess to generalize about “the enemy.” This
may be a consequence of our lack of documentation on decision-making
processes in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). We see only small
glimpses of the daily debates and accommodations that would go on in any
political movement, in contrast to the vast amount of documentation that
we possess on ULS. policy development. We can follow month by month
Robert McNamara’s or Lyndon Johnson’s agonizing over their choices, but
still have to speculate about much that occurred in Hanoi. Our tendency to
generalize also grows out of oversimplified views of communist systems as
brutally efficient and monolithic, lacking the subtle grays of Western poli-
tics. The Stalinist model has led to an assumption that communist leaders
are invariably all-powerful. It is striking, for example, how many writers
allow Vo Nguyen Giap to personify the DRV’s military leadership or who
use Ho Chi Minh as shorthand to represent the North Vietnamese politburo.
Lyndon Johnson's habit of describing policy in terms of how “Old Ho”
would react is not atypical. These conventions betray real ignorance of the
day-to-day workings of the DRV political system—as there appear to have
been significant periods when neither man played a leading decision-making
role. The contested side of major decisions and the acrimony surrounding
them, however, are not things that communist parties like to publicize. Party
historians in Hanoi have been content to let Ho Chi Minh’s image stand as
the iconic representation of communist power,

If we look at our knowledge of Chinese communist politics for a com-
parable period, it is striking how much more historians have documented

111



112 The Coming ¢f War in Viemam

about major tuming points, such as the Great Leap Forward and its after-
math. Roderick MacFarquhar writes in a preface to his third volume on the
Origins cf the Cultural Revolufion that, by then, the availability of Chi-
nese sources had increased from a “rushing mountain torrent” to “the broad
Yangtze River””" There are clear reasons that the Chinese should be more
forthcoming about their recent past, the main one being that the Cultural
Revolution policies of Mao Zedong have been completely discredited, and
many of his victims have been rehabilitated. Scholars do not need to worry
about taking the wrong line on these issues.

For Vietnamese communist history, there have been few moments when
the party let down its guard or clearly repudiated past mistakes. Both were
fairly brief: the months following the apology for the excesses of the land
reform in 1956 and the early stages of the economic reform from 1986 to
1989. Thus, there is no comparable Aood of documents, just a trickle. The
number of volumes of Van Kien Dang (Party Docuwments) has continued to
increase in recent years, and this series now covers events up to and includ-
ing the 1970s. But the documents are carefully selected and edited. Today,
for example, overly negative references to the United States or China get
edited out of historical documents, because these countries are now friends
of Vietnam, as an editor at a publishing house explained to me. The docu-
mentation on decisions leading to the 1968 Tet Offensive is notably spotty.
In the volumes of party documents published for 1967 and 1968, there is no
document referring to the offensive from October 1967, when the date of
the Tet attacks was decided in a politburo meeting, There is only one state-
ment by an individual leader, which directly touches on the planning of the
offensive, published in the 1968 volume: this is Le Duan’s intervention at
the Fourteenth Plenum in January, taken from an unedited recording.> We do
not hear other voices nor get to see the politburo in action as a deliberative
body, Without knowing what precisely was decided at the October meeting,
we have no context in which to interpret Le Duan’s argument. A rare exam-
ple of a personal account that £ills in the contours of a higher-level debate
is the memoir of southern general Tran Van Tra on the final offensive of
the Vietnam War, In his book, he describes debates between southern com-
manders and politburo member General Van Tien Dung, whose own heroic
account of the final communist victory in 1975 glosses over the decision-
making process and his own initial reluctance to call for an offensive.’

Admittedly, there are many new biographies and memoirs of deceased
leaders available in Hanoi’s bookstores. Some recent biographies of the
leadership from the popular history magazine Xua va Nay (Past and Present)
resurrect the memories of those who lost out in party power struggles, such
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as General Nguyen Son, an early Communist Party member who spent most
of his career in China, where he became a disciple of Mao Zedong. These
mainly appeared at a time when the party was restoring its ties with China,
and they reflect a change in political fashion rather than a new glasnost in
historical writing. On the whole, political biographies since the 1990s have
been written in the festschrift tradition, celebrating achievements without
delving into critical analysis or providing a real chronology. Two examples
of this style are the 2001 collection of remembrances about the general sec-
retary from 1986 to 1991, Nguyen Van Linh (Dong Chi Nguven Van Linh
va Cach Mang Vier Nam), and a 2004 book about long-time Prime Minister
Pham Van Dong (Dong Chi Pham Yan Dong: Nha Lanh Dao Xuar Sac, Nha
Van Hoa Lon cua Dan Toc). One can conclude that the Vietnamese Com-
munist Party (VCP) prefers to depoliticize its past. This allows it to avoid
any real accounting for mistakes and, with the exception of one scapegoat,
former General Secretary Le Duan, to create an image of all-around com-
radely unity and perspicacity,*

Ways of Reading the Past

The latest research on DRV history is strongly infuenced by anthropol-
ogy and looks at events beyond the traditional focus on the top leadership,’
Scholars such as Benedict Kerkvliet have assembled fresh accounts of
domestic developments at the central, provincial, and village levels in the
DRYV by using the available archives and supplementing them with newspa-
per and journal articles and oral histories, Kerkvliet's The Power cf Everyday
Folirics: How Peasants Transformed National Policy is a ground-breaking
study of the collectivization of agriculture and the subsequent collapse of
the cooperatives in the 1980s, He looks at the local level for explanations
of these processes.

This sort of research is a much-needed antidote to the political science of
the Cold War, which tumed to classic paradigms of communist systems as
the key to understanding events behind the bamboo curtain. The ways that
peasants coped with unreasonable decrees and demands and were sometimes
encouraged by local officials are essential parts of the picture of DRV life. As
Kerkvliet says, “Everyday politics matters....It can have a huge impact on
national policy.”® Compromises were worked out far from the seat of power,
and there were not enough eager young ideologues, of the sort who imple-
mented decrees on collectivization in the Soviet Union and China or who
organized the Vietnamese land reform in the early 1950s, to prevent them.
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This attention to local politics reminds us that what happened in Vietnam
in the DRV years cannot be explained by a simple template; we need to look
more closely at concrete historical circumstances (the drain of manpower to
the South, for example). Kerkvliet’s approach follows the trend in peasant
studies, developed by James C. Scott, among others, of using anthropology
as a historical tool. Yet there is a danger inherent in this approach, that we
will get carried away by a new version of the view of village autonomy
expressed by the Vietnamese popular saying: “the emperor’s writ stops
at the bamboo hedge of the village,” Without Communist Party sources,
records of province and district party committee meetings, and more knowl-
edge of the discussions in the Central Committee and politburo, we do not
have a clear idea of the intensity of debates on agricultural policy nor the
party’s role in transforming the system.

A history of the ideological forces at work in the DRV would have to ask
how closely the debate over production contracts in cooperatives (the three-
khoan system) was connected to the struggle over contracts that occurred in
China in 1962, Who, aside from the party secretary, Kim Ngoc, supported
the continuing experiments with contracts in Vinh Phuc province? If we
don’t ask these questions, we may construct an overly simple dichotomy
between the people and the party. Kerkvliet, for example, sees the Commu-
nist Party as somewhat distant and stable, with no major splits which might
have encouraged popular opposition to government policy.” This view of
resistance to official agricultural policy as coming uniquely from the bottom
up may lead to the mystification of the peasant farmer as the incamation of
virtue and wisdom, a view inherent in much writing about the traditional
values of the peasant commune. It minimizes the role of change agents or
of the more educated cadres in leading the social revolution, It also, in the
long run, lets the Communist Party off the hook, as there are no heroes or
villains in this historiography, only party bureaucrats with the wisdom to
follow where the people led.

For other historians, the examination of high-level Communist Party
policies and the search for supporting documents to explain the past are
still preoccupations. A useful contrast to the view of local Vietnamese
pelitical life offered by Kerkvliet is provided by an examination of vil-
lage life in the liberated zones of South Vietnam in the early 1960s. David
Elliott undertakes this task in his two-volume study on My Tho province;
The Vietnamese War: Revolution and Social Change in the Mekong Delta,
{930-1975. Basing his account on interviews with defectors and prison-
ers, as well as on captured communist documents, Elliott concludes that
political education or indoctrination played a large role in the success of
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the communist struggle. He is struck by the fact that “views from the inner
circle reached the grass roots as a result of the systematic and intricately
organized system of indoctrination” and that local cadres in My Tho “were
extremely well informed about the big picture.”®

He gives some clear examples of the rapidity with which policy changes
could be communicated to the delta. One instance is the changes that
occurred after the decisions of the party’s Ninth Plenum in December 1963.
These included “a rise in revolutionary coercion, increased taxation of the
peasants, and a general hardening of the class line in My Tho.” This seems
to demonstrate that local cadres were ready to implement directives from
the upper levels of the party in the early 1960s, as they had done during the
early collectivization in North Vietnam. Elliott goes on to explain, however,
“in the end this harder class line was abandoned, because it created more
problems than it solved.”™® So, clearly, popular unhappiness could help to
change policy, but at the same time the party did have the organizational
means to implement policy at the grassroots when it really wanted to. It
would be useful to know more about the degree to which lower and midlevel
cadres resisted central government policies that they disliked.

These two pictures, of North and South, may represent some significant
differences between the level of revolutionary zeal in southern and northem
Vietnam in the 1960s, They may also reflect the different sorts of responses
that come from interviewing actors in the thick of the action or decades
after the events being studied. But I believe that another element that affects
the picture is Elliott’s use of captured party documents. His microstudy of
one province in the Vietnam War and the works of international historians
who have used communist archives in Eastern Europe, Russia, and China
to study the war have this point in common; they emphasize the impact of
higher-level policy.

Since the 1990s, it has been outside of Vietnam that most of the docu-
mentary discoveries connected to the history of the war have been made.
(I will mention only communist sources here.) The first wave of new work
on the Vietnam War was part of the post-Soviet effort to use newly available
communist archives to document the Cold War, It focused on intemational
relations and was undertaken by non-Vietnamese-speaking intemational
historians. Chinese scholars (now, Chinese American) Chen Jian and Qiang
Zhai used provincial archives in China to document the transport of Chinese
aid and troops to Vietnam,' Although the central Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) archives remain mostly closed, these researchers were able to study
CCP Central Committee documents and circulars sent to the provinces, in
particular for the years 1949-1966, The Russian historian Ilya Gaiduk was
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given access to a range of Soviet Foreign Ministry and Central Committee
archives, which allowed him to document Soviet decision making with far
more precision and subtlety than had hitherto been possible. Norwegian
scholar Mari Olsen has also been publishing on her extensive research in
the Soviet Foreign Ministry archives on Soviet-Vietnamese relations, The
work of these historians has created a new depth of understanding of the
respective roles and interests of the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) in the Vietnam conflict, One thing we have leamed from
their studies is that there were only brief periods when a stable balance in
this triangular relationship existed. For the Soviet Union, moreover, Viet-
nam was not a central geopolitical problem until the Sino-Soviet split was
well advanced.

More recent research carried out in the newly opened archives of Hun-
gary and the former East Germany has focused on internal DRV politics.
In my work, I have also made use of some declassified documents from the
Soviet Central Committee archives on the internal affairs of the DRV, These
discoveries produce a vision of decision making in wartime North Vietnam
that is characterized by internal party conflict and wide-ranging ideological
debate. A number of unofficial Vietnamese memoirs, such as those by the
Hanoi writer and former pelitical prisoner Vu Thu Hien and by Nguyen Van
Tran, an early party member trained in Moscow, also reinforce the impor-
tance of leadership politics and ideology."

Although Vietnamese sources uncovered in Hanoi are believed by
some scholars of Vietnam to be more trustworthy or authentic, other
communist bloc sources can at this juncture make a unique contribution
to our knowledge of Vietnam and the Vietnam War. Admittedly, using
diplomatic and intelligence reports poses numerous difficulties, and one
is obliged to read a large volume of such reports before evaluating the
knowledge and perspicacity of the reporter. Yet used in conjunction with
the government sources now available in Vietnam, these sources from
other formerly socialist countries can provide a more balanced picture
of decision making. They show that on its own, the “everyday politics”
model is inadequate as a full explanation of key events and policy changes.
I will cite some examples here of new information, which can be found in
the East German and Hungarian archives, as a way of demonstrating how
these sources challenge received views.

Research in former East German archives by Martin Grossheim, a Auent
speaker of Vietnamese, shows how in 1963-1964 the DRV was affected
by an “antirevisionist” campaign. The main message of this campaign was
the rejection of Soviet policies of “peaceful coexistence” and a call for
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self-sufficient economic development.” (East German diplomats and press
correspondents in the DRV followed political developments closely and
tried to support those Vietnamese who held pro-Kremlin positions.) This
campaign, which called for the rapid collectivization of agriculture, seems
to have reflected an upswing of Mao Zedong’s influence, following his tem-
porary retreat at the end of the Great Leap Forward. But this policy did not
seem to have universal support in the Vietnamese party,

By late 1963, East German diplomats were also reporting criticisms of
Ho Chi Minh, the DRV’s president and the incamation of its anticolonial
movement, The so-called theory of two mistakes was gaining ground among
Vietnamese party members. According to this theory, Ho Chi Minh had
twice made fatal political mistakes: once in 1943, when he “allowed” the
French back into Vietnam, and again in 1954, when he agreed to the parti-
tion of Vietnam at the 17th Parallel. Memoirs by Vietnamese dissidents have
claimed that Ho’s voice was in fact overruled at the Ninth Plenum at the end
of 1963, when the military struggle in the South was made a high priority
and Hanei moved closer to the Chinese orbit, To add weight to the view that
He Chi Minh Iost influence at that time, one can cite Mari Olsen’s research
in the Soviet Foreign Ministry archives. She found a report from the Soviet
ambassador in Moscow, which relates that Ho visited him on Christmas day
in 1963 and informed him that he was withdrawing from his role in day-to-
day political life." This was not the first time in his political career that Ho
had come in for criticism within his party—he was a political nonperson
during his stay in Moscow in the late 1930s; he had also been heavily criti-
cized in 1948-1949 for dissolving the Indochinese Communist Party.

The Hungarian archives are also providing vital information on the polit-
ical life of the DRV. Among the documents unearthed in Budapest by Hun-
garian historian and expert on comparative communism Balazs Szalontai
are several that discuss the visit of Vo Nguyen Giap to Hungary in October
1967, ostensibly for medical treatment.'® Through these sources, we learn
that the man who is sometimes described as the architect of the Tet Offen-
sive was out of Vietnam when the vital decisions were made on the timing
and execution of the surprise attack on South Vietnam’s towns and cities,
This supports the revelation in Vo Thu Hien’s memoir of his 1967 arrest
and interrogation in Hanoi: that General Giap was one of the targets of the
arrests carried out in the second half of 1967, in what has come to be known
as the Anti-Party Affair, Hien describes his interrogation in detail, includ-
ing the questioning he was subjected to regarding General Giap’s plans and
actions.'® This crackdown on party “dissidents” had an impact on agricul-
tural policy in 1968.
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These pieces of information on DRV leadership politics should be
enough to demonstrate that, in order to gain a deeper historical understand-
ing of this country, we need to work toward a synthesis of the grassroots,
anthropological method with a closer examination of the development of
the Communist Party at the central level. Until such time as the VCP opens
its archives to researchers, documentation on the latter will have to come
from the archives of other communist parties in the former socialist bloc,
Such a synthesis is vital to our understanding, not just of domestic policies,
but also of the Vietnam-American War, As it now seems clear that there
were moderates and extremists within the DRV’s Communist Party (known
during the war as the Lao Dong or Vietnam Workers Party, VWP), we need
to look more closely at intraparty dynamics and how U.S. policy affected
these relationships.

Rethinking Party History

There are a number of tuming points in the development of Vietnamese
communism and of the DRV that need to be elucidated before we can pro-
duce a comprehensive history of modern Vietnam. I will discuss three of
these here, in conjunction with some of the new sources which shed light
on these events, My goal is to show that, while a much deeper historical
understanding of the DRV can be gained by studying the sociology, political
culture, and anthropology of this state, we still have a long way to go before
we can say that we really understand the old-fashioned sutject of leadership
politics. The three tuming points examined below are the dissolution of the
Communist Party (1945-1951), the 1963 adoption of Resolution 9, and the
1967 Anti-Party Affair.””

The Vietnamese communist movement grew out of a fractious collec-
tion of groups that somehow thrived on adversity., Although official his-
tories do not make this explicit, they do make clear that this movement
was less than united in the days before its formal founding in February
1930, and that at other points in its history, there were strong differences
of opinion. The party’s double origin, both as a Comintern-linked move-
ment with strong ties to the French party and as part of the Chinese CP’s
sphere of influence, gave it an ambiguous status in communist circles. Even
before its official foundation, as early as 1928, there was confusion within
the Comintern and in the field, as to who had the final word on guiding the
Vietnamese communists. From the date of its founding in 1930, the party
was an amalgam of nationalist communists recruited by Ho Chi Minh and
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more radical anarchist elements, at first mainly from northern Vietnam, who
had no personal links to Ho. Ho Chi Minh’s role as the unifier of Vietnam’s
communist groups in February 1930 was controversial at the time: there
were other young trainees who had been sent out from Moscow in late 1929
who expected to play that role themselves. In fact, it was soon afterward,
in October 1930, that Ho first was accused of being a bourgeois national-
ist, whose short program for the unified party paid too little attention to
class struggle. This was the first time that he had to cede his leadership to a
younger man, Tran Phu, with a more orthodox approach to ideclogy. This
was also the moment when the Vietnamese Communist Party changed its
name to the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) and, on the Cominten’s
orders, assumed the intemmationalist task of spreading communism in all of
the French colonial territories of Indochina.

The early history of Vietnamese communism is, from 1930 on, the story
of how Ho Chi Minh retumed to a position of importance and reoriented the
party toward nationalist revolution. In 1938, following his imprisonment in
Hong Kong and four years in eclipse in Moscow, he was finally sent back
to Asia by the disintegrating Comintern, after Stalin had been persuaded to
adopt the policy of united fronts with socialist parties. Ho’s style of nation-
alist leadership, his advocacy of a broad coalition of antifascist forces in
Vietnam, was by his 1938 return the approved orthodoxy in the communist
world. He finally persuaded the ICP to change its program in 1941, when
he gathered a small handful of party leaders on the Chinese border to form
the Viet Minh alliance. National independence would take precedence over
agrarian reform and class struggle, Both the Vichy French govemment and
the occupying Japanese forces became the main enemies of the revolution,
no longer the small and large landowners who supported the anticolonial
movement. Antifascist French socialists could also be potential allies.

Not all party members greeted this change of emphasis with complete
enthusiasm. When word first got back to Vietnam about the Comintern’s
united front policy in 1936-1937, the de facto leader, Ha Huy Tap, had done
his best to ignore the change. And even in 1941, the Vietnamese party’s
patriarch could not convince everyone that the antifeudal revolution could
be delayed, and some Vietnamese communists stayed aloof from the Viet
Minh,'® At the time of the August Revolution in 1945, the southern leader
of the alliance that declared independence in Saigon, Tran Van Giau, was
not officially affiliated with the Viet Minh, but was part of a rival regional
committee for the South, known as the Vanguard Regional Committee,”

At the decisive moment of his career in August—September 1945, Ho Chi
Minh relied on his contacts with the Americans in the Office of Strategic
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Services (083} to give his leadership of the nationalist movement the stamp
of inevitability, Without the members of the Deer Team (the OSS military
trainers who parachuted into the Vietnamese highlands in the summer of
1945) with him in Hanoi and without the OS5 envoys from Kunming to
give him legitimacy, Ho would have had a more difficult time imposing his
leadership on his compatriots and his fellow Communist Party members.
This is not to say that his leadership, once he appeared in Ba Dinh Square
on 2 September to declare Vietnamese independence, was ineffective or
unpopular—the people responded with unfeigned enthusiasm to his gentle
determination. If television had existed in 1943, his appeal might have been
even more universal. But there were other leaders, including within his own
party, who soon began to criticize his policies. What is significant about
these critics is that they mainly thought him too compromising, too ready to
make a deal with the French or other enemies of the revolution. This is an
interesting contrast to the idea, which appears frequently in Western writing
about the August Revolution, that Ho Chi Minh showed his true colors in
these months by eliminating political opponents. Once one becomes aware
of the fragmented nature of power in Vietnam in the fall of 1943, it becomes
clear that we can’t make assumptions about Ho's ability to command assas-
sinations in Saigen or Quang Ngai from Hanoi, The circumstances in which
different Trotskyist and noncommunist opponents were eliminated were
different in each instance, and some of these were clearly beyond Ho Chi
Minh’s reach, in particular the elimination of the Constitutionalist Party
members who had collaborated with Japan. In the case of the disappear-
ance of Vietnam Nationalist Party (VINQDD) members in the summer of
1946, this would seem to have been part of a mutual struggle for power,
initiated by the VNQDD, in which each side had its own armed assassins
and thugs.

Among those who wanted a harder line against France were the leaders
of the VNQDD, whose closest allies were the Nationalist Chinese, the occu-
piers of North Vietnam after the Japanese surrender. Their patrons retumed
to China after coming to terms with France in March 1946; after that, their
resistance to Ho’s continued efforts to negotiate a peace settlement that
would leave Vietnam united, was their undoing. But another critic was the
formal leader of the ICP, First Secretary Truong Chinh. In his September
1946 essay, “The August Revolution,”® he singled out a “lack of firmness
in the repression of counter-revolutionary elements” as one of the weak-
nesses of the August 1945 uprising that brought the Viet Minh to power.
He also mentioned the need for the government to move quickly to the
antifeudal task of agrarian reform, along with the construction of socialism,
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This critique came at the point when Ho’s failure to extract some kind of
face-saving settlement with France during the Fontainebleau negotiations
was becoming clear, These discussions had dragged on from early July to
14 September 1946 and resulted in only a provisional modus vivendi, with
most important issues unresolved,

Truong Chinh’s essay may have also reflected his views of the dissolu-
tion of the ICP the previous year, Officially, from November 1945, the ICP
had become a Marxist study group. This gave those activists whose power
derived mainly from their party positions less prominent roles to play in
national politics and in the coalition government established in 1946 than the
Viet Minh leadership. This disbanding was generally accepted as cosmetic
by Western observers, but there is ample evidence that it caused real dis-
sension among Vietnamese communists and was looked on with suspicion
by the foreign patrons of the Vietnamese party. As late as May 1950, this
issue was still being discussed in Moscow: a Hungarian diplomat reported
to his Foreign Ministry about a lecture he had attended by a Soviet official,
Comrade Podkopaev, who defended the correctness of the dissolution of the
ICP in 1945. The lecture was followed by a lively debate, which seemed to
reflect some Soviet doubts about the political stance of the Viet Minh.,?' But
there were earlier signs that this move on Ho Chi Minh's part was a source
of disagreement. The defense of the decision to disband the party forms a
major part of a report delivered by a secret Viet Minh emissary to the Soviet
consulate in Bern in September 1947, It is clear from the tone of this report
that the Vietnamese president was aware of the criticism being made of his
decision and was trying to make his side of the story known.

The envoy who tumed up unannounced at the Bern consulate had just
made an undercover journey to Paris to meet with French party leaders
Maurice Thorez and Jacques Duclos, He was traveling on a false passport in
the name of Lin-tay, under cover as a Chinese businessman who had come
to Switzerland to treat his tuberculosis, His Russian interlocutor recorded
his name as Pham No Mach, but most likely he was Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach,
a specialist in the treatment of tuberculosis who had become an important
figure in Saigon’s nationalist politics in 1945. In April and May 1947, Thach
had made contact with U.S. diplomats in Thailand, including an assistant
military attaché, The Americans had cautiously refrained from offering any
direct support to the DRV.? The Soviet consul’s report sent back to Moscow
records that the Vietnamese emissary had stopped in Bangkok and Singa-
pore, before traveling on to Europe, We can assume that he was a direct
messenger of Ho Chi Minh, since he is identified as a representative of the
secretariat of the “President of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of
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Vietnam.”® One of his requests was for permission to travel to Moscow,
where he could personally report on the situation in Southeast Asia, Part of
his assignment appears to have been to convince the Soviets that the Viet-
namese communists were a significant force, worthy of support,

Appended to the Russian consul’s report is a document titled “Situation
within the Party,” which is noted as “translated from the French.” It is strik-
ing for its defensive tone. It lists nine reasons for the dissolution of the party,
which it says “was dissolved on 11 November 1945, to our great regret.”
Among these were:

[tlhe Party’s role during the years of the World War for national liberation had
been so dominant that this had provoked suspicion and distrust on the inter-
national level; the Party was completely isolated and was not able to maintain
any systematic relations with any fraternal party in other countries; the con-
cession to the Chinese reactionaries, who directly or indirectly demanded this;
and on the internal level, in grder to bring about authentic natignal unity.

Some of the points were reassurances of the continued infAuence of com-
munism within the govemment, e.g.; “The position of the Viet Minh is so
secure within Vietnam, while its policies are fully controlled, from top to
bottom, by the Party, that the Party’s political line can in no way be compro-
mised by its dissolution”; and the final point; “The dissolution of the Party
is purely formal, and has only been registered officially, while all sections
and cells have been given precise instructions to continue Party activities.”

At this juncture in international events, Ho Chi Minh'’s earlier concilia-
tory attitude toward France had become fodder for criticism by his rivals
within the party. This was the year that the World War II alliance disinte-
grated; by September 1947, former allies were becoming fierce enemies, as
the two camps declared their positions. By early 1947, the Viet Minh had
been driven back into the Maquis by the French, Their only outlet to the
outside world was now through Thailand, and that would soon be closed by
the November 1947 coup that brought Phibul Songkhram back to power. If
the Viet Minh could not get support from the United States, it would have
to tumn to its former patrons in the French Communist Party and the USSR
for aid and recognition—hence the secret journey to Bem. But in the end,
the Viet Minh would have to wait until 1950 for the Soviet Union to finally
follow the Chinese in recognizing its government.

Vietnamese relations with other communist parties had also been com-
plicated by the crisis in the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) in early
1947, Until early in the year, the Malay communists had maintained good
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relations with the British and had carried out a united front policy to work
nonviolently for national independence. But in March, the MCP leader Loi
Tek (also spelled Lai Teck) disappeared before a special party meeting to
examine suspicions that he had been working for the British. He took with
him the party’s funds and a detailed knowledge of its structures, probably
including much information about contacts with regional parties. (Japanese
sources later revealed that he had not only served as a double agent for the
British—he had also cooperated with their secret services during their occu-
pation of Malaya and Singapore.) One result of Loi Tek’s unmasking was
that the new MCP leader, Chin Peng, came under pressure to repudiate his
predecessor’s more moderate policies, and the party moved toward a phase
of violent confrontation with the British,*

The end of Loi Tek’s undercover career almost certainly had larger reper-
cussions for Southeast Asia. His collaboration with the British could now
be portrayed as a betrayal of the party’s interests and used to cast doubt on
other Southeast Asian communists who had atternpted to maintain peaceful
relations with the West from 1945 to 1947, This guilt by association could in
itself have been damaging for Ho Chi Minh, but to complicate matters, there
were two members of his government who had been trained by the British
Inter-Services Liaison Department (ISLD), a cover name for MI6, in India
before being parachuted back to the Maquis in 1944, They had been impris-
oned by the French on Madagascar (Réunion), before being liberated and
recruited by the British.® A final difficulty for Ho Chi Minh, and perhaps
not the least important, was that Loi Tek had come to Malaya around 1934
as a member of the ICP and could claim to have known Ho in China, Judg-
ing by a number of overlaps in the biography of Loi Tek provided by Brit-
ish sources and the biography of a Vietnamese communist arrested by the
French in 1933 in China, we can guess that the French first knew Loi Tek as
the Vietnamese Truong Phuoc Dat.*He had been assigned by Ho Chi Minh
to propaganda work among Vietnamese sailors in Shanghai in 1930, after
he escaped from a military prison in Saigon. In 1933, he had already been
responsible for sowing suspicion between the Chinese Communist Party in
Shanghai and Vietnamese activists trying to reestablish their own party. He
was suspected of having betrayed two of them to the French, One of these
was Tran Ngoc Danh, who from 1945 to 1948 became the DRV representa-
tive in Paris, Danh was one of those Vietnamese communists who was most
vociferous in criticizing in 1948—1950 what he called Ho’s “opportunist and
nationalist line,”# including the dissolution of the ICP.

Although Pham Ngoc Thach never made it to Moscow in 1947, Ho Chi
Minh himself finally got there in the winter of 1950, as part of the entou-
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rage of Mao Zedong. He made his case for Soviet support successfully this
time, even though he really had few strong cards to play. By this time, one
of the communications from Tran Ngoc Danh must have also arrived in
the Soviet capital. This criticized Ho’s “opportunist and nationalist line.”
Whatever negative feelings about Ho that Stalin may have possessed, based
on his involvement in Comintern affairs, they were probably compounded
by the harsh criticism emanating from the ICP itself, As we know from
Khrushchey’s memoirs, Stalin gave Ho a very cool reception. According to
Chinese historian Yang Kuisong, it was Mao who gave Ho the endorsement
he needed to retain his prestige as the paramount leader of the DRV. Mao
cabled Liu Shaoqi from Moscow to instruct him to adopt a “cooperative
attitude toward the Vietnamese communists, to encourage their struggle,
and not to criticize them.” Mao made a clear, but not particularly strong,
defense of Ho's past policies: “Ho once disguised his party and declared
that the DRV remained neutral. It is too early to say that these two policies
were mistakes in principle because the Vietnamese struggle did not suffer as
a result of their implementation.”® The price of Mao’s support for Ho Chi
Minh and Vietnam was that, for much of the 1950s, the Vietnamese com-
munists became the ideological apprentices of the CCP, in particular in the
implementation of land reform. But ignorant of the nuances of Vietnamese
communist politics, the U.S. State Department regarded this Vietnamese
alliance with the USSR and China as inevitable. A State Department press
officer declared, “Ho had been revealed as an ‘agent of world communism’
and a pseudo-nationalist who wanted ‘Indochina for the Kremlin and not
Indochina for the Indochinese.” "™

This background on Ho's early difficulties in establishing his leadership
within his own party should make it clear that he was unable to wield abso-
lute power. During the early 1950s, until the “correction of errors” cam-
paign to repair the damage done by overzealous land reform cadres, the
CCP provided the main ideological and technical guidance to the Vietnam-
ese communists, acting as what Mari Olsen has called “subcontractors” for
the Soviet Union, In these years, party members who shared the Maoist
vision of radical social transformation and class struggle rose to powerful
positions in the VWP (Lao Dong), the party’s new name after it resurfaced
officially at the Second Party Congress in 1952. Le Van Luong, a former
teacher and political prisoner, headed a campaign to rectify or purify the
party from 1952 to 19536, Before his removal in late 1956, his party organi-
zation commission began to target middle-class Viet Minh veterans and to
eliminate them from leadership positions. Some party veterans viewed this
as an early campaign against Ho Chi Minh’s right-hand man, Vo Nguyen



THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY 125

Giap, who was enjoying a high degree of personal prestige following the
victory at Dien Bien Phu,”

By late 1956, following the momentous changes in the communist world
brought about by Khrushchev’s Twentieth Congress denunciation of Stalin,
Ho Chi Minh was able to regain the initiative within his party for a short
time. But this briefl window of moderation closed quickly, as the Twentieth
Congress led to uprisings in Eastern Europe and Sino-Soviet relations dete-
riorated. The Chinese leadership was shocked by the criticism of Stalin and
fairly quickly distanced themselves from some of Khrushchev’s other initia-
tives, which they termed “modermn revisionism.” Khrushchev’s promotion of
“peaceful coexistence,” including peaceful competition between the capi-
talist and communist worlds, was a policy with which the DRV tried to live,
but it ended up dividing the leadership. Another aspect of Khrushchev’s
policies that disturbed the Chinese leadership was the idea that class con-
tradictions no longer played a major role in Soviet society. This was an
outright rejection of class struggle, as Yang Kuisong explains it, and as such
was unacceptable to Mao. The Vietnamese attempted to maintain a stance of
equidistance between their two communist patrons, but in 1960 they signed
a communiqué endorsing Soviet policies along with most of the world’s
communist parties. Yet Khrushchev’s call for the admission of the two Viet-
namese governments to the United Nations in 1957 and Soviet reluctance to
provide significant diplomatic or military support for Vietnam’s struggle for
reunification caused much unhappiness in Hanoi.

By early 1963, when Czech president Antonin Novotny visited Hanoi
and signed a joint communiqué with Ho Chi Minh, which praised peaceful
coexistence as “the most correct policy,” the conflict between pro-Chinese
elements and pro-Soviet elements in the DRV was intensifying. Ung Van
Khiem, the foreign minister and a southern party veteran, was later blamed
for signing the communiqué and replaced in his post by Nguyen Duy Trinh,
Martin Grossheim writes that, at this time, many other Hanoi cadres who
had taken pro-Soviet positions since 1956 were also replaced. especially
those working in the press and reporting on foreign policy. The East Ger-
man embassy reported that “all key positions in the press department of
the Lao Dong Central Committee and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the
Vietnam News Agency and radio were occupied by cadres “who closely fol-
lowed the Chinese course.” "*? Following consultations with Chinese theo-
reticians and Chairman Mae in Wuhan in the summer of 1963, at its Ninth
Plenum at the end of the year, the VWP passed a resolution condemning
“modem revisionism™ and aligning its intemal and foreign policies with
those of China,
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Known to historians of the Vietnam War as the resolution that announced
the determination to reunite Vietnam by force, Resolution 9 also made
sweeping changes in the Hanoi political scene. Hoang Minh Chinh, until
the end of 1963 head of the Institute of Philosophy in Hanoi, who would
in 1967 be imprisoned for his “revisionist” views, described the announce-
ment of the Ninth Plenum decisions in an open letter to the Vietnamese
National Assembly written in 1993. He explained that at a meeting of 400
top cadres in January 1964, Truong Chinh (at that time, head of the Nguyen
Al Quoc Party School and chair of the national assembly) made the follow-
ing announcement;

[D]ue to the complicated situation within the international communist move-
ment, we cannot write out all the points included in Resolution 9. You must
pay attention to the fact that the real nature of Resolution 9 must be made
known only by word of mouth, that is: the external and internal policy of our
Party and government is in fundamental agreement with the policies of the
Party and government of China.*

Soviet-style revisionism became a political crime within the DRV at this
time, and ideas of peaceful coexistence went out of style.

Hoang Minh Chinh credited Le Duc Tho, head of the powerful Party
Control Commission, and Truong Chinh with spearheading this realign-
ment of the DRV’s policy, Party first secretary Le Duan is also assumed to
have supported it, in part because he led a delegation to Moscow in January
1964, where he delivered a long-winded speech detailing all of the points on
which the Vietnamese were in disagreement with their Soviet comrades.™
But whether or not he was the primary booster of this political change is
unclear. What is clear is that the passage of Resolution 9 brought even cooler
relations between the USSR and the DRV, which resulted in the recall of all
Vietnamese students in the Soviet Union and requests for asylum from some
of the military officers studying in Moscow, Intellectuals who had studied in
Europe were the primary victims of the ideological offensive launched early
in 1964, following the plenum’s close, They were accused of being infAu-
enced by “modem revisionism,” a disease which led to bourgeois thinking
and pessimism, of lacking an understanding of proletarian dictatorship, and
of relying on foreign aid instead of supporting the idea of a self-sufficient
economy, Ho Chi Minh’s political position clearly changed as a result of
this plenum., On Christmas day 1963, on a visit to the Soviet embassy in
Hanoi, he announced his retirement from day-to-day political affairs, After
this, his role increasingly became that of an icon of the revolution,
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The cooling of relations with the Soviet Union was not permanent, of
course. Following the ouster of Khrushchev in October 1964, the new pre-
mier, Alexei Kosygin, made a visit to North Vietnam in February 1965,
This visit, during which Kosygin experienced an American bombing raid,
marked a new phase in the relations between the Soviet Union and Vietnam.
Although the Russians failed to win the Chinese overto a program of united
aid to Vietnam, the new Soviet leadership began to provide a steady supply
of heavy weapons and advisors to instruct in their use. The Chinese contin-
ued as major suppliers of food, consumer goods, light military equipment,
anti-aircraft troops, and even foreign currency, but by the end of 1968 they
had been overtaken by the USSR as the major suppliers of aid to the DRV,

This seemingly smooth relationship between the USSR and the DRV in
1966 and early 1967 makes the events that occurred in the late summer and
fall of 1967 all the stranger. At the end of August, as planning for a major
offensive was intensifying in Hanoi, a number of VWP members with ties
to the Soviet Union began to be arrested. One of the victims was Hoang
Minh Chinh, the Moscow-trained, former head of the Institute of Philoso-
phy. who had been removed from his post at the end of 1963, in the earlier
wave of anti-Soviet measures. Along with him, Vu Dinh Huynh, a former
personal secretary to Ho Chi Minh and the father of Vu Thu Hien, was
arrested. Other groups of middle-ranking cadres, including generals, pro-
fessors, writers, and television journalists, all with ties to Eastern Europe,
were picked up in successive waves of arrests in October and December,
These arrests and the subsequent accusation that the victims were involved
in a pro-Soviet plot against the ruling politburo of the VWP became known
as the Hoang Minh Chinh Affair, or the Anti-Party Affair. Recently declas-
sified reports from the British consul in Hanoi, John Colvin, show that the
Russians had “forecast for some time [a] shake up in [the] Lao Dong Party
adverse to their interests.” Colvin wrote that on 21 August 1967 a Soviet
colonel had told the Indonesian chargé d’affaires that arrests of “several
leading Party members had taken place that moming,™ Other sources on
this affair include the memoirs of Vu Dinh Huynh's son, Vo Thu Hien.
These were published in Germany in 1997 as Dem giua ban ngay (Darkness
in the Daytime), The letters and petitions for the restitution of the civil rights
of Hoang Minh Chinh himself, who is still alive in Hanoi after many years
in prison, solitary confinement, and house arrest, corroborate the broad out-
lines of Hien’s account of his arrest and interrogation.

Given the lack of comment from any official representative of the Hanoi
regime over the years, it has been very difficult to determine the signifi-
cance of these events in late 1967 and 1968, The obvious conclusion is that
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party members considered to be hostile to the escalation of the war were
being imprisoned to quell dissent within the government, The improvement
of U.5.—Soviet relations that summer, resulting from the summit meeting
in Glassboro, New Jersey, between President Johnson and Premier Kosy-
gin, had raised alarm in Beijing and possibly in Hanoi as well. During this
meeting Kosygin had received assurance directly from Pham Van Dong
in Hanoi that, if the United States stopped the bombing of North Viet-
nam unconditionally, the North Vietnamese would immediately go to the
conference table.

The British consulate in Hanoi was picking up indications of a struggle
within the leadership over the issue of negotiations. In March 1968, an ana-
lyst at the consulate reported on a Naan Dan editorial on the revival of “Law
63,” which he described as a “vehicle for the legal disposal of any dissident
members or factions in the Party.” His analysis came from a “senior Eastern
bloc diplomat,” who told him that “there might be a split in the Party at the
moment, probably between the doves and the eagles, but he [the Eastern
bloc diplomat] thought that the decree would be sufficient wamning to all
members to toe the line.”* Don Oberdorfer notes in his recounting of the
Tet Offensive that this decree was issued in November 1967 by the Stand-
ing Committee of the Vietnamese National Assembly, but was not made
public until March 1968. It prescribed “death sentences, life prison terms,
and lesser penalties for a long list of ‘counterrevolutionary crimes,” includ-
ing espionage, sabotage, security violations and the crime of opposing or
hindering the execution of national defense plans,”™

The fact that those arrested in 1967 were held until 1972 and then rear-
rested if they made an effort to gain redress, leads one to believe that they
were considered to be long-term threats by some faction of the leadership.
Vu Thu Hien believes that the ultimate target of this affair was Vo Nguyen
Giap. While in prison, Hien was closely interrogated about his father’s rela-
tions with General Giap and his own knowledge of Giap’s affairs. He con-
cludes that Le Duc Tho and Le Duan viewed Giap as a rival for power, and
thus concocted the coup plot to discredit him, along with other inAuential,
second-tier cadres believed to be pro-Soviet.™ The only formal accusation
against the “modemn revisionists” came four years later, at a Central Com-
mittee plenum in Janvary 1972, when Le Duc Tho announced that there
had been a conspiracy to overthrow the party leadership.® Soviet ambas-
sador Ilia Shcherbakov and his second secretary, Rashid Khamidulin, were
accused of links with the plotters.

Giap himself was never arrested, but in October 1967 he Aew to Hun-
gary, ostensibly to gamer more support for Hanoi’s war effort, However,
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documents in the Hungarian archives show that Giap was in Hungary as
early as 14 October, where he was receiving medical treatment, along with
the son of former foreign minister Ung Van Khiem, who was known to have
revisionist sympathies. By 19 October, the Vietnamese ambassador reported
to the Hungarians that Giap’s health was already improving, Ambassador
Hoang Luong said that Giap had exhausted himself while writing a long
essay on the tactics and strategy of the Vietnamese struggle.*

The arrests of 1967 did not touch the top layer of the DRV leadership,
but they clearly weakened any support for General Giap as a contender for
atop post after Ho Chi Minh’s death. Among the arrested were a number of
cadres who had been close aides to Giap at the time of the Dien Bien Phu
campaign, The real threat that Giap may have represented was his personal
popularity, which stemmed from his victory in 1954, but also from his apol-
ogy for the excesses of the land reform, a unique event in party history,

The ideological fallout from the Anti-Party Affair did have long-term
effects on the DRV’s domestic and international policies. Speeches by Le
Duc Tho and Truong Chinh in late 1967 and 1968 laid out the policies
about which they felt strongly. There are a number of overlaps with Mao’s
policy concemns of the Cultural Revolution years. In a late 1967 speech, Le
Duc Tho focused on what he called “rightist deviations” in the construction
of the party. He claimed that, since the correction of the errors of the land
reform and party rectification, “we made the rightist error of restoring the
membership of a number of people who should not have been readmitted.”
He singled out the upper levels of the party, where he said the majority of
members are “petty bourgeois intellectuals.” One of the concemns voiced
by Truong Chinh in a long speech (or series of lectures) to commemorate
the 150th anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth was the nature of the revolution
in South Vietnam. He emphasized that the party must remain in undisputed
control of the united front at all stages of the national democratic revolu-
tion and on no account let it fall into the hands of the bourgeoisie.® Truong
Nhu Tang’s eyewitness account of life in the liberated zones of the South
confirms that the party’s attitude toward the bourgeois members of the pro-
visional revolutionary government grew less welcoming in the 1970s, a fact
which he links to Ho Chi Minh's death in 1969.% But the groundwork for
the hardening of class attitudes was laid in 19671968,

Another result of the hardening of the ideological line in the DRV was
the ending of production contracts on cooperative farms, which again was
one of Truong Chinh’s fixations. In the speech cited above, he singled out
“the reform of the relations of production and the system of property” as
the immediate goal of the communist revolution in the North. In June 1968,
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a decree from the party’s Central Committee secretariat, signed by Le Van
Luong, called for the unification of the administration and distribution of
food products and movement toward the elimination of the free market in
foodstuffs.* Truong Chinh's speech calling for the end of the family contract
system was delivered to the cadres of Vinh Phu province on 6 November
1968. He explained that the experiments with contracts were the equivalent
of a return to individual farming, that they “went against the party’s path of
cooperativization,”*

Ho Chi Minh was a fading presence in these years. He spent most of
1967 in China for medical treatment, although this was not made public
at the time. Foreign diplomats noted that he was not spotted in Hanoi after
13 April 1967 until late July, when he few back to receive two French
peace envoys, Raymond Aubrac and Herbert Marcovitch. In September, he
returned for medical reasons to Beijing, where he stayed until late Decem-
ber.® It must have been clear to the members of the politburo that he would
not be around much longer to mediate disputes between the party factions
nor to serve as a moderating force. (However, there is an enduring story
in Hanoi, attributed to Ho's private secretary, Vu Ky, that Ho believed he
had narrowly escaped an assassination attempt in December 1967, when his
plane had been guided onto the wrong runway on his return from Beijing.
His pilot had known the airport well enough to make his own decision about
where to land.)

A political consequence of the Anti-Party Affair was that a group of
leaders whe had built their careers on a close relationship with China and
support of Chinese policy saved themselves from irrelevance as the Viet-
namese relationship with China weakened. This weakening first occurred
because of the Cultural Revolution and the chaos it caused in the country
which had for so long been a secure rear base for the Vietnamese revo-
lution. But with the election of Richard Nixon to the U.S. presidency, it
was the U.8.—Chinese rapprochement that caused a serious chill in Sino-
Vietnamese relations.

Conclusion

This quick survey of some of the tuming points in North Vietnamese com-
munist history only scratches the surface, This kind of political history is
of necessity dependent on the accumulation of a large amount of detailed
information, which is often difficult to parse. Communist politics were
convoluted and opaque, because there was no room for a loyal opposition;
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those who wanted to change the dominant policies at any moment in time
could not afford to make their goals too public or even clear. But we cannot
afford to ignore the problem of politics at the higher levels of the party and
government,

The VWP and its role within the DRV evolved from 1945 to 1975, as the
violent assault on its right to rule a unified Vietnam continued. The nation-
alist coalition that Ho Chi Minh had constructed by early 1946 was always
dependent on its communist core. And Ho’s control over this core group
was tenuous, despite his great moral influence. What ate away at his power
over the years was his inability to win recognition for his new state from his
World War 11 allies.

One reasonable hypothesis remains the idea that U.S, policy strength-
ened the hand of the radicals who saw revolutionary violence (combined
with class war) as the only way to end the conflict in Vietnam, This analy-
sis is not original—observers from Robert Shaplen to Mark Bradley have
drawn this conclusion about the early U.5.—Hanoi relationship in the late
1940s. But in view of more recent evidence on the political life of the DRV,
we may be justified in extending it to at least 1967.

It is evident that Ho Chi Minh's efforts at compromise in 1945-1946
had wealkened him politically, while those party members such as Ung Van
Khiem, the former foreign minister, who had supported peaceful coexistence
in the 1958-1963 period found their careers in ruins soon after the policy
changed. A similar conflict over peace negotiations seems to have occurred
in 1967. From the failure to encourage elections in 1956 to the failure to
declare a bombing halt in the late summer of 1967, when negotiations were
clearly the aim of some of the Vietnamese leadership, U.S. policy could be
seen as undermining the forces of moderation. The DRV was a state shaped
by war, and its political culture as of 1975 was a reflection of that fact,
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VISION, POWER, AND AGENCY
The Ascent cf Ngo Dinh Diem, 19451954

EDWARD MILLER

Who was Ngo Dinh Diem? In the decades since his 1963 assassination, his-
torians and other writers have offered diverse interpretations of his life and
career. That Diem was an important figure in the history of the Indochina
wars is not in dispute—after all, the conflict that became the “American
war’ in Vietnam began as a revolt against Diem’s South Vietnamese
regime—but there is no consensus about why and how he came to play
such a key role. During Diem’s tenure in power (1954-1963), many in Viet-
nam and elsewhere described him as an American puppet who had been
installed and suppoerted by Washington to serve U.S, objectives in the Cold
War. Accounts written since the 1960s, in contrast, have emphasized his
notorious unwillingness to accept American advice and the fact that his
alliance with the United States eventually fell apart. Many scholars have
thus come to reject the notion that Diem was merely a creature of U.S.
foreign policy and have instead portrayed him as a product of premodem
“traditions,” such as Catholicism or Confucianism. Among these scholars,
however, there is no consensus about the meaning and consequences of
these “traditional” qualities. In some recent histories, Diem appears as a
sage-like national hero who was thwarted by fickle allies; in others, he is
portrayed as an inflexible autocrat who was doomed by his adherence to
outdated ideas about rulership.’

These seemingly disparate representations of Diem—as U.S. stooge, vir-
tuous patriot, or reactionary despot—are more alike than they first appear.
By rendering Diem in Rat and simplistic terms, they all fail to acknowl-
edge the particular and contingent aspects of Diem’s ideas and actions.
Whether Diem is alleged to have been merely executing American designs
or to have been manifesting traditional cultural or social characteristics, the
result i the same; in each case, Diem’s capacity to control his own thoughts
and deeds is denied. In short, the existing representations of Diem have
refused him his due as a historical agent. The effect, as one historian has
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pointed out, has been to reduce Diem to the historiographical equivalent of
a “cardboard cutout.”?

This chapter proposes to restore a modicum of agency to Diem by
examining an understudied part of his career: the decade prior to his
1954 appointment as premier of the state that would become known as
South Vietnam, My study challenges the received view of Diem in two
ways. First, it disputes the assertion that Diem spent the duration of the
Franco—Viet Minh war of 1945-1954 in self-imposed political isolation,
quietly awaiting the arrival of his destiny.” In fact, Diem did not remain
aloof from the struggles which wracked Indochina in these years, and he
had dealings with almost all of the key players in Indochinese politics.
Thus, instead of portraying Diem as a passive figure entirely or mostly
dependent on the support of one or another faction or patron, this chapter
shows that he played an active and important role in engineering his own
rise to power.

Second. my analysis takes issue with the notion that Diem’s ideas and
actions during 1945-1954 can be taken as evidence of traditional ways
of thinking. As postcolonial schelars such as Ronald Inden have demon-
strated, invocations of “tradition” often betray the essentializing tendencies
which infuse much of the Western scholarship on Asia and Asians.* The
examples which Inden critiques are drawn from Indology, but his arguments
are applicable to writings about Vietnam generally and to writings about
Diem in particular. Just as scholars of India have tended to displace the
agency of Indians onto Europeans or onto allegedly essential qualities of
Indian life, such as caste or divine kingship, so too have scholars of the Viet-
nam War displaced Diem’s agency onto Americans or onto essences, such
as Confucianism or Catholicism. By reducing Diem’s words and actions
to the lingering effects of premodem patterns of thinking, many authors
have overlooked Diem’s efforts to refashion old ideas into new forms, as
well as his determination to promote a distinctive vision of how Vietnam
could become a modem nation,” To be sure, Diem’s vision of Vietnam'’s
modemization emerged only gradually, and it was far from fully formed in
1954, It was, moreover, a highly idiosyncratic vision, and Diem’s efforts
to persuade South Vietnamese of its utility and merit would fail miserably
in the long run. But failure does not necessarily imply insignificance or
inconsequence. In order to arrive at a more historical and less caricatured
understanding of Diem’s role in the history of the Indochina wars, we must
come to grips with the contingent and contemporary nature of his ideas and
examine the specific historical context—Ilate colonial Indochina—in which
he formulated them.
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Diem and the Quest for a “Third Force,” 1945-1930

For many Vietnamese nationalists, the onset of all-out war between France
and the Viet Minh in December 1946 presented a stark and difficult choice.
The thought of rallying to support the colonial regime was distasteful to
anticolonial activists who advocated independence for Vietnam, yet many
nationalists also recoiled at the thought of lending support to Ho Chi Minh
and the communist-dominated Viet Minh, Some refused to cooperate with
the Viet Minh on ideclogical grounds; others were wary of the communists
based on experience.® Faced with such unpalatable options, these national-
ists often declined to choose either side and decided instead to wait for the
emergence of a “Third Force”—that is, an independent party or coalition
which would be both anticolonialist and anticommunist, From the mid-
1940s, there were many attempts to create a Third Force in Indochina, but
all of them foundered on the ideological and political fissures which divided
Vietnam’s myriad noncommunist parties, sects, and factions. As a result,
many activists resigned themselves to maintaining a stance of uneasy neu-
trality in the conflict. The French chided such would-be Third Forcers as
“fence sitters” (aftentisres), while the Viet Minh derided them for “hiding
under a blanket” (frum chan).

A well-known Catholic leader and nationalist, Diem was counted among
the most prominent of the afrentistes, This was a misleading characteriza-
tion, however, insofar as it implied that he was reluctant to take political
risks. Diem was born in 1901 into a highly accomplished Catholic family:
his father, Ngo Dinh Kha, was grand chamberlain of the Vietnamese impe-
rial court; his eldest brother, Ngo Dinh Khoi, served as a colonial provin-
cial governor; and another brother, Ngo Dinh Thuc, became one of the first
Vietnamese Catholic bishops. Diem upheld family tradition by becoming
an official in the imperial administration, and he rose to the post of province
chief while still in his late twenties, His success was due not only to his
talents as an administrator but also to the patronage of Nguyen Huu Bai, a
Catholic who headed the Council of Ministers in Hue. Though he had long
collaborated with the French colonial regime, Bai had become frustrated
in the 19203 with French encroachments on the imperial court’s preroga-
tives, and he enlisted Diem and his older brothers in efforts to pressure the
French for reforms which would have restored a measure of Vietnamese
sovereignty, In 1933, the French tried to mollify Bai by elevating Diem to
the post of interior minister; however, the move backfired when Bai coun-
seled Diem to step down in protest of French intransigence on the reform
issue. Diem’s resignation established his reputation as an uncompromising
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nationalist, even as it also confirmed his status as a militant and ambitious
Catholic leader.’

Despite later assertions to the contrary, Diem did not lapse into political
obscurity after 1933, but remained active in court politics in Hue through-
out the 1930s, even though he no longer held office and was under police
surveillance.? After 1940, he intensified his activism in order to exploit new
political opportunities created by the Japanese occupation of Indochina.
The occupation of 1940-1945 was peculiar because Japan allowed the pro-
Vichy colonial govemment of Indochina to remain in place in exchange
for garrison privileges and access to provisions. Such a policy contrasted
sharply with Japanese practices elsewhere in Southeast Asia during World
War IL, and it did not sit well with those Japanese officials who considered
themselves “idealists” on the issue of liberating their fellow Asians from
European colonial rule, The discontent of these Japanese idealists provided
an opening for Diem, and by 1942 he had became embroiled in a variety
of anti-French intrigues. In 1943, he dispatched an envoy to make contact
with Prince Cuong De, a long-time anticolonialist activist and pretender
to the Nguyen throne, who had lived in exile in Japan for more than two
decades and who had ties to idealist officers and diplomats in both Tokyo
and Indochina. Around the same time, Diem established a secret political
party known as the Association for the Restoration of Greater Vietnam
(Dai Viet Phuc Hung Hoi). This party seems to have operated primarily
in Diem’s native region of Central Vietnam, and its ranks were filled over-
whelmingly—perhaps even exclusively—by Catholics. In the summer of
1944, the French Siireté leamed of the existence of Diem’s party and began
to arrest its members. Diem escaped the dragnet thanks to the help of the
Japanese consul in Hue, who smuggled Diem out of the city by disguising
him as an officer of the Imperial Army, Diem was Aown to Saigon, where he
lived for several months under the protection of the Japanese military.”

For a briel moment in early 1945, it appeared that Diem’s Japanese strat-
agems were going to pay off. By late 1944, Japanese leaders had decided
that the time had come finally to depose the French colonial regime in Indo-
china. As plans for a coup were being drafted, idealist Japanese officers
proposed to place Cuong De on the Vietnamese throne and to install Diemn
as premier of a new Vietnamese government. Unfortunately for Cuong De,
the senior Japanese commander in Indochina was unimpressed with the ide-
alists” arguments, and he gutted their plans to grant “independence” to the
Vietnamese. As a result, when the coup took place on 9 March 1943, the old
prince remained in Japan, and the sitting Nguyen emperor, Bao Dai, was
allowed to retain his crown, Bao Dai probably knew that Diem had earlier
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aligned himsell with Cuong De; nonetheless, the emperor still considered
Diem to be the best candidate to head the new Vietnamese government that
would replace the colonial regime, and he therefore summoned Diem to
return to Hue from Saigon. In what turned out to be a colossal miscalcula-
tion, Diem rebuffed the emperor’s offer. Diem came to regret his decision
almost immediately and tried to reverse it, but it was too late; Bao Dai had
already tapped the scholar and cultural critic Tran Trong Kim to become
premier in Diem’s place. Diem had missed a golden opportunity, though not
for disinterest or for lack of trying."®

The August Revolution of 1945 and the stunning rise of Ho and the Viet
Minh did not reduce Diem’s determination to pursue his political ambitions,
Instead of withdrawing from the fray as the French and the Viet Minh fought
over the future of Indochina, he pondered how he might exploit the current
situation to build a new movement that could eventually eclipse both of
these powerful rivals. Diem knew that building a viable Third Force would
take time, and in the interim he could not afford to directly challenge either
the French or the Viet Minh, He therefore adopted a stance of ostensible
neutrality in the war, while at the same time taking care to establish and
maintain contacts with both of the warring parties. In this way, Diem hoped
both to buy time and to expand the ranks of his supporters at the expense
of his rivals.

Diem’s efforts to use his position as a fence sitter for maximum political
advantage are apparent in his relations with the Viet Minh during the late
1940s. Despite his later claims to the contrary, Diem’s dealings with Ho Chi
Minh and other Viet Minh leaders were characterized much more by flirta-
tion than rejection. Shortly after the August Revolution, Diem was detained
by Viet Minh fighters in Central Vietnam. After being held for a time in a
remote mountain location, he was brought to Hanei in early 1946 to meet
with Ho, who offered Diem a position in a Viet Minh unity government."
In later years, Diem insisted that he had spumed this offer out of hand; he
also claimed that he persuaded Ho to release him simply by fixing the Viet
Minh chief with his gaze and asking rhetorically, “Am I a man who fears
oppression or death?""?

There is no reason to doubt Diem’s claim that he spoke sharply and
bitterly during the meeting, because he knew that Viet Minh agents had
captured and executed his eldest brother, Khoi, a few months earlier. On the
other hand, the descriptions of the meeting which Diem related after 1954
omitted the fact that he would have been willing to join a Viet Minh govern-
ment if Ho had only agreed to his demand for control over certain aspects
of policy.” Similarly, he never publicly acknowledged that he remained in
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touch with Viet Minh leaders for at least two years after Ho released him,
French intelligence reports of the period suggest that Diem maintained
these contacts in the hopes that he might eventually persuade some Viet
Minh commanders to abandon Ho and to throw in with him. According
to French informants, these exchanges stirred considerable interest within
Viet Minh ranks in Nam Bo (Cochinchina) during 1947-1948, Many Viet
Minh officials expressed admiration both for Diem and also for his brother
Thuc, and there were even whispers that Diem might secure the defection of
Nguyen Binh, the top Viet Minh military commander in Nam Bo,"

At the same time that Diem was engaged in a pas de deux with the Viet
Minh, he was also seeking alliances with anticommunist leaders and groups.
Diem’s efforts in this regard seem to have been inspired by the example of
a short-lived Third Force coalition known as the National Union Front (Mat
Tran Thong Nhut Quoc Gia), The Front was formed in early 1947 at a con-
ference of anticommunist political parties and sectarian groups meeting in
Nanking, China. After a brief surge of activity in the spring and summer of
1947, the Front abruptly collapsed due to the assassinations of certain key
leaders and infighting among its members.”” Diem seems not to have been
involved in the formation of the Front, but as it imploded he moved quickly
to take up the Third Force cause. In mid-1947, he aligned himsell with
Nguyen Ton Hoan, a Catholic leader from Southem Vietnam and a found-
ing member of the Greater Vietnam Nationalist Party (Dai Viet Quoc Dan
Dang, usually referred to as the Dai Viet), Throughout the fall of that year,
Diem and Hoan worked in tandem to persuade anticommunists to join a
new nationalist organization known as the Vietnam National Alliance (Viet
Nam Quoc Gia Lien Hiep, VNA). Though they would later become bit-
ter enemies, Diem and Hoan were drawn together in 1947 by their shared
ambition to build a viable Third Force movement. Hoan’s Dai Viet connec-
tions and Diem’s network of Catholic supporters made a formidable com-
bination, and for a brief moment it seemed as if the VNA might succeed
where the National Union Front had failed.'®

According to Diem and Hoan, the purpose of the VNA was to mobilize
support for a new political movement under the aegis of Bao Dai. After a
brief reign as titular head of the Japanese-sponsored “Empire of Vietnam”
in 1945, the emperor had been forced to abdicate during the August Revo-
lution, He briefly served as an advisor to Ho’s DRV (Democratic Repub-
lic of Vietnam) govemment, but opted after a few months to go into exile
abroad. In 1947, Bao Dai set up residence in Hong Kong and began to enter-
tain overtures from Diem, Hoan, and other Vietnamese who hoped that he
could preside over a union of Vietnam’s fractious noncommunist factions
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and sects. At the same time, however, the ex-emperor was also meeting
with French officials, who Rattered him with proposals that he serve as a
“mediator” between French colonialism and Vietnamese nationalism. By
late 1947, the French blandishments seemed to be having their intended
effect: in December, Bao Dai briefly retumed to Indochina and agreed in
principle to the establishment of a new Vietnamese government within the
French union. He then repaired to Hong Kong to consider his next move and
to hear advice from various Vietnamese leaders,”

Diem was among those who traveled to Hong Kong to offer his counsel
to the ex-emperor. Bao Dai had not forgotten Diem’s previous refusals to
serve under him; still, the former emperor listened carefully as Diem urged
him to hold out for more concessions from Paris, Diem was especially stri-
dent in waming that Vietnamese nationalists would accept nothing less
from France than the dominion status which Britain had recently conceded
to India and Pakistan. Bao Dai seemed receptive to these arguments; still,
Diem feared that the ex-emperor remained susceptible to French over-
tures.' In February 1948, Diem and other nationalist leaders met in Saigon
to define a framework for negotiations with the French on the matter of
Vietnamese independence. Diem subsequently went back to Hong Kong in
March to try to persuade Bao Dai to support this scheme; he also lobbied
French officials for additional concessions on the scope of Vietnamese sov-
ereignty, Significantly, the plan which Diem advocated in these meetings
refected his republican convictions: it called for the establishment of a new
Vietnamese assembly which would appoint Bao Dai as its representative
in negotiations with the French, and it also stipulated that the ex-emperor
would be obliged to consult with the assembly before making any agree-
ments on the independence issue,”

Unfortunately for Diem, all of his efforts were in vain. At a “mini-
congress” in Hong Kong in late March 1948, Bao Dai informed Diem and
other Vietnamese leaders that he intended to move ahead with the establish-
ment of a new government according to the terms offered by Paris. In June,
the ex-emperor signed a second agreement with colonial officials, which
purported to grant Vietnam its independence as an “associated state” within
the French union. After more negotiations, the details of the new Franco-
Vietnamese relationship were eventually spelled out in the Elysée accords
of 8 March 1949, The accords established limited administrative autonomy
for Vietnam, but allowed France to retain overall control of diplomatic,
economic, and military policy. Shortly after signing the accords, Bao Dai
returned to Indochina and declared himself head of the new and ostensibly
independent state of Vietnam (SVIN),
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The implementation of the “Bao Dai solution” during 1948-1949 was
deeply disappointing for Diem. Many anticommunist nationalist leaders
and groups—including Nguyen Ton Hoan and the Dai Viet Party—opted
to back Bao Dai and the SVIN in the hope that the new state might serve as
a vehicle for the gradual realization of Vietnamese independence. Diem,
however, was disgusted with what he viewed as the ex-emperor’s capitula-
tion to French demands, and he decided that the time had come for him
to voice his dissatisfaction publicly. On 16 June 1949, Diem published a
statement in which he implicitly rejected the Elysée accords by repeating
his demand for dominion status for Vietnam. At the same time, Diem also
served notice that he had no intention of collaborating with the Viet Minh.
In sharp contrast to his earlier willingness to consider an accommodation
with Ho, Diem now called for a new anticolonial movement led by “those
elements who have rendered meritorious service to the Fatherland” and
especially “resistance fighters”—an unequivocal signal that Diem intended
to challenge the Viet Minh by luring away those of its supporters who were
willing to defect to his side.?®

Diem’s statement of June 1949 signaled a major shift in his strategy.
By breaking publicly with both Bao Dai and the Viet Minh, Diem was not
simply removing them from his list of potential allies. He was also declar-
ing that he possessed what amounted to an alternative vision for the trans-
formation of Vietnamese life and society. Later suggestions to the contrary
notwithstanding, this vision was not a reactionary plan to restore traditional
values and institutions, Indeed, Diem made it clear that he considered his
views to be at least as revolutionary as the proposals offered by his rivals;

It should be known that the present struggle is not only a battle for the politi-
cal independence of the Fatherland, but also a social revolution [cach mang
xa hof] to restore independence to the peasants and workers of Vietnam. In
order that each and every person in Vietnam can have sufficient means to live
in a matter befitting the dignity of a man who 1s truly free, I advocate social
reforms that are sweeping and bold, with the condition that the dignity of man
will always be respected and will be free to Hourish.®

For the moment, the details of Diem’s “social revolution”—including those
pertaining to the crucial problem of its realization in policy and practice—
remained obscure. He also neglected to offer any explanation of the origins
of his vision or to indicate what had inspired it. Nonetheless, he had taken
an important step toward the elucidation of a distinctive program of political
action and social transformation. This vision of Vietnam’s future, though
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still protean and vague in 1949, would become steadily more elaborate and
detailed in the coming years, and in various ways it would inform all of
Diem’s important decisions and policies until the end of his life.

Diem had hoped that the publication of his 16 June statement would
serve to rally public opinion in his favor. In this regard, however, the move
was a failure, The statement was widely read and noted within Vietnam,
but it did not produce a new upsurge of popularity for Diem nor derail the
Bao Dai solution. In fact, the most immediate effect of the statement was to
exhaust the patience of both the French and the Viet Minh for any further
intrigues with Diem. As a result, Diem would soon be obliged to consider
alternative strategies and to go in search of new allies,

Diem’s American Exile, 1950-1953

By early 1950, Diem’s room for political maneuvering had been drastically
reduced by developments within Indochina and abroad. In February of that
year, the Viet Minh achieved a diplomatic breakthrough when both China
and the Soviet Union extended official recognition and support to Ho and
the DRV, Meanwhile, the ratification of the Elysée accords after along delay
led to formal American and British backing for the state of Vietnam and
Bao Dai. These international shifts presaged a general hardening of politi-
cal positions within Indochina. With the DRV now tilting toward the com-
munist bloc, Ho and his colleagues were less willing to make concessions
to secure the cooperation of the noncommunist nationalists, At the same
time, Bao Dai and the French tumed their attention to Washington and its
promised military aid in hopes of gaining the upper hand on the battlefield.
The effect of these developments was to diminish the leverage which Diem
had previously enjoyed as an ostensibly neutral party in the conflict, This
reduction in leverage became frighteningly apparent to Diem in early 1950,
when he learned that the Viet Minh had issued orders for his assassination.”
For Diem, it was time to consider alternative strategies and to seek support
from other quarters. In August 1950, he departed Indochina on a trip which
he expected would last a few months; as it happened, he would be abroad
for nearly four years.

Diem probably departed Vietnam without a single strategy or master
plan. Instead, he seems to have been exploring a number of different ways
of gamering support from various foreign groups and governments. Accom-
panied by Bishop Thuc, who was as energetic as ever in support of his
younger brother’s political goals, Diem set out first for Japan. With the help
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of one of his old idealist supporters from the occupation years, Diem had
his first face-to-face meeting with his old ally, Prince Cuong De, who was
still living in Tokyo. Diem later recalled his encounter with Cuong De as a
pleasant affair, and presumably there was a good deal of reminiscing about
the events of 1943, but there was also talk of a new collaboration between
the two men.* Before departing Vietnam, Diem and Thuc had expressed
interest in a scheme in which Bao Dai would be persuaded to abdicate in
favor of his teenage son Bao Long, thus paving the way for Cuong De to
return to Indochina as the royal regent for the young prince.?® Cuong De
might well have been interested in such a plan. A few weeks prior to his
meeting with Diem, the prince had attempted to travel by ship to Indochina,
only to be denied entry by French authorities. As it tumed out, this would
be Cuong De’s last attempt to retumn to his homeland; he died in Tokyo on
6 April 1951, having spent the last thirty-six years of his life in exile. Years
later, after he became leader of South Vietnam, Diem arranged for Cuong
De’s remains to be brought back to Vietnam for burial in his native Hue.?

In retrospect, the most important event of Diem’s stay in Japan was not
his meeting with Cuong De, but his introduction to an American political
scientist named Wesley Fishel. Only thirty-one years old, Fishel was already
establishing himself as an expert on East Asian politics. Like many political
scientists of his generation, Fishel took a top-down approach to his disci-
pline; this approach was reflected in the interest he took in Asian political
elites, who were the subjects of much of his research. But if Fishel wanted
to study elites, he also aspired to influence and advise them. As one of his
colleagues later recalled, Fishel made a habit from early in his career of cul-
tivating personal connections with Asian leaders whom he deemed likely to
acquire power in the future.®” Fishel found Diem to be an “extremely keen
person”; Diem was apparently also impressed with Fishel, and the two men
agreed to correspond with each other.® Fishel subsequently became one
of Diem’s most enthusiastic American supporters, and Diem would make
good use of Fishel's government and academic connections during and after
the period of his exile,

Even before meeting Fishel, Diem and Thuc had already determined
that the next stop on their itinerary would be the United States, Just as Diem
had tried to exploit Japanese idealist sympathies to win Tokyo’s support
during the early 1940s, so he now hoped to turn American anticolonial sen-
timents to his advantage. In early September 1950, the brothers crossed
the Pacific to the United States and arrived eventually in Washington,
D.C., where they were received at the State Department. The officials who
met with Diem and Thuc were intrigued by their proposal to use Catholic
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militia fighters as the core of a new Vietnamese National Army. However,
the Americans were mostly unimpressed with Diem and his potential as a
leader. One official declared afterward that Diem was “concerned equally if
not more. .. with furthering his own personal ambitions than solving [the]
complex problems facing his country today.”?

Having failed to win any promises of U.S, support, Diem and Thuc con-
tinued on to Europe in October 1950. Diem later reported that he had an
audience with the pope at the Vatican; he also traveled briefly to Paris where
he met with French and Vietnamese officials and arranged for a message to
be delivered to Bao Dai. The message tendered an offer by Diem to serve
as prime minister of the SVN, qualified by the stipulation that he receive
a grant of authority sufficient to rein in the power of the regional admin-
istrations within Vietnam, This proposal seemed to be a climb-down for
Diem because it omitted his earlier demand that Vietnam receive domin-
ion status before he would consent to serve in an SVN govemment. Bao
Dai, however, was unimpressed by Diem’s newfound Rexibility and replied
noncomimittally,®

By December 1950, Diem’s fortunes had reached their nadir. His ven-
tures to Japan, the United States, and Europe had all failed to produce the
immediate political boost that he needed to rally support for a Third Force.
But if he returned to Vietnam, he faced political isolation and possible
assassination. Diem therefore decided to change course, both strategically
and geographically, Taking his leave of Thuc, who was due to retumn to Viet-
nam, Diem recrossed the Atlantic back to the United States, For the next
two and a half years, he worked quietly to build support among sympathetic
Americans and waited for the political winds in Indochina to shift in his
favor.®! As was the case during his initial visit, not all of the Americans who
met Diem during his exile were impressed with him. Truman administra-
tion officials were generally underwhelmed by Diem, in part because they
tended to believe that the Bao Dai solution was the best arrangement pos-
sible under the circumstances. From their perspective, Diem’s anti-French
attitude was naive and even dangerous, Though Diem had several meetings
at the State Department during 1950 and 1951, the officials there showed
scant interest in his proposals. Instead, they seemed rather more concemned
about persuading him to moderate his critical view of French policies. ™

Fortunately for Diem, there were other Americans who were more sym-
pathetic to his anti-French stance and his Third Force convictions, and
he proved to be remarkably successful in seeking them out, The list of
prominent Americans who met and professed their admiration for Diem
during the early 19505 included a Roman Catholic cardinal, a justice of
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the U.S. Supreme Court, at least a half-dozen members of Congress, numer-
ous journalists, several important academics, and even William J. Donovan,
the founder and former head of the famous Office of Strategic Services
(0SS8).% As a group, Diem’s American admirers defied easy categoriza-
tion. Though many were Catholic, a significant number were not; Wesley
Fishel, for example, was Jewish. Similarly, Diem’s appeal was not confined
either to conservatives or to liberals. In addition to attracting the attention of
prominent conservatives like Donovan, Diem also impressed liberals such
as Senator Mike Mansfield and the journalist Gouverneur Paulding. Indeed,
the roster of American boosters which Diem assembled during the early
1950s is notable for its inclusion of liberals and conservatives alike, as well
as for its ecumenical and bipartisan qualities.

What accounts for Diem’s ability to gamer the support of such a diverse
collection of American notables? As virtually every report of Diem’s career
has noted, part of his appeal to Americans lay in his staunch anticommu-
nism. Diem’s stint in the United States coincided with the high-water mark
of McCarthyism, a period when anticommunist credentials were de rigueur
for any foreign leader who hoped to win American support for a cause,
And yet, if anticommunism were necessary to Diem’s campaign to attract
American support during the early 19530s, it was hardly sufficient to ensure
the success of that campaign. By itself, anticommunism did not distinguish
Diem from the French and Bao Dai, who retained their statuses as official
U.S. allies.

Instead of anticommunism, some writers have fingered Diem’s identity
as a Catholic as the key factor that helped him to attract American support-
ers. Diem certainly relied heavily on the Vatican connections of Thuc and
other Vietnamese prelates during his exile; among other things, he used
these connections to arrange introductions to prominent Americans and
lodging at Catholic seminaries. Moreover, Diem was not averse to using
his status as a leader of Vietnamese Catholics in order to win support from
his American coreligionists.* However, the claim that Diem’s Catholicism
was the key element which explained his ability to gamer American sup-
port is at best an exaggeration.” Though he discussed religious matters in
his private correspondence and in conversations with his fellow Catholics,
he does not seem to have envisioned U.S.—Vietnamese collaboration as a
prospective Christian alliance. On the contrary, in his conversations with
non-Catholic Americans and especially in public remarks delivered during
his exile, Diem invariably eschewed religious statements and language in
favor of secular arguments about shared commitments to the twin causes of
anticommunism and anticolonialism,*
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Rather than emphasizing religion, Diem seemed more interested in
appealing to American beliefs about development, modemization, and
the transformative capacity of U.S. technology. In particular, Diem sought
to exploit the new official American interest in “technical assistance” for
foreign nations. In 1949, U.S. president Harry Truman announced the “Point
Four” program, which dramatically increased levels of nonmilitary U.S. for-
eign aid. Though Point Four was a direct descendant of the 1947 Marshall
Plan for the reconstruction of Western Europe, it was global in scale and
included a broader variety of types of aid, In addition to grants and subsi-
dies, the technical assistance to be provided also included equipment, train-
ing, and expert knowledge. As many scholars have pointed out, Point Four
heralded a new American confidence in the capacity of U.S. aid and exper-
tise to shape economic, political, and social change around the world. As a
key Cold War battleground, Vietnam appeared to many American officials
to be in desperate need of the help that Point Four was designed to provide.
By the time that Diem arrived in the United States in 1950, a small Ameri-
can technical assistance program was already operating in Indochina, and
U.S. technical aid to the associated states steadily increased thereafter.”

In his efforts to shape the form and content of U.S. technical assistance
to Vietnam, Diem received the invaluable help of his friend Wesley Fishel.
Fishel was well positioned to assist Diem in this regard because in 1951 he
joined the faculty at Michigan State College (soon to be renamed Michigan
State University). During the 1950s, under the energetic leadership of Pres-
ident John Hannah, Michigan State administered government-sponsored
technical assistance prejects in countries such as Brazil, Colombia, and
Japan,® Soon after arriving at Michigan State, Fishel arranged for Diem to
work there as a consultant, which afforded the two men the chance to collab-
orate on a proposal for a technical assistance preject for Vietnam. The 1952
letter in which Fishel presented the proposal to the U.S. Mutual Security
Administration clearly bore his influence, because it envisioned a preject
that was similar to other Michigan State ventures. However, the letter also
included ideas that were obviously contributed by Diem, such as the stipula-
tion that the program be based in Diem’s hometown of Hue. The scope of
the proposed preject—which would have been much broader than the exist-
ing Michigan State programs—also seems to have been defined largely by
Diem. He declared that Vietnam needed help in areas as diverse as “police
science,” “foreign trade problems,” and even “studies for the adoption of
democratic institutions.”* In retrospect, the proposal demonstrates Diem’s
remarkable prescience in seeking to shape the form and content of what
would later become a huge Aow of U.S. assistance to his government.®
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Diem’s ability to win over influential American supporters was apparent
at a luncheon held in his honor in Washington on 8 May 1953. The event
was hosted by Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas, who had become
convinced of the need for a Third Force in Indochina during a visit there the
year before, Douglas arranged the lunch to introduce Diem to other like-
minded Americans; the guests included U.S. Senators Mike Mansfield and
John E Kennedy, both of whom were destined to play key roles in Diem’s
future relations with the United States.* The senators and their fellow diners
were all impressed with Diem, who spoke forcefully against Bao Dai and the
prospects for independence within the French union and who also regaled
his listeners with an account of his 1946 encounter with Ho Chi Minh. As
Mansfield later recalled, he left the lunch “with the feeling that if anyone
could hold South Vietnam, it was somebody like Ngo Dinh Diem.”*

As many historians have pointed out, Diem’s ability to connect with
Americans such as Fishel, Mansfield, and Kennedy would eventually pay
off. Especially after 1954, the personal relationships that Diem had estab-
lished during his exile helped to ratify and reinforce Washington’s official
support for him and his government. But in May 1953, Diem was not yet in
a position to reap these political dividends, and his American friends had so
far offered him little more than encouragement and moral support. He there-
fore made ready to seek his okjectives by other means. During the lunch in
Washington, Diem announced that he intended to leave soon for France and
that he hoped eventually to return to Vietnam,* Of course, neither Diem nor
anyone else at the lunch that day could have foreseen the events that would
take place over the next twelve months and that would culminate, almost
exactly a year to the day later, in the surrender of the French garrison at
Dien Bien Phu to the Viet Minh. Nonetheless, even if he did not anticipate
these events, Diem would be well positioned to exploit them. Already in the
spring of 1953, Diem was laying plans for his political comeback. The criti-
cal impetus for this comeback would be provided not by his new admirers
in the United States, but by the loyal supporters whom he had left behind
in Vietnam,

Brother’s Keeper; The Emergence
of Ngo Dinh Nhu, 1950-1953

It has long been assumed that Diem was out of touch with events and senti-
ments in Vietnam during the period of his exile. His residences at Catholic
seminaries and monasteries in both the United States and Europe have often
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been taken as indicative of a desire to retreat from world affairs in general,
and from pelitics in particular, Even before Diem’s exile had ended, some
U.S. officials were already deriding him as “a Yogi-like mystic” who had
“just emerged from a religious retreat into the cold world” and who was
therefore ill prepared for the daunting political tasks that were ahead of
him.* Those who have written about Diem’s life and career have generally
agreed that he was isolated during his exile, and they therefore usually por-
tray him as Aoating helplessly on a sea of intrigue when he finally retumed
to Saigon in the early summer of 1954.

Sucha representation of Diem is open to challenge on at least two points.
First, this interpretation overlooks the possibility that Diem’s monastic
retreats during the period of his exile might have been less isolating and
more strategic than they appeared at the time., Very little is known about
Diem’s activities during the months he spent at Catholic monasteries and
seminaries in the United States and Belgium during 1951-1954, and the
assumption that he was cut off from the outside world while he lived in these
cloisters is at best an unproven hypothesis. In fact, these institutions likely
provided him with a relatively secure means for communicating with his
allies in Indochina, because they provided him access to intermational net-
works of Catholics who could safely carry messages that might otherwise
have been intercepted by the French police, For example, Diem received the
Vietnamese Catholic activist Tran Chdnh Thanh during his stay at a mon-
astery in Belgium in early 1954, Since Thanh had been a close associate of
Ngo Dinh Nhu's since at least 1952 and since he subsequently became one
of the most powerful figures in the Diem government, it seems reasonable
to conclude that he was serving as a courier for Diem as he traveled between
Europe and Indochina during this critical time.*

Second, the claims that Diem was isolated are undermined by evidence
which suggests that he was coordinating his activities during his exile with
the efforts of his supporters in Indochina, who were working to prepare
the way for his retum, One of the most glaring omissions in the existing
accounts of Diem’s rise to power in 1953-1954 concerns the important
assistance rendered by his brothers. In addition to the aforementioned sup-
port of his older brother, Bishop Thuc, Diem would also benefit during his
exile from help provided by his three younger brothers: Ngo Dinh Nhu, Ngo
Dinh Can, and Ngo Dinh Luyen. While Can and Luyen played important
roles in Diem’s eventual success, the most crucial contributions of all were
provided by Nhu,

Can and Luyen were the youngest of the Ngo brothers, and they could not
have been more different from each other. Can was reclusive, cantankerous,
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and the least educated of the brothers; he reportedly never once traveled
outside of Vietnam, and he spent most of his time in Hue. In contrast, Luyen
was a cosmopolitan and personable engineer who had studied in Europe and
spoke several languages. Not surprisingly, Can and Luyen lent support to
Diem in different ways. Can began in the early 1950s to build a clandestine
network of supporters in Central Vietnam; he used this organization to build
and consolidate support for Diem in that part of the country, while also
expanding his personal influence there. Meanwhile, Luyen was working
on Diem’s behalf in Europe, After Diem moved from the United States to
France in May 1953, Luyen became his main advisor and his personal rep-
resentative in negotiations with Bao Dai and other Vietnamese leaders.®

The Ngo family had no shortage of unusual and enigmatic personalities;
nonetheless, Nhu was arguably the most unusual and enigmatic of them all,
The fourth of the six brothers, Nho was said to be studious, thoughtful, and
reserved. He was neither provincial like Can nor polished like Luyen, and
he displayed little interest in the imperial court politics which so preoccu-
pied his older brothers Khoi, Thue, and Diem, Indeed, as a young man, Nhu
seemed to prefer bookish pursuits to politics, He spent much of the 1930s
in Paris, frst taking a degree in literature and then studying paleography
and librarianship at the famous Ecole de Chartres, In the late 1930s, Nhu
retumed to Vietnam and embarked on a career as an archivist; by 1945,
he had attained a senior post at the National Library in Hanoi,* After the
August Revolution, Nhu became more involved in politics and especially in
his brothers’ efforts to mobilize support among Vietnamese Catholics, Still,
he maintained a relatively low profile until the time that Diem departed into
exile. With his young wife, Tran Le Xuan—Iater to gain international fame
and infamy as “Madame Nhu”—Nhu in 1950 was still living in relative
obscurity in the town of Dalat in the southem highlands, where he indulged
in his hobby of raising orchids,*

Like his brothers, Nhu was both a devout Catholic and a staunch Confu-
cian. However, just as his education and early career were diiferent from
those of the other Ngo brothers, so too did the evolution of his ideas and
his politics follow a distinctive course. In France, Nhu had been profoundly
inAuenced by the lay Catholic philosopher Emmanuel Mounier. In his
books and in the pages of his journal, Esprit, Mounier responded to the
Great Depression and the suffering it caused by developing a critique of
liberal capitalism. Mounier particularly decried the liberal preoccupation
with individualism and argued that it led inevitably to isolation, alienation,
and exploitation. Yet, as a conservative Catholic, Mounier was unwilling to
embrace Marxism because its materialist precepts gave short shrift to what
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he called the “spiritual” dimensions of human nature. Instead of capital-
ism or communism, Mounier looked forward to a postcapitalist social order
in which both individual material needs and communal prosperity would
receive their due—but without either one becoming the exclusive focus of
social policy. Instead, Mounier proposed to focus attention on the develop-
ment of the total person (g personne), which he defined as inclusive of
spiritual needs and material concermns, Mounier’s emphasis on the person as
an antidote to the individual was a key theme in his writings, and he there-
fore came to describe his ideas as “personalism,”#

By the time he returmed to Indochina from France, Nho had become an
enthusiastic personalist who was convinced that Mounier’s doctrine—which
he translated into Vietnamese as rhan vi—could be applied in Vietnam,™
Especially after 1945, the possibility that personalism might represent a
“third path” to social development seems to have become particularly
attractive to Nhu, For Nhu, Mounier’s rejection of both liberalism and com-
munism became congruent with the Third Force politics which Diem was
promoting. That Nhu found his older brother to be receptive to his ideas is
refected in the fact that Diem’s remarks and writings from this period con-
tain references to terms adopted from the personalist lexicon.

After 1950, Nhu became a leading figure in the efforts to mobilize sup-
port for Diem among noncommunist Vietnamese. At the same time, Nhu
also became more ardent in promoting personalism as a guide for Vietnam’s
social and political development. In April 1952, Nhu outlined his views
about personalism in a talk at the newly established Vietnamese military
academy in Dalat. Nhu acknowledged that the concept of nhan vi was a
Catholic idea, but insisted that it had a universal relevance and utility, espe-
cially in war-torn Vietnam. Addressing the non-Catholics who made up the
majority of his audience, Nhu declared, “the anxieties of Catholics are like
an echo answering the worries that are roiling your own hearts and souls.”
All Vietnamese of all political and religious backgrounds, Nhu argued, had
to join together in “a sudden and ferce unanimity” in order to “preserve
the person” (bae ve nhan vi) against the forces which threatened to crush
it. These forces included liberalism and communism, both of which offered
only “false liberation” and perpetual war.”

Though his audience did not know it at the time, Nhu's speech was a har-
binger of things to come. Besides being long, dense, and abstract—qualities
of Nhu's which many Vietnamese would come to know and resent over the
ensuing decade—the speech featured many of the key themes which would
characterize Diem’s and Nhu's later speeches and pronouncements about
the utility and value of personalism, These themes included not only the
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dangers posed by liberalism and communism but also the importance of
spiritual concerns as opposed to mere material considerations, In addition,
the speech also highlighted Nhu’s conviction that what Vietnam needed was
nothing less than a thoroughgoing revolution:

These are great undertakings, and they can be summarized as a politico-
economic revolution [mor cuoc cach mang chinhi-iri kinh-re], aimed at making
the Person the focus of concern. I say “revolution” because it will be a great
waste if we try to patch over the fissures in a creaky house, when what is
needed 1s to transform the entire internal structure of the house.®

Like Diem, Nhu clearly understood by the early 1950s that the creation of
a Third Force in Vietnam would depend on more than mere promises to
return to ancient traditions, values, and practices. In order to succeed, such
a movement would have to promote transformation and revolution—albeit
along noncommunist lines. Nhu believed that personalism could form the
basis of a new universal ideology that would appeal to all Vietnamese, non-
Catholics as well as Catholics,

If Nhu fancied himself as a philosopher, he also knew that the movement
he envisioned would also require a great deal of organizing; as it turned out,
his true talents lay more with the latter than the former, Perhaps as early as
1950, Nhu had formed the nucleus of a new political party, which eventu-
ally became known as the Dang Can Lao Nhan Vi; this name would later
be officially translated as the Personalist Labor Party or as the Labor Party
for Human Dignity, but it was colloguially referred to both by Vietnamese
and Americans simply as the Can Lao.” At its inception, the Can Lao orga-
nization seems to have operated entirely in secret, and little is known about
the early years of its existence., The party functioned as a network of cells,
and most recruits generally knew the identities of only a handful of their
fellow members, After 1954, the existence of the Can Lao was officially
acknowledged, but its activities still remained mostly confined to the shad-
ows. Eventually, the Can Lao would become the most important and most
infamous component of Diem’s and Nhu's security apparatus. In its early
years, though, Nhu's key objective was the mobilization of support for a
new nationalist political movement headed by Diem.

The name which Nhu selected for his political party was revealing. Spe-
cifically, the use of ¢an lgo (meaning “labor” or “hard work™) reflected
Nhu's intense interest in the latent political potential of the Vietnamese
working masses. Contrary to what some observers supposed, this interest in
labor organizing (where “labor” was understood to include both industrial
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workers and poor tenant farmers) stemmed less from Nhu's admiration of
Marxist-Leninist strategies than it did from his embrace of certain ideas
associated with French syndicalism, In particular, Nhu embraced the syndi-
calist notion that workers should be organized into groups such as unions or
cooperatives to ensure that their interests would not be subordinated to the
interests of capital, Though Nhu tended in his public and private discourse
to place the accent on the personalist elements of his philosophy, the style
and substance of his organizing efforts also bore the imprint of these syndi-
calist principles.*

Besides the secret activities of the Can Lao, Nhu also undertook more
overt kinds of organizing. These initiatives included establishing an alliance
with a labor activist named Tran Quoc Buu, a veteran organizer who had
been affiliated at various times with the Cao Dai religious sect and the Viet
Minh. In the late 1940s, after becoming disillusioned with communism,
Buu fell in with a French labor organizer who educated him in the ideas
and tactics of the Christian Democratic trade union movement. After a brief
stint in Europe, Buu retumed to Vietnam in 1949 and began illegally union-
izing urban and rural workers. In 19532, changes in the SVIN’s labor laws
permitted Buu to legalize his confederation of unions under the moniker
of the Vietnamese Confederation of Christian Workers and to affiliate with
the Brussels-based International Federation of Christian Trade Unions,”
It is not clear when or how Buu and Nhu began to collaborate with each
other, but Nhu had become closely associated with Buu’s confederation by
1953, In February of that year, Nhu and his allies began publishing a jour-
nal in Saigon entitled Xa Hoi (Society), which strongly backed Buu and
the confederation. Besides coming out in support of unionism, Xa Hei also
staunchly supported the creation of workers™ and farmers’ cooperatives—
a stance which prefigured the policies that Diem and Nhu would implement
later as leaders of South Vietnam,*®

As events in the later 1950s and early 1960s demonstrated, Nhu's efforts
to build broad support among Vietnamese workers and peasants for his rev-
olutionary objectives would fail in the long run. But eventual defeat does
not preclude the possibility of interim victories; the fact that the Ngo broth-
ers were later overthrown does not prove that their ideas and plans were
always ineffective, nor that they were doomed from the outset. Indeed, in
the factionalized and fragmented world of Indochinese politics during the
1950s, Nhu's ability to wield power through both mass organizations and
clandestine networks was a potent tool, Diem seemed to understand this,
and during his exile he counted heavily on Nhu to lay the political ground-
work for his retum. Asg it tumed out, Diem’s faith in his younger brother was
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well placed, By the summer of 1953, Nhu was already plotting the tactics
and strategies which would carry Diem to power.

Diem’s Campaign for the Premiership, 1953-1954

Diem’s decision to depart the United States for Europe in May 1953 was the
opening move in a new political gambit, Though the war in Indochina still
appeared stalemated, Diem and his allies had detected a political shift which
they hoped to use to Diem’s benefit. From his vantage point in Saigon,
Nhu noted that many noncommunist nationalists were becoming impatient
with Bao Dai and his strategy of seeking independence within the French
union. In the four years since the signing of the Elysée accords, France had
made few concessions to Vietnamese nationalism, and the state of Vietnam
remained at best only nominally independent from Paris, Most nationalists
were also frustrated with SVN premier Nguyen Van Tam, who was widely
regarded as a Francophile and an autocrat. Finally, nationalist sentiment
had been piqued by Paris’s unilateral decision in early May 1953 to devalue
the Indochinese piaster, a move which both contravened earlier agreements
with the associated states and exacerbated infation and hardship within
Indochina.™ As dissatisfaction with France and Bao Dai swelled, the Ngo
brothers sensed that the time had come to make a new bid for power,

As they made their plans, Diem and Nhu knew that they would have
to tread carefully, They needed to discredit Bao Dai and his strategy of
seeking independence via piecemeal concessions; however, they would also
have to refrain from direct criticism of the ex-emperor, lest he become so
annoyed that he would reject Diem’s candidacy out of hand. Fortunately
for the brothers, events in the summer of 1953 provided exactly the kind
of opportunity they needed. In early July, the French government proposed
a new round of talks with the associated states aimed at “perfecting” their
independence within the French union. Had the French made such an offer
in 1949 or 1950, it might have been viewed as a validation of Bao Dai’s
gradualist stance. But by 1953, the prospect of more negotiations only
fueled the nationalists™ anxieties about French sincerity.

In a series of meetings with other nationalist leaders during July and
August, Nhu adroitly exploited these anxieties. Working in tandem with
Nguyen Ton Hoan of the Dai Viet—who, as noted above, had worked briefly
with Diem in 1947-1948 before rallying to support the SVN—Nhu Aoated
the idea of convening an unofficial Unity Congress (Dai Hoi Doan Ket) in
Saigon in early September, after Bao Dai had departed for France. The idea
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of a congress was quickly embraced by many of the nationalists who had
been counted among Bao Dai’s most prominent supporters; besides Hoan
of the Dai Viet, these included the Cao Dai leader Pham Cong Tac, General
Tran Van Soai of the Hoa Hao sect, General Le Van Vien of the Saigon-
based Binh Xuyen syndicate, and several key Catholic figures, In addition,
several groups that had previously withheld support from Bao Dai and the
SVN (such as the Dong Minh Hoi and VINQDD parties and certain Buddhist
organizations) also agreed to attend the congress. General Vien consented to
let the event take place at Binh Xuyen headquarters in Saigon,™

The Unity Congress on 5-6 September 1953 was a chaotic affair. The
fifty-five delegates in attendance endorsed a statement which fercely
denounced Bao Dai’s gradualist policies. As soon as the statement was
signed, however, the participants began to bicker about its implications.
General Vien became concerned that the congress was becoming uncontrol-
lable, and he brought the event to a premature end by closing the conference
hall after just two days. The Cao Dai’s Tac, who had been harshly critical
of Bao Dai in remarks issued before the conference, now joined with the
chiefs of the Binh Xuyen and Hoa Hao in sending a telegram to the emperor
that reaffirmed the loyalty of all three groups to the SVN. Nhu, meanwhile,
announced that the congress had produced a new political organization
known as the Movement for National Union and Peace (Phong Trao Dai
Doan Ket va Hoa Binh); however, he also was careful to distance himselfl
from some of the harshest of the anti-Bao Dai statements by denying that
the congress had adopted an official political stance.”

As an exercise in coalition building, the Unity Congress was a failure.
For Nhu and Diem, however, the congress was intended mainly to force the
hand of Bao Dai, and in this regard the event turned out to be a brilliant suc-
cess. From France, Bao Dai sought to regain the political high ground by
announcing that an official National Congress would take place in Saigon
in October. The senior leaders of the Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen
immediately agreed to participate, along with representatives of most of the
other nationalist groups, Nhu and his allies, however, were conspicuously
absent when the National Congress convened on 12 October 1953, At first,
the congress seemed likely to deliver the expected affirmation of support
for Bao Dai and his policies. But on 16 October, the delegates suddenly
approved a resolution that rejected participation in the French union in favor
of “total independence.” Bao Dai loyalists subsequently managed to qualify
the offending statement with an amendment that an independent Vietnam
would not remain in the union “in its present form,” but the political dam-
age had been done. Intended as a show of nationalist support for Bao Dai,
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the National Congress had instead confirmed the extent of the nationalist
dissatisfaction with him and his policies.®

Diem and Nhu had disassociated themselves from the October congress,
no doubt because they feared that it would serve to shore up support for Bao
Dai.® They soon discovered, however, that the unanticipated outcome of
the event had prompted Bao Dai to take a friendlier approach to Diem and
to reconsider the possibility of appointing him to the premiership. In early
October, before the National Congress had even opened, Bao Dai consented
to meet privately with Diem in Paris; it was their first face-to-face meeting
in four years.® After the congress debacle, the ex-emperor became even
more conciliatory. In a second meeting with Diem in Cannes on 26 October,
Bao Dai broached the possibility of Diem’s appointment to the premiership
with a “hypothetical” inquiry about his willingness to serve.®® The former
monarch would put off making a decision about Diem for some months
after this meeting; nonetheless, it was clear by the end of 1953 that the
Ngo brothers” gamble was already paying big dividends. Bao Dai’s pres-
tige and standing among his sukjects had been shown to be miserably low.
Diem’s strong anti-French stance, in contrast, appeared to be very much in
keeping with the general tenor of nationalist sentiment in Saigon, and there-
fore he seemed suddenly to be someone that the emperor could ill afford to
do without,

In the months following the October congress, the pressure on Bao Dai
continued to increase, and Diem and Nhu continued to push their ad vantage.
In December 1953, Bao Dai bowed to nationalist complaints and dismissed
the autocratic SVIN premier, Nguyen Van Tam. By replacing Tam’s govern-
ment with a caretaker cabinet headed by Prince Buu Loc, a member of the
royal household, Bao Dai hoped to buy time to look for a way to shore up
his faltering support among his subjects. But time was now at a premium,
and the Ngo brothers were unrelenting. In early March 1954, after Bao Dai
assented in principle to the creation of a new National Assembly, Nhu and
his allies published an article in Saigon in which they claimed victory and
also pressed for further concessions. This move provoked schisms within
the ranks of several nationalist groups; while some leaders rallied to sup-
port Bao Dai, factions within the Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Dai Viet publicly
backed Nhu and his “revolutionary nationalist” demands,®*

As the political infighting in Saigon intensified, word arrived from the
North in mid-March that the Viet Minh had laid siege to the French garri-
son at Dien Bien Phu. This news, in tandem with the French government’s
agreement to hold talks on Indochina at an upcoming great-power confer-
ence in Geneva, suddenly made the possibility of a French withdrawal from
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Vietnam appear imminent, In Paris, Bao Dai sensed that he was running out
of options. As the French position at Dien Bien Phu became more precari-
ous, the ex-emperor sent word to Diem via his youngest brother, Ngo Dinh
Luyen. Dien Bien Phu fell to the Viet Minh on 7 May 1954; a few days later,
Diem arrived in Paris for another audience with Bao Dai. According to the
latter’s account of the meeting, Diem was so coy that he initially pretended
to have no interest in the premiership. Bao Dai was obliged to ask him a
second time to take the job, imploring him to see that “le salut du Vietnam
I'exige” (the salvation of Vietnam depends on it).*

The events which took place in Saigon and France during 1953-1954—
and Diem and Nhu’s involvement in them—have important implications for
our understanding of Diem’s rise to power and the alleged involvement of
the United States in securing his appointment. It has long been asserted that
American officials secretly pressured Bao Dai to select Diem.* Historian
David L. Anderson, however, has pointed out that senior officials in the
Eisenhower administration were only “vaguely aware” of Diem in early
1954 and that available American official documents do not support the
allegations of a covert U.S. campaign on Diem’s behalf. Instead, Anderson
argues that Bao Dai’s decision was shaped primarily by the emperor’s con-
victions that the SVN would need U.S. support in order to continue to exist
and that Diem was the leader who was best able to secure this support.
While Anderson’s claim might appear at first to be of relatively minor sig-
nificance, it looms large in the continuing debate over the origins and evolu-
tion of the U.S, involvement in Vietnam during the 1950s.

The evidence presented here suggests that Anderson’s explanation is cor-
rect but incomplete. In addition to intemational considerations, Bao Dai’s
decision was crucially shaped by political developments in Vietnam. By
the spring of 1954, events had validated Diem’s decision to hold out for
“true” independence from France. Even before the French defeat at Dien
Bien Phu, the popularity of Diem’s stance on the independence issue as
compared to Bao Dai’s had been apparent. Moreover, Nhu and his allies had
demonstrated convincingly that Diem retained considerable political clout
within Vietnam. As Bao Dai himselfl later acknowledged in his memoirs,
the esteem in which Diem and Nhu were held by their fellow nationalists
was a crucial part of his political calculus:

From my earlier experience with him, I knew that Diem had a difficult char-
acter. I was also aware of his fanaticism and his messianic tendencies. But,
in the present situation, there was no better choice. He was well-known to
the Americans, who appreciated his intransigence. In their eyes, he was the
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man hest suited for the job, and Washington would not be sparing in its sup-
port of him. Because of [Diem’s] past and because of the presence of his
brother at the head of the “Movement for National Union,” he would have
the cooperation of the fiercest nationalists, those who had brought down Tam
and then Buu-Loc. Finally, because of his intransigence and his fanaticism,
he could be counted on to resist communism. Yes, he was truly the right man
for the situation.®™

Historians have so far failed to turn up any documentary evidence of a secret
ULS. plot to install Diem as SVN premier in the spring of 1954. But even if
such a plot had been hatched and executed, it would not have had much of
an effect on Bao Dai’s decision. By May 1954, Bao Dai had been overtaken
by events and outmaneuvered by Diem and Nhu, He was left with little
choice but to offer Diem the premiership on the terms that Diem had long
demanded: “full powers” over all aspects of the SVN government, military,
and economy.

On 16 June 1954—exactly five years to the day after he had issued his
manifesto for an altemative approach to “social revolution”™—Diem for-
mally agreed to form a cabinet and thus returned to political office for the
first time since 1933. For Diem, who had endured a decade of political
frustration, the moment was replete with vindication. Of course, Diem was
too experienced in the vicissitudes of Indochinese politics to believe that
his triumph was complete or that his long-term success was assured, On the
contrary, he knew that his appointment granted him nothing more than the
opportunity to grapple with the daunting and enormous tasks confronting
the SVN govermment. Nonetheless, Diem now had the political opening
which he had sought with such determination for so long, and he relished the
accomplishment. *“The hour of decision has arrived,” he declared immedi-
ately after his appointment was announced.® As events would demonstrate,
the decisions made in 1954-1955 did indeed have profound consequences
for Vietnam and for all of the foreign powers who sought inAuence there. By
dint of patience, perseverance, planning, opportunism, and no small amount
of luck, Diem had secured a chance to shape many of those decisions, For
Diem, it was the role of a lifetime, and he would play it to the hilt.

Conclusion

When Diem arrived in Saigon on 25 June 1954 as prime minister—designate
of the SVN, many in Vietnam and elsewhere expected that his tenure in
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office would be brief, The SVN state which Diem took over still functioned
mostly at the behest of French colonial officials, whose reactions to Diem’s
appointment ranged from resigned acceptance to untrammeled hostility.
American officials, meanwhile, were sharply divided over whether or not to
support Diem. If Diem could not count on foreign support to maintain him
in office, neither could he expect to preserve his rule simply by manipulat-
ing the levers of state power. The Vietnamese National Army was com-
manded by Francophile generals who were deeply suspicious of Diem.
SVN authority was mostly limited to Vietnam’s large cities and towns, and
the countryside was a patchwork of de facto independent satrapies. Even in
Saigon, Diem’s power was circumscribed by the fact that the local police
force was under the control of the Binh Xuyen. Within weeks of taking
office, the scope of Diem’s control was further reduced by the announce-
ment that the French and the DRV had reached an agreement at Geneva
to divide Vietnam into northern and southern zones in advance of nation-
wide elections in 1956—elections which were widely expected to result in
communist victory,

Despite all of this, Diem’s position was not as hopeless as it appeared
to be. Over the next eighteen months, Diem would rally the army, rout his
sectarian rivals, oust Bao Dai, and proclaim the formation of a new South
Vietnamese state with himself as president, A thorough discussion of how
Diem managed to defy expectations and consolidate his authority during
1954-1955 is beyond the scope of this essay; nonetheless, the arguments
presented here suggest that the received wisdom about Diem and the means
by which he sustained himself in power after 1954 may need to be revised.
Three points in particular stand out.

First, at the time of his elevation to the premiership, Diem was not as
lacking in Vietnamese allies as he is often supposed to have been, Besides
his Catholic backers, Diem was able to count on support from certain key
non-Catholic leaders and groups, thanks in large part to the efforts of his
brothers during the period of his exile. The activities undertaken by Ngo
Dinh Nhu during the early 19505 (such as the creation of the Can Lao Party
and the recruitment of Tran Quoc Buw’s labor unions) were especially sig-
nificant, because they would provide the means by which Diem was able to
mobilize support during the tumultuous first months of his rule.

Second, Diem in 1954 was neither beholden to the United States nor
particularly inclined to follow U.S. advice. No reliable evidence exists to
support the claim that Diem owed his appointment to a pressure campaign
conducted by U.S. officials on his behalf. Instead, Diem secured the pre-
miership through a combination of good fortune and careful coordination
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of his activities with those of his supporters in Indochina, Since Diem was
neither dependent on U.S. support nor following U.S. directives prior to
June 1954, there is no reason to assume that he suddenly became highly
reliant on American officials for guidance after that date. Having come to
power mainly through his own efforts and those of his brothers, Diem was
not inclined to defer to Americans on matters of policy and political strat-
egy. On the contrary, he retumed to Saigon more determined than ever to
follow his instincts and to pursue his plans for consolidating and expanding
his power. Diem’s tendency to keep his own counsel should be kept in mind
when analyzing events which took place after 1954 and especially when
evaluating his relations with American officials.

Finally, Diem’s words and deeds during the period 1945-1954 demon-
strate the inadequacy of the existing representations of him as a “traditional”
figure who was uninterested in modemization and development. Despite his
penchant for intrigue, Diem sensed that the ultimate success or failure of
his new regime would hinge on more than secret plots and schemes. In his
first speech delivered after his returmn to Saigon, Diem reaffirmed his intent
to promote revolutionary change in Vietnam:

In this cntical situation, I will act decisively. I will move with determination
to open a path to national salvation. A total revolution [mor cuge cach-menh
toan dien] will be implemented in every facet of the organization and life of
the nation.™

As in his earlier statements on such matters, the vision of revolution that
Diem offered in June 1954 was still inchoate and vague. But it was a vision
nonetheless, and he had staked the success of his new regime on his ability
to realize it, With Nhu's help, Diem’s vision would gradually become more
detailed and elaborate in the coming months and years. By 1957, the regime
had publicly embraced personalism as its official ideclogy and declared the
“personalist revolution™ to be the ultimate objective of its policies. As this
choice of words suggested, Nhu’s notion of rhan vi was the conceptual key-
stone of this new ideology. Until 1963, the Ngo brothers continued to refine
this ideology, even as they presented it as the rationale underpinning their
nation-building policies in areas such as economic development, agrarian
reform, and national security.

In the end, the personalist revolution would not come to pass. As Diem’s
critics (and even many of his admirers) noted, the Diemist brand of person-
alism was not only intricate but also incredibly abstract and often so dense
as to be impenetrable. Though it informed and shaped the regime’s policies,
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it had little utility as a means of generating support for those policies. But to
say that Diem’s vision was unrealized is not to say that it was inconsequen-
tial, nor that it should be dismissed as merely the delusion of a hopelessly
backward tyrant. As many Vietnamese and more than a few Americans
discovered, Ngo Dinh Diem possessed a formidable capacity to inspire
those who met and heard him, That he could also be boring, imperious, and
even cruel should not obscure this capacity, Like many other leaders, Diem
wrapped his ambitions for power together with his vision of the future in
complicated and sometimes contradictory ways. Unraveling the complexity
of Diem’s politics and his ideas is therefore a crucial step toward a revised
and richer understanding of his role in the long and tangled struggle to shape
the modemn destiny of Vietnam.
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TAKING NOTICE OF THE EVERYDAY

DAVID HUNT

While it has long been obvious that Vietnam was caught upin the intemational
politics of the Cold War, the place of the Vietnamese in the social history of
the period has received less attention, Summing up the global significance
of the moment, Eric Hobsbawm declares that the mid-twentieth century
witnessed “the greatest and most dramatic, rapid, and universal social trans-
formation in human history.” Literacy spread, advances in communication
technology overcame constraints in time and space, and commodities gener-
ated by “a single, increasingly integrated and universal world economy” found
buyers everywhere. The “disintegration of the old patterns of social relation-
ships” opened new possibilities and created new dangers for women and young
people. In many regions, shifts in agricultural practice and outmigration from
the countryside led to the “death of the peasantry.” “For 80% of humanity,”
Hobsbawm concludes, “the Middle Ages ended suddenly in the 1950s.™
Signs of this “social transformation™ were plentiful in the Mekong Delta of
southern Vietnam, In an economy increasingly driven by outside forces, mon-
etization spread, and customary forms of exchange lost traction. Printed texts
found new readers, and radio broadceasts called attention to distant actors whose
schemes affected even the most isolated hamlet. Village atheists demanded
the Aoor, while recently formed cults such as the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao took
en an established air only because upstart prophets followed closely on their
heels. Household arrangements broke down, as one or the other parent got sick
or died, took off in search of work, or found a new partner. Gossips jeered at
“concubines” even when the targets of their barbs were restless women looking
for ways to live that did not involve being kept by any man, Elders muttered
about youthful “cowboys,” in an echo of the uneasiness occasioned at the same
moment by “juvenile delinquents™ in the United States. Indeed, all of this tur-
moil was part of a worldwide rupture in time and space and behavior.
Beginning with the concerted uprising of 1959-1960, southern revolu-
tionaries declared themselves sponsors and organizers of this unrest, which
they hoped to appropriate and speed up according to their vision of a new
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society. Disoriented by seismic changes in the villages and in the world,
they valued the “boon of continuity” with the past. But of equal importance
was the longing within the movement for an end to feudal backwardness and
for an unprecedented future happiness, In the war that followed, two armed
camps and two visions of progress were battling for supremacy. Policy mak-
ers in Washington and their allies in Saigon called for “modemization,” a
reference to reforms they wished to bestow on the population. By contrast, 1
reserve the term “modemism” for the efforts of a popular movement to block
externally sponsored projects and to chart its own route forward. Marshall
Berman draws this distinction by calling attention to the men and women
who have worked to make themselves “the subjects as well as the objects
of modemization,” who have sought “to change the world that is changing
them, to make their way through the maelstrom and to make it their own.”
Their “visions and values,” he declares, “have come to be loosely grouped
together under the name of ‘modemism,” ” The American war sucked Viet-
nam deeper into the maelstrom and imposed all the dilemmas of modemnism
upon those Vietnamese who aspired to change the world.?

In this chapter, I hope to show how peasant journeys between village and
town prepared the way for change in the Vietnamese countryside. While
scholars have portrayed the city, with its grand boulevards and back alleys,
its pleasures and estrangements, as the privileged locus of modemity, my
purpose is to launch discussion from the perspective of what lay outside the
city and, for many, stood as its antithesis, The object isnot just to identify who
was left out or left behind in an increasingly urbanized society, but to study
how peasants interrogated what it means to be modemn. Exposure to urban
life shaped the consciousness of the population in the Mekong Delta, but
village-based militants were not content merely to absorb an enlightenment
disseminated from metropolitan sources. What follows might be understood
as the first chapter in a larger study of their revolutionary modernism.?

Taking Notice of the Everyday

To pursue the question, I have been obliged to read and reread the evi-
dence in new ways, to descend from the domain of history writ large
to the mundane details of the everyday. In the course of interviewing
prisoners and defectors from the National Liberation Front in My Tho
province, the Rand Corporation asked a nineteen-year-old female defec-
tor, “Were you afraid that you would be arrested or shot on your way to
rally?” “No,” she replied:
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I had lived for four years in My Tho [city] when I was going to school, so
I knew how to get there. Itook the bus to My Tho and when I arrived here I
asked the people how to get to the Chieu Hoi Center. Then I went to the Chieu
Hoi Center and called to the guard who took meinside. I was on the same bus
as four Popular Force soldiers from Long Binh Dien Village when I went to
My Tho, but none of them knew that I was a VC cadre.

Engrossed in her escape narrative, I at first did not notice that this poor
peasant had lived and studied in the city for four years. Her older sister
resided in My Tho and must have provided a home away from home while
she attended school®

In summing up the session with interviewee 206, a poor peasant from
Long Hung village, a Rand staffer wrote; “He never had any opportu-
nity to make contact with the people in the GVN-controlled zone and
to understand the conditions there.” The staffer did not notice that the
speaker had mentioned serving in the French army and then working
in Saigon for three years as a pedicab driver, in the heart of “the GVN-
controlled zone.” Informants themselves sometimes failed to notice.
Interviewee 193 began by saying, “I have never left my village.” then,
a moment later, declared, “In 1957, I left my village for one year. 1
was then drafted by the GVN.” He was sent to the Quang Trung Train-
ing Center near Saigon and later transferred to an ammunition depot
at an unnamed place outside of his home province. “I have been living
in...Long Dinh Village from my childhood to the day I was arrested,”
remarked interviewee 178, who elsewhere in the session recalled his
participation in a 1959 rural youth training course run by the govern-
ment and a year and a half stint as a laborer, both in Saigon, Perhaps
these two informants did not wish to remind the interviewer that their
experience was wider than he might have assumed. Or maybe they, too,
failed to notice, failed to assign any larger significance to, the displace-
ments that had interrupted their village lives.

Fernand Braudel wams us not to be mesmerized by the event, not to
lose sight of quotidian realities that form the bedrock of human experience,
“Everyday life consists of the little things one hardly notices in time and
space,” he affirms. “Sometimes a few anecdotes are enough to set up a sig-
nal which points to a way of life.””® In studying the revolation in My Tho
province, I am trying to notice “the little things” that Rand staffers and
interviewees neglected as they carried on their dialogue about the event we
call the Vietnam War. Asides and afterthoughts in the transcripts have the
power to illuminate the way Vietnamese lived their lives in the middle of
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the twentieth century. Dilemmas of modemity were posed with the greatest
urgency in the sphere of the everyday, and the experience of everyday life
generated the resentments and the yeamings and the creative energy that
enabled country people to join together and become a revolutionary force.
In what follows, I offer the beginning of a social history of the southemn
revolution in My Tho from 1959 to 1968, a dimension underlying and also
shaping the political and military events that up to now have been taken as
the crux of the Vietnam War,

A thirty-three-year-old man I will call the “Platoon Leader” spoke more
freely than many of the other defectors questioned by Rand. When the inter-
viewer asked what had put him at ease, he laughed and replied:

Because I saw that you were sincerely moved by my story when I'told you of
all the painful experiences I had had when I was a child. If you were a cadre
planted here, you would certainly not be affected like that. Out there (in the
Viet Cong area) amidst all the denunciations there were countless stories that
were more heart wrenching than mine.

Unlike the Vietnamese who worked for Rand and who belonged to a dif-
ferent “social class,” he explained, NLF cadres would view the infor-
mant’s life “as just one of a thousand other stories of misery” and not at
all unusual,

S0, then, what was this everyday “story of misery”? The Platoon Leader
began by saying:

Because he was so poor, my father did not get married until later in his life,
and only had one child—myself. As I was growing up, I couldn’t go to
school, although I wanted to very much. Because my family was extremely
poor and didn’t have enough to eat, my Ffather kept insisting that I go to work
and become a buffalg herder for a landlord in the village when I was only 11
years old.

The boy’s inability to prevent buffalo from foraging in the rice fields brought
down the wrath of his master (*the beatings and cursings were as regular as
rain’). After a few months, the family moved to Ca Mau and lived as wood
cutters until four years later, when the father was arrested by the French,
accused of affiliation with the Viet Minh, and imprisoned on Poulo Con-
dore Island. His son “never saw him again.” An uncle then volunteered to
take him to Phnom Penh, where he might have a chance for a better life,
but once in Cambodia, he was treated like an indentured servant and put to
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work selling papers and shining shoes. In 1950, he escaped and retumed
home, only to be “crushed” by the news that his mother had decamped
to Saigon (neighbors said she hoped to find a job selling soup). Since he
“didn’t know the way to Saigon, and because of the war,” this seventeen-
year-old, now effectively an orphan, had to stay in the village with his
grandfather. Recruitment by the Viet Minh soon followed. In line with the
cease fire provisions in the Geneva Accords of 1954, he regrouped to the
North, then retumed to the delta in 1960 and rose to the position of platoon
leader in the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF), His first wife had
remarried while he was in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and when
he married again, to the widow of an ARVN soldier, comrades otjected.
Irked by their criticisms, persuaded by U.S. escalation that the Front could
not win the war, and with the prospect of an affluent life in the Saigon zone
(his new father-in-law was a wealthy man), the Platoon Leader defected to
the GVN.

At the end of the session, the Rand interviewer commented, “The sub-
ject’s abilities and comprehension showed how much training courses given
to him have changed him. From an ignorant buffalo tender, he has become
a very good platoon leader whose comprehension on political matters is
really astonishing.” After rallying, the Platoon Leader at first tried to mas-
querade as a simple peasant. But the ruse did not fool a soldier assigned
to escort him to the Chieu Hoi Center, “I have met many ordinary citizens
here,” the soldier declared,

and I have noticed that when they get to the district, everything is a surprise
for them. Moreover, they are reluctant and afraid. Your attitude was com-
pletely different. You took it very matter of factly and gave the impression
that you were very familiar with life in the towns. That’s what made me think

that you were a ranking cadre in there.

Here one finds the assumption, common in the urban milieu, that peasants
were mere bumpking who could be transformed into self-confident human
beings only by the alchemy of the NLF and the Communist Party.

I prefer to see a larger meaning in this story, with its emphasis on move-
ment in space, awareness, and comportment, No doubt, service in the Viet
Minh and the Front helped to develop in the Platoon Leader an uncommon
sophistication. But his trials and wanderings must also be counted among
the forces that changed him. He was already a resilient survivor, toughened
by family tragedy, political repression, and years away from home when he
found the Viet Minh and the Viet Minh found him.
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Rural Estrangements

Displacements of this sort and the difficulties that prompted them were
common in the lives of peasants in the delta. Often supporting dependent
children and elders too old to work, the household economy in My Tho
was fragile. Most units engaged in subsistence farming, while some fam-
ily members also worked for a wage in the village or elsewhere or traded
agricultural goods in marketplaces near and far. When one of the producers
disappeared, the security of everyone else could be called into question.

As the Platoon Leader’s story illustrates, children were especially vul-
nerable. Interviewee 189 was orphaned at four, interviewees 175 and 208
were both orphaned at six, interviewee 186 was orphaned at eight, Inter-
viewee 231, a Khmer, was orphaned at thirteen, and he and his brother sur-
vived by working as servants. Interviewee 180 was orphaned at fourteen,
then followed his older brother to Saigon and became a pedicab driver in
Cholon, Another orphan, interviewee 230, joined the Viet Minh as a teen-
ager. When the First Indochina War was over, he recalled, “AsIdidn’t have
to support anyone because my parents were dead, I decided to regroup in
the North.”

Other informants grew up in single-parent families. The father of inter-
viewee 77 died when he was three, and his mother “had to slave” to raise
him and his brothers and sisters. Though “very young,” interviewee 243
was required to work in support of his brothers and aged mother after the
disappearance of his father, The father of interviewee 203 was killed in
battle against the Viet Minh, but the government refused to pay his mother
the “death allowance” to which she was entitled. “This is why I hated the
GVN even when I was young,” he explained. The father of interviewee 198
died when he was two, and he and his many siblings were raised in penury
by their mother. He was forced to tend ducks and buffaloes for others, spent
only one year in school, and was too poor to marry, “I feel very sad when-
ever I am reminded of my miserable childhood.” he declared. Interviewee
278, whose father died when he was thirteen, asserted that “my family has
never been prosperous at all.” The mother of interviewee 134 died when he
was seven, and, after an unstable childhood and adolescence, he found work
as a GVN spy and informer. The mother of interviewee 153 died when he
was thirteen. His father insisted that he leave school and work as a buffalo
boy, then arranged his marriage and refused to let him make his own deci-
sions until he was twenty-five. The father of interviewee 252 died when
he was a child, and he eamed a pittance as a buffalo boy while his mother
tried to support a family of nine on the income from a tiny parcel of land.
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The father of interviewee 290 was killed by the Viet Minh when he was
twelve, and “with great courage™ his mother worked as a day laborer to raise
him and his siblings through “a series of hardships and misfortunes.”

Arrangements that poverty or illness or imprisonment or accidents of war
did not disrupt were often undone by deteriorating relations between hus-
bands and wives. Polygamy had not disappeared from the countryside, and
promiscuous men, like interviewee 26, who kept “two wives” and “courted”
village women, destabilized more than one household. Responsibility for
children was unclear in the case of interviewee 41, who shared a residence
with his father and his father’s “concubine” in Saigon while also periodi-
cally visiting his mother in My Thuan village. Interviewee 188 was raised
by his grandmother. “When I was still living at home,” he reported, “I found
life very hard, My father had some money but he didn’t pay any attention to
me. He only thought of the well being of his second wife and her children.”
In a world where the stability of domestic arrangements was crucial for
survival, many country people, and especially the very young, were at risk
when households fell apart.

In other cases, women took the initiative. Interviewee 160 was bom into
a very poor family, and when his mother left his father, he was put in a
grandmother’s care. “1 had to suffer a lot from the rumors still circulat-
ing about my mother’s behavior,” he declared, “and I felt very bitter about
my family situation during my younger years.” In July 1964, interviewee 1
reported, “my wife suddenly left me to go elsewhere and live with another
man,” leaving no one “to take care of my three little ones.” A few months
later, he defected from the Front, leaving two of his children with a grand-
parent and taking the third along, because he “thought the soldiers would
never fire on a man accompanied by a child.” When the wife of interviewee
89 insisted on going to the NLF zone in order to take care of her mother, he
refused to follow and passed his two children on to their grandmother. Here
and elsewhere, unstable family arrangements left children hanging.

Tensions between parents and children were no less acute than those
between husbands and wives, Interviewee 76 was beaten by his father after
failing school examinations and “longed to get away” in order to “lead a
new life.” He agreed to follow a cadre because “I couldn’t stand my father’s
treatment any longer.,” Interviewee 100, a buffalo boy “frequently beaten”
by his stepfather, was recruited by the NLF at thirteen. A poor and illiterate
orphan, interviewee 138 was mistreated by an aunt, who refused to let him
attend school, and became a village guerrilla when he was twenty, “I didn’t
dare let my father know about my decision” to join the PLAF, reported
interviewee 102, who enlisted at sixteen. Interviewee 22 reported that his
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father disowned him when he opted for the Front at the age of eighteen.
Interviewee 225 ran away from home in 1963, when he was fourteen, to join
the 514th Battalion. One almost has the impression that the NLF adopted
rather than recruited these village youth.

Peasant Encounters with the City

Rand interviewer 130 assumed that peasants never ventured out of their
hamlets and were therefore like “a frog at the bottom of a well seeing only a
piece of the sky,” while interviewer 19 thought that those who were exposed
to city life would not “be bluffed by VC propaganda.” But stories told by
the Platoon Leader and others indicate that villagers had often been to town
and had developed critical perspectives on what they had seen. Many were
drawn to Saigon to attend school; to sell fruit, cabbage, pigs, sugar cane,
bananas, and coconuts; to drive pedicabs, trucks, and buses; to work as
domestics, haulers, chauffeurs, dishwashers, coconut pickers, bricklayers,
silversmiths, carpenters, seamstresses, masons, stevedores, and mechanics,
and in a brewery, a textile mill, a rice noodle plant, an import-export firm, a
coconut warehouse, a recording studio, and a fish sauce container factory. In
addition to these cases, one might note informants with relatives in Saigon:
a sister working as a maid or a seamstress, a brother driving a cab or a
cyclo, an aunt whose husband was a journalist, a mother who was a fruit
dealer, a father who was a construction worker, a husband employed by “a
firm,” a wife who had lived in the capital city (and picked up a smattering of
English) before marriage, a son employed in a post office. Others ventured
even farther afield; a bus driver’s assistant in Dalat, a trucker in Bien Hoa,
a carpenter in the Highlands, a man seeking medical treatment in Cao The.
Still others had been drafted and trained in Quang Trung, then assigned to
posts in Kontum, Hue, and elsewhere,

My Tho was no Saigon, but it was unmistakably a city, with a popu-
lation of 40,000; schools that attracted village children; medical services
patronized by people of all ages; and markets for fruit, sugar, ducks, and
other farm products. Some itinerants found jobs there: an apprentice tai-
lor, a bricklayer and bicycle repairman, a cook, a seamstress, and a worker
in a dredging company. District capitals were even more modest agglom-
erations, but encouraged a division of labor beyond what might be found
in villages, so that the transcripts refer to a poor peasant who attended
primary and secondary school, a gas station attendant, an apprentice tailor, a
tri-wheel Lambretta driver, a servant in Cai Be, an ice cream vendor in Cho
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Gao, an apprentice watchmaker and two high-school students in Cai Lay,
and a man who worked in his cousin’s Chinese soup shop in Giao Duc,

A few of the mobile villagers interviewed by Rand were from well-off
households that could afford to send children to urban schools. Typical in
this regard was interviewee 136, born into a landlord family in 1907. As a
teenager, he studied in the école normale de pedagogie in Saigon, taught
elementary school in Ben Tre province, then took a job as a principal in
Binh Duc village. This educated and traveled man was well qualified to help
the Front establish an intelligence presence in Saigon. But most itinerants
were more like interviewee 178, who worked as a Saigon bricklayer and
whose circumstances were 50 dire that he was “the only man in the village
who did not raise any pigs.”

Some urban scjourns were temporary, as in the case of the teenager from
My Thanh village, who got a job as a gas station attendant at the Cai Be
intersection for one lonely month, then went back home; or the poor peasant
from Tan Binh village, who, as a twenty-four-year-old, was briefly employed
in a Saigon brewery. Others developed a taste for movement. A precocious
young man from An Thanh Thuy village, interviewee 30 made a living tak-
ing coconuts by boat from his home through Long An to Saigon, Bien Hoa,
and Phuoc Tuy and also had worked for a year and a half in Saigon as a
domestic servant. Interviewee 37 joined an entertainment group at the age
of seventeen and performed all over Saigon, then periodically retumed to
sell fruit from his family orchard in Phu An, “Sometimes I spent a whole
month in Saigon,” he declared. Classified as a very poor sharecropper, inter-
viewee 10 was at home in the marketplace selling sugar cane and stayed in
touch with relatives and friends outside of his native village of Xuan Son.
His wanderings seemed as much for pleasure as material gain. “1 went out
of my village at least once every two months,” he remarked, “to the GVN-
controlled areas to learn about the general situation and to see my friends
living there.” Curiosity also drove the man who enlisted in the Imperial
Guard in Dalat because he “wanted to know more about the country,”

As these accounts suggest, some itinerants were drawn to the city, A poor
peasant born in 1906, interviewee 269 went to Saigon in 1933 and got a
job with Denis Freres, an import-export company. “Life was then easy,”
he recalled. Interviewee 66, who worked as a hired hand in the capital city,
reported that this scjourn “was very pleasant and one could do what he
pleased.” Interviewee 96 envied his mother-in-law, a fruit dealer in Saigon.
“She was free and happy,” he reported, “she had to work only half a day
and still had a comfortable life.” Interviewee 148 noted that if a man were
strong enough to carry up to 100 kilograms, he could make a Iot of money
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as a stevedore at the Saigon docks, so that after working only three days a
week, he could send 2,000-3,000 piasters a month to his family, My Tho
city made a positive impression on interviewee 73, a deserter from the
PLAF, who enjoyed “taking a stroll in the public garden near the river” and
marveled at the marketplace displays of meat and fish not seen in his native
village. “Going to the theater is great!” he exclaimed. Interviewee 39 was
also charmed by urban styles, as represented by “town girls.” “I noticed
that they are more attractive than peasant girls, I knew that because some of
the town-girls often came back to Tam Hiep during the Tet festivities or to
attend the ancestor worship rites.” He added, “Every bachelor in the Front’s
ranks longed to live in the towns and to marry a town-girl.”

Others were not so taken with urban life. Interviewee 82, a very poor
twenty-four-year-old from My Duc Dong village, moved to Saigon with his
father, worked as an ARVN truck driver in Bien Hoa, then deserted and made
aliving painting wooden shoes in the capital city. When it became apparent
that the police were hunting AWOL (absent without leave) personnel, he
returmed home, only to find that the NLF had instituted a draft of its own,
a step that once more drove him to Saigon. Employed as a bricklayer for
seven months unable to pay his bills, he again faced military duty in ARVN
ranks. Once more, he decamped to My Duc Dong, only to be conscripted by
the NLF. He twice deserted and was forcibly reintegrated, deserted a third
time, then hosted a banquet for friends to celebrate his return to civilian life,
*“You defected from your unit,” local cadres fumed, “and you dare to kill a
duck to celebrate your desertion?” Sensing that their patience was running
out, he headed yet again for Saigon, and, “because life is very hard in town,”
decided to rally and to enlist in an ARVN unit. That this chronic draft evader
was unable to find an alternative to military service underscores the difficul-
ties for peasants trying to make a place for themselves in the city.

Rand transcripts suggest that a gulf remained between urban and rural
comportment, Interviewee 8 “often came to My Tho,” yet still felt uneasy
because “I was a peasant in town and my behavior was not normal.” Inter-
viewee 139 complained, “In the cities, people wear revealing clothes and
form fitting] pants,” and otjected to government resettlement camps (“stra-
tegic hamlets™) because their inhabitants “had to live in close quarters like
in the cities.” Interviewee 19, a twenty-eight-year-old defector, did not want
to venture out of the Saigon Chieu Hoi Center because he was “afraid of
being kidnapped by the ‘cowboys.”” District capitals are better understood
as villages with a smattering of administrative offices, but even there peas-
ants acted “reluctant and afraid,” as noted in the interview with the Platoon
Leader, cited earlier.
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Material difficulties often reinforced this sense of alienation. Interviewee
57, from Phu An village, frequently traded fruit and visited his sisters in
Saigon, but thought “it was impossible” to eam a livelihood there. “Living
on my garden,” he noted, “I had enough to eat.” Due to Diemist repression
in the late 1950s, interviewee 69 found life “unhappy” in Cam Son village.
“Twent to Saigon many times,” he reported, “but didn’t succeed in get-
ting a job and settling in town.” Interviewee 80, a twenty-eight-year-old
from Dau Thanh village, recalled, “At first, I made my living by repairing
bicycles in My Tho. I worked thereafter as a bricklayer for a contractor,
Iled a very hard life.” A poor peasant from Vinh Kim village, who was in
his mid-twenties at the time of the Rand interview, had already worked for
a dredging company in My Tho, a sugar mill in Cap Saint Jacques, a fish
sauce plant in Ca Mau, and a rice noodle firm and a construction crew in
Saigon. He reported that employers “liked me a great deal and never spoke
harsh words to me. But the thing was that I didn’t earn enough money to live
on, I kept changing jobs, hoping to make more money, but it was always the
same.” When he was thirteen, interviewee 128 was sent from Long Khanh
village to Saigon, where he resided with his uncle. He became an appren-
tice silversmith, but could not survive on a “meager salary of 800 piasters a
month.” Fleeing “miserable conditions,” he and his wife came back to Long
Khanh, “Saigon is certainly very heavily populated,” he observed, “but you
live with strangers and therefore you feel more lonely than living with your
family and friends in the countryside.”

Some commentators called attention to the injustice of the urban social
order. Interviewee 107, from My Phong village, went to Saigon at seven-
teen to study, while rooming with his eldest brother, a military policeman,
He recalled, "My parents were poor 5o they could only help us from time
to time by bringing us rice from the countryside.” After he had eamed a
“baccalaureate first degree,” his brother and sister-in-law “scomed” his lack
of “connections” and made light of his prospects for gainful employment.
Disgusted with “the division and sectarianism prevailing in the society at
that time,” he went back to My Phong. A twenty-seven-year-old from a poor
family in Binh Xuan village, interviewee 258 was raised in Saigon, where
his father worked as a janitor. He dropped out of school when his parents
moved to the countryside, “where the cost of living was lower than in the
city, I went on living in Saigon and tried to find a job to support myself so
that I could go on studying. I soon found out that life in the city was full of
injustice,” especially manifest in “the misfortunes and miserable life of the
labor class.” A possible altemmative arose when “during vacation, I retumed
to my native village and heard the people whisper about the activities of
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the Front.” Soon after, he reestablished himsell in Binh Xuan and joined
the NLF, Interviewee 224, a twenty-six-year-old poor peasant from Tan Ly
Tay village, went to Saigon with his two younger brothers and worked as an
apprentice to a practitioner of Oriental medicine. He retumed to the village
in 1962 and volunteered as a guerrilla, “because at that time the Govern-
ment was drafting young people of the working class into the military while
most youths of rich families were exempted from military service.”

To sum up, peasants were on the move, prompted by a desire to see
the world or to avail themselves of jobs and services not found at home or
to get away from a countryside where poverty was endemic and domestic
arrangements proved unable to secure the livelihood of the inhabitants or to
meet their demands for happiness, Some adjusted more readily than others,
but all had to be alert observers if they hoped to survive in the metropolis.
The heightened contrasts of urban life, the mix of wealth and poverty, of
cultural effervescence and workplace drudgery, the unpredictable rhythms
in the labor market—all honed critical awareness. The effort to make sense
of this alien terrain had the added benefit of sharpening an appreciation for
resources and possibilities in the countryside that the town could not match.
Exposure to an urbanity that stood in marked contrast to rural folkways also
drove home the point that hamlet arrangements did not represent the only
possible forms of social organization. Every person of a certain age in My
Tho had lived through more than one revolution, and only the most blink-
ered rustic could have been insensitive to the currents reworking everyday
life, Exposure to the different costumes and gestures, sights and smells,
work regimes and leisure patterns in the city served as additional reminders
that other ways of living were possible, Schooling in the contingency of
social arrangements did not make revolution inevitable, but it did help to
enlarge the consciousness of a nomadic peasantry,

Odyssey of the Bthnographer

These themes are well illustrated in the extraordinary story told by inter-
viewee 233, a witness L call the “Ethnographer.” He was born in 1936 in Tan
Ly Dong village. Both his mother and his father, a Cao Daist teacher and
tobacco trader, were dead by the time he was nine, and two siblings died
soon after, He grew up with a grandmother, then with an uncle, who had him
tend buffalo, and in 1949 he ran away to join the Viet Minh, After a year
of service as a liaison agent, he retumed to Tan Ly Dong, was employed by
another uncle as a buffalo boy, and managed to save 1,000 piasters catching
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fish and breeding chickens. A relative who worked as a nurse in My Tho
brought him to the city, where he rented an ice box and sold ice cream. In
1956, he apprenticed as a silversmith, only to be treated more as a servant
than as an aspiring craftsman, so he quit and went back to the village. “I'm
very poor,” his uncle told him, “it is up to you to go and look for yourself the
type of job you can do.” Now twenty, he returned to My Tho and “bought
some pieces of musical songs for resale.” but was not successful. He next
tried working for “a hat-washing firm” and had “almost mastered the trade
when the proprietor went bankrupt as a result of his large gambling losses.”
He switched to a glassware shop run by a Chinese retailer, but that enter-
prise also collapsed, so he moved over to another shop across the street,

At this point, the uncle, who “was afraid that I might live a loose life in
the city,” called the Ethnographer back to the village, arranged his marriage
to a local woman, and gave him a parcel of land and 500 piasters. A baby
was bom soon after, “But since my childhood I had known nothing of farm-
ing, and I did not know what to do. So I gave the rice and money to my
wife to live on, while I went to Saigon to look for a job.” He worked install-
ing traffic lights for the Railway Service (40 piasters a day), then wrapped
medicine and collected money in an Oriental medicine shop (600 piasters
a month, plus meals and extra for overtime). Meanwhile, back in Tan Ly
Dong, his wife was spending extravagantly and having an affair with a bus
driver. In 1961, the child died, and the Ethnographer was fired from his
job at the medicine shop after spending too much time studying for night-
school classes. “I wanted to have my elementary school certificate because
we have to have a degree in any type of work,” he explained, “and because
I wanted to enlist in the Navy or in the Police.” Having failed repeatedly to
escape from poverty and loneliness, he had reached an impasse. “I reluc-
tantly retumed to Tan Ly Dong, completely heart broken,” he recalled. “My
wife had left me, my child had died, and I only had 1,000 piasters left at
that time.”

This orphan and drifter was rescued by the NLE. Adept at resolving dis-
putes and tempering the excesses of his comrades, he functioned effectively
in a variety of roles within the movement, Security cadres were instructed
to watch the everyday behaviors of the villagers, an assignment that enabled
the Ethnographer to employ his skills as an observer and commentator on
rural social relations. At the same time, possibly as a consequence of his
long experience of disappointment and hardship, one senses in his account
a chronic restlessness, a taste for what he called “modem and strange
things.” Twice expelled from the party for illicit love affairs, he periodically
retreated into a kind of escapism, meeting every day with other disaffected
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cadres for an “eating and drinking party.” But until the moment of his rally
and perhaps beyond (we cannot say what happened to him after the Rand
interview), he could not let go of the revolution, “We are Bolsheviks,” com-
rades said to him,

and we are not afraid of shortcomings. Therefore, you should not feel embar-
rassed. You should think it gver and try to contribute your efforts in the Front
activities in your area in order to promote the revolutionary movement and
contribute to the struggle against the Americans and the traitors to liberate Qur
people and reunify our country.

This appeal had the desired effect, but then, in August 1967, after almost
getting killed in a commando raid (not his only brush with death), he rallied
to the GVN.

In his village and in My Tho and Saigon, the Ethnographer had twice
lost his family and had been a buffalo boy and cultivator, fisherman and
chicken breeder, ice cream vendor and apprentice silversmith, sheet-music
peddler and hat washer and glassware salesman and traffic light installer
and medicine shop clerk. Habits formed during a lifetime of wandering did
not readily bend to party discipline. “I was not a member of any organiza-
tion,” he reported;

Icould go anywhere I pleased. When I came to an area where I had friends
or acquaintances, I would stay with them for a while. If I felt like it, T would
cooperate with the local village security cadres and work with them. Other-
wise, I would join some friends for a drinking party.

The NLF appealed to, depended on, and then had to find ways to live with
restive country people who refused to stay in place.

I call 233 the Ethnographer because of the keenness and penetration of
his extended commentary on village life. In a sample filled with individual
displacements, he was perhaps the most nomadic of the informants and was
also the most astute observer of everyday life, and I cannot help thinking
that there is a conmection between these two aspects. In his extended dia-
logue with Rand (the interview transcript runs to 397 pages), he offered
both a history of the NLF in My Tho and a commentary on the advent
of a certain kind of modemity in the countryside, and in the telling, he
drew out the interplay between these two developments. Highly attuned to
movement politics, he also had much to say about changes in farming tech-
niques, the fraying of relations between old and young, a new fascination
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with consumer items such as radios and sewing machines, and a general
acceleration and dislocation in the rhythms of work and leisure. “In short,”
he summed up, with reference to both the political and the social, “the life
of the people changed completely in every respect as compared to the previ-
ous six years of peacetime.”

Among town dwellers, there was no counterpart to the peasant medita-
tion on the urban-rural divide. According to Philip Taylor, they regarded
the countryside as “a symbol of tradition, yet one in which they would not
like to spend too much time.” The delta, they marveled, was a place where
“you can just stick something in the ground...and it will grow.” This was
an expression of self-serving blindness among

creditors, process factory owners, and tax agents who benefit from the agri-
cultural wealth of the delta without having to undertake the manual labor or
suffer the loss of livelihood and well-being in the economically and envi-
ronmentally unstable conditions of agricultural commodity production. The
wealth of the land is imagined not as a human product for which a substantial
debt of gratitude might be owed, but as a natural blessing to the Vietnamese

people.

At best patronizing, urbanites did not always succeed in masking the dis-
dain that informed their view of the agrarian population. In one moment,
country life was seen as “quaint,” and villagers were portrayed as “simple,
forthright and full of charmingly archaic turns of phrase.” In the next, they
were ridiculed as superstitious boors, While itinerancy gave peasants at
least a modicum of experience on which they might base a claim to speak
for the nation, the ignorance and bigotry of privileged city dwellers helps to
explain their paralysis when rebellion broke out in the countryside.®

The Rassemblement

The trends reviewed above underscore the danger of assuming that the
village community and the peasant class were static entities. A snapshot
view of the agrarian social order reveals differences between the rural poor
and prosperous truck farmers, between the illiterate and the handful who
attended secondary school, between devout and agnostic, old and young,
men and women. Pictured over time and with attention to patterns of move-
ment, the social formation appears even more ambiguous. Individuals who
left their hamlets often could not predict when or if they might return. Many
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city-dwelling migrants continued to think of the village as home, but as
time passed, occasional visits, as for Tet celebrations, became no more than
ritual pauses in a new, urbane way of living. Modemization everywhere, and
not just in Vietnam, constantly makes and unmakes communities and class
solidarities, obliging those caught up in its rhythms to ask again and again
who they are and where they fit in society.

Living in unsettled times may also sharpen a sense of need and open the
imagination to commenly shared hopes, That is what happened in 1959-
1960, when southern militants launched the concerted uprising. As they
broke the grip of the regime, drove landlords from the countryside, and
challenged hierarchies of every kind, thousands of peasants came to think
of themselves as revolutionaries. Their uprising ushered in what one infor-
mant called a “golden period,” filled with debates over the organization of
material life, the relationship between religion and politics, the function and
control of print communication, the proper use of entertainment and leisure,
the roles of youth and elders and of, women and men. It also sponsored a
remapping of space in the delta. As cities lost their earlier power of attrac-
tion, the wanderers turmed back to the countryside; the outAow of migrants
trying to get away from the penury and frustration of rural life gave way to
an inflow of villagers coming home as a disinherited rural population redis-
covered its peasant identity,

Bom in 1914, interviewee 111 came from a wealthy family and attended
primary school in My Tho, In 1933, his father set him up as a tradesman, mov-
ing fruit from Ca Mau to Saigon, his livelihood until 1960, when he joined
the NLE. His son joined, too, and was killed in 1964 while attending a medic
training course. This afAuent villager quit the Front in 1962, was called back,
quit again, was inactive for three years, then rallied in order to acquire GVN
identity papers. That a man so well situated, from an entrepreneurial rich-
peasant family, could have been swept into the movement, even if only for a
couple of years, is eloquent testimony to the power of the rassemblement, the
gathering of the people, set in motion by the concerted uprising.

It was less surprising when poor people came home, After being evicted
by his landlord, interviewee 142 went to Saigon in 1957 and found employ-
ment as a carpenter with Johnson, Drake, and Piper, the U.S. construction
company building the Saigon-Bien Hoa highway. With savings from a sal-
ary of 152 piasters a day, he moved with his two children to Bien Hoa and
built a house that cost 2,000 piasters. When the highway prcject ended, the
informant had te take a sequence of odd jobs, Frequently unemployed, he
sold his house for 1,000 piasters, moved back to Saigon, and lived with a
brother, whose income as a cyclo driver “was barely sufficient for him and
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his family of six children.” It was during this time that he “got wind of the
uprising of the Viet Cong.” Return to the countryside was “the direct result
of my inability to find a job in the capital city of Saigon and my assumption
that I would make an easier living in my own native village now that the
Front had given back the lands to me for farming.”

A similar impression emerges from the testimony of interviewee 137,
who was classified as a poor peasant, but who declared that he did not
“know anything about farming and worked in the market place” as a barber
and tailor. At first portraying himself to Rand as a reluctant recruit, he later
indicated that his mother had received a parcel during the NLF land reform.
When asked to name the good deeds of the Front, he responded:

I liked most of all the distribution of wealth to the poor people. I saw that the
poor people were the slaves of the rich, they had to work as servants and hired
labgrers for the rich. I loved the poor people and was convinced that the rich
class was exploiting the poor class.

The revolution was drawing this seemingly deracinated peasant back to
the land in his native village. Other returning poor peasants included inter-
viewee 178, who was frightened by the concerted uprising and Aed to Saigon,
where he worked as a bricklayer, then retumed to Long Dinh village in
1962, in the middle of the golden period because, in his own words, he
was “homesick”; and interviewee 167, who found a job in a Saigon textile
factory, then retraced his steps “in order to add to the number of dependent
exemptions in my family for the (VC) land reform program.”

The rassemblement constituted a development of extraordinary interest
and originality in the history of southern Vietnam, Peasants of My Tho lived
and worked within an orbit dominated by the Saigon metropolis, with its
concentration of administrative and political power, its seductive commodi-
ties and styles, its insatiable appetite for the produce of the delta, its huge
labor market, which employed and dismissed working people according to a
logic that no one could anticipate or control. By creating a sense of novelty
and progress more gripping than any urban fashion, the revolution shifted
the locus of modemity to the villages. A Rand informant noted;

(Iln 1962, 1963, and 1964, the Front was absolutely supported by the people.
Even the people who lived in the city were with the Front. Students left school
to ask to be Liberation soldiers. We didn’t push the enlisting movement, but
even so, many people volunteered to be soldiers. People who lived in the
GVN zone, when they reached the age of military service, would run away
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with the Front. There wasn’t much difference between life in the city and
in the Liberation zone, especially in clothing and in material needs. Coffee
shops were filled with people. People came in great numbers to do business.
Whenever there was a festival, a lot of people were present.

The attempt to end the age-old subordination of rural to urban space
counts among the most ambitious goals of what was a many-sided cultural
revolution.

As in all revolutions, attempts to assign spatial and institutional forms to
utopian dreams collided with the desires of activists avid for novelty. Land
reform is often cited in the literature on the Front program, and many Rand
informants spoke of it as a goal and ideal. But whereas some wanted a coun-
tryside filled with household parcels because that innovation promised to
stop the erosion of custom and give to everyday life a more fixed and stable
character, fixity was just what many activists did not want. The restless-
ness among those country people, especially the young who “loved new and
strange things,” was therefore a source both of energy and of tension within
the NLF. According to the Ethnographer, people in the movement

have always taken dialectical materialism as a guideline for the settlement of
their problems. They think that everything in this world never stood at one
place but always changed. A human being or a thing experiences the same
change of conditions. If a party cadre or member does not think so, he is a
backward person.

This was a demanding—a modemist—credo among revolutionaries who
were suspicious of blueprints for society drawn up in advance and who
refused to be pigeonholed as individuals,’

“All men want to go around and get to know more and learn more things,”
affirmed a PLAF soldier. “1 knew I might get killed if I kept fooling around
with weapons. But each day I remained alive meant that my knowledge
was furthered by what I saw on that day,” Initially assigned roles as privates
in the People’s Liberation Armed Forces or as hamlet-level cadres in the
NLF’s civilian sector, many activists hoped for promotion to higher levels
in the PLAF or to village, district, or province echelons in the Front’s quasi-
government, More diffuse, but just as powerful, was the hunger for educa-
tion, for travel, for challenges and self-realizations that were no less keenly
desired for being difficult to anticipate in any concrete way.

The surge of energy these rural revolutionaries brought into the move-
ment was tinged with apprehension, Impatient when promotions did not
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come as swiftly as he would have preferred, the Platoon Leader expressed
a common fear when he said, “No matter how much a buffalo tries to wear
down his homs, he will always remain a buffalo,” Interviewee 203 cited that
same maxim, while also insisting, “I wasn’t struggling and making sacri-
fices to stay forever in the village.” “I was in the guerrilla unit for a year,”
reported a twenty-three-year-old from My Duc Tay;

I got a little bored because, for the whole year, we didn’t do anything of any
importance—we stood guard on the roads, or stood guard during meetings to
maintain grder, or we planted grenades and mines—so I volunteered to join
the Front['s] big units when the Front launched an intensive campaign to
make the youths enlist in its forces. My ambition in enlisting in the big units
was to get promoted and to progress in my work, because I thought that if I
stayed in the guerrilla unit, I would work like a buffalo for the Front all my
life without any hope in the future.

Village militants would not be content with monotonous toil in the felds
and knew from experience or from the reports of neighbors what it was like
to work as a maid or chauffeur in Saigon. They counted on the revolution to
provide something better.

Women on the Edge

Rand’s fourteen female informants lived on the fault lines of rural society
and felt its estrangements with a particular urgency. Three of the fourteen
were orphans, and at least five others were raised in single-parent house-
holds. Three Red from arranged marriages and one from a tyrannical mother-
in-law, and eight others ran away from home to join the Front, Although very
young (at the time they were interviewed by Rand, seven were teenagers and
four others were twenty-four years old or less), five had already spent time in
cities prior to joining the Front, two as maids in Saigen, plus one at school,
one trading fruit, and another baby sitting, all in My Tho. Two female infor-
mants went to town after quitting the movement and before rallying, one to
My Tho, where she worked as a cook, and another to Cai Lay.

Once in the Front, the women were channeled into a number of niches,
which did not always live up to their expectations. Five of the fourteen
served as liaison agents carrying documents and letters and escorting cadres
from one zone to another (the ability of women to “pass” was useful here).
For some, this assignment devolved into a tedious back-and-forth along the
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same path delivering the mail (interviewee 78 characterized it as boring),
while others were energized by a sense that they were maintaining the com-
munication system on which the movement depended. Medical sectors also
incorporated five women, an assignment promising to impart a complex,
interesting, and socially valued skill. On the other hand, it required stu-
dious application, which may have been beyond the capacity of someone
like interviewee 213, who was expelled from a medical course after getting
in a fist fight with another student and who was perhaps better suited to
“demolitions training,” the slot she was occupying when captured. Two of
the informants ended up with clerical jobs in NLF base areas, which they
did not like, and two served in entertainment troupes. Another was assigned
to a Front textile factory where labor discipline was strict. The regimen in
a Saigon mill might have been even more draconian, but on the other hand,
a worker there would have been living in a bustling city rather than in a
sparsely populated and heavily bombarded base area. The one teacher in the
group seemed to have enjoyed her work.

Leadership roles within the Women’s Association were the most likely
to lead toward positions of prestige and authority, and in the early years
of the Front, when contributions rather than systematically assigned taxes
financed the movement and there were more volunteers than the PLAF
could absorb, the association’s political work was both gratifying and likely
to ean promotion. Interviewees 63, who joined the Front in 1961, and 133,
who joined in 1963, were both able to Aourish and to gain entry into the
Communist Party, Indeed, the golden period was identified in several inter-
views as the high-water mark of the Women’s Association, when propa-
ganda was a movement priority and female militants were among the most
active of the propagandists.

Options for women (and men) closed down with escalation in 1965, As
the terrain was increasingly militarized, liaison work became almost as haz-
ardous as service in the PLAF, villagers no longer dared to attend Front
shows or to send their children to NLF schools, and propaganda efforts
could do nothing to prevent panic-stricken villagers from evacuating to the
GVN zone. Still, intrepid women were drawn toward the revolution. Ambi-
tious, confident, and unfazed by mounting violence, interviewee 233 joined
in 1965. She had tumed down several marriage proposals and, from her
days trading fruit in My Tho, had developed a skeptical attitude toward the
urban milieu, “If I then live in a city,” she anticipated;

I could not have a sufficient level of education to sarn a relatively adequate
material living, as those who have lived there long before. I am able to earn
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my living only as a worker or a servant in a rich family. Thus, my wages can
be used only to support myself. T am unable to support my family and to
build up my own future. Do you think that I can be a servant until T get old
and die? It was also due to my hope of living a better life that I participated
in the revolution.

Her engagement with the Front was no less critical than with the town,
and she grew just as impatient with her initial “mediocre” hamlet-level
assignment as with the thought of being “a worker or a servant” in the city.
Outcomes were more promising after she was invited into the Executive
Committee of the village Women’s Association. “1 carefully examined all
reports submitted by hamlet cadres,” she recalled, and “studied all directives
day and night in order to produce good results in my activities,” But when a
hard-won promotion to district level was not accompanied by an invitation
to join the Communist Party (on the grounds that her brother had ties to
the GVN), she felt herself to be “in the condition consistent with the say-
ing that goes, “You'll remain a buffalo although you have tried to sharpen
your homs.,””

In this story and in others, one can see the promise and the limits of the
rassemblement. The village was the home base and launching pad for the
movement, carried forward by a peasantry of high class consciousness. But
the persisting symbolism of the buffalo suggests that some country people
were haunted by a fear that they would not be able to escape what they took
to be the drudgery of rural life. Overthrowing the GVN and expelling the
Americans could only be counted a part of the Front mandate. Delivering on
the promise of personal liberation loomed just as large.

Saigon’s Ellis Island

As the war escalated in 1963, bombing and shelling, troop sweeps, and
chemical warfare tumed the countryside into a killing zone and drove many
inhabitants to urban areas controlled by the GVN, As was the case with
prerevolutionary ferment, the consequences of U.S. intervention should be
placed in a wider context. Eric Hobsbawm was thinking globally and not
just about South Vietnam when he said that “the 1960s will probably go
down as the most disastrous decade in the history of human urbanization.”
The American tactic of “generating refugees” was, after all, “forced draft
urbanization and modemization,” as conceived by U.S. war makers (and
given a name by Samuel Huntington), It formed part of a larger strategy for
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remaking “underdeveloped countries,” to employ the language of the day,
and for thwarting communist insurgencies in Vietnam and elsewhere.?

For most ex-Front members, defecting was not just, indeed not primarily,
a political choice, but functioned instead as a mechanism for rural dwellers
trying to find their way to the relative safety of the towns, Interviewee 12
heard through the grapevine that the Chieu Hoi Centers offered “500 pias-
ters for home coming travel expenses,” and “200 piasters for miscellaneous
expenses,” plus board and lodging. “Everyone is greedy for this,” he noted,
and recommended that defectors “should be asked to stay at the Chieu Hoi
Center for only a2 month” and “should be given a six-month or one-year
deferment from military service.” Then, reminding himself that he was sup-
posed to be “rallying” and that his tone might sound crass, he promised to
join the ARVN at an unspecified later date and added, “Who can neglect
national affairs?” He was not the only defector to bargain with Chien Hoi
authorities. Interviewee 172 stated:

My wishes remain the same, to live peacefully in the GVN zone, so that I can
work to support my wife and my 5 children, and be reunited with them. If I
plant rice, T will need at least 8 cong of land; and if I go to work, 3,000 pias-
ters a month will be engugh for us to live on.

The interviewer remarked that this informant promised to help in getting
others to rally, then noted, “However, he also wants to get a reward from the
Government,”

Rand and Chieu Hoi personnel must have been disappointed to find that
most defectors “wanted to get a free, and non government job rather than
work for the GVN.” Many of the individuals interviewed in 1963 were raw
recruits, drafted by the NLF into main-force units at a moment when it
seemed that a big push might bring the war to a triumphant conclusion.
Taken away from their homes and families and marched toward distant
battlefields, frightened by bombing raids and corpses along the road. they
deserted and rallied, often within days of induction. Tales of camage in
the Tay-Ninh Eastern Zone made military service seem even more terrify-
ing than the rapidly deteriorating situation in My Tho, so that rumors of
impending NLF call-ups provoked new waves of desertion. Individuals who
rallied in order to avoid the NLF draft were not eager to plunge again into
the war, this time on the side of the GVN.

The demoralization of more seasoned fighters added to the ranks of
defectors. Homesickness, quarrels with superiors, and battlefield trauma
persuaded some to leave the PLAF. Wounded soldiers in dispensaries
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refused to return to their units, as did combatants on home leave. Front
cadres often bargained with AWOL soldiers by offering them postings as
village guerrillas or hamlet militia men. But deserters might be subject to
surveillance as “bad elements™ and in any case would be hectored to resume
their places in main-force units, Afraid of being reconscripted, a number
chose to rally instead.

On the civilian side, a number of defectors were in the middle of adulter-
ous love affairs, with attendant difficulties at home and disparaging gossip
among villagers, and saw in the Chieu Hoi program an escape route and
opportunity to start over with a new partner, Others resented being passed
over for promotion or took oifense after drawing criticism for dereliction of
duty, or they feared punishment for licentiousness, embezzlement, assault,
or even homicide. A few of these individuals were angry to the point of want-
ing to revenge themselves on former comrades, but most simply wished to
get away from the war, For them, six-month deferments from military ser-
vice were an important part of the package of benefits offered to ralliers.

To reenter the labor market, defectors needed identification cards, which
the NLF had confiscated in the early years of the revolution or which had
been lost or destroyed by accidents of war, Many who had left the Front
months or even years before tumed themselves in to the Chieu Hoi Centers
because they had been unable to get a job without a card. The Center also
provided vocational training for peasants now destined for the urban sector
of the economy. In all of these respects, the Chieu Hoi program functioned
as a kind of Ellis Island, mediating the passage of rural dwellers from their
villages to the cities. It was a displacement from the liberated zone of the
NLF to the zone of government control, from the modernism of the rural
revolution to the modemization of the Saigon miliew.

Defectors who had lived in cities were in better shape than those who had
no contacts or past experience in the GVN zone. But even seasoned itiner-
ants may have felt that taking to the road once again amounted to a retreat
into a world of uncertainty, hardship, and corruption. Interviewer 211, a
defector who wished to resume his “former profession” as a mechanic and
bus driver, reported that when he asked for help in securing the necessary
documents, “someone at the Chieu Hoi Center told him that if he gave him
20,000 piasters, he would help obtain them. Otherwise, the person would
cause him trouble when he tried to go through the administrative chan-
nel.” At a deeper level, officials could not undo the reality that many of
the restless individuals they were trying to resituate in the GVN zone had
previously lived outside of their villages and had not been satisfied with
the outcomes.
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Testimony from interviewee 180 illustrate the problem. Having followed
his older brother to Saigon in 1947 at the age of fourteen, he became a pedi-
cab driver in Cholon, then in 1960 retumed to Binh Trung village, where
the concerted uprising was already under way (Binh Trung was one of the
first locales to join the revolt), “I was young,” he stated. “I had no serious
thoughts, I just wished I could live a better life”—an aspiration that seemed
within reach, given that, when the NLF “came out of its underground activi-
ties and set up its infrastructure in the village, it paid special attention to and
took special care of the poor peasants, who then gave strong support to it.”
After defecting, the informant hoped he would be allowed to “go to Cholon
to become a tricycle pedicab driver and build a new life.” But this “new life”
was not new at all, Before 1960, he had worked as a pedicab driver in Sai-
gon, then, in search of a “better life,” he had joined a movement that prom-
ised to take “special care” of him and other poor peasants. When the NLF
was on the defensive in 1967, he made a decision that involved going back
to what he had been doing seven years before, For him and other defectors,
the revolution was over,

Villagers Who Refused to Move

The pattern outlined above conveys an impression of symmetry, with itiner-
ant habits temporarily suspended during the revolution, only to be resumed
when war intensified. But if this sketch were the whole story, if the villag-
ers had migrated to the towns and cadres and if the fighters had gone with
them, then the Front would have collapsed, and the GVIN and the Americans
would have won the war, The final phase of my inquiry centers on what
happened to those who remained in place after 1965 and to the modemist
spirit that had driven their movement from the days of the concerted upris-
ing. Bombs and shells destroyed much of what had been created during the
golden period, pulverized the means of life on which everyone depended,
overthrew habitual conceptions of time and space so that people feared they
were losing their minds. To stay at home was a political and military neces-
sity, and at another level it amounted to a test of will for activists who in
more hopeful days had been energized by a love of movement. Now, cir-
cumstances obliged them to grit their teeth and hunker down—and not to
move,

As at other junctures, my intent here is to rethink, to “normalize,” what
was imposed on the Vietnamese. Their experience in a war zone constitutes
an extreme case of what David Harvey describes as “the deep chaos of
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modem life and its intractability before rational thought.,” Harvey’s notion
of a “time-space compression” speaks to the horrors of guerrilla war, its
rhythms determined by people traveling on foot and information spread by
word of mouth, against an adversary capable of lightning-fast deployments.
But fighting and dying amounted to only half of the story, Combatants and
others who remained in the countryside had to secure food and shelter in a
chaotic version of the “perfect market” so much anticipated by modemiza-
tion theorists, a terrain without custom or law, inhabited by individuals who
could draw on their capital and their labor and nothing else. “Because of the
war, the ways of life of the population have completely changed,” declared
a poor peasant from Nhi Binh;

Everybody is afraid of thinking of tomormow and of the future. Trade and
farming in the village have actually undergone a lot of changes to fit the new
ways of life, a life in which everything seems to be just temporary and risky.
Many families, having settled in their new houses along the highway, sold
all their valuable okjects to get a capital (amounting to about two or three
thousand piasters) to start some kind of trade to live from hand to mouth.
They usually buy fruit, chickens, and ducks and resell them at government-
controlled market-towns making a daily profit of about 100 piasters, while
other people try to earn some extra money by working as hired laborers to
contribute to the daily expenses of a family of five or six people.

Disoriented in every aspect of their existence, the Vietnamese had been
plunged into the epicenter of the maelstrom,?

One might wonder how cadres and soldiers were able to win the war,
but what concerns me here is the fate of the adjoining preject: to create an
alternative to a Saigon-based modemization. I want to know what happened
to village militants when utopian dreams absorbed a heartbreaking blow
and when shattered their everyday could no longer provide inspiration for
revolutionary modemism. The drama, the grandeur, lies in their refusal to
relinquish hope that, when human will is tested to the limit, “the deep chaos
of modem life” can be mastered.

NOTES

My thanks to Peter Weiler and Marilyn Young for many helpful criticisms of
earlier drafts. As with all students of events in My Tho and in Vietnam more
generally, I have had the luxury of building on the comprehensive work of David
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CO S50 CACH MANG AND THE SOCIAL
NETWORK OF WAR

HEONIK KWON

The Vietnam War was a complex reality for the Vietnamese, One way to
explore this complexity is to consider a set of organizational and social
networks that proliferated during the war, particularly in the urban areas
of the southern region. This chapter continues David Hunt’s “history from
below” approach to the subject and investigates further the movement and
displacement of the people highlighted in Hunt’s essay. My discussion will
focus on two analytically distinct types of network; the purposeful, politi-
cal organizational network and the crosscutting, informal social network of
human actors existing within and across defined pelitical groups, These two
different types of human network were both integral to the grassroots expe-
rience of the Vietnam War and were interconnected in a myriad of ways.
This chapter will describe their historical connectedness and the contem-
porary meanings of this history based on my research in a peripheral urban
neighborhood near Danang, the wartime commercial and strategic center of
Central Vietnam. I call this neighborhood the community of Tiger Temple,
taking note of the central symbolic importance of this animist temple for the
identity of the place.

The Infrastructure of Revolution

For many people in southern and Central Vietnam, the idea of a network
is not merely a technical concept from the hypermodemn information age,
Young people, skilled in navigating the Intermnet, call their virtual network
mang Iluoi. Yet, their parents, who spent their youth during the war years,
used to call the prolific revolutionary network of covert actions mang luoi
(network) or mang luoi gian diep (covert network), The lucrative circles
of the informal economy from the postwar years, such as the popular Iot-
tery organizational network of so de, also call their operations mang Iuoi or

199



200 The Coming ¢f War in Viemam

mang luoi chu de. The Vietnamese idea of network is rooted in their histori-
cal experience of war and their everyday encounters with the informal econ-
omy. Their experience of the Vietnam War, at the grassroots level, was very
much a network-type phenomenon, especially in the urban areas. More-
over, these political organizational networks must be considered within the
broader context of multivariate, informal social networks,’

In the urban zones of southern and Central Vietnam under the control
of South Vietnamese and U.S. military forces, a single wartime revolution-
ary cell, called ro (or to ba nguoi, meaning “three-member cell”), typically
consisted of three to five men and women belonging to the “revolutionary
infrastructure.” or co so cach mang, which refers to the covert civilian activ-
ists loyal to the revolutionary cause, Each cell was connected to a wider
circle—a network of networks in today’s jargon—but its members usually
had no knowledge of the expanse of the circle.?

Under the hostile conditions in towns, the cell itself often took the form
of a network in which the infrastructure workers were largely unknown to
one another. Each had contacts with the cell operator via various means of
communication. The workers met their superiors and network operators in
the graveyard or the temple (unless they were already neighbors, kinfolk, or
workmates); alternatively, they were sent coded messages via messengers.
The workers often mistook the messenger for their superior, Two neighbors
could be doing similar activities without knowing each other’s identity or
activity since they belonged to different niches of the mang luoi. The expo-
sure of one worker rarely led to collateral damage in the network, for the
workers themselves were unaware of the terrain beyond their immediate
chain of work. The relationship between the operator and the workers was
both hierarchical and horizontal. The workers received orders and directives
from the operator and in tum supplied information and practical support
back to the operator. The activities of individual workers were conducted,
nevertheless, largely within their existing social networks, in accordance
with their own judgment and in terms of their own capacities for action, The
operator’s influence on the workers’ technical operations remained mar-
ginal and Auctuated depending on the wider political situation. The network
operator was more vulnerable to the failure or disloyalty of the workers than
vice versa, Morally, however, the workers and their superior maintained
a horizontal relationship, calling and perceiving each other as dong chi,
partners, who shared the same purpose.

The nature of this cell organization was such that it could expand
infinitely without losing its practical autonomy. It is best to discuss this
aspect of wartime Vietnamese political organizational network through case
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studies of its actual operation. Among the cases I investigated is one that
took place in 1969 in the municipal hospital of Danang.

In the hospital, one nurse had a long-established network. She gathered
information from the wounded soldiers and smuggled out medicine, and
she was connected to a network of covert action through the daughter of
a local pharmacist. A wounded ARVN (Army of the Republic of [South]
Vietnam) officer also had a highly covert network with officers and soldiers.
He was also connected to a small network of friends and relatives outside
his army life, This had been created by the officer’s elder brother and was
run, after his death, by a childhood friend, who managed a bicycle repair
shop. The patient in the bed next to the officer belonged to his own coun-
terinsurgency network. He was an informant hired by the South Vietnamese
military intelligence, which was suspicious of the wounded officer’s loyalty,
The children who sold toothbrushes and towels to the patients had their own
extremely mobile and effective network, Their group belonged to the more
complex network of street children that incorporated orphans, children of
prison inmates, old gangs of playmates, and children of refugee families.

All of these networks, unknown to one another, were fused into the single
event of the ARVN officer’s escape from the hospital in May 1969, The
nurse was instructed to make contact with the wounded officer. She took
his neighbor, the informant for ARVN military intelligence, to the examina-
tion room at the appointed hour late one aftemoon. The officer escaped to a
Buddhist pagoda and there met the children he had seen in the hospital. The
children showed him the tunnel dug undemeath a tomb. In the early hours,
one of the workers in the officer’s own network tumed up and escorted him
out to the riverside, There, he was handed over to an unknown National Lib-
eration Front liaisen, and both men swam to the opposite side of the river
and disappeared in the direction of the mountains.

A myriad of organizational networks existed in the wider milieu of social
and civil networks. The officer’s elder brother was a known Viet Cong oper-
ative, Their mother’s house was under surveillance not only by the South
Vietnamese police but also by a neighbor, who was a police informant, This
neighbor was relatively new to the area, and the officer’s mother had much
wider and closer relationships with the other neighbors, In one season,
the woman’s aging husband contracted dysentery and was gravely ill. The
officer’s elder brother was brave enough to visit his dying father, On the
day of his visit, a few women in the neighborhood organized an evening
of gambling and invited the mother and the wife of the informant. Two
boys took the dogs out of the neighborhood, and their elder sister brought
all of the street-playing children to the school playground. There was a
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lot of noise in the house across the street while the father and son were
exchanging farewells, What these women did that evening and on numer-
ous other occasions, however, had nothing to do with the son’s political
network, None of these women, including the officer’s mother, was part of
any organized network, and none of them acted on that evening based on a
political commitment. The neighborhood simply took sides with a member
it trusted and with whom it had a long relationship.

The nurse became a ¢o so (infrastructure) worker through a childhood
friend, who was a pharmacist’s daughter, The pharmacist found her the rela-
tively secure and well-paid job in the hospital. Her two brothers were in
combat units of the ARVN. Her parents knew about her clandestine work, as
did the wife of her eldest brother. When the nurse was arrested, her sister-in-
law put together her savings and her mother-in-law’s gold leaf and brought
them to a colleague of her husband’s army superior, The pharmacist, after
her release, supported the nurse’s family with medication for the young
woman’s multiple wounds from interrogation. The toothbrush-selling boys
and girls had orphan friends who worked as domestic servants for the fami-
lies of ARVN officers or had close friendship with foreign officers. They
met regularly, traded toys for food, and exchanged gossip. When one of the
street children was arrested, her act of playing “mad and stupid” failed. She
was relatively new to the group, and the other members concluded later that
she was overacting. A servant boy persuaded his patron/friend, an officer
in the U.S, Army, to intervene; the kind officer not only saved her but also
found her a job. As a grown man, the former houseboy said that he had
never been a ¢o so. Rather, he was simply lonely and bored, he said, and
liked playing with the ¢o so boys and girls.

Tiger Temple

The wartime episodes described above were drawn from a crowded
residential area in the outskirts of Danang that surrounds an old community
temple (Mieu Ong Cop) dedicated to the spirit of the tiger. The community
of Tiger Temple is typical of the peripheral urban communities that were
invented by war, The area, once a stronghold of the anticolonial Viet Minh
resistance, is now booming with tourist and industrial activities. The Tiger
Temple is carefully hidden from the bustling town, at the end of a decep-
tive cul de sac that leads, along a narrow bicycle path, to a large wartime
cemetery. The temple faces a narrow strip of austere lower-middle-class
houses to the west. These houses border either the old prison to the north or



CO SO CACH MANG AND THE SOCIAL NETWORK OF WAR 203

the army base to the south, During the war, from the army camp, one could
hear the soldiers singing patriotic songs during their early moming runs,
The neighborhood’s children leamed these songs and used some of them to
accompany and coordinate their street play. The adults also benefited from
the army camp. They listened to the army’s loudspeakers that disseminated
information about the nation’s political and military affairs. To have the
People’s Army as an immediate neighbor had the additional benefit of help-
ing the residents to feel secure from criminals.

The prison building on the northem side of the neighborhood is now
abandoned and waiting for demolition. This used to be the single most
dreaded site for many locals during the war. The South Vietnamese police
force used the building for interrogating prisoners and selectively executing
them. Before it became a prison, it had served as the army barracks of the
Third Infantry Division of the ARVN, The Tiger Temple originally stood in
the middle of the site until the ARVN soldiers relocated it to its current posi-
tion in 1963. The elders of Tiger Temple recalled that the ARVN soldiers,
teenage peasants from the Mekong Delta, had been frightened by the idea of
touching a sacred communal building, The elders compared these innocent
ARVN soldiers to the triumphant officers of the People’s Army after the
liberation, who, in their memory, were not careful with communal shrines
and Buddhist pagodas. When they said this in my presence, their grown-up
children locked uncomfortable and told me in whispers that their views on
the issue were not the same as those of their parents,

The residents who lived next to the prison building used to keep their
wooden shutters permanently closed to block out the prisoners” screams.
In stark contrast to the residents on the side of the army camp, some of
those on the prison side still observe the custom of having their shutters
firmly locked at night. They still feel unsafe despite this measure, There
are no prisoners any more, yet some residents fear that their ghosts might
crawl, as they had done many times in the neighborhood’s oral history, into
their rear gardens and kitchens. Local custom has it that there is nothing
more frightening in life than an encounter with the ghost of a prisoner.
This type of ghost has a mutilated body and an elongated tongue, like the
infamous Mau Ma—the long-haired, bare-breasted, female spirit of water
who is believed to seduce people into death, Three young women from the
neighborhood have experienced this horrible vision, and one of them never
entirely recovered from the shock.

Most people in the Tiger Temple neighborhood have a relatively shallow
history of urban life. They were incorporated into this marginal urban
space through the rapid spread of distorted city life during the time of war.
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Before the war, coconut trees and rice paddies surrounded the area, and
people made their living primarily on the land. Like other urban peripher-
ies in South Vietnam, this neighborhood was deeply, if invisibly, divided
between the secret supporters of the revolutionary forces and those who
were incorporated into the South Vietnamese economy and administration,
Because of its marginal status, there were no important officials of the South
Vietnamese administration or officers of the ARVN living in the neighbor-
hood. A few took employment as low-ranking administrators or laborers in
the foreign military installations, and others managed market stalls or small
tailor shops. Several households had links, of varying strength, with the
revolutionary authorities. Some families supported the revolutionary side
as soldiers, some with labor, and some with money, information, or simply
in spirit.

In historical terms, therefore, this neighborhood was a mixture of “col-
laborators” and “patriots.” During the war, this mixture often resulted in
critical situations. The South Vietnamese police ran an elaborate, if not
particularly effective, network of neighborhood surveillance. Arrests of
mobile Viet Cong activists and their residential patriotic supporters as
the result of a next-door neighbor’s informing did occur, although much
less often in reality than in rumor, and this strategy had some success in
provoking mutual distrust and isolation in urban communities. The “col-
laborator” families were rarely in a safe haven, either, Periodically, they
received hand-delivered letters of appeal or waming from the revolution-
ary authorities. The first letter would urge the recipient in polite language
to make a material contribution to the revolutionary cause. If this failed to
be answered, the subsequent letters would deliver vividly threatening mes-
sages about the consequences of their failure to cooperate. The recipients
of such communiqués were, officially, obliged to report the incidents to
the South Vietnamese authorities. Failure to do so was a crime, and such
a crime could invite disproportionate punishment. However, people wisely
rarely reported such incidents.

The result of these divisive psychological strategies was, in people’s rec-
ollection, constant fear and isolation. Rumors that a close neighbor or friend
had betrayed someone traveled widely throughout the town and reinforced
secrecy and mutual distrust, Ironically, this divide-and-rule strategy of the
war administrators contributed to the expansion of the covert revolution-
ary support network among civilians. In addition to the pelitical and moral
motivations of the civilian activists, there was a strong realization that the
cach mang (revolutionary) network was the only stable and trustworthy
social organization in the wartime situation. Hopelessly isolated. materially
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and psychologically, many desperate Vietnamese, particularly women, were
drawn to the revolutionary circles to recover a sense of human solidarity, As
a former co so activist recalled, “Life without a husband was possible. Life
without relatives was possible. But life without a neighbor was not. I had
to find one.”

One of the important activities of the women co so activists was to relate
to the young conscript ARVN soldiers as substitute mothers, which was part
of the general bink var activity, or the “proselyt[iz]ing program.” A woman
living in the environs of the Tiger Temple ran a makeshift noodle bar in the
late 1960s. She smuggled seventeen South Vietnamese soldiers back to their
hometowns in the My Tho and Can Tho areas of the Mekong Delta in 1971
alone. Desertion of this type was frequent, especially during the early phase
of the war,* It was a tightly organized activity based on the collaboration
of various network organizations. Different niches of the network prepared
railway tickets, civilian clothing, false identification cards, and food for the
AWOL, Some of these young soldiers knew about the political identities of
their adoptive mothers, but the bond was often too strong to surrender to
the pressure from the opposite political force against treason, For the co so0
mothers too, their adoptive kinship with the enemy soldiers often went far
beyond the strategic parameters of their covert activities. They were keen on
obtaining information from their adopted children about the enemy’s mili-
tary movements. But they also knew how to censor part of this information
before it reached the revolutionary headquarters in order not to jeopardize
the safety of their children. When the soldiers went to battle, the mother
activists prayed for the safety of their adopted children at the Tiger Temple
or the coastal Whale Temple on the opposite side of the community,

When they did so, their prayer offerings were often on behalf of their
children fighting on “this side.” the revolutionary side, as well as their other
children working on “that side.” the American side. It was common among
these mothers to have their birth children fighting on both sides. The rev-
olutionary side generally refrained from recruiting all of a family’s male
children in order to allow the family unit a minimal genealogical continuity,
whereas the recruitment strategy of the U.5.-Saigon administration did not
have such an affirmative policy for “the family seeds.” As a result, many
mothers in this area have elder children who were martyred for the revolu-
tionary war and younger sons who were killed in action on the opposite side
of the battlefield. The co s¢ mothers prayed to their ancestors for the safe
return of their birth children and went to the animist temples, and some to
the Buddhist pagoda farther away, to pray for the safety of all their children,
including the adopted ones. As aresult, the old record book kept in the Tiger
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Temple, which lists donations and the names for whom the donations were
made, shows the names of young people killed on both sides of the war as
well as the names of those who people remember were from distant places.

An interesting aspect of wartime desertion is that a relatively smaller
number of Saigon soldiers deserted than the number who deserted from the
other side. Desertions to the revolutionary side did take place, sometimes
in a group, and with or without assistance from mother activists. Desertions
by foreign soldiers especially, although many alleged cases remain dubi-
ous, generated immense publicity along the front. In most cases, however,
the desertions were made in the hope of retuming to their hometowns and
reuniting with their families.” The adoptive co so mothers contributed to
this process of exodus in psychelogical and practical terms. The idea of
persuading their son-like young men to change sides and continue fighting
was not enthusiastically pursued by these mother activists, although this
was one of the main objectives of their activity and was a priority in the
communiqués they received from the cadre leaders. Although loyal to each
urban revolutionary cell, the co 5o mother activists also created a loyalty
of their own across the cells and beyond. If she pushed her “children” to
the other side of the front too hard, the mother activist risked her own life
by weakening the invisible moral shield provided by other village women
who otherwise would have ignored and concealed her identity, Their mater-
nal feelings were a powerful weapon against the enemy forces; yet, this
weapon, being fundamentally constructive, not destructive, was not entirely
under the control of the revolutionary forces either.® As the former mother
activist introduced earlier put it, she lived through solitary wartime hard-
ship with the singular joy of watching the young Saigon soldiers eating her
noodles, imagining with every soup bowl they emptied that someone in the
wide world was feeding her own hungry children,

In practical life, therefore, the rigid classification of patriots versus col-
laborators was unrealistic when applied to ordinary people. Even in the
worst situation of 1968—1969, when the region suffered its fiercest battles
on every comer, much evidence suggests that the neighborhood played
a vital role in survival. A co so woman could not complete her nightly
cbligation of delivering information and money to her contacts if she did
not have the support of her unquestioning neighbor, whoe took care of her
children. In retumn, the same woman might save her neighbor’s daughter,
who was working as a secretarial clerk in a U.S. Army base. One day, for
example, a woman tried to persuade her neighbor’s daughter to help her
bring goods from the Danang central market. The daughter was unwilling,
s0 she promised her a pair of handsome shoes. That aftemoon, a National
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Liberation Front platoon launched a surprise attack against the daughter’s
workplace, which caused many casualties. In this type of artful exchange
for survival, usually no question was posed and no information extracted.,
To do 5o would have jeopardized both parties, People simply found ways
of saving the lives of others by acting on and in the others” lives. The
daughter’s mother told me that she had known that her neighbor was a co
50. She had prepared a letter to denounce her. In case her neighbor was
arrested, she meant to show this letter to the police. In the letter, which
she still kept, she informed the neighbor’s absent husband of her suspicion
that his wife must have taken a lover since she often went out late at night,
She prepared this letter, hoping that it might help to save her neighbor’s
life in case the police found her, In this complex, artful, mutual support,
the patriots and the collaborators were interpenetrative. In the end, both
groups had to cellaborate with each other to survive, Each administration
discouraged its people from collaborating with the opposite side. However,
in the streets of a violent bipolar conflict under crossfire, only those who
collaborated well across the drawn boundary of political loyalty survived,
both physically and morally.

The classification system of “patriots” versus “collaborators™ is still a
formative element in the contemporary social life of many Vietnamese, Of
many instruments of political control, the family record system (Ao s0) has
been one of the most explicit and routine sources of shame and agony for
former collaborators. A handwritten summary of one’s personal biography
and family history must be handed to the administration before the burean-
cracy can initiate any administrative procedures for civil affairs, Whether
the procedures concem purchasing a plot of land from the govermment,
marriage or divorce, registration of death, entry into school, or a job appli-
cation, a detailed and comprehensive report of the family’s background is
mandatory. The report includes the individual’s profession, religion and
educational history, date and place of birth, and current residence. Most
notably, the report requires a detailed description of the “work history”
of the individual’s kinfolk. The boundary of the kinship varies, depend-
ing on the purpose of the record. It can be the immediate family of three
patrilineal generations or a wider relationship that includes collateral
kin. In the past, the official report form contained specific sections on the
individual’s wartime activity, namely, whether the person worked for “our
side” or “their side.” The applicant at one time was also obliged to classify
his or her parents and grandparents, siblings, and sometimes more distant
relatives, such as father’s brothers. Nowadays, there are no such explicit
entries to fill in. All applicants know, however, that they must introduce
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clear indications of their family’s political identification if they want the
report to be accepted by the administration. A history of wartime military
service makes the identification straightforward, a record of a revolution-
ary honor or time in a reeducation camp has the same effect, while the
entry of overseas relatives is used to make the family look impure, The
trajectory of previous residences and a graduation record from a particular
school in a particular area during a particular period can also determine,
although much more subtly, the general picture of the individual’s place in
the political spectrum.

The net result of the use, and the abuse, of the family record system is that
an individual’s wartime collaboration goes far beyond a biographical epi-
sode andbecomes an organizing element of collective identity. Grandfather’s
wartime service to the ARVN shapes the identity of his school-attending
descendants in the view of the school administration, These children are
much less likely to be acknowledged as “model students” than their peers
whose family backgrounds demonstrate an untainted history of revolution-
ary activity, In order to be a model student, the school children must obtain
proof of good behavior and good academic performance; yet, the genealogi-
cal factor of healthy origins counts as an equally important source for judg-
ment. Most children are acutely aware of the implications, if not the details,
of their family records.

In the Tiger Temple community, there are as many former collaborator
families as families with a history of revolutionary struggle. The difference
between the two groups is evidenced through the household ancestral altar,
which displays not only the ancestors” paraphernalia but also the certifi-
cates, if any, of their revolutionary activities offered by the government,
such as the heroic death certificates from the time of the American War,
When we look more closely at the informal economy of war memory, how-
ever, most families turn out to have had a much more complex, ambiguous
genealogy.

Same Same

The community’s complex experience of the war can be explored through
the biography of a man whom I will call Lap. Everyone knows Lap in
the environs of the Tiger Temple. He is a long-time resident of the small
neighborhood that surrounds the animist temple and the oldest among the
community’s several amputees, Lap is unemployed and eams pocket money
by doing all sorts of odd jobs within the community. He is in charge of the
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Tiger Temple’s prayer gongs and has eamed the status of a member of the
informal council that manages the communal temple.

I met Lap many times, including at his favorite hideout from the heat,
the old underground military bunker near his home, One evening during the
annual opening ceremony days of the temple, when he kept vigil for the
shrine, I saw him at a house adjacent to the temple, where he rested from
time to time. Two other familiar faces in the neighborhood of Tiger Tem-
ple followed the sixty-year-old amputee. One of them was the host’s next-
door neighbor, the driver of the commuter bus to Danang’s central market,
whom I had the privilege to know was at one time a first-class sergeant in
the ARVN. The other man was from the neighborhood at the back of the
temple, Everyone in the area knew that he had been awarded a certificate of
honor for his wartime work as a local partisan and a small pension for the
injury he suffered.

While Lap was settling into his chair, there was an anticipatory, light-
hearted atmosphere, He was seriously studying the host’s incomplete ances-
tor altar, and the host’s daughter had already succumbed to stomach cramps
because of her excessive laughing. Encouraged, Lap said, “America boom-
boom, Viet Cong boom-boom,” pointing to his amputated leg with his index
finger. Then, the familiar feast of laughter started:

VC (the former partisan fighter): Did the Americans do this to your leg?

Lap: Yes, yes, Americans. They shot me because I was bad.

ARVN (the former first-class sergeant); Who shot your leg? Were they
VC?

Lap; Yes, yes, the VC, They fired [at] my leg because I was bad.

Everyone was in fits of laughter. At his tum, the host asked, touching Lap’s
leg, “Uncle, who did this terrible thing to you? Americans or VC?” Lap
said, looking confused, “Yes, ves, you're right. Yes, Americans. Yes, the
VC. Yes, yes, America boom-boom, Viet Cong boom-boom.” Then, the
interrogation started again;

VC; You told me the Americans shot your leg. Now you say it’s the VC
who did this to you. You lied to me, Tell me. did the VC shoot you?

Lap: Yes, yes, the VC. You're right. It’s the VC who shot my leg. VC
boom-boom, America boom-boom.

ARVN; You said the VC shot your leg, Now you say it’s the Americans
who fired at you. You don’t make sense. You lie to me, Tell me, did
the Americans shoot you?
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Lap: Yes, yes, the Americans, You're right, of course. America boom-
boom, Viet Cong boom-boom.

The host took a deep breath and pointed at Lap’s leg with his index finger,
“Uncle, I'm shooting this bullet at your leg right now. Tell me, am I VC or
American?” Then, Lap folded back his trouser to show his artificial leg and
said, *“You're right, of course. America and Vietnam, same same. You are
right. America boom-boom, Viet Cong boom-boom. Same same.”

Lap was bom in 1945 in Chu Lai, the place that later held one of the larg-
est UL.S. military installations in Central Vietnam. He grew up as an orphan,
having been handed over to a distant relative by the will of his late par-
ents. He attended primary school and worked as a village buffalo boy. At the
age of seventeen, Lap was recruited into the revolutionary mang luei by an
absent village elder called Le Tan Cuong. His main work was to gather infor-
mation about the villagers’ social lives and political opinions and to report
themn to the cell operator, He was also asked occasionally to lay mines. At the
time, his village area was being transformed into a major fortification for the
South Vietnamese armed forces, and this resulted in an intense invigoration
of the local revelutionary organizational network, The South Vietnamese
counterinsurgency activity also became intensive, introducing more people
into their village and neighborhood surveillance web. This web of watchful
eyes and sharp ears caught Lap only three months into his work. He was
sent to the Danang prison in 1963 and was released in 1970, He survived the
prison, unlike many other young and old prisoners, partly thanks to the art of
survival that a sympathetic inmate had taught him:

If the interrogators are all Vietnamese, rub your hands fast and pray for mercy,
scream hard if they kick you, cry and defscate as much as you like if they
put electrical wires on you, and say you know nothing and be yourself who
knows nothing. They will think you are just a simple, silly peasant boy, which
you are. If you see an American adviser in the room, grab his leg, if you can,
and remember to repeat one word in his language—same same. Point your
finger to the other Vietnamese and yourself and say, “Same same”; point to
the American and yourself and say, “Same same.” Hopefully, the American
will think you are mad, not recognizing the most fundamental differencss in
the reality he knows.

On his release, Lap immediately retumed to Chu Lai. By this time, his
village area had become a gigantic military base. His old revolutionary
network contact was dead, and he could not enter another network easily with
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his credentials as a former inmate in the South Vietnamese prison. He could
not disprove the invisible tag on his body that made him a possible agent of
South Vietnamese intelligence, Starving, dispirited, and suffering from his
prison experiences, he took up manual work in the American base like the
other villagers. The base was the only place where people, especially landless
agricultural laborers, could eamn a living at this time, For the first time in his
life, Lap was not hungry, and he could offer food to others instead of begging
for it. However, he was soon drafted into the South Vietnamese army and sent
to the Hoa Cam military base for six months of training. In 1971, Lap came
back to the Tiger Temple community, not as a political prisoner but as an
ARVN soldier. He was assigned to the security force of the prison, He married
the same year and settled in the community. He built a small bamboo house
next to the much taller brick prison guard tower. He worked and eamed a
small amount; his wife worked in the marketplace and brought food to him.

While in prison in 19631970, Lap had participated in the Ong Cop (the
spirit of tiger worshiped in Tiger Temple) ceremony from his cell. He had
saved food and obtained incense from the prison guards, He had held a
private ceremony for every gate-opening ceremony of the temple. He had
prayed that if he survived the prison with the strength of Ong Cop, he would
serve the shrine for the rest of his life, Lap is not the only one in the commu-
nity who believes that the people of Tiger Temple, having no traditional ties
of place or blood, are nevertheless all fatefully connected. Several neigh-
bors whose origins are in the Central Highlands claim different relation-
ships with the tiger spirit. A man from Tra My, in his childhood, was a child
of Ong Cop, whose parents “sold” him to the area’s tiger spirit, hoping that
the spirit would protect the sickly and bookish boy from the war’s greed for
death. The Tra My Tiger Temple tumed to ashes, leaving no opportunity
for the boy to be bought back from the tiger spirit. The man, now in his late
forties, believes that he has been led to move to his current address in order
to be with his fierce, protective foster parent.

The people of the Tiger Temple neighborhood have other, more secular
reasons for becoming part of the community. Most of them have multiple
histories of displacement and loss of roots. War brought them together in
this community. Some worked for the revolutionary network, and others
eamed a living in the state institutions that fought the network. Some moved
to the community as the families of prison inmates before the liberation, and
others moved there after the liberation, The former began their postwar lives
as the families of patriots and the latter as the families of collaborators. It is
uplifting how this community, built on long years of violent and often lethal
confrontation, has managed to keep its spirit.
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The presence of Tiger Temple has supported the community’s resilience,
Virtually all of the neighbors, whether they belong to collaborator or patriot
families, participate in the maintenance and ceremonial calendar of the tem-
ple just as they did during wartime. Their contributions to temple activities,
the yearly opening ceremony in the first lunar month in particular, have been
a way of making a community out of people who rarely have regional or
blood ties. People like the amputee Lap have also helped the community’s
strength. He is sympathetic to the demonstrative pride of the patriot families
and attentive to the hidden stigma of the collaborator families. People like
Lap are aware that there are often untold histories of uncertainty undemeath
the pride or the stigma and that the wartime biographies of ordinary people
are rarely clear-cut,

Lap’s biography includes radical displacement from one political sphere
of the war to another, He fought a revolutionary network war; he was also
driven to fight the opposite war on the side of state hierarchy. His perfor-
mance of “same same” restores this history and dramatizes it with body
language. His missing leg is an emblem of the painful history of survival in
a violently bipolarized world, which many people have shared but which is
nevertheless missing from the public sphere, Lap’s performance crystallizes
in his amputated leg the dual structure of bipolar politics that he experi-
enced as a humble actor and tells the absurdity of this structural condition
within a feast of laughter. In the end, Lap’s amputated leg works magically.
His phantom leg inscribes the bipolar political structure and leaves the rest
of the body surviving without it,

If I understand this man’s one-legged body as an antistructure of bipolar
history or perhaps as a symbolic weapon against its forceful dualism,” the
political identity of his body is perhaps extendable to the entire community
of Tiger Temple. There is not a single family in the community that has
survived the war unharmed and intact. Every family has suffered a wound of
amputation of varying depth as a social body. Moreover, the family’s mul-
tiple wounds of war are seldom attributable to a single side of the war. An
individual loss in a family may be specific and structured, The entire loss
of a family, on the contrary, is seldom reducible to either this or that side of
the bipolar political structure. If we extend the idea of family to a larger kin-
ship circle or to an entity that is inclusive of friendship and neighborhood,
the losses and the wounds become more politically unclassifiable, Political
identity can Auctuate depending on how we define the width and breadth of
the holder of the identity.

The history of sociality such as that discussed in this essay is an
important dimension of the lived history of the bipolar politics in Vietnam,
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It complements a traditionally dominant approach to the social history of
the Vietnamese revolution which tends to privilege the political mobiliza-
tion and moral solidarity of rural villages for nationalist and revolutionary
causes, by showing how the politics of war, in the context of a total war,
involved the radical dislocation of the population and how those politics
continued in their displaced lives.? It also shows the relevance of a network
perspective to social and political conflicts in grasping the grassroots expe-
rience in the urban zones of the Vietnam-American War,

The idea of network is becoming an overly belligerent concept in certain
contemporary analytical trends. This is particularly evident in the specula-
tions about the so-called network war or the paradigm of “netwar” as a
countermeasure against the menace of intemational terrorism, Some spe-
cialists in contemporary security studies advocate that the old geopolitical
perspective of global conflict from the Cold War era should give way to
a new network-centric view of warfare and preparations in tune with the
broader context of globalization and the advancement of information tech-
nology.? Network is a double-edged concept when applied to a condition
of war; it can be an instrument of war or it can tum out to be an instru-
ment against the politics of war. In my view, the analysis that privileges
exclusively only one domain of instrumentality fails to appropriate the full
theoretical capacity of the concept.”

The nonpartisan subjectivity of the Tiger Temple community may resem-
ble the mature tolerance of a liberal society. This subjectivity, however, is
primarily a manifestation of maturity as a result of a long history of life
under siege. The British historian E. P. Thompson, who is known for his
antinuclear activism as well as his monumental studies of the English work-
ing class, once described the Cold War in the language of an industrial
corporation. In line with his approach to history, which emphasized norma-
tive orientations at the popular level, Thompson sought to distinguish the
interests of “executives” in the Cold War pelitical structure from the labor
and aspirations of ordinary citizens, whom these executives systematically
exploited.” We may say in a similar light that Cold War history consists of
two separate discourses. One is prominent in the literature and describes the
global conflict in terms of balance of power, interstate alliances, contain-
ment and the domino theory, or nuclear deterrence and game theory.’”? The
other is scarcely recorded, and it is mainly about split communities and
neighborhoods, bifurcated families and kinship, and divided consciousness
and identities. The laborers™ experience of bipolar history was primarily
about their suffering through the unbearable pain of dismemberment, and
this is at odds with the very idea of a “cold war” or “imaginary war” with
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which we are accustomed to grasping at the political history of the second
half of the twentieth century,”

In the historical field, the doctrinal, ideological, hierarchical state institu-
tions and organizational networks were inflated; yet, the antidoctrinal, non-
ideological, collateral social networks also proliferated. People’s history of
the violent bipolar conflict was, in significant measure, about networking—
pooling resources and sharing risks, and thereby comnecting individuals
and social units within and against the escalating hostilities of geopolitics.
In this historical milieu, the network-centric war coexisted and fought with
the geopolitical war. In the battlefields between these two forms of war,
furthermore, people built extensive social networks to counter both the
mechanized, geopolitical Vietnam War and the organizational, networked,
“people’s” American War. Here, the ultimate winner of a particular war is
neither the manufacturer of the Vietnam War nor necessarily the maker of
the American War, Many Vietnamese fought the Vietnam War and many
more fought the American War, and all of them have been struggling to
undo the violent legacy of these two wars, One of the popular ways to
demobilize the legacy has been to build concrete social relationships upon
the hidden history of survival—the civil network of collaboration across
the fronts. Winning the war on the streets of the violent Cold War is not the
same as winning it in the strategic administration of the war, The bipolar
political history, for the residents of Tiger Temple, consists of the count-
less everyday actions required for survival, Their very ordinary actions of
exchanging information and sharing resources with neighbors tumed out
to be a powerful weapon against the geopolitics of the Cold War, The most
basic and mundane requirements of a neighborhood founded the technical
and moral basis of what tumed out to be extraordinary social networks
of survival,

To conclude, something more has to be said about the history of Lap’s
missing leg. In 1974, Lap left his position as a prison guard, He became a
driver of an army vehicle and was happy with his new job despite the risk of
being behind the wheel during that turbulent time. At the end of that year,
he had the oppoertunity to visit his hometown of Chu Lai with an officer
on tour, He knew the way by heart and knew the names and stories of the
important rocks and trees. After all, this was where he had worked for Le
Tan Cuong before he joined the army, He parked the jeep and walked ahead
of the others, proud of being in his hometown, It was just past noon when
Lap stepped on an antipersonnel mine that was later found to be the work
of a local Viet Cong network. He experienced the liberation of Danang on
29 March 1975 in the city’s military hospital. Discharged from the hospital
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shortly thereafter, he eventually returned with his family to the Tiger Temple
neighborhood, the only community to which, he told me, he ever knew he
could belong,
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COLD WAR CONTRADICTIONS

Toward an International History cf the Second
Indoching War, 1969—1973

LIEN-HANG T. NGUYEN

Although the latter half of the Second Indochina War has begun to attract
more attention from scholars, compared with the prodigious literature on
the first half of the war, the studies concentrating on the period of negotia-
tions from 1969 to 1973 appear relatively meager. The main reason for the
imbalance is the dearth of primary sources available on the latter half of
the war as opposed to the plethora of documentation on the early period.
For historians of American decision making, there are no Pentagon Papers;
the Foreign Relations cf the United States volumes on this period have
only begun to appear; and until recently, Richard M. Nixon’s presiden-
tial materials have been tied up in litigation. For scholars interested in the
foreign policy of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) or North
Vietnam, particularly regarding its relations with the Soviet Union and
China, the latter half of the war will remain shrouded in mystery so long
as Hanoi’s present-day relations with the two countries remain ambigu-
ous. Finally, for the small academic community focused on the Republic
of Vietnam (RVN) or South Vietnam, not only is there less interest, but
the entire period of direct American military involvement has also been
conveniently ignored.” However, as archives worldwide open their doors
and declassifications occur in (somewhat) regular fashion, the materials
are now becoming available for historians interested in writing interna-
tional histories of the latter half of the war, Since the 1990s, there has been
an encouraging trend of a global archival glasnosr: the declassification of
top-level documents in U.S. archives; the releases of materials from China,
Eastern Europe, and Russia; and the opening of Vietnamese archives in
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.

Moreover, a history of the latter half of the war must be transnational
in scope, for the war itself transcended the borders of Vietnam, particu-
larly after the Tet Offensive, Prior to Tet 1968, third-party nations and
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international pressure as a whole exerted little influence on the manner
in which the leading combatants, namely, Washington and Hanoi, waged
war in Vietnam. The United States rejected intermational calls for neu-
tralization of the Vietnamese situation prior to 1963 and later rejected
European and UN attempts to initiate contact between the United States
and the DRV after war broke out.? The North Vietnamese managed to
prevent foreign interference by playing the Chinese and Soviets off
against one another without relinquishing control of the war effort to
either communist ally,” Instead, the United States and the DRV each
wanted to gain victory through military and political means rather than
to settle for a negotiated peace through diplomatic compromise. Hence,
the two sides more or less fought each other with minimum external dis-
traction and obstruction by thwarting international pressures to engage
in any discussions,?

In the aftermath of the Tet Offensive, however, the nature of the war
changed dramatically. The military stalemate in South Vietnam, the politi-
cal fallout in the United States, and the foreign policy developments in
North Vietnam ensured that the post-Tet war would be markedly different
as it unfolded on the international arena. Militarily, the stalemate in South
Vietnam opened the way for the regionalization of the conflict as the air
and ground wars engulfed neighboring Laos and Cambodia. Politically,
transnational social movements acted as a constraint as well as a goad
to great-power diplomacy and collusion.® But the most dramatic change
occurred in the diplomatic sphere of the war. With the initiation of peace
talks at Paris in May 1968, a new theater of war emerged that forced the
parties involved in the conflict to redefine victory from military conquest
to anegotiated settlement at Paris that would give them political or military
advantages neither had won on the battlefield. Although the U.S/RVN and
DRV/Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) entered into negotia-
tions ostensibly to end the war and bring peace to the region, the initiation
of negotiations instead signaled the advancement of the diplomatic strug-
gle. In turn, the Paris forum enabled third-party nations and international
opinion as a whole to assume more active roles in the conflict. Indeed,
“talking while fighting” was the strategy employed by all of the parties
mnvolved in the war,

In response to the post-Tet developments, the capital cities at war,
namely, Hanoi, Saigon, and Washington, had to construct integrated “inter-
national” strategies that took into account the interplay among the mili-
tary, political, and diplomatic spheres of the fighting and the intersections
of the local, regional, and intemnational levels of the war.®* The centerpiece
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of the Nixon administration’s diplomatic strategy included exploiting the
contradictions in the Cold War to aid America’s cause in the Vietnam
War. Through détente with the Soviet Union and rapprochement with
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the United States hoped to bring
Russian and Chinese pressure to bear upon the North Vietnamese to settle
on American terms at the negotiating table. Meanwhile, the Hanoi polit-
buro accelerated its already-successful world relations campaign focused
on balancing the tricky Sino-Soviet split and neutralizing superpower
cbstruction by promoting small-power diplomacy aimed at winning over
support from the nations of the Third World and the Non-Alignment
Movement.” With the help of the PRG, the DRV was able to mobilize
revolutionary forces north and south of the 17th Parallel to minimize
great-power manipulation. Finally, with the divergence of aims between
the United States and the RVN after Tet, the Saigon govemment under
Nguyen Van Thieu had to exert more control over its destiny and take
on a more proactive role in the war against the Vietnamese communists,
The Thieu administration manipulated and cajoled its American ally in
order to extract aid, neutralize pressure, and retard withdrawal. Moreover,
the Saigon government also looked to a future without a major American
military presence in South Vietnam by bolstering the RVN's position in
the region.

A history of the latter half of the Second Indochina War that takes
into account the intemationalization of the post-Tet war will shed fur-
ther light on key questions that have eluded historians in the field. What
effect did the emergence of U.S. détente with the Soviet Union and rap-
prochement with the PRC have on the diplomacy of the Vietnam War?
How did the relationships between the great powers and their Viet-
namese clients—the United States and the RVN, on the one hand, the
Soviet Union, China, and the DRV, on the other—evolve as a result of
the negotiation process? Did the Sino-American rapprochement, and the
improvement in Soviet-American relations that paralleled it, have the
effect of accelerating or retarding the peace talks? And most important,
why did peace fail?

This chapter is divided into two sections, the first of which briefly sur-
veys the literature on the latter half of the Second Indochina War, with a
focus on interpretations that address the diplomatic sphere of the war from
1969 to 1973. The second and more substantive section is an effort to inte-
grate the literature and move toward an international history of the post-Tet
war by focusing on North and South Vietnamese responses to American
diplomacy from 1969 to 1973.



222 War's End and Endless Wars

Post-Tet War Historiography

On 27 January 1973, the parties involved in the Vietnamese conflict,
including the United States, the RVN, the DRV, and the PRG, signed the
Paris Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace, Although the cer-
emonial event on the Avenue Kléber trumpeted peace, the war in Vietnam
did not end with the signatures in Paris but only concluded two years later
with the fall of Saigon, The ambitiously titled treaty and ceasefire failed to
ensure the Vietnamese even a momentary respite from fighting.® After 202
plenary sessions and 24 private meetings that took place over four years and
nine months, the Paris agreement did not mark the end of the war but only
heralded a new stage of fighting in Indochina. What were the causes of this
broken peace?

Although intemmational or transnational histories, defined as studies that
examine more than one country’s experience with an event, are beginning to
appear with more frequency, on the whole, the scholarship on the latter half
of this war remains divided by region, The studies attempting to answer the
question can be categorized according to perspective; the latter half of the
war in American history and in Vietnamese history.

America’s Vietnam War

Because Tet coincided with the defeat of the Democratic Party in U.S.
elections, any study of the latter half of the Vietnam War in U.S. history
inevitably focuses on Richard M. Nixon’s handling of America’s post-Tet
conflict. Although the Nixon administration inherited a losing war in 1969,
American intervention did not end until 1973, Campaigning on a platform
of “peace with honor,” Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry
A. Kissinger, constructed an international strategy, which included exploit-
ing the Sino-Soviet split, to preserve the government of the RVN, However,
due to the secretive and controversial nature of the Nixon administration’s
policy toward Vietnam, historians remain deeply divided over Nixon and
Kissinger’s war aims and strategy from 1969 to 1973,

In particular, the debate revolves around the failed nature of the 1973
Paris peace agreement, which ended America’s involvement in the war but
gave only temporary relief to the Vietnamese. Three schools of interpretation
have emerged, which can be summarized as the “stab in the back,” “decent
interval,” and “permanent war” theses. The stab-in-the-back thesis was first
articulated by the historical actors themselves, who blamed North Vietnam-
ese intransigence for the prolongation of the talks and, more important,
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congressional obstruction for rendering the United States unable to enforce
the peace. Nixon and Kissinger claimed that the 1973 agreement was not
perfect but that it did provide for a political solution had North Vietnam not
violated it and had Congress not engaged the president in a constitutional
battle over executive privilege and abuses of power in 1973, This view has
more or less been rejected by most scholars in the field though, as current
debates over the Iraq War indicate, it is alive and well.

The second interpretation, best represented in Jeffrey Kimball's Nixon’s
Vietnam War, posits that Nixon and Kissinger aimed only for a “decent
interval” between American withdrawal and the fall of South Vietnam.
Kimball argues that Nixon and Kissinger needlessly prolonged the war by
implementing a strategy that they thought could win the war initially but
instead, the strategy ended up losing the peace.’ He argues that the “Nix-
inger” strategy, a combination of superpower diplomacy, aimed at cajoling
and coercing Beijing and Moscow to put pressure on Hanoi, and “mad-
man” bombing, targeted at intimidating and punishing Hanoi militarily, did
not gamer any substantive concessions for the United States at the nego-
tiation table nor did it destroy the enemy’s military capabilities. Far from
negotiating a peace that would be sustainable, Washington knew by at least
December 1970 that its ally would inevitably lose to the communists on the
battlefield.”® In other words, the agreement constituted a “fig leal” which the
United States used to exit Vietnam,"

The most recent interpretation, that of “permanent war,” suggests that
Nixon and Kissinger knew full well that they had negotiated a ceasefire
that would immediately be violated. By negotiating a faulty peace, Nixon
had hoped to retum with B-32s to punish Hanoi for its transgression, but
Watergate squashed Nixon’s chances to indefinitely prolong America’s
air war in Indochina.’? Larry Berman’s persuasive argument, supported by
newly declassified documents from the Nixon Preject as well as from first-
hand interviews with former South Vietnamese officials, presents a more
nefarious picture of Nixon’s intentions regarding Vietnam and the price that
he was willing to pay to prevent North Vietnamese victory. Aiming for an
indefinite stalemate, Nixon was willing to use American airpower to prop
up the Saigon government.

Vietnamese War: Cuoc Khang Chien Chong Can Thiep
My/Chien Tranh Viet Nam

The menoglottalism of most U.S.-based scholars has resulted in the neglect
of North and South Vietnam’s war efforts while scholars in area studies
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have opted not to devote much attention to the Second Indochina War,"?
Thus, the post-Tet war in Vietnamese histories that analyze the diplomatic
sphere of the war in any depth is dominated by official histories, mem-
oirs, and studies written by former participants in the war. Regarding the
DRV/PRG war effort, state control over historical scholarship has resulted
in studies that concentrate on the unilaterally successful and farsighted
nature of communist diplomacy during the American War. The Vietnam
Workers™ Party (VWP) led the revolutionary forces and the people to vic-
tory over a neoimperialist power and its puppet regime. On the other side,
the diasporic studies of the vanquished Republic of Vietnam emphasize
American betrayal in the peace process. South Vietnamese leaders rarely
take credit—or responsibility—for the war, the peace, and ultimately, the
country, Agency, then, is a key issue in Vietnamese diplomatic histories,
although the treatment of the issue differs greatly depending on which side
of the 17th Parallel the author locates her- or himself.

Vietnamese communist foreign policy during the conflict remains
an understudied aspect of the war, since the Ministry of Foreign Alfairs
(MOFA) archives are closed to virtually all foreign scholars and to the vast
majority of native historians.” Luu Van Loi and Nguyen Vu Anh’s Le Duc
Tho—Kissinger Negotiations in Faris stands as an exception; the Hanoi pub-
lication includes transcripts of the secret talks between the United States and
North Vietnam from the Vietnamese MOFA archives since the authors were
participants in the negotiations and are now official historians.” Although
the communist strategy of * ‘simultaneous talk and fight” led eventually to
the signing of the 1973 Paris agreement on the cessation of war and restora-
tion of peace in Vietnam,” Luu and Nguyen claim that “how Vietnam did it
in fact was unknown.”® By advancing the diplomatic struggle to the same
level as the military and political struggles following the failure of the Tet
Olfensive to incite a general uprising, the authors assert that the North Viet-
namese undertook a fexible position during the secret peace talks because
they viewed the negotiated settlement as only a step toward the ultimate
goal; reunification.”” Regarding southern communist diplomacy, the former
chief delegate for the PRG at the Paris negotiations and later vice president
of Vietnam, Nguyen Thi Binh, contributed an essay along with other par-
ticipants from the PRG who were present in Paris. Entitled The NLF-PRG
at the Paris Corference on Vietnam (Recollections), the volume commemo-
rated the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the National Liberation
Front (NLF) in December 2000.® All of the essays, especially Madame
Binh’s, address the success of Ho Chi Minh, the party, and southem revolu-
tionaries in mobilizing the powerful force of world opinion for their cause
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at Paris. In pushing forward the diplomatic struggle, the essays present a
seamless alliance between northern and southern revolutionaries, who were
working together for the common cause of defeating the United States/RVIN
forces and liberating the country.”

Although materials on the Republic of Vietnam are easier to access for
Western scholars, there have not been many studies devoted solely to the
RVN under the Nguyen Van Thieu administration,® As a result, Saigon’s
diplomatic struggle is left to the purview of former officials who have writ-
ten memoirs based on their lives and careers. The dominant theme that runs
through these memoirs revolves around U.S. betrayal of South Vietnam,*
Saigon leaders felt completely shut out of the negotiation process since first,
they were not privy to the secret talks between Kissinger and Le Duc Tho,
and second, Kissinger purposely failed to submit Saigon’s objections during
his private meetings.? The resultant Paris agreement that ended American
involvement in the war and provided for a ceasefire for the Indochinese was
largely crafted without South Vietnamese input. After the 1973 peace agree-
ment, first Nixon and later Gerald Ford failed to deliver on private com-
mitments made to South Vietnamese leaders, which included continuing
high levels of military and economic aid and possible reintervention in the
Vietnamese conflict, Nguyen Tien Hung and Jerrold Schecter’s The Palace
File includes personal letters from Nixon and Ford to Thieu that contained
these secret promises and assurances of American commitments, which
were unknown to Congress and were ultimately never carried out.”* Another
common thread that runs through the vast majority of memoirs from former
South Vietnamese officials is the bitter rivalries and contentious nature of
Saigon politics during the war,®* At the time, the internal divisions within
the ruling elite of South Vietnam crippled the war effort and, after the con-
flict, has resulted in shifting blame and finger pointing,?

International Histories

Finally, there are a few studies that focus solely on the peace process
during the Second Indochina War and do so by incorporating the per-
spectives of at least two major parties, the United States and the DRV.%
Gareth Porter's A FPeace Denied: The United States, Vietnam and the
Paris Agreement appeared a few months after the fall of Saigon.” In his
study, Porter argues that the Vietnamese communist strategy of talking
while fighting (dam va danh) was more successful than the U.S. strat-
egy during negotiations. Porter challenges the belief held at the time that
Linebacker II, the bombing campaign leading up to the final round of
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negotiations, was successful, arguing that intemational and domestic
outcry over the Christmas bombings forced Nixon to end the campaign
and did not win him any concessions in Paris. Allen Goodman, in his
work The Lost Peace: America’s Search for a Negotiated Settlement cf
the Vietnam War, argues that Hanoi viewed America’s offer to negotiate
as a sign of weakness. According to Goodman, the United States and the
DRYV approached the negotiation process differently: the United States
saw the negotiations as a process of compromise leading to a settlement,
whereas the DRV saw negotiations as a process of war, a means to an end
that had never Auctuated since the outset of hostilities. However, Good-
man also argues that Hanoi’s agreement to enter into peace talks in 1968
was detrimental to its overall war effort since it allowed the United States
to drag the conflict out for another four years.® Finally, Pierre Asselin’s
study A Birter Peace is really the first generation of new international
histories that integrates American and North Vietnamese strategies in the
negotiation process.® Using declassified documents in Washington and
Hanoi, Asselin argues for the primacy of the diplomatic sphere of the
war, In this view, the 1973 agreement was decided at the negotiating table
rather than on the battlefield. In the end, Asselin argues that it was due
to a “combination of domestic constraints and military difficulties that
caused the White House and the VWP politburo to accept a negotiated
settlement in January 1973 and to do so against the misgivings of the
GVN [Government of Vietnam] and the PRG."*

There is now a critical mass of studies on the Second Indochina War
from 1969 to 1973 that would make writing an international history of the
period feasible. The studies on the war in American and Vietnamese histo-
ries provide a sturdy foundation for scholars with the necessary languages.
Presently, there is little dialogue between Americanists and Vietnam studies
scholars regarding the war. However, with the opening of archives and the
availability of documents pertaining to the war from all sides, it is impera-
tive that scholars tear down the historiographical barriers in order to pro-
duce grand syntheses that take into account the perspectives of all sides in
the conflict,

Toward an International History
Although much work has been done on Sino-Soviet-American triangular

relations in the Cold War, until recently little was known about Vietnamese
responses to great-power politics during the Vietnam War, As small powers
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in the Cold War, Hanoi and Saigon were at the mercy of their larger allies
and thus had to employ similar tactics and weapons to maintain autonomy
and to extract maximum aid for their respective war efforts under the cli-
ent-patron relationship. During the latter half of the Second Indochina War,
North and South Vietnam faced the nadir of their relationships with their
larger allies as a result of Nixon’s triangular diplomacy. Neither Hanoi
nor Saigon welcomed Washington’s internationalization of the diplomatic
sphere of the war through détente with the Soviet Union and rapproche-
ment with China and the effect that both developments were perceived to
have on their respective war efforts. Based on archival materials from Viet-
nam, newly declassified materials from the Nixon Preject, and secondary
literature in America and Vietnam, this section explores the DRV’s and the
RVN’s responses to Sino-Soviet-U.S. relations from 1969 to 1973.

Nixon's War: Sowing the Seeds for Infernationalization

Prior to 1969, Nixon and Kissinger separately arrived at the conclusion
that great-power diplomacy afforded the United States bargaining lever-
age in Vietnam. Furthermore, they believed that once they were in office
nothing would prevent them from implementing such an international
strategy. Vowing to end America’s war through peace with honor by
preserving the Saigon government and a noncommunist South Vietnam,
the two men employed realist tactics toward ostensibly idealist ends.
Although much debate exists surrounding the actual intentions of the
president and his national security advisor, the two men were undeni-
ably effective in creating more room to maneuver, given what they inher-
ited from the Johnson administration.? In particular, the comerstone of
their strategy included bringing Soviet and Chinese pressure to bear upon
Hanoi at the negotiating table in Paris.

After Nixon’s inauguration, one of Kissinger’'s first tasks included an
order to key national security agencies to respond to a series of questions
regarding the negotiating environment, the military and political effective-
ness of the South Vietnamese military and government, enemy capabilities,
and U.S. military operations, In addition, the study directive also included
questions regarding the role of Moscow and Beijing in Hanoi’s war effort.
The final result, the National Security Studies Memorandum (NSSM) 1,
compiled in March 1969, revealed general agreement among the different
agencies.” Regarding Hanoi’s allies, NSSM 1 found that neither Beijing nor
Moscow had attempted to exert heavy pressure on Hanoi and were unlikely
to do so for various reasons. For instance, the Central Intelligence Agency
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(CIA) noted that, “in competing for influence, Peking and Moscow tend to
cancel out each other.”* Despite the conclusions reached in NSSM 1, Nixon
and Kissinger proceeded to devise a strategy that ultimately aimed at foster-
ing a competition of sorts between the communist countries for America’s
favor. Essentially, Moscow and Beijing were to demonstrate their desire for
bettering relations with Washington by selling out Hanoi. ™

In early 1969, Nixon and Kissinger resolved to concentrate on one leg
of the triangle. Washington hoped to link U.5.—Soviet talks on strategic
armaments limitations with progress toward an acceptable settlement of the
Vietnamese conflict.” The events that allowed Nixon and Kissinger to use
diplomatic linkage took place not in Southeast Asia but at the Sino-Soviet
border on 2 March 1969. Chinese and Soviet troops clashed on the island of
Zhenbao (Damansky), a territory in the Ussuri River claimed by both sides.
Although China and the Soviet Union had been at odds for nearly ten years,
the skirmishes on the border constituted the frst military clash between the
two nations,” By no means would they be the last, Over the remainder of
the year, in fact, no fewer than 400 clashes occurred between border troops
on both sides of the Sino-Soviet divide.

According to Kissinger's memoirs, the Soviet Union approached
the United States following the exchange of hostilities. Kissinger wrote,
“[Aln emotional Ambassador Dobrynin raised the Ussuri incident with
me. ... When Itried to change the subject by suggesting it was a Sino-Soviet
problem, Dobrynin insisted passionately that China was everybody’s prob-
lem.”* In June, Kissinger met with the Soviet ambassador again in order
to convey America’s position on a variety of issues, including U.5.-Soviet
relations, U.S.—Chinese relations, and the Vietnam War,”® During the meet-
ing, Kissinger acknowledged the positive role that the Soviets had thus far
played in the negotiations at Paris but expressed concern that the Soviets
had not utilized their maximum leverage over the North Vietnamese, espe-
cially since Moscow was, at that point, the main supplier of military and
economic aid to Hanei, Although Kissinger did not take full advantage of
the outbreak of hostilities between the communist countries by reiterating
Washington’s noninterference, he continued to dangle a threat by insisting
that the United States would still seek relations with China. Referring to
the continuing deterioration in Sino-Soviet relations and to the improve-
ment in Soviet-Vietnamese relations, Kissinger suggested that it would
be in Soviet interests to help the United States in Vietnam because ending
the war ran contrary to Chinese interests, According to Anatoly Dobrynin,
Kissinger added in an “ironical” manner that the Soviet Union had taken
over America’s position as China’s “main otject of attacks.” By invoking
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commonalities between the United States and the Soviet Union as super-
power realists and portraying Mao’s China as a nonrational lesser actor,
Kissinger asserted that Nixon would prefer to deal with Moscow,*

Nixon and Kissinger’s China card, however, was more slow to develop.
According to Jeffrey Kimball, Nixon originally aimed to use the threat of
aligning with the Chinese against the Soviets in order to force Moscow
to cooperate on intemnational issues.” Although Nixon had broached the
idea of normalizing relations with China prior to his presidency, once in
office, Nixon moved slowly toward rapprochement given the possible nega-
tive domestic and strategic repercussions of dealing with the radical Asian
power, According to Kissinger’s memoirs, the Nixon administration used
antagonistic rhetoric toward China up to March 1969.% With the Sino-
Soviet clashes on the Ussuri River, however, the opportunity arose for a
shift in U.S. policy toward the PRC, By July, the United States began lift-
ing travel and trade restrictions, ending patrols of the Seventh Fleet in the
Taiwan Straits, and sending, via third parties, diplomatic messages stating
that the United States would not support Moscow’s proposal for a collec-
tive security system in Asia. Concurrently, Beijing’s leaders began to see
the Soviet Union, rather than the United States, as China’s major security
threat. In a 17 September report, the four marshals, Chen Yi, Ye Jianying,
Xu Xianggian, and Nie Rongzhen, proposed that the PRC resume Sino-
American ambassadorial talks in an effort to capitalize on the U.5.—-China
contention against Moscow,”

A Funeral and a Reunion

In 1969, then, the intemational picture was bleak for the Vietnamese com-
munists, On 22 March, as the North Vietnamese and the Americans first
met privately to try to find a diplomatic settlement to the war, Xuan Thuy,
the DRV’s chief delegate at Paris, stated that the United States would
gain nothing from the divisions between the Soviet Union and China
and that, despite the clashes, Moscow and Beijing would continue to aid
Hanoi* Internally, Hanoi was not as confident. According to Hanoi’s
foremost diplomatic historian, Luu Van Loi, the North Vietnamese real-
ized early on that the border skirmishes would lead both Moscow and
Beijing, particularly the latter due to the failure of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, to entertain thoughts of reconciling with the United States to coun-
terbalance the other side.®

In early September 1969, an event brought both despair and hope to
the Vietnamese communists; the death of Ho Chi Minh. On 2 September,
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Ho Chi Minh passed away in the early moming of National Day, the
twenty-fourth anniversary of the founding of the DRV and the August
Revolution of 1945.% Although by the time of his death, Ho Chi Minh
was more or less a figurehead as president of North Vietnam, Bac Ho
(Uncle Ho) still commanded intermational respect as a revolutionary who
had devoted his life to liberating his country from the Japanese, French,
and later the Americans. In addition, he had played a crucial diplo-
matic role that helped North Vietnam to manage a policy of equilibrium
between China and the Soviet Union. Following Ho’s death and the sub-
sequent publication of his testament, Hanoi leaders pressured Moscow
and Beijing to suppress their own interests to honor the wishes of their
legendary comrade:

Being a man who had devoted his whole life to the revolution, the more proud
Tam of the growth of [the] international communist and workers’ movement,
the more pained I am by the current discord among the fraternal Parties.
T hope that our Party will do its best to contribute effectively to the restora-
tion of unity among the fraternal Parties on the basis of Marxism-Lenimsm
and proletarian internatignalism, in a way which conforms to both reason and
sentiment. I am firmly confident that the fraternal Parties and countries will

have to unite again.*

Ho Chi Minh’s posthumous appeal ensured that Moscow and Beijing would
need to avoid any allegation of collaboration with the United States. The
Soviet Union appeared to do a volfe-face while China stopped even its timid
steps toward Washington,®

Not only did Ho’s death bring an abrupt halt to the improvement of rela-
tions between Hanoi’s major allies and the United States, the Vietnamese
leader’s death also brought about an attempt at reconciliation between the
Chinese and Soviets, At his funeral in Hanoi, the North Vietnamese used the
occasion to pressure their allies to reconcile their differences. Consequently,
the Soviets sent a message to the Chinese leaders requesting an end to the
hostilities on the Sino-Soviet border. When he did not receive a response,
Alexei Kosygin retuned to Moscow via Calcutta. While en route, the Soviet
leader received a message from the Chinese proposing a meeting and on
11 September, Zhou Enlai and Kosygin met in the Beijing airport for the
first time since February 1965. The meeting did not result in “the restora-
tion of unity” that Ho Chi Minh had wanted, but it nonetheless revealed the
ongoing political power of the Lao Dong (Vietnam Workers™ Party) in the
communist world,*
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The Ugly Mistress

Meanwhile in Saigon, where Sino-Soviet relations mattered little, RVN
president Nguyen Van Thieu was dealing with his own alliance issues.
After very directly helping Nixon to get elected in 1968, Thieu had
bought some time for Saigon by ensuring a Republican administration
in Washington, but it soon became apparent that de-Americanization was
a (bipartisan) fait accompli.®® In the summer of 1969, when the South
Vietnamese president stopped in Taipei following his Midway meeting
with Nixon, Thieu confided in his good friend Chiang Kai-shek: “You
know when Nixon decides to withdraw, there is nothing I can do about it.
Just as when Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson decided to go in, there
was very little my predecessors had to say about it.”¥ In commiseration,
as a fellow junior ally of the United States, Chiang recalled his own inabil-
ity to resist American pressure to compromise with Mao Zedong, Two
years later, Chiang’s words reverberated in Saigon as Thieu believed that
Sino-American rapprochement would soon force South Vietnam to com-
promise its own chances for survival,

Although Nixon’s intemational strategy to bring the contradictions of the
Cold War to bear upon Vietnam resulted in tentative steps in 1969, the com-
plicated courtship between Washington and Moscow, and to a lesser extent
Beijing, suffered even more setbacks with the regionalization of the Viet-
nam War.”> On 18 March 1970, while Norodom Sihanouk was in Moscow,
there was a coup d’état in Cambodia. Under the more pro-American Lon
Nol regime, the U.5.-ARVN forces were able to launch an invasion in May.
As a result, the PRC could not appear interested in improving relations with
the United States at the risk of offending the Indochinese revolutionary
leaders.*® However, developments in Cambodia only succeeded in slowing
down rapprochement, not reversing it. In October, Beijing began to send
signals to the Americans that it was willing to explore diplomatic possibili-
ties once again.*® As a result, when ARVN forces launched Operation Lam
Son 719 in early 1971, Nixon took measures to protect the tentative steps
Beijing and Washington had made by anmouncing in a news conference that
the offensive in Laos was not directed against communist China,> The PRC
responded accordingly with criticism that was muted compared to Beijing’s
passionate indignation over Cambodia a year before, By spring, Mao’s invi-
tation to the U.S. table tennis team permanently cleared the path for Sino-
American rapprochement.

As the gulf between Beijing and Washington narrowed, the rift between
Washington and Saigon deepened. Following Nixon’s 15 July announcement
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of Kissinger's secret trip to China, Thieu began to doubt his allies.® Accord-
ing to Nguyen Tien Hung, Thieu was highly suspicious of Nixon and Kiss-
inger’s diplomatic strategy to end the Vietnam War: “had Kissinger made
a secret deal with Zhou Enlai? Did he stop in Hanoi before Beijing? What
le would South Vietnam play in America’s new strategy after the normal-
ization of relations with Beijing?"¥ Thieu even told his advisors, “America
has been looking for a better mistress and now Nixon has discovered China.
He does not want to have the old mistress hanging around. Vietnam has
become ugly and old.”*® In other words, since U.S. policy toward Vietnam
had been predicated at least in part on stopping Chinese expansionism, what
would happen to South Vietnam now that China no longer was believed to
be a threat?

In the six months leading up to Nixon’s visit, Saigon leaders tried to
prevent the United States from offering the RVN as a sacrificial lamb to
Sino-American rapprochement. Thieu dispatched his special advisor for
foreign affairs, Nguyen Phu Duc, to meet with various American officials
in order to ascertain a clearer picture of ULS. intentions. According to Duc,
the officials he met insisted that Beijing did not desire increased North
Vietnamese influence in Indochina, yet his report to Thieu still advised
caution.” Duc’s wamning reaffirmed Thieu’s beliel that the communist side
of Indochina, which in his estimation included not only the North Viet-
namese but also the Chinese and Soviet parties, regarded any settlement
short of total conquest as only a “strategic pause.”® Eliciting the opin-
ions of South Vietnamese elected officials, Thieu’s foreign minister, Tran
Van Lam, met with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on 26 August
1971 to discuss Nixon’s upcoming trip to Beijing and its impact on the
RVN.S! The Vietnamese officials raised concerns regarding the lack of a
coherent policy toward Sino-American rapprochement. Compared with the
other Asian nations, including South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, and
Thailand, which responded quickly with new policies, South Vietnam’s
lack of direction, the U.S. senators wamed, placed the RVN in danger of
being left behind in isolation. Particularly since issues between the United
States and the RVN had not been settled regarding a peace initiative, the
senators advised Thieu to address those issues with Nixon before his visit
to Beijing.®

By late 1971, it was too late for Thieu to incorporate the input of his
advisors and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Thieu’s default strat-
egy in dealing with the Americans had been based on extorting as much aid
from Nixon as possible before Kissinger sold him out.** According to the
RVN’s ambassador to the United States, Bui Diem, Thieu consistently sent
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him detailed instructions on how to negotiate with the Americans to get
more aid under Vietnamization but only gave him vague orders on how to
evade American intrusion on South Vietnamese politics.® In his memoirs,
Bui Diem characterized Thieu’s modus operandi in deflecting American
pressure to curb South Vietnamese corruption and to institute political
reforms:

For his part, Thieu never refused anything. His usual way was to agres, acqui-
esce and make promises, then to wait and see what would happen. As long as
he sensed that the American position was not being pressed with great force
or energy, which was the case most of the time, he would procrastinate, wait-
ing for issues to disappear by themselves or to lose their urgency as other,
more demanding matters piled up.™

But by late 1971, Thieu feared that Kissinger’s second trip to China had
already paved the way for the United States to strike a secret deal behind
South Vietnam’s back, making it ever more urgent to procure suffi-
cient funds and equipment for the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces
(RVNAF).** More important for Thieu, his own personal power, which had
been reaffirmed after his victory in the questionable 1971 presidential elec-
tions, was in jeopardy.®” During General Alexander Haig’s visit to Saigon
in the fall, Kissinger’s deputy presented America’s new negotiating posi-
tion, which contained a provision for a new presidential election within
six months of signing a peace treaty and called for Thieu’s resignation
ene month before the intemationally supervised election.® To Thieu, South
Vietnam and Thieu himself had become a tiresome old hag that needed to
be eliminated in order to ensure the success of Nixon’s trip to visit his new
mistress in Beijing,.

The Fine Line berween Friend and Foe

The year 1972 was one of betrayal, battles, bullying, and bombing in the
Vietnam War. For the United States, the year began with historic summits
that marked the triumph of Nixon’s triangular diplomacy in the Cold War
and ended with the infamous bombing campaign that revealed the failure
of Nixon’s international strategy in the Vietnam War. Throughout the year,
the Vietnamese parties found themselves fighting not only each other on the
battlefield but also their allies behind closed doors. Like an intemational
relations soap opera, the line between ally and enemy became completely
and irreversibly blurred.
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Betrayal

As the world rejoiced over the ostensible ratcheting down of Cold War ten-
sions embodied in the upcoming Beijing and Moscow summits, the two
Vietnams braced themselves for betrayal. Although the great powers prom-
ised that they would not “sell out” their allies nor “deal over the heads of
their friends,” neither North or South Vietnam put much stock in American,
Chinese, and Soviet promises.® On 25 January 1972, in preparation for his
visit to Beijing, Nixon announced a comprehensive political and military
peace proposal that furtively dropped the formal demand for the mutual
withdrawal of forces. Thieu had to outwardly support Nixon’s proposal but
was “deeply disturbed” by the shift from mutual to unilateral withdrawal
in a manner described by Thieu’s private secretary and cousin, Hoang Duc
Nhi, as “cavalier,/” Resolving to go along with the United States as long
as Nixon increased the amount of aid to South Vietnam, Thieu sent Nixon
aletter on the eve of the president’s trip to China that, regardless of Thieu’s
resignation or any signed peace agreement, the ability of the RVN to defend
itself was the key to lasting peace in the area, When RVN foreign minister
Tran Van Lam ironically declared, “[W]e fully approve of Mr, Nixon’s trip.
No one can deny that it helped create an atmosphere of eased tensions,” he
did not mean the atmosphere of U,S,-RVN relations,”

For North Vietnam, Chinese and Soviet treachery was equally if not
more problematic than U.S. betrayal of South Vietnam. Throughout 1971,
the VWP politburo tried in vain to dissuade its allies from bettering rela-
tions with the United States and ultimately meeting with the U.S. presi-
dent.”? In October, Chairman Nikolai Podgomy visited Hanoi before the
official announcement of Nixon’s visit to Moscow, After Kissinger’s second
visit to Beijing, Pham Van Dong consented to visit China in November even
though he had rejected an earlier Chinese invitation after Kissinger’s first
visit in July. From 20 to 25 November 1971, the Vietnamese prime minister
failed to persuade Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, just as he had failed to
persuade Soviet leaders, to cancel Nixon’s upcoming visit in 19727 Both
the Chinese and the Soviets refused North Vietnamese requests by claim-
ing that bettering relations with the United States would ultimately help
the Vietnamese cause,™ The U.S, support of Thieu (including supporting
the sham October elections) and vague statements regarding troop with-
drawal (maintaining a residual force)—the very issues that caused Saigon to
doubt Washington—forced Hanoi to conclude that Beijing’s and Moscow’s
activities had not helped Vietnam’s position at all.” In fact, since Chinese
and Soviet policies toward the Vietnamese revolution were dictated by their



COLD WAR CONTRADICTIONS 235

own geostrategic calculations under the veneer of ideological solidarity, the
allies were once again poised to sell out Vietnam’s struggle for their own
ends as they had in 1954 at the Geneva Conference.™

In response to “big power chauvinism,” Hanoi extorted as much military
and economic aid as possible before socialist funds ran out for the Vietnam-
ese cause. Although both communist allies increased weapons shipments,
promised greater economic support and cooperation in technical fields, and
signed more protocols and supplementary aid packages. Hanoi read these
measures as palliatives for détente and rapprochement.” And with good
reason, Until 1972, Beijing and Moscow had struggled for influence with
Hanoi not just out of desire to be at the vanguard of international proletari-
anism but, more important, as a way to gain leverage with the Americans.™
Now, in essence, Moscow and Beijing were doing Nixon’s bidding, at least
from Hanoi’s perspective. Chinese leaders invoked Beijing’s tolerance of
Chiang Kai-shek in Taiwan in order to persuade Hanei to relent on demand-
ing Thiew’s ouster in Saigon. At the same time, Soviet leaders urged Hanoi
to refrain from launching an offensive in 1972 and, instead, to concentrate
on the diplomatic arena.™

Bartles

In addition to demanding more aid and resisting Beijing’s and Moscow’s
advice, VWP leaders resolved to launch what they would call the Nguyen
Hue Offensive in the spring of 19725 On 30 March 1972, an estimated
15,000 People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) troops armed with Soviet tanks
and weaponry crossed the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) in a large-scale
offensive that swept along Route 9 from Khe Sanh to Dong Ha® Although
the official Vietnamese statement at the time (and after) claimed that the
offensive was launched strictly to alter the military balance of power on the
ground, Hanoi timed the offensive to take place between the Beijing summit
(21-28 February) and the Moscow summit (22-30 May).®

Although détente was at risk, Nixon ordered the bombing of the Hanoi
area and the mining of North Vietnamese ports in early May as retaliation
against the communist offensive. However, Linebacker I sent a message not
only to the North Vietnamese to cease its attacks on South Vietnam but also
to the Soviets and Chinese that they needed to place more pressure on the
North Vietnamese to retumn to the negotiating table rather than supply Hanoi
with more tanks,” Moscow’s leaders were divided on whether or not to hold
the summit but ultimately, Leonid Brezhnev and Kosygin chose bettering
Soviet-American relations over demonstrating ideological solidarity. In the
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end, both the Chinese and Soviets issued only diplomatic protests over the
bombing of their ships as a result of Linebacker I and indicated that Ameri-
can attacks should not derail rapprochement or détente.™

Bullying

On 19 May 1972, the Hanoi politburo sent a message to Le Duc Tho in
Paris that “the Soviets desired the upcoming [21 May] meeting so that they
could further pressure us to come to a settlement by using the results of
the meeting to haggle with the US.”® Ag a result, North Vietnamese lead-
ers decided to cancel the meeting with Kissinger, In mid-June, however,
Soviet president Podgomy traveled to Hanoi in order to convince the North
Vietnamese to return to the negotiating table.™ From a letter sent by DRV
foreign minister Nguyen Duy Trinh to Le Duc Tho on 13 June, we know
that Podgomy's appeal fell on deaf ears.” It was only at Washington’s insis-
tence that talks resumed in July.®® Although Washington “blinked” first,
Nixon's triangulation continued to pay dividends.® On 12 July, Zhou Enlai
engaged Le Duc Tho in a long discussion aimed once again at persuad-
ing Hanoi to drop its insistence on Thieu’s ouster. Although Zhou Enlai
resorted to softening Hanoi’s position with Aattery, Le Duc Tho rejected
the Chinese leader’s atternpts to make Thieu more palatable as only one of
three representatives in a coalition government.* However, as the negotiat-
ing record reveals, throughout the summer and fall of 1972, Le Duc Tho
was willing not only to accept Thieu’s participation in a coalition gov-
emment alongside the PRG and third parties, but when Kissinger resisted
the idea of a coalition government, the North Vietnamese leader conceded
and accepted a looser body called the Committee of National Reconcilia-
tion. By October 1972, when Kissinger overreached and thought he could
produce a settlement before the elections, it can be argued that the North
Vietnamese succumbed more to Soviet and Chinese diplomatic weight
than to American military pressure.

Bombing

Although it is hard to discemn which Vietnamese party held Kissinger in
greater contempt and disdain, Thieu’s handwritten notes from his 22 Octo-
ber meeting with Nixon’s ambitious “errand boy” tentatively point toward
South Vietnam.” One week before the U.S, presidential elections, Kissinger,
who wanted to secure his place with Nixon and in history, flew to Saigon
from Paris in order to seal the deal. However, Thieu used the remaining
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weapon in his arsenal: he refused to go along with U.S, demands. After
delaying Kissinger for two days in order to study the draft agreement, Thieu
began their meeting by saying. “I have a right to expect that the U.S. has
connived with the Soviets and China to sell out South Vietnam."* Kis-
singer, who did not possess a high regard for the South Vietnamese president,
responded:

I admire the courage and hercism which have characterized your speech.
However, as an American I can only deeply resent your suggestion that we
have connived with the Sgviets and Chinese. How can you conceive this [to
be] possible when the President on May § [Linebacker I] risked his whole
political future to come to your assistance?”

Looking at Thieu’s frantically scribbled notes, we can see that the South
Vietnamese leader was furious over America’s “surrender or humiliation”
tactic, which was satisfying the “invader” by withdrawing troops and giv-
ing the NLF a position in the coalition, During the course of the meeting,
it became apparent to Thieu that the RVN's concems were never raised by
Kissinger during the secret talks. Thieu listed three main issues; the contin-
ued presence of North Vietnamese troops in the South, the National Council
for Reconciliation and Concord (NCRC) as a decoy for a coalition govern-
ment, and the impossibility of establishing the DMZ as a secure border. In
a rare glimpse of small-power subversion in the making, the final section of
Thieu’s notes includes detailed plans on how to outmaneuver Kissinger and
kill his draft agreement through a major press campaign.® In other words,
South Vietnam would use the public media and target international opinion
in order to wage a battle of wills against its ally, the United States.

When the October draft agreement failed to pass through both South
Vietnamese parties and the peace talks broke down again in November, a
reelected Nixon threatened the North Vietnamese with “disastrous conse-
quences” if they did not negotiate and threatened the South Vietnamese with
a unilateral deal with Hanoi if they did not cooperate.” Neither Vietnam-
ese party capitulated® On 14 December, Nixon ordered a resumption of
the bombing, and on 18 December, Linebacker I, otherwise known as the
Christmas bombings, began. During the twelve-day campaign, 3,420 sorties
carpet-bombed mainly the Hanoi-Hai Phong area, inflicting severe dam-
age to North Vietnam both in physical and psychological terms. Although
the Chinese and Soviets issued strong condemnations of the fercest bomb-
ing campaign in the Second Indochina War, both allies again exerted pres-
sure on Hanoi to settle with the Americans.” The VWP, however, did not
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have to be coerced into showing “Rexibility” and approaching negotiations
“seriously.” On & January 1973, talks between Le Duc Tho and Kissinger
resumed, Thieu, on the other hand, encouraged by Nixon’s bombing, con-
tinued to hold out for PAVN withdrawals and other significant changes to
the agreement, But, upon the very real threat of the immediate cutoff of U.S,
aid, the South Vietnamese president finally relented on 21 January, On 23
January 1973, after a tumultuous year, the Paris Agreement on Ending the
War and Restoring Peace managed to end the American phase of the warbut
gave little respite for the Vietnamese.

Conclusion

Although the Vietnam War stayed within the military demarcations of
Indochina, the diplomatic theater of the war transcended local and regional
boundaries to occupy the international level. As a result, a history of the
war during the peried of peace negotiations must take into account the
global dimensions of the conflict, particularly the diplomatic struggles of
the major parties involved in the war and their perspectives on the interna-
tional battleground. In turn, an intermational history such as the one above
may provide some tentative answers to the questions posed at the outset of
this essay.

The internationalization of the war in the aftermath of the Tet Offensive
and the initiation of negotiations had three major consequences: it pitted
small-power diplomacy against great-power politics; it radically changed
the nature of the alliances in the Cold War; and it ultimately doomed a
viable peace. First, the emergence of détente with the Soviet Union and
rapprochement with the PRC affected the diplomacy of the Vietnam War by
carving a niche for small-power diplomacy to influence Cold War balance-
of-power politics. Although Nixon intended to use great-power diplomacy
for American ends in the Vietnam War, Hanoi and Saigon were able to
obstruct and thwart superpower manipulation. Nonetheless, Nixon’s trian-
gular diplomacy radically changed the relationships between the great pow-
ers and their Vietnamese clients—the United States and the RVN, on the
one hand, and the Soviet Union, China, and the DRV, on the other. The line
between friend and foe became irrevocably blurred. The North Vietnamese
feared the results of Nixon’s triangular offensive on their war effort and
rightly so: Beijing and Moscow did place pressure on Hanoi to come to a
negotiated settlement, albeit not enough to content Nixon. The South Viet-
namese, once they realized that Sino-American rapprochement sounded the
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final death knell of the U.5.-RVN alliance, dug in their heels and waged
a battle of wills against the United States. Surprisingly, then, the DRV
and the RVN faced similar predicaments in the post-Tet war as a result of
Nixon’s triangular diplomacy. Finally, Sino-American rapprochement and
the improvement in Soviet-American relations that paralleled it accelerated
the negotiations process but ultimately doomed a viable peace. A real and
sustainable agreement had no chance when viewed from the perspectives of
the junior partners in the Cold War; neither the North nor the South Viet-
namese wanted to see a peace defined by their larger allies,
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with an hongrable American withdrawal from Vietnam with the Taiwan issue and PRC
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“HELP US TELL THE TRUTH
ABOUT VIETNAM”

POW/MIA Politics and the End
«f the American War

MICHAEL J. ALLEN

On 27 November 1965, the National Liberation Front (NLF) announced the
release of Sergeants George Smith and Claude McClure in “response to the
friendly sentiments of the American people against the war in South Vietnam,”
specifically the March on Washington for Peace in Vietnam to take place later
that day. “With [the] sympathy and support of all strata of American people
and progressive people the world over,” NLF chair Nguyen Huu Tho pro-
claimed in the radio announcement of their release, “we are sure to realize our
just goal and win complete victory.” With high hopes for the “brilliant success™
of the March for Peace, Tho sent Smith and McClure across the border and
into Cambeodia, ending their two-year ordeal as prisoners of war, Upon reach-
ing the capital city of Phnom Penh, the returmees were greeted by a cable from
the antiwar group Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), telling them that
“millions of Americans support you. Help us tell the truth about Vietnam,”

“Iwant to tell people the truth about Vietnam,” echoed Smith at the pair’s
first press conference three days later. Asked, “how will you do that?” he
replied, “I will join the peace movement.” I didn’t have any idea what
the peace movement really was,” he later admitted, “but they had some-
how influenced my release, so they sure as hell weren’t the bad guys.” Nei-
ther, he and McClure made clear, were their former captors. “The Vietcong
treated us very well.” McClure insisted, before adding, “[T]he United States
has nothing to gain from the war in Vietnam,” Smith agreed, “I have known
both sides, and the war in Vietnam is of no interest to the United States.”
Military officials dismissed their words as evidence of “brainwashing” and
soon released them with less-than-honorable general discharges. Freed from
military censors, Smith continued to speak out against the war until the last
Americans left Saigon in 19752
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This episode fits poorly within the existing literature on the Vietnam
wars, and not at all within scholarship on American prisoners of war, which
has long viewed the “POW/MIA issue” as a propaganda tool of President
Richard Nixon. Since H. Bruce Franklin’s book, M.LA.; or, Mythinaking in
America, initially published in 1992, first argued that “the fate of American
prisoners did not become a major public issue until the spring of 1969,”
when “the incoming Nixon administration” made them “an indispensable
device for continuing the war,” scholars have placed American POWs and
those who cared about them on Nixon’s right wing. Neil Sheehan distilled
Franklin’s thesis to its essence in a 1993 piece for the New Yorker. “To
buy time and divert attention from the fact that instead of ending the war
he was trying to win it,” Sheehan wrote, “Nixon launched a campaign to
focus public hatred on the Vietnamese for holding American prisoners.”
In the years since, this analysis has dominated scholarship on POWs and
MIAs and been widely adopted by historians of the war’s final phase, Ger-
ald Nicosia's adaptation for his 2001 history of the veterans” movement is
typical. “For the past two years, Nixon had been exploiting the heart-tug-
ging potential of the POWs and MIAs as a rationale for prolonging the
war,” Nicosia reported. “As a negotiating strategy,” Jeffrey Kimball wrote in
his 1998 Nixon's Vietnam War, this emphasis on POWs “would ultimately
backfire” by giving the enemy a valuable bargaining chip, “but as a public
relations strategy, the POW campaign was ultimately successful, for the
demand for a quick release of POWs deflected attention from the real pur-
poses of Nixon’s strategy while creating ‘deep emotional support” for the
war.” According to the another survey of the war, “Hanoi’s treatment of
U.S. prisoners of war became Nixon’s trump card in the domestic political
debate over Vietnam.”

This interpretation has predominated because it offers a persuasive
answer to the central question of the war’s last years; why did Americans
keep fighting after the 1968 Tet Offensive, when an ever-growing majority
of the public and an impressive array of political and cultural leaders con-
sidered the war to be a grievous mistake? They were misled, the received
narrative tells us, fooled into fighting for prisoners who could only retumn
when the war ended and for thousands more of the missing dead. Dele-
gitimating the phenomenon it seeks to explain, this analysis has the added
benefit of confirming post-Watergate antipathy toward Nixon while reliev-
ing the American public and Vietnamese officials of real responsibility for
the war’s continuation,

So long as the focus is on Nixon and his supporters, this answer works
reasonably well, The archives make abundantly clear how hard Nixon and
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his staff worked to mislead everyome on virtually every matter of public
interest, including POWs and MIAs, Yet, however accurately the exist-
ing scholarship describes Nixon’s machinations, it cannot explain or even
accommodate the release of Smith and McClure, nor the fact that Viet-
namese communists, American peace activists, and outspoken POWs used
American captivity to seek an end to the war, not its continuation, years
before Nixon took office. Nor can it account for the dozens of other POWs
released by the Vietnamese before the general prisoner exchange in 1973,
over half of whom were freed before Nixon’s inauguration, often directly
into the hands of peace activists.* Its disregard for local and international
actors with diverse, often competing agendas leads to an unnecessarily
cramped view of POW/MIA politics and its contested role in ending the
American War,

As the release of Smith and McClure suggests, Nixon was hardly alone
in his attempts to use POWs and MIAs to sway public opinion. Vietnamese
communists, antiwar activists, POW and MIA families, and POWs them-
selves publicized the plight of American prisoners before Nixon, and they
redoubled their efforts once he entered the fray. Their motives varied and
changed over time, but many who engaged in POW/MIA politics did so to
end the war and to mitigate its violence, Throughout the conflict, critics of
American involvement in Vietnam used the imprisonment of POWs and
the uncertainty surrounding MIAs, along with the anguish of their families,
to press for the only thing that could end their suffering—American with-
drawal. Rather than manufacture public concermn for POWs, Nixon sought to
thwart an ongoing campaign initiated elsewhere, which was using that con-
cern to end the war. His intervention muddied the politics and diplomacy of
the POW/MIA issue, but it did not unite Americans behind his continuation
of the war, Quite the contrary, it generated mounting pressure to trade with-
drawal for the returm of American POWs. Such pressure did not end the war,
but it did constrain Nixon’s options and revealed deep disillusionment with
the war among its presumed supporters.

“The Obvious Solution to the POW Problem
Is to End the War”

Twenty-five years before Richard Nixon became president, during the Sec-
ond World War, the League for the Independence of Vietnam, or the Viet
Minh, rescued an American pilot shot down by Japanese forces over North
Vietnam and retumed him to U.S. authorities in southern China in hopes of
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winning their support for Vietnamese independence. Pham Van Dong com-
memorated the event in a special edition of Vietnam Independence, which
featured an eight-panel illustration with the message “whoever saves Amer-
ican pilots will be generously rewarded by the Viet Minh.” The dramatic
play Rescue cf American Pilofs spread the news throughout the region, as
the Viet Minh “sought to mobilize the population in support of its foreign
initiatives,”* It was the first act of POW/MIA politics in the Vietnam wars,

Adecade later, with the United States heavily invested in France’s doomed
effort to retain possession of Indochina, Privates Doyle Morgan and Leon-
ard Sroveck and Airmen Ciro Salas, Giacomo Appice, and Jerry Schuller
became the first American prisoners of Vietnamese communists, Captured
in June 1954, the five men spent ten weeks in Viet Minh custody, Upon
their release, the Viet Minh broadcast their confession. “Since our capture
we slowly came to realize American intervention in the Indochina war was
against peoples fighting resolutely for independence,” the men professed in
language suspiciously Rorid for American GlIs. “Had we realized the truth
beforehand, we would not have agreed to come to this country.”® Their repu-
diation of the war was the first of many such statements American POWs
would make—voluntarily and involuntarily—over the next two decades.

As these episodes make clear, the leaders of the Vietnamese Communist
Party practiced POW/MIA politics long before Nixon, Once its victims—
Ho Chi Minh, Pham Van Dong, Vo Nguyen Giap, Truong Chinh, and Le
Duc Tho were all held in colonial prisons in the 1930s—they became its
masters as the escalation of U.S, forces in Vietnam led to a growing num-
ber of Americans in Vietnamese hands,” Three dozen Americans had been
captured in Vietnam and Laos by the end of 1964, 83 more were captured in
1965, 106 in 1966, 189 in 1967, 162 in 1968, and 205 more by war’s end.F
As their numbers grew, their captors gained a potent public relations tool
that they put to use quickly, frequently, and in sometimes brutal fashion,

In June 1963, South Vietnamese guerrillas announced the execution of
Sergeant Harold Bennett in response to the South Vietnamese government”’s
public execution of the communist saboteur Tran Van Dong. Three months
later, NLF radio announced the deaths of Captain Humbert Versace and
Sergeant Kenneth Roraback “in retaliation for the murder of three patri-
ots in Danang” by the Saigon regime. Subsequent testimony suggests that
these men were killed for insubordination or died from the hardships of
war, but by linking their fates to Saigon’s executions, the NLF politicized
their deaths and pressed the United States to put a stop to its client state’s
worst excesses.” Alarmed, U.S. officials halted Saigon’s public killings and
called on the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to condemn
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such acts, which it did in October 1965, condemning the use of prisoners as
“otjects of retaliation.” Rather than take sides, though, the ICRC urged “all
authorities involved in an armed confict” to abide by the Geneva Conven-
tion, which granted prisoners of the Saigon govemment the same protec-
tions against “violence to life and person” that it afforded Americans. '

Having halted the public executions, the NLF may have hoped to off-
set the resultant adverse publicity with the November release of Smith
and McClure. Its 1965 vacillation may also reflect uncertainty over how
to respond to the rapid influx of American combat forces.! Just as likely,
the NLF made a virtue of necessity in releasing Smith and McClure. Due
to the clandestine nature of its operations and constant American bombard-
ment, the NLF had difficulty keeping prisoners concealed and alive, not
to mention preventing their escape. Twenty percent of POWs in the South
died, compared to 5 percent in the North, and 10 percent escaped. It is
possible that Bennett, Versace, and Roraback were not executed at all, but
succumbed after suffering abuse for their vocal support of the American
invasion,"” With Smith and McClure ready to express opposition to the war,
it made sense to release them in hopes of achieving a propaganda victory
rather than watch them die or escape.

In the North, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) similarly
used POWs to pressure U.S. policy makers. North Vietnam captured its
first American on 5 August 1964 when Lieutenant Everett Alvarez was shot
down while participating in Gulf of Tonkin reprisal attacks. From that day
forward, the DRV would capture more Americans than the NLF, since the
airmen shot down over North Vietnam were harder for U.S. forces to rescue
than were lost or wounded foot soldiers in the South. And since its prisoners
were aviators engaged in what DRV officials deemed to be an illegal war of
aggression, North Vietnamese authorities threatened to prosecute them for
war crimes. The DRV had signed the Geneva Convention in 1957 with the
express reservation that it did not extend to “prisoners of war prosecuted for
and convicted of war crimes.” In early 1966, its Ministry of Foreign Alffairs
made the case against the Americans with a seventy-seven-page dossier
entitled US War Crimes in North Vietnam,”

The State Department was sufficiently concerned by this develop-
ment that it created the Interdepartmental Prisoner of War Committee and
assigned Averell Harriman “supervision of Department actions concem-
ing prisoners held by both sides in the conflict in Viet-Nam.”® But neither
President Lyndon Johnson nor his senior advisors were dissuaded from
waging war on North Vietnam, which promised more POWs and further
diplomatic wrangling over their fate. When Johnson attacked oil depots near
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Hanoi and Haiphong in June 1966, DRV officials retaliated by marching
American POWs through the streets of Hanoi, where they were mobbed by
crowds chanting “death to you who have massacred our dear ones.”"® Since
many of these men later reported that Vietnamese soldiers had saved them
from angry mobs when they were shot down, the march seemed intended
to threaten Americans in Washington more than those in Hanoi. No doubt,
it was also meant to appease an angry population suffering under Ameri-
can bombs. The Narion dismissed it as “a standard technique of govem-
ments which are impotent to protect their people from air attacks,” while
the National Review concurred that the communists hoped to tum the POWs
“into a special psywar weapons system” that could shield Hanoi from bom-
bardment and aid in the “general world campaign to picture the U.S. as the
blood-dripping aggressor,”!®

Still, if intelligent observers doubted that North Vietnam would carry
out its threats, the performance and subsequent publication of war crimes
charges in the Hanoi newspaper Nian Dan rattled Washington. Harriman
embarked on “a major diplomatic campaign to wam the DRV of the inad-
visability of holding war crimes trials,” asking the Soviet Union, Poland,
India, Sweden, and the Vatican to intercede. Meanwhile, at the adminis-
tration’s behest, eighteen senators who had criticized the war, including
William Fulbright, Eugene McCarthy, and George McGovern, released a
statement advising North Vietnam to “refrain from any act of vengeance
against American airmen” lest it incite “public demand for retaliation
swift and sure, inflicting new levels of suffering and sorrow.” The Senate
Armed Services Committee chair, Richard Russell, vowed “the application
of power that will make a desert of their country” should the Vietnamese
execute more POWs. And UN secretary-general U Thant, Pope Paul VI,
and Dr. Benjamin Spock spoke out against the plan. Johnson capped off
this Aurry of activity with a press conference where he promised to “react
accordingly” should American prisoners be tried and convicted.”

By the time Johnson held his press conference, President Ho Chi Minh
had begun to back away from the idea of prosecuting American POWs. On
the same day that Johnson held his news conference, Ho replied to expres-
sions of concern from the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy
and from socialist Norman Thomas, co-organizers of the November 1965
March for Peace, by cabling them that “the policy of the Government with
regard to the enemies captured in war is a humanitarian policy.”’® Four days
later, Ho abruptly informed CBS News that there was “no trial in view,””®

Harriman’s special assistant, Frank Sieverts, who would go on to become
the only high-ranking official to handle POW matters in both the Johnson
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and Nixon administrations, cited this crisis as “an earlier example of how it
was possible to use what I guess nowadays is called ‘public diplomacy’ to
accomplish a goal” on behalf of POWs.?® From his unique institutional van-
tage point, Sieverts saw more continuity than difference between this little-
known episode and Nixon’s vaunted POW campaign. Much like Nixon,
Johnson used the threat to POWSs to compel critics and opponents to close
ranks behind his leadership without altering the policies that imperiled them
in any fundamental way. Bat unlike Nixon, Johnson sensed the risks of
POW politics and diplomacy. For a president unable to win the war and
unwilling to end it, the passions that POWSs inspired posed problems. With-
out hope of bringing them home, Johnson had little to gain and much to lose
by focusing on POWSs, so he avoided discussing them whenever possible
and encouraged others to do the same.

But ignoring the POWs proved impossible because they swayed pub-
lic opinion in such powerful ways. The Narion observed this phenomenon
when it noted that those like Richard Russell behaved “as if they wanted
the men to be put to death, so that their hawkish passions would be justi-
fled.”® In the POWs, the war’s supporters found a cause that could inspire
Americans to pursue victory, or vengeance, at all costs. Conversely, for the
antiwar movement, the POWs might dissuade Americans from continuing a
war with such unforeseen and unending costs. The war’s advocates always
minimized the war’s costs in favor of the dire consequences they predicted
would follow defeat, But the plight of the POWs illustrated the war’s toll
in ways that Americans found difficult to minimize or ignore. By speaking
out against the war that caused their captivity, its opponents could question
its value while shielding themselves against charges of being un-American.
Above all, though, Vietnamese communists focused attention on American
POWs. Unlike Johnson, Nixon, the Congress, or the American people, they
controlled the fate of these men. In a kind of good cop/bad cop routine, they
alternately threatened and absolved POWs to tum public opinion against
U.S. foreign policy.

The early release of cooperative POWSs like Smith and McClure to anti-
war activists was a key part of that strategy. After Ho rescinded the threat
of war crimes trials, the DRV and the NLF regularly released Americans
to foster good will and encourage negotiations. In February 1967, the NLF
placed Sergeant Sammie Womack and Private Charles Crafts on a civil-
ian bus to freedom.? In November, it released Sergeants Edward Johnson,
Daniel Pitzer, and James Jackson, Jr., to SDS leader Tom Hayden, And in
January 1968, it released Private Luis Ortiz-Rivera and Lance Corporal Jose
Agosto-Santos in return for six communist prisoners. At the same time,
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the DRV invited David Dellinger of the National Mobilization Committee
to End the War in Vietnam, popularly known as “the Mobe,” to Hanoi to
receive the first POWs released from the North. Dellinger asked antiwar
activists Daniel Berrigan and Howard Zinn to go in his place, and in the
midst of the Tet Offensive, they took custody of Major Norris Overly, Cap-
tain Jon Black, and Lieutenant David Matheny, Such rapid-fire releases on
the eve of the offensive has invited speculation that they were intended as
“diversions or propaganda enhancements” to maximize its effect,”

Whether or not this is true, the early releases clearly marked a determi-
nation to insert POWs into intemational debate on the war. The releases
only intensified as that debate reached its climax. In August 1968, the DRV
released Majors James Low and Fred Thompson and Captain Joe Carpenter
to the pacifist American Friends Service Committee,® After Nixon's elec-
tion, the NLF released eleven captives in December and fifteen more in
early 1969 to induce the United States to negotiate over POWs as a means
of gaining diplomatic recognition. And in August 1969, the DRV released
Seaman Douglas Hegdahl, Lieutenant Robert Frishman, and Captain Wes-
ley Rumble to the Mobe’s Rennie Davis.”

In a 1966 conversation at Hoa Lo prison, the Marxist intellectual Nguyen
Khac Vien told Commander James Stockdale that he and his fellow POWs
would be used to end the war, leaving Stockdale convinced that “we were
a major factor in the strategy of the Vietnamese. We would be, sort of, a
branch of the American antiwar movement,”® Indeed, a small “peace com-
mittee” formed among Americans inside North Vietnamese prisons, and a
number of those granted early release spoke favorably of their captors.® Not
all of those released denounced the war, however, and many who did so later
recanted, but those who acknowledged U.S. aggression were more likely to
be released than those who refused, and enlisted men and racial minorities
in the South were favored over the predominately white officers and avia-
tors in the North,?® In this way, the communists did what they could to rein-
force the propaganda that invariably accompanied early releases in party
newspapers and radio broadcasts. And by releasing many of these men to
antiwar activists, the DRV and the NLF enlisted their support in sending a
message to the American people.

Prisoner releases communicated that the enemy could give Americans
something they dearly wanted in retumn for U.S, withdrawal. They implied
that the only thing standing in the way of a general prisoner release and an
end to the war was U.S. government intransigence, Robert Sheer, who par-
ticipated in the August 1968 handover, argued that “those who are working
for peace have better success in negotiating than the State Department and
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the Pentagon, and that is obviously because the Government is not willing
to make concessions.”® “The obvious solution to the POW problem is to
end the war,” the Joe Hill Collective argued in an antiwar pamphlet.® Until
that happened, Senator McGovemn told delegates to the Paris talks in 1971,
POW releases “unquestionably strengthened the efforts of those of us in this
country who are working for a complete U.S, withdrawal "

As McGovern’s crushing electoral defeat in the 1972 presidential elec-
tion made clear, POW propaganda was not an unalloyed benefit for the anti-
war Left. The heavy-handedness of POW propaganda, involving prisoners
in coercive press conferences and parades and making them props for visit-
ing peace delegations, outraged many Americans and made pariahs of most
who participated in such spectacles. American POWSs resulted from combat,
and the political and diplomatic purposes that the release of POWs served
were more combative and less humanitarian than the peace movement was
willing to admit. POW propaganda was meant not just to win friends but
to demoralize foes—in Vietnam, the United States, and the wider world.
Nhan Dan instructed its readers to make every effort to capture American
pilots since “to lose one of these ‘precious sons’” created “anxiety over
losing someone whose worth cannot be calculated in terms of money, such
as military secrets which he possesses and the loss of morale by his friends
over his disappearance.”*

But if the effect of POW propaganda on Americans was complicated,
what is clear is that the communists were the first to politicize American
POWs. Subsequent steps on the part of the U.S. government and POW/MIA
activists were responses to Vietnamese actions. Americans responded in
part because they worried about the well-being of American POWs and
deemed it inhumane to enlist them in enemy propaganda. But they also
reacted because POW propaganda made clear the enemy’s determination
to control the war and dictate the peace despite American military might.
“We were always working under the assumption that if you just kept hitting
the enemy hard enough he would quit,” General Douglas Kinnard later con-
fessed, “but the assumption was totally wrong. The enemy was not going to
quit, no matter how good our statistics looked. ... While we had the power,
it tumed out they had the will.”** They also had the prisoners; the capture,
coercion, conversion, and politicization of American soldiers and airmen
was one clear sign that the enemy was stronger than imagined. In capturing
and releasing American prisoners, the Vietnamese demonstrated not just
their humanity and generosity but their willpower and determination. Any-
thing that heightened concem for POWSs, including early release, strength-
ened those who alone had the power to release them,
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This 1967 North Vietnamese postage stamp illustrates
what Tom Engelhardt has called an “iconography of
triumph,” which made American POWs submitting to i
Vietnamese guards representative of ultimate Vietnamese STRARRG
victory.

“Help Us with the Anti-Propaganda Campaign against
Hanoi’s Propaganda Campaign”

Richard Nixon tried to defy this calculus with his “Go Public” campaign,
which began in May 1969 when Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird called
a press conference to complain that, although “the North Vietnamese have
claimed that they are treating our men humanely.” there was “clear evidence
that this is not the case.” *The North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong have never
identified the names of all the U.S, prisoners whom they hold,” Laird insisted,
nor had they complied with other requirements of the Geneva Convention.
He concluded with a call for “the prompt release of all American prisoners,”
which was soon a staple of U.S. rhetoric at the Paris peace talks.™
Publicizing the plight of American POWs represented one of many
attempts on the part of the incoming administration to seize the initiative
in Vietnam and regain the moral high ground from the war’s critics, In
countless bull sessions with his staff and in compulsive notes to himself,
Nixon adopted the word “go” as his mantra in the summer of 1969, order-
ing himself to “go for broke...get going, take risks, be exciting....Now
is the time to go."* His obsessive pursuit of the “big play” led him to “go
public” on the abuse of American prisoners in order to throw his opponents
on the defensive. But, as happened so often in his presidency, Nixon’s killer
instincts played into his enemies’ hands. As an American staffer at the Paris
peace talks told the Senate Select Committee on POW/MIA Affairs years
later, the Vietnamese fought the war “like jujitsu, where you use the supe-
rior power of the enemy to force him to tumble over himself. You let him
lunge at you then you just trip him.”* In that sense, seizing on the POW/



“HELP US TELL THE TRUTH ABOUT VIETNAM™ 261

MIA issue was less a shrewd gambit, as some would have it, than another
desperate lunge that would, like all of the others, result in a further loss of
leverage and control.

Nothing was more important to the Go Public campaign than the emer-
gence of POW and MIA families in public discourse on the war. The attrac-
tive, articulate, highly sympathetic wives and mothers of the career officers
who made up the bulk of the POW/MIA population became an outspoken
presence in the war’s final phase, “exerting political influence far out of
proportion to [their] small number.”*” Since most of these women—fathers
were discouraged from playing an active part—supported Nixon’s public
relations push, at least at the start, administration critics at the time and
since attributed their mobilization to his administration, Laird and his assis-
tant secretary of defense for public affairs, Richard Capen, laid the basis
for this view by taking credit for bringing the families “together for the first
time” through a series of nationwide briefings in the summer of 1969. “A
conscious decision was made by me,” Laird boasted, “that we go forward
and make the whele question of prisoners of war held by North Vietnam
[into] a public matter.”*®

Yet, what became the National League of Families of American Prison-
ers and Missing in Southeast Asia had begun to take shape in 1966, well
before Nixon and Laird, when Sybil Stockdale, wife of James Stockdale,
contacted other POW wives in the San Diego area to share information and
support. Because many of the war’s prisoners were aviators based out of
San Diego’s naval and marine bases, potential recruits were close at hand,
By 1967, she had organized thirty-three women into what one early member
called a “sorority.”*

As the wives of military officers, these women shared social networks
that reinforced their geographic proximity. They attended the same func-
tions, served on the same boards, shopped in the same stores, sent their chil-
dren to the same schools, shared the same news, and were tightly integrated
into military life, When their husbands disappeared over North Vietnam,
Stockdale and her cohort found themselves isolated and adrift. As walk-
ing reminders of war’s risks, they soon leamed that “other squadron wives
don’t feel comfortable with us around.”* Stripped of their place in the mili-
tary they called home, they sought community in each other, In San Diego,
Virginia Beach, Omaha, and other pockets of military aviation across the
country, they formed new bonds within but distinct from their old world.#

“The last generation of hat-and-glove military wives,” these women
hardly seemed likely to engage in political activism.* Yet most were well
educated, well connected, and well versed in military politics. They knew
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or soon leamed how to pressure the Pentagon into providing them with ser-
vices and information. Here too, Stockdale was extraordinary and instruc-
tive. A woman of prodigious talent and energy, she had eamed a master’s
degree from Stanford University in 1959 while having two children (and
two more later) and worked as a full-time teacher once her youngest son
started school, While working and raising four boys by herself, she also
found time to organize the National League of Families, engage in wartime
espionage, and lobby national leaders.

In 1966, Stockdale permitted military authorities to transform her cor-
respondence with her husband into a covert communications channel using
invisible inks, allowing Jim to report on conditions inside North Vietnamese
prisons without drawing the ire of Vietnamese censors. His letters to her,
which she shared with defense officials, made her keenly aware of the hard-
ships POWs faced.” Until 1969, the prisoners were routinely tortured to
extract intelligence and to provide propaganda.* Stockdale’s awareness of
Jim’s suffering imparted an urgency to her efforts that government officials
seldom shared and gave her leverage to make demands on them, including
a private luncheon with Chief of Naval Operations admiral Thomas Moorer
in August 1967, “For the first time I had focused the attention of Jim’s lead-
ers more clearly on his dire situation,” she exulted after their meeting.* But
when he and others around President Johnson proved less responsive than
she hoped, she tock steps to have them replaced.

Stockdale’s frustration led her to intervene in the 1968 presidential elec-
tion. Following the prisoner release in August of that year, she complained
to Harriman about North Vietnam’s use of such acts for propaganda and
was outraged when he said that the release was “a gesture of good will” that
he hoped would lead to “further releases.” Knowing her husband was being
tortured to denounce the war, it angered her that the enemy rewarded those
who did so. Desirous of a more hard-line approach, she gave an interview
to the San Diego Union in October in hopes of swaying voters in Nixon’s
favor. Though ostensibly nonpartisan, she expressed impatience at the war’s
lack of progress and, in the interview’s most striking passage, appealed to
UL.S. officials to “help us with the anti-propaganda campaign against Hanoi’s
propaganda campaign,”*

When Nixon prevailed, Stockdale called on all of her contacts, includ-
ing assistance from California governor Ronald Reagan, to generate 2,000
telegrams to the new president on his first day in office, urging him to make
POWSs a top priority. He replied to each one, and so began his bid to tum
American POWSs to his advantage.” Some POW/MIA families later claimed
that their early efforts convinced the incoming administration that “they’d
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best facilitate and try to work with the families lest it get completely out of
control.”™® This overstates the case. Instead of fearing the nascent League of
Families, Nixon's staff recognized it as a potential ally that could help him
to seize control of an issue that had been dominated by his enemies, Joseph
Lelyveld's 1971 assessment for the New York Times Magazine strikes the
right balance: “the Administration did not start—and probably could not
have prevented—the campaign by the [POW] wives.. .but there is no doubt
that it helped orchestrate their efforts.”® Ag Lelyveld and those who fol-
lowed him made clear, the Nixon administration did all it could to foster a
larger, more militant league, beginning with a twenty-city tour by the State
Department and the Department of Defense that briefed 1,400 POW and
MIA relatives in the summer of 1969, knitting together Stockdale’s San
Diego group and a similar Virginia Beach group with POW/MIA families
across the country,®

Yet despite the league’s growth, and the ambitions of its administration
allies, the July 1969 announcement that Hanoi would release three more
Americans to antiwar activists showed how little Nixon’s election had
changed things: the war continued unabated and U.S. prisoners remained
in Vietnamese hands, “We have no alternative if we want our men back,”
Undersecretary of State Elliot Richardson told Vice President Spiro Agnew
when he complained about the arrangement. To okject would cause “fruit-
less public controversy.” Agnew admitted that “humanitarian consider-
ations probably outweigh the obvious propaganda advantages conceded to
the enemy,” but feared that such acts “undermine confidence in the strength
and will of the government and people of the United States.””!

As the massive Vietnam Moratorium scheduled for mid-October and the
Mobilization against the War to follow in mid-November threatened to fur-
ther undermine that confidence through the largest antiwar demonstrations
in American history, Nixon ordered his staff to “do somerhing.** Casting
about for a counteroffensive, the White House announced that Nixon would
address the nation on 3 November. On that evening, he offered no new
diplomatic or military initiatives. Instead, he called to life “the great silent
majority.” Describing a conflict between a “vocal minority” and a “silent
majority,” Nixon recast the war as a struggle between Americans, “North
Vietnam cannot defeat or humiliate the United States,” he insisted. “only
Americans can do that.” By erasing the Vietnamese from his equation and
reframing the war in terms of political speech, he encouraged Americans to
fight each other. “It was a speech that seemed to be designed not to persuade
the opposition but to overwhelm it,” James Reston wrote in his analysis for
the New York Times, “and the chances are that this will merely divide and
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polarize the debaters in the United States, without bringing the enemy into
serious negotiations.”

While Nixon applauded tacitum Americans, he knew that “in a war of
words, a ‘silent majority,” no matter how large, would be ineffective.”* In
the months before the speech, his staff had searched for a way to make it
“the occasion for the birth of a movement.” They wanted to “give ordinary
people who need to expend energy on ‘helping to end the war’ something
to be for”"; something “simple and reasonable and something everyone can
understand”; “something to do,” like “join a committee,” “sign a petition,”
“hold a rally,” “march in a parade,” or “picket the UN.”* “We need bumper
stickers,” declared White House aide Lyn Nofziger.’

POWs were the obvious choice. An estimated 50 million POW/MIA
bumper stickers were sold in the next four years as were 135 million POW/
MIA stamps.” Unlike the president, the POWs and their families had “the
sympathy of just about everybody these days.” as an aide put it in October
1969, and Nixon was eager to enlist them in his silent majority.”® By associ-
ating himself with their cause, he would rally voters to his side and margin-
alize the antiwar movement. “We all know that there is disagreement in this
country about the war in Vietnam,” he admitted at a White House meeting
with POW wives and mothers in December, but ““on this issue, the treatment
of prisoners of war, there can be and there should be no disagreement.”*

“Hanoi May Use Prisoners...to Squeeze
a Timetable Out of Us”

So long as Go Public was limited to expressions of concern for POWs and
their families, Americans were united and eager to take part. The millions of
POW/MIA bumper stickers and ID bracelets they purchased, the countless
petitions they signed and letters they wrote, the rallies they attended, and the
packages and denations they sent in support of POWs showed their concern,
Nixon often used these expressions as evidence of the silent majority’s size
and support. But sympathy for POWs and their families did not translate
into universal support for Nixon or the war, as the massive fall demonstra-
tions against the war and its steadily declining support in the polls made
clear, When Nixon tried to equate the two, he encountered resistance from
the Vietnamese, the antiwar movement, and, eventually, some POW/MIA
families.

In word and deed, the Vietnamese were quick to respond to Nixon’s
Go Public campaign. “The U.S. govemment is using the ‘prisoner of war
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issue,”” DRV premier Pham Van Dong wrote to Senator William Fulbright
in late 1970, “to cover up its odious crimes against the Vietnamese people,
its war acts against the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam, and its schemes
to prolong and extend the war of aggression.”®® Well before then, Dong
and his southern compatriots had sought to counter Nixon's schemes with
another round of early releases. To show support for the moratorium and the
Mobe, the DRV had freed Hegdahl, Frishman, and Rumble in August, while
the NLF released Private Jessie Harris in October, then Private First Class
James Strickland, Private Coy Tinsley, and Specialist 4 Willie Watkins in
November, and finally Warrant Officer Michael Peterson and Sergeant Ver-
non Shepard in December.® The rapid-fire releases bolstered the fall dem-
onstrations and undermined administration rhetoric, as when Strickland,
Tinsley, and Watkins praised their former captors and questioned the war
from the front page of the Chicago Tribune on the same day that Nixon’s
ally H. Ross Perot placed a full-page advertisement entitled “United We
Stand; The Majority Speals” inside the newspaper.*

Likewise, the antiwar movement frustrated official efforts to equate
support for POWs with support for the war, Days after the “silent major-
ity” speech, Rennie Davis and David Dellinger produced the first list of
Americans in North Vietnam, courtesy of the North Vietnamese delegation
to the Paris talks.* Two weeks later, Dellinger provided a more extensive
list of 59 prisoners, including 5 men previously listed as MIA, Together
with antiwar activist Cora Weiss, he formed the Committee of Liaison with
Families of Servicemen Detained in North Vietnam (COLIAFAM) in Janu-
ary 1970, thereby institutionalizing the antiwar presence in POW politics. It
soon demonstrated results, including an updated list of 156 POWs in Janu-
ary, followed by a more complete list of 335 names in April, and it tripled
the volume of prisoner mail in 1970 over its 1969 level.® Until war’s end,
COLIAFAM traveled to Hanoi on a monthly basis to deliver and retrieve
prisoner mail.** By acting as a courier, it helped North Vietnam to bypass
official channels and direct its POW propaganda directly at the American
people. As it passed mail and information to POW families, the press, and
the public, COLIAFAM reminded them that “the safe return of U.S, ser-
vicemen...can only come with a decision on the part of the U.S. govern-
ment to completely withdraw from Vietnam, ™

The logic of this message was readily apparent to most observers, irre-
spective of their views on the war. Even for Nixon’s supporters, it made
more sense than the president’s plan to “get this issue separated out and
progress made on it prior to the time that we reach a complete settlement of
the war.”®” When he told POW/MIA wives and mothers that “he would try
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to separate the prisoner issue from the war” at their December 1969 White
House meeting, Sybil Stockdale recalled thinking, “[T]hat didn’t make any
sense to me. How could you separate one from the other when one was an
integral part of the other?”®® Those less inclined to give him the benefit of
the doubt suspected that Nixon was only seeking a diversion to prolong the
war, Their suspicions were confirmed in February 1971 when he vowed;
“as long as the North Vietnamese have any Americans as prisoners of war,
there will be Americans in South Vietnam and enough Americans to give
them an incentive to release the prisoners.”® This Catch-22 was a formula
for endless war. “As long as there is one American being held prisoner by
North Vietnam,” Nixon told the Los Angeles Times in April, “we are going
to retain that force,” adding, “I think it will work in the end.”"™®

He was wrong; his attempt to prolong the war indefinitely failed. By
making POWSs the rationale for war, Nixon only increased their value and
raised more pressing questions as to why he did not withdraw in order to
win their retun. His adversaries capitalized on the faulty logic of his posi-
tion by offering POWs in exchange for peace. Frank Sieverts at the State
Department had wamed in June 1970, “Hanoi may use prisoners explicitly
to try to squeeze a timetable out of us,” but by then the administration was
too heavily invested to avoid the trap it had set for itsell.” The trap was
sprung in September when Madame Nguyen Thi Binh of the Provisional
Revolutionary Government offered to “engage at once in discussions™ con-
ceming the release of POWs in retumn for complete U.S. withdrawal from
Vietnam by 30 June 1971.7 For the rest of the war, Binh and her DRV
counterparts, Le Duc Tho and Xuan Thuy, used the groundswell of support
for American POWs to make their case. In a July 1971 interview, Tho told
the New York Times that “all American prisoners may promptly retum to
their homes” with the “withdrawal of all American forces from Vietnam.””
Outplayed, Henry Kissinger seethed “we will not settle the war just for pris-
oners” at their next secret meeting.™ But he could hardly say this publicly,
nor expose the DRV’s private demands that Nixon oust President Nguyen
Van Thieu in Saigon, without exposing Nixon's own priorities.” Unwill-
ing to admit that they valued Thieu’s survival over the retum of American
prisoners, administration officials could only complain, as Agnew did, that
“North Vietnam thinks that by holding our men hostages, they can compel
the President to cave in to their demands—demands for a United States
pullout, abandonment of the present elected govemment of South Vietnam,
an end to all U.S, military activity,”™

Most Americans no longer saw an alternative to this outcome. A May
1971 Harris poll found that 60 percent of Americans favored withdrawal
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from Vietnam even if it meant the collapse of the Saigon government. A
growing number of POW/MIA families shared this view. In March, MIA
wife Mrs. Tom Beyer told the president that she was “fed up (to say the
least) with the way the Missing and Prisoner of War situation is being han-
dled. Anyone in their right mind knows that the only way the prisoners
will be released is when there is a complete withdrawal of our troops from
Southeast Asia,"” She was not alone, In April, 123 dissidents calling them-
selves POW/MIA Families for Immediate Release placed an ad in the Wash-
ington Post demanding a timetable for withdrawal.”™® By October, the group
had 350 members, despite the Pentagon’s refusal to mail its membership
materials to POW/MIA families, something it did routinely for the National
League of Families.™ Shortly thereafter, a larger, more conservative family
group called the Ad Hoc Committee for POWs and MIAs placed another ad
in the Post, which called on Nixon to announce his intention to remove all
U.S. forces from Vietnam within 150 days of the communists’ agreement
to repatriate American POWs,™ “It shook me up when the administration
made it appear we were [in Vietnam] because of the POWs,” MIA wife Mrs,
Randolph Ford told a reporter. “Iresent using the POWSs as an excuse to stay
in Vietnam,”* The national coordinator for POW/MIA Families for Imme-
diate Release, POW wife Alice Cronin, urged “all Congressmen to support
the POWs by voting to cut off funds for the war, contingent enly on guaran-
tee of the safety of withdrawing troops and release of the prisoners.”®

Though the leaders of the National League of Families steadfastly
opposed such a plan, dissenting families were a powerful voice for peace
in the war’s final years. After hearing POW wife Mary Anne Fuller call
for “total withdrawal,” Representative Charles Bennett, “by conviction a
Hawk,” told Nixon, “we have now gone 5o far in the direction of ending
our participation in the war that it makes more sense to me to remove our-
selves entirely as promptly as we can from South Vietnam in a way in which
we can secure the prisoners of war”® Such conversions led Republican
National Committee chair Bob Dole, himself an early supporter of the Go
Public campaign, to reverse himself on the importance of POWs. “We don’t
want to get out just for the prisoners,” he told reporters in 1971, “They’re
very important, but they represent less than one half of one percent of the
Americans who've died in South Vietnam,”™

Dole’s backtracking illustrates how badly the Nixon administration was
outmaneu vered on the POW/MIA issue. The plight of the POWs and MIAs
it had worked so hard to publicize only added to the list of reasons to end
the war, What’s more, it strengthened the bargaining position of those who
held them captive and highlighted the activities of those in the antiwar



268 War's End and Endless Wars

movement working to bring them home. If Go Public began a counteroffen-
sive to POW/MIA initiatives already under way from those quarters, enlist-
ing millions of Americans in POW/MIA politics who otherwise might not
have participated, there is little evidence to suggest that support for POWs
translated into renewed support for the war, aside from the unsubstantiated
claims of the Nixon administration.

“All Our Sons in Vietnam Are POWs”

American POWs dominated political discourse and public diplomacy on the
war after 1968, “The wounded, the dying, and the dead went virtually unno-
ticed,” Jonathan Schell wrote in his 1973 instant history of the Nixon presi-
dency, “as attention was focused on the prisoners of war.” “Following the
President’s lead,” Schell continued, “people began to speak as though the
North Vietnamese had kidnapped four hundred Americans and the United
States had gone to war to retrieve them.” “They became the objects of a
virtual cult, and many people were persuaded that the United States was
fighting to get its prisoners back.”®

Such Nixon-centric analysis has long dominated scholarship on the
POW/MIA issue, just as Nixon has dominated scholarship on the war’s end,
But Nixon’s was not the only voice in POW/MIA politics. “All kinds of
people have been trying to justify their causes in the name of the POW fami-
lies.” one POW wife complained.®™ “Our husbands were used to fight the
war, and we have been used as a reason to keep fighting,” another echoed.,
“Now we are being used as a reason to get out of the war, but the men are
still there.”™ Captive to a war without end, these men and their families
became stand-ins for the countless Americans who had lost faith in the war
but could not escape it. “The truth of the matter is that all our sons in Viet-
nam are POWs,” one POW mother wrote to Another Mother for Peace. “We
cannot for one moment forget the danger and deprivation which the rest of
our 337,900 sons in Vietnam face daily,”™

The Vietnamese who fought the Americans made sure not to let them
forget. Alternately threatening and releasing POWs, they did all they could
to keep them in the public eye. They did so well before Nixon got involved
and continued to do so until the war’s end. Their initiatives have gone largely
unrecognized in part because vital evidence was unavailable for research
until the Senate Select Committee on POW/MIA Affairs ordered “the most
rapid and comprehensive declassification of materials on a single sutject
in American history” during its 1991-1993 tenure.” National security files
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released at the Gerald Ford Presidential Library in 2000 and from the Nixon
Presidential Materials Collection in 2005, along with official histories from
the late 1990s shed additional light on the subject, while Vietnamese records
from the Paris peace talks appeared in English translation in 1996, giving
historians access to evidence of POW diplomacy from the other side.®®

Yet new evidence has been slow to prompt a reappraisal of POW/MIA
politics. Since the late 1990s, Jeffrey Kimball and Larry Berman have
penned damning accounts of Nixon’s handling of the war that, among
other things, detail intense diplomatic wrangling over POWs. Those details
suggest greater Vietnamese agency than previously recognized. But nei-
ther historian emphasizes this revision nor explores its implications, in part
because new evidence of Vietnamese maneuvers pales next to fresh evidence
of Nixon’s misdeeds, which consume most of their attention. Their books
indicate that evidentiary advances may only reinforce scholars’ preoccupa-
tion with Nixon by offering an inexhaustible record of his abuses of power.
Both are so intent on exposing Nixon’s plots, tricks, and schemes that they
reinforce his reputation as a conniving genius who single-handedly gave
rise to POW/MIA politics and used it to dominate his enemies.

Even those who reject the narcissism of the “silent majority” speech—
that North Vietnam did not defeat the United States because only Ameri-
cans could do that—have eagerly engaged in the intemecine war of words
it inspired. Faced with the national revanchism and historical revisionism
that began with Nixon’s election and intensified after he left office, schol-
ars have identified the still-ubiquitous POW/MIA issue as an ideological
weapon in an ongoing war of ideas. “America’s vision of the war was being
transformed,” Franklin tells us, as real images of the war’s horrors were
“replaced by simulated images of American POWS5s in the savage hands of
Asian Communists.” Such subrogation not only prolonged the war, accord-
ing to this view, it also gave rise to the narratives of American victimiza-
tion that now dominate public memory. Those writing in opposition to such
trends have been disinclined to revisit an interpretation that neatly reveals
the issue’s reactionary roots, especially when the archives offer abundant
new evidence of Nixon’s manipulation with every declassification.

The idea that Vietnamese communists and U.S. antiwar activists
played leading parts in POW/MIA politics complicates a received nar-
rative that presents these groups as victims of Nixon’s wars. Some may
feel that such an analysis ignores power imbalances that make Nixon’s
actions more significant than those of his opponents, But if we take local
and transnational perspectives seriously, we must acknowledge that grass-
roots and international actors had the power to thwart U.S. policy makers.
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“Because his opposition was so fierce and effective and dedicated,” Nixon’s
chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, later lamented, “Nixon felt that we had to be
fiercer, more effective, and more dedicated. . . Inevitably, this effort became
unbalanced itself. We pushed too hard and overplayed our hand. Part of this
was due to our ineptitude compared to the skill of the opposition.”* Histo-
rians need not accept the Nixon administration’s self-pitying paranoia to
take Haldeman’s point. Nixon could no more control the fate of American
POWs than he could dictate the war’s outcome, To understand the vital role
the former played in the latter, we must confront a complicated history in
which Vietnamese were both victors and victims, and Americans paid a
heavy price for their own aggression.

In a sense, the massive outpouring of public concemn for POWs and
MIAs in the war’s last years represented the final repudiation of the war in
Vietnam. A war that was entered into, explained, justified, measured, and
contested with arguments of Byzantine complexity had been reduced, in the
end, to a hostage negotiation, and all that still mattered was getting the pris-
oners home. The suffering of POWs supplemented rather than supplanted
other negative images of the war, dramatizing the way it endangered all it
touched. The thought of American POWs and their families suffering so
much for so long for 50 little purpose resonated with war-weary Americans
who themselves felt captive to the war. The playing of POW/MIA politics
was hardly Nixon’s trump card in his bid to proleng the war, If anything,
participation in POW/MIA politics convinced the no-longer-silent majority
that the war in Vietnam was not worth the price; there were more pressing
enemies to fight at home.
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OFFICIAL HISTORY, REVISIONIST
HISTORY, AND WILD HISTORY

DAVID W. P. ELLIOTT

In the course of many years of research and writing on the Vietnam War, 1
have become increasingly aware of the pitfalls of writing a “winner’s his-
tory” that mainly examines the actions of the victors of a conflict. Most of
the writings on the Vietnam War have examined in detail the plans, strate-
gies, motivations, and perceptions of the revolutionary side of the conflict.!
This chapter does not address in detail the related but separate question of
American centered histories of the war (which privilege a “loser’s” per-
spective) but concentrates on the way the Vietnamese dimension of the
“Vietnam War” is depicted by foreigners writing on the war and the way
Vietnamese sources on the war have been employed by them. We should
also take note of recent attempts in American scholarship to portray the
US eifort in Vietnam as a “should-have-been” victory in which the war
was fundamentally won before political factors tumed success into failure,
which has produced a kind of hypothetical or fictional “winner’s history”
that reduces the importance of taking the revolutionary side and its own
accounts of the war seriously.

The focus on the revolutionary side is critically important, but in the
process of redressing the American-centered portrayal of the war, we must
be careful to avoid an equally imbalanced focus on the “other side’s” depic-
tion of this complex historical period. Winner’s history is “official history,”
a long-standing tradition in both the Chinese and Vietnamese cultures that
translates political power into control over the interpretation of past events.
At the same time, in the face of postmodemist challenges to what once
seemed like a very clear historical outcome after a long period of revolution
and external intervention, we might do well to remind ourselves that, com-
plex as it is, the twentieth-century history of Vietnam does have discernible
contours,

This chapter is about the main challenges to the official history of the
revolution: revisionist history and “wild history,” Revisionist history as
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a generic term simply means a challenge to whatever is the current ortho-
doxy in the interpretation of historical eras and events. In the American
context, the phrase was popularized by a group of scholars critical of the
mainstream view of the Cold War as a reluctant response by a funda-
mentally reactive and defensive United States to a communist plan for
global domination, Many revisionists were among the first to criticize
American aims and objectives in Vietnam, and their criticisms were often
accompanied by a more nuanced or even sympathetic portrayal of the
revolutionary side (Hanoi and the National Liberation Front). Since that
time, the revisionists have themselves been “revised,” and the term has
lost its clear point of reference. In this context, I use “revisionist” to refer
to the post—Cold War generation of scholars who have taken the first gen-
eration of revisionists to task and asserted that the American intervention
in Vietnam was justified—even if it ultimately failed. Some of the more
recent revisionists even argue that the apparent triumph of the revolu-
tionary side in 1975 was, in the final analysis, illusory. I have argued
that the victory of the revolution was attained at a very high price and
that the dislocations of the war led to serious unintended consequences
to the victors. But the events of 1975 did produce clear winners and los-
ers—a point which many of the new revisionists are unwilling or unable
to fully explain.?

Wild history (a traditional Chinese and Vietnamese term for informal
or unofficial history) is an approach to historical understanding that does
not easily fall within the revisionist-counterrevisionist cycle. In terms of
sources and motives, it is the opposite of official history and refers to
unsanctioned, informal, bottom-up perspectives that subvert or (perhaps
even more important) ignore the official version of events produced by
the controlling authority, It can refer not only to the sources used by
the historian (not from official archives or “authorized” interpreters of
events) but also to the impressions and “gut feelings™ that lie barely
submerged beneath the surface authority of the historian’s documen-
tation, replete with footnotes and the conventional scholarly apparatus
of research, Wild history has been employed to deconstruct such key
concepts as Vietnamese nationalism—and even the idea of a “Vietnam-
ese” identity, In this essay, I suggest that a variant of wild history—my
own experiences and impressions while conducting a more formal and
structured inquiry into the Vietnamese revolution—can also serve to
cast some light on the more conventional story of Vietnam in the mid-
twentieth century,
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The perils of subjectivity inherent in relying on personal impressions
should caution us against elevating this variant of wild history to a privileged
position, however, Scholars of great eminence, such as Comell’s Keith Tay-
lor, have arrived at conclusions about the Vietnam War significantly differ-
ent from those that I offer here, also based in part on personal experience.?
Taylor has provided a useful definition of what I will call the “corollaries”
of the “Vietnam confict era conventional wisdom” (defined below), In his
personal reflection on the Vietnam War, Taylor outlined “three axioms in
the dominant interpretation of the U.5.—Vietnam War that were established
by the antiwar movement during the late 1960s and subsequently taken up
by teachers at most schools and universities as the basis for explaining the
war," These axioms, examined later in this chapter, deal with the legitimacy
of the Saigon government and the U.S. intervention in Vietnam, and the
inevitability of victory by the revolutionary side. Later in this essay, I will
briefly relate some of my own personal experiences in wartime Vietnam,
which led me to accept the axioms that Taylor has challenged, despite my
initial support for the war.

The Vietnamese Perspective

Clearly, the winner’s history perspective is an essential part of the story we
are examining. Much of the writing on the Vietnam War has focused mainly
on the American perspective. Indeed, the *“Vietnam War” has come to mean
what Americans did in Vietnam (or even at home in the United States) and
what was done to them. Robert McMahon has observed that the writing
on the war is “overwhelmingly produced by Americans, asking American-
oriented questions and seeking answers in documents produced by other
Americans.”? George Herring, who has written one of the standard histo-
ries of the Vietnam War, chided a colleague for writing yet another Ameri-
can-centric history of the war in which the more deeply America becomes
involved, the more the Vietnamese recede into the background, becoming
shadowy figures whose actions remain obscure. He adds:

Like most American writing on Vietnam [this book]...does not fully bridge
the chasm of ignorance that separated us from our Vietnamese allies and
enemies at the time. Our inability as a nation to make this cultural leap is of
more than academic importance. There is little indication in recent political
debates on possible American intervention in the world that we have learned



280 War's End and Endless Wars

an essential lesson of Vietnam: the need to understand and respect the history,
cultural, and local dynamics of places where we contemplate involvement.®

Ronald Spector takes yet another recent work on the Vietnam War to task
for its “ethnocentrism™ and the “assumption of American omnipotence” and
for ignoring the “ideas, plans and actions of the Vietnamese.” In short,
Americans will never learn the elusive lessons of Vietnam by looking only
in the mirror.

One example of the importance of taking the revolutionary perspective
seriously is the belated discovery by Robert McNamara that one of the
incidents that prompted the full intervention of the United States into the
Vietnam War—the attack on an airfield in Central Vietnam—did not mean
what he and other American officials assumed at the time. McNamara
writes that, in February 1965, “there was little doubt in Washington that
Hanoi had ordered the attack in Pleiku specifically to send a signal of its
own to the United States while the Bundy team [national security advisor
McGeorge Bundy] was visiting Saigon.” In Washington’s view, the inci-
dent meant that “Hanoi did indeed ‘seek a wider war’ via attacks such as
were carried out at Pleiku.” At a conference in Hanoi long after the end of
the war, however, McNamara discovered that the Pleiku attack was ordered
by local revolutionary commanders “who had no idea that Bundy was in
Saigon or that [Soviet premier Alexei] Kosygin was in Hanoi. .. [and] were
unaware that U.S. personnel were present at the time ¢f the attack! In other
words, the Pleiku attack was not targeted at Americans, was not ordered
by Hanoi, and was not designed by Hanoi to send a signal of any kind to
anybody.”®

The Vietnamese have an evocative term for attributing one’s own preju-
dices to others, suy bung ta ra bung nguoi (to project our own thoughts
and motives onto others). As the coauthors of McNamara’s book Argument
without End conclude;

It appears that the U.S. decisionmakers running the air war from the White
House—including President Johnson, who was centrally involved—came to
believe that the NLF's war on the ground was being run with the same degree
¢f derailed conro! from the leadership headquarters in Hanoi. It was not.
Thus, strictly speaking, Pleiku and Qui Nhon [another NLF attack that fol-
lowed the one on Pleiku] did not pull the “trigger” that initiated the American
war, Washington pulled the trigger itselfF—it took the momentous step, based
on a misunderstanding of NLF command and control procedures, thinking
that their counterparts in Hanoi had afready done so.?
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McNamara and other leading officials of the Kennedy-Johnson era later
ruefully confessed that they had not understood the mindset of their oppo-
nents. Listing the “lessons of Vietnam™ in his 1995 book, In Refrospect,
McNamara writes;

We misjudged then—as we have since the geopolitical intentions of our
adversaries. ... We viewed the people and leaders of South Vietnam in terms
of gur gwn experience. We saw in them a thirst for—and a determination to
fight for—freedom and democracy. We totally misjudged the political forces
within the country. We underestimated the power of nationalism to motivate
a people (in this case the North Vietnamese and Vietcong) to fight and die
for their beliefs and values—and we continue to do so today in many parts
of the world.™

Maxwell Taylor, once John F, Kennedy’s chief military advisor on Vietnam
and then ambassador in 1964-1965, added:

First, we didn’t know ourselves. We thought we were going into angther
Korean War, but this was a different country. Secondly, we didn’t know our
South Vietnamese allies. We never understood them, ... and we knew even
less about North Vietnam. ... S0, until we know the enemy and know our
allies and know ourselves, we'd better keep out of this dirty kind of
business."

It is noteworthy that McNamara and Taylor came to embrace some of the
views of the antiwar critics—which ultimately became the “Vietnam con-
fict era conventional wisdom™ among scholars and specialists on Vietnam.
Of course, some important points are glossed over in the McNamara-Taylor
refections. It wasn’t just that the U.S. decision makers didn’t know either
their allies or their opponents. Fundamentally, the “best and the brightest,”
as David Halberstam labeled the Vietnam War advisors of Kennedy and
Johnson, thought that the Vietnamese were irrelevant to the big picture in
which they had placed Vietnam. The United States, having already been
complicit in the overthrow of Ngo Dinh Diem, an ally of nine years” stand-
ing, thought 50 little of its nominal host, the government of the Republic of
South Vietnam, that it did not even bother to inform its own ally that America
would escalate the war and send in combat troops. “They are landing on the
beaches right now, They are already ashore,” exclaimed the astonished Pre-
mier Phan Huy Quat as the marines disembarked on the beaches of Danang
in March 1965," What is even more remarkable is that a recent generation
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of scholars is engaged in debunking the Vietnam conflict era conventional
wisdom that McNamara and Taylor eventually came to embrace.

Thus, there is some value in revisiting the Vietnam conflict era conven-
tional wisdom. But instead of concentrating on the official history of the
revolution and on accounts of the obvious strategic tuming points of the war,
such as the launching of the insurgency in 1959-1960 and the Tet Offensive
in 1968, I would like to urge consideration of a few somewhat neglected
issues: the extent to which socioeconomic change from 1963 to early 19635,
prior to the major U.S, military intervention, may have influenced both the
outcome and the aftermath of the conflict, and the question of what was
actually happening in Vietnam in the latter years of the war (1970-1971),
which some recent revisionist historians have alleged was the point at which
the South Vietnamese government had essentially won the war.

Temporal Perspectives and Patterns of Causation

The “Vietnamese perspective” deals with the definition of the subject of
analysis and the point of view of the analyst. The temporal dimension of
events is equally important and problematic, Periodization, the attempt to
identify distinctive historical eras or segments of time, may be likened to
organizing chapters of a book, each of which contains a distinctive portion
of the larger story. As I will argue below, the main pitfall in dividing history
into temporal segments lies in treating the larger story as a seamless narra-
tive, with a clear beginning, a middle, and a conclusion that follows inevi-
tably from the earlier chapters of the story, S0 we must be careful not to let
the end of the story dictate our analysis and determine how we structure and
present the earlier chapters of the narrative.

A related point is how we link the parts or chapters of the story and
imply a cause-and-effect relationship between earlier and later events. An
example is the pattern of causality asserted by the Cold War conventional
wisdom: an aggressive Soviet Union provoked a reluctant response from
an otherwise passive United States. The protorevisionist argument was that
the United States also contributed to the escalation of the Cold War and
that the pattem was not simply Soviet provocation and American response.
Similar issues are involved in the various generations of revisionist inter-
pretations of the Vietnam War. The original orthodoxy was the official U.S.
position that the war was initiated by “aggression from North Vietnam,”
Soon, a first-generation or protorevisionist interpretation challenged this by
emphasizing American intervention in Vietnam’s politics and the southem
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origing of the insurgency. Later generations of scholars have, in turn, ques-
tioned this interpretation.

In this section, I will examine not the origins of the insurgency, but the
escalation of 1963-1964 that led to full-scale U.S. military intervention.
Though my research generally supports the first-generation revisionist
emphasis on the southern origins of the insurgency and Hanoi’s reluctance
to launch a conflict in 1959-1960, it also suggests that Hanoi contributed
to the American escalation of 1964-1965 by a crucial decision made in
December 1963.

In assessing how approaches to periodization and the analysis of causa-
tion affect our understanding of the Vietnam War, we might consider the
following;

1. Historians need to compensate for the loss of eyewitness and par-
ticipant accounts. This inevitably results in less original research and
more focus on reinterpretation and recycling of existing evidence
rather than attempting to dig deeper into what actually happened dur-
ing the war, There is thus a built-in bias toward revisionism rather than
attempts to reconstruct the past, As time passes, participant accounts
produced long after the events become more unreliable. Scholars of
the Vietnam War should put a premium on searching out sources that
were produced contemporaneously,

2. Analysts need to compensate for the fact that we know how the war
tumed out and are tempted to read what came later into the earlier
periods of the conflict, “History is lived forward but is written in ret-
rospect,” wrote the late British historian C. V. Wedgwood. “We know
the end before we consider the beginning, and we can never wholly
recapture what it was to know the beginning only,”® The war is often
viewed through the images of its final act—North Vietnamese tanks
crashing through the gates of the Presidential Palace—which give
the impression that the war was essentially a military conquest of the
South by the North.

3. There are, however, some benefits of the perspective that comes from
knowing the outcome and attaining more historical distance from the
events, More attention needs to be paid to accurately identifying
the crucial tuming points in the conflict, which were not evident at
the time. It is mainly in retrospect that we can see the December 1963
Ninth Plenum resolution in Hanoi as a fateful tuming point. Resolu-
tion 9 shifted the revolution’s approach to the conflict from a guer-
rilla war strategy that placed equal emphasis on political and military
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struggle to an all-out attempt to defeat Saigon’s forces militarily
before the United States could intervene, It also marked a temporary
shift toward China in the Sino-Soviet dispute,’

In addition to changing the international dynamics of the war (by mov-
ing closer to China and by ordering a high-risk challenge to U.S. policy
interests), the December 1963 debate over strategy produced a high-level
internal split in Vietnam, as Vu Thu Hien argues in his extraordinary book
Dem Giua Ban Ngay, or Darkness at Noon."® It also set in motion mobi-
lization politics which profoundly affected the relationship between the
southern revolutionary movement and the rural population by imposing
forced conscription and heavy taxes on the peasantry—not long after build-
ing strong support by land distribution. The shift in strategic focus away
from the Mekong Delta to battlefields more suited for big unit operations
also had a major impact on the war. The big push to end the war before the
United States could intervene did bring the ARVN nearly to collapse, but it
also provoked the very U.S. intervention it was designed to preempt. This
might lead to speculation about whether a continuation of a predominantly
guerrilla strategy could have led to a different outcome, but such a historical
counterfactual argumentation is inherently fruitless. We would do better to
try to understand what actually did happen and why it happened in the way
it did, rather than diverting attention to the road not taken.

The aftermath of Resolution 9 raises the question not only of tuming
points construed as discrete events, which triggered transformations of
the conflict, but also can serve as a way to reexamine the conflict dynamic
itself, in this case the action-reaction cycle which led to the escalation of
the war. The American-centered approach tends to put the spotlight on Lyn-
don Johnsen and his advisers as the initiators, while downplaying the role
played by the revolutionary leadership (and the Saigon government). While
this may be more satisfying to critics of the U.S. intervention, it also tends
to deny agency to the Vietnamese side of the conflict and glosses over the
role that decisions taken by the Vietnamese had on the war, It is ironic that
the most critical assessment of the wisdom and motives of decisions taken
by top party leaders in Hanoi has come from within the ranks of the revo-
lution, including ¥u Thu Hien and various postwar memoirs by southem
revolutionary leaders.

One could argue that Resolution 9 did not initially advocate a go-for-
broke strategy, but that the escalation evolved from the seeds planted by the
resolution, Gareth Porter maintains in his provocative book Perils ¢f Domi-
nance that “contrary to the interpretation of the Ninth Plenum as authorizing
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a strategy of striving for quick victory, the text of the resolution shows that
Hanoi’s leaders had not in fact decided on such a strategy.”"” This may be
true, but the situation in the Mekong Delta could certainly support another
view, an example of the importance of local history in clarifying important
controversies about the war, Bui Tin, a colonel in the North Vietnamese
army,’® reported to Hanoi in the spring of 1964 that PLAF regiments were
not big enough or strong enough to fight American forces (though this leaves
open the question of whether they could have successfully overwhelmed
ARVN forces as they did in the key battle of Binh Gia in late 1964, which
showed that the ARVN could not cope with the new scale of conflict). Bui
Tin concluded that it would not be possible to liberate the South without
deploying northem units in the South—which is exactly what happened.

Was Bui Tin's view shared by all in the politburo (we have strong evi-
dence from Vu Thu Hien and others of significant disagreements at the
highest political levels in the North)? Did the Central Office for South Viet-
nam (COSVN), Hanoi’s command headquarters in the South, agree? What
about the regional commands in critical areas like the Mekong Delta? Did
North Vietnam activate contingency plans for escalation only in response to
American provocations or was the script already written into Resolution 9
in December 19637 Porter cites a politburo resolution of September 1964,
which stated that the “ ‘best method to win victory for the South Vietnam-
ese revolution’ was to rapidly build up military forces in the South and
partly destroy the ARVN in an effort to ‘completely defeat the puppet army
before the United States jumps into the war.” ” But, he adds, “the document
later explained that winning a ‘decisive victory’ in the South could only be
accomplished ‘within a few years,” " Largued in The Vietnamese War that,
by early 1965, Le Duan, the party leader in the North, had concluded that it
was now possible to finish the war off by bold action.®

I think Porter has it right in arguing that Le Duan’s plan for ending the
war was based not 50 much on defeating the Saigon govermment militarily,
but on doing enough damage to the ARVN to discourage Washington from
believing in a military solution.”’ Washington fundamentally misunderstood
the strategic assumptions of Hanoi, which were assumed to be a copy of the
Maoist “three-stage war,” or an unfolding plan of military escalation from
defensive guerrilla war to large-scale conventional battles. It was the fear
that this plan was reaching its final stage that may have panicked Washing-
ton into intervening to change the military balance of forces enough to post-
pone defeat, In reality, Hanoi had adopted a defensive strategic framework
that aimed at exhausting the strategic options of the ultimate opponent (the
United States) rather than relying on military victory. This misperception,
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which is not widely noted in the literature on the war, also had a major
impact on U.S, interpretations of the 1968 Tet Olfensive.?? Nevertheless,
what happened in the Mekong Delta following Resolution 9 strongly sug-
gests that it led to a fateful go-for-broke military push that, in tumn, led to
U.S. military intervention,

Much of the analysis of this key tumning point in the Vietnam War has
been based on official texts, such as party resolutions on strategy and post-
war authorized histories. These sources do not, however, provide conclu-
sive evidence about the underlying motives for the decision or even what
the decision actually was. For one thing, the official documents have been
selectively released for public consumption, and there are certainly many
more documents in Hanoi’s archives which might throw additional light
on the sukject. There is also a largely untapped reservoir of captured “Viet
Cong” documents preserved on microfilm at various U.S. libraries, which
could be considered a part of the quasi-official record, since the documents
were official but have not been screened or redacted to form an “autho-
rized” account. There are also nonofficial sources which can be useful in
understanding the ambiguities of important actions and decisions taken by
Hanoi and the southern revolutionaries during the war. The unauthorized
memeirs of Bui Tin and Vu Thu Hien are one example. Another is the oral
histories of people who lived the events in question—especially those that
were recorded contemporaneously. The deeper the scholar digs into official
records, the clearer is the need to supplement them with other sources.

Official History and Wild History

There are two conflicting traditions in Vietnamese and Chinese historiogra-
phy: the chinh thong (chinh su), or “official” or “authorized™ history com-
missioned and vetted by the power holders in society, and the dz su—"wild
history™ or “field history.” (The term da refers to uncultivated terrain “in the
wild.”) Unlike the official or court history, which is largely based on official
archival documents, wild history is unauthorized and based on nonofficial
sources, The Vietnamese dictionary definition of da su is “a kind of orally
transmitted history that refects the concepts and attitudes of the ordinary
people toward historical events and figures, in contrast with chinft su.”
Other dictionaries simply define da su as history written by private indi-
viduals in contrast to official history.

The use of interviews with lower-level participants in the conflict repre-
sents one source for a wild history of the war, My book Thae Viernamese War
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relied heavily on interviews done with “Viet Cong” prisoners and defectors
under the auspices of the Rand Corporation during the war, For all of the
obvious defects of these interviews (done under official American auspices
in a highly constrained environment), they do have the following merits as
sources: they were done contemporaneously and capture a snapshot of each
period of the war; they were views on the ground and not from a higher or
more distant vantage; despite the clear incentives to tailor responses to serve
the personal interests of each interview subject, the general assessments of
the actions and motives of others tended to be surprisingly otjective and
often against the interest of the subject; there were a large number of inter-
views, providing a basis for cross-checking for plausibility; and they were
in-depth interviews most often recorded verbatim, offering the possibility
of retrieving nuances of signification even from a considerable historical
distance. Semi-authorized biographies of midlevel revolutionary leaders
are a kind of hybrid between wild history and official history. These are
valuable sources for understanding the gap between revolutionary vision
and situational reality during the war, especially with respect to such key
episodes as the Tet Offensive of 1968 and the spring offensive of 1972. The
combination of ground-level interviews (and low-level documents such as
those in the massive Combined Document Exploitation Center, or CDEC
Collection),” the midlevel semi-authorized biographies of revolutionary
leaders, and the official histories produced by the revolutionary movement
can give us a deeper understanding of the heterogeneity of what has often
been portrayed as a monolith (by its critics) or an infallible and historical
predestined undertaking (by its leaders).

The lack of contemporaneous sources about adherents of the anticom-
munist position is a crucial void in the history of the conflict. This is the
most obvious consequence of the tendency to write a winner’s history,
Some important work is being done by younger scholars to £l this vacuum,
especially with regard to the Diem years,” As Mark Bradley has shown,
wild history can be extracted from archival sources, usually considered the
main locus of official history.”® His book Imagining Vietmam and America:
The Making cf Postcolonial Vietnam, 1919-1950is a model of rigorous and
empathetic recreation of mindsets of the past and an attempt at understand-
ing how the world lIooked to those who did not know the end of the story,

Of course, the spirit of wild history would imply that the more marginal,
subversive, and peripheral to the main lines of authority, on both sides of
the conflict, are the voices, the more authentic, Thus the Holy Grail of wild
history would be the recollections of those at the margins of politics and
society, who could provide a more distanced and ambiguous picture of a
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complex, even fragmented reality. It is true that those at the margins of the
conflict are largely unheard in postwar histories. These would include large
segments of the peasantry and the politically demobilized urban underclass,
many of them refugees from the countryside focused only on coping with
surviving in an alien environment,

The Viernamese War argues that in some ways the most important politi-
cal divide in Vietnam was not between revolutionaries and their opponents,
but between the entire “political class” on both sides of this divide, who were
risk takers and “plunged” (dan than) into politics, and the risk averse, whose
constant refrain was “do whatever you like, I'll still be a simple citizen”
(lam gi Iam, toi van la dan)—using the age-old distinction between a passive
“subject” of authority (dan) and those who belong to the political class,

Some might argue that the so-called Third Force, a loosely connected
group of primarily urban middle-class people who did not support either
the Saigon government or the revolutionary side, is a significant exception
to this. My own view is that though the Third Force did not like the politi-
cal choices they faced, they were unable to change the political parameters
of Vietnamese society at the time. There is much to be said for the concept
of the Third Force as a more “authentic” Vietnamese voice than the official
contenders, but it is also probably true that from a winner’s history van-
tage, the Third Force did not have a significant impact on the outcome of
the war beyond destabilizing the Saigon government. The complex legiti-
macy issues which the Third Force raised are, however, worth extended
examination. They viewed the Saigon govemment as not only repressive
(the revolution was far more so) but also as a tool of foreign intervention.
However grudgingly, the Third Force implicitly acknowledged the more
credible nationalist credentials of the revolutionary side. In the context of
this chapter, however, the most important aspect of the Third Force may be
to reinforce the idea that there was a broadly accepted view of Vietnamese
identity, on which this concept of nationalist legitimacy was based—a view
which has been contested.

Revisionist and Postmodern Views of
Vietnamese Nationalism

In reaction to the monolithic and destined-to-succeed views of the revolu-
tionary movement, recent trends in Western scholarship on Vietnam have
not only downplayed the dominant role of the revolutionary movement in
shaping modemn Vietnamese history, but have also challenged the notions of
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Vietnamese identity and Vietnamese nationalism that it proclaimed.?” This
view of identity was largely shared by the anticommunists as well (the only
question was which side best represented the vision of a unified and cohe-
sive Vietnam). But the conventional understanding of the basic nature of the
Vietnamese conflict has now been “problematized,” to use the language of
the postmodemist critics,

Broadly speaking, there are two schools of thought on the elusive sub-
ject of Vietnamese natiomalism, which we could call the *“Vietnam conflict
era conventional wisdom™ and “postwar postmodemnism.” Keith Taylor, the
author of a path-breaking study of the formation of Vietnamese identity, has
written about a long-standing scholarly consensus on depicting a “unified
Vietnam, a Confucian Vietnam, and a revolutionary Vietnam.” This is espe-
cially problematic, some scholars feel, because the Vietnam War unfolded
in the southern part of Vietnam, a region with a quite distinctive history.
Victor Lieberman notes that “in recent years scholarly research has focused
ever more insistently on the polyphenic, localizing, fragmenting implica-
tions of post-1330 southern settlement in what Pierre Gourou as early as
1936 termed ‘the least coherent territory in the world,””®

Gourou’s comment, of course, refers mainly to the Mekong Delta. If
there is any validity to the dominant consensus among foreign scholars dur-
ing the Vietnam War (Vietnam conflict era conventional wisdom) of Viet-
namese nationalism as a fusion of commitment to the ideal of national unity
and resistance to foreign intervention as espoused by the revolutionaries
whose leaders were, in Alexander Woodside’s memorable term, Confucian-
influenced “proletarian mandarins,”? the most challenging test would be to
apply this model of Vietnamese nationalism to “the least coherent territory
in the world.”

The Vietnamese revolutionaries themselves promulgated this view of
Vietnamese nationalism as a combination of a seamlessly unified Vietnam-
ese population and territory with a visceral and historically derived impulse
to resist foreign interference in Vietnam. There is some ambiguity about the
role that China’s influence on Vietnam has had in forging this sense of unity
both by giving Vietnam the tools of statecraft to build eifective institutions
and an ideology that provided cohesion for the ruling elite in the precolo-
nial era,® and also by providing a unifying threat that would consolidate a
distinct Vietnamese identity. North Vietnam’s leading intellectual publicist
during the conflict, Nguyen Khac Vien, frankly acknowledged the Confu-
cian legacy® even while Vietnamese revolutionary leaders were trying to
construct a more indigenous model. It should be noted that the Confu-
cian legacy was much more pronounced in northern Vietnam and tended to
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recede as one moved farther south, which would thus support the postwar
postmodemnist view of a more fragmented Vietnamese identity. The central
issue for understanding what politically motivated large numbers of Viet-
namese in the Mekong Delta to engage in a struggle for national unification
under the guidance of a distant leadership based in North Vietnam requires
that we explore the extent to which their vision of national identity—what-
ever its actual historical accuracy—was intemalized by the revolutionaries
in the South.

Hanoi’s own historians have, in recent years, acknowledged the great dif-
ferences between the society in the Mekong Delta and other parts of Vietnam
stemming from the frontier character of this area, the last major territory
brought under unified Vietnamese control, and the related factors of pro-
longed civil war and ethnic as well as cultural diversity. To some Vietnamese
scholars, the pluralism of Mekong Delta society is a distinctive and enriching
feature of Vietnamese identity, but is nevertheless encompassed by it.™

Developments inside Vietnam since the end of the Vietnam War and
shifting academic fashions in the world outside Vietnam have combined
to challenge the view of a cohesive Vietnamese nationalism or even a well-
defined Vietnamese national identity. The failure to impose the revolution’s
model of northem socialism on the South and the ultimate disillusionment
with that model are two factors. Another is the way southern revolutionar-
ies were shunted aside from positions of leadership after the conflict, The
vogue of deconstructionism and postmodemnism in Western academic cir-
cles is yet another factor,

Perhaps the necessary counterpart to the postmodemn urge to deconstruct
is the attempt to understand why communities and pelitical movements
cohere, and how they construct identities through common experience.
Anthropologist Charles Keyes writes:

In reflecting on “national intsgration™ it is still useful, I believe, to begin
with the seminal work in the effort to understand the nature of the prob-
lems attendant on national integration—Clifford Geertz’s 1963 essay, “The
Integrative Revolution; Pnimordial Sentiments and Civil Politics in the New
States.” Geertz stressed that if a new state was to succesd as a nation-state,
means must be found to establish a “civil” order that transcended the exist-
ing “primordial” differences between the peoples living within the bound-
aries of the state. Finding such a means was neither obvious nor the same
from case to case. There 15 a direct line, I believe, between Geertz’s 1deas and
those of Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobshawm, Terence Ranger
and others who have shaped the contemporary approach to problems of
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“nation-building” and “national integration.” Today we speak of the “imag-
ining,” “invention” and “construction” of national communities out of the
diversity that is found within the politically recognized boundaries of states.**

Keith Taylor has asserted that a ““common history’ lies in the realm of
mythology and indoctrination.”*® The Vietnamese revolutionaries would not
necessarily disagree, and it is perhaps a tribute to the energy of their pro-
pagandists that they were 50 successful in purveying their party-sanctioned
mythology through extensive indoctrination. Indeed, all nations are built in
one way or another on constructed visions, Civil societies are built largely
by forging consensus on shared visions of community, The same could
be said about revolutionary movements, The outcome and ultimate form
of successful revolutions are not preordained by the elements that form a
revolutionary movement, but painfully forged in a common experience of
struggle. In Vietnam’s case, this also resulted in postrevolutionary compla-
cency along with arbitrary and oppressive rule based on a sense of victor’s
entitlement, which undermined much of the initial promise of the revolution
and has led some to question not only its original purposes, but also its very
historical substance. But the historical record of the revolutionary move-
ment in Vietnam is concrete and clearly visible—thanks to the voluminous
records of contemporary sources from which its actions and social impact
can be reconstructed.

Personal Reflections

Let us recall the corollaries of what I have called the Vietnam War era con-
ventional wisdom as stated by Keith Taylor; there was never a legitimate
noncommunist government in Saigon; the United States had no legitimate
reason to be involved in Vietnamese affairs; and the United States could not
have won the war under any circumstances. I would like to conclude this
chapter with some personal reminiscences drawn from the six years I spent
in Vietnam between 1963 and 1973,

When I first arrived in Vietnam as a trained Vietnamese linguist in the
army in October 1963, I fully subscribed to the Cold War orthodoxy as
it applied to Vietnam, which was undergirded with the idealism of youth
fueled by the rhetoric of President John F. Kenmedy. In addition, 1 was
already engaged to be married to a Vietnamese graduate of Georgetown
University whose immediate family (with the exception of her oldest sis-
ter, who was a committed follower of the revolutionary movement) had
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fed communism in North Vietnam in 1954 and were strong supporters of
America’s policy in Vietnam.* During the course of the war, I came to
believe that it was unwinnable and, eventually, that it was futile to prolong
it—especially after it became clear that the original reasons for American
involvement had been repudiated by American officials. In addition to the
revelations in the Pentagon Papers, Henry Kissinger conceded in his famous
Foreign A, fairs article of 1968 that the original policy rationale for the Viet-
nam intervention was obsolete and, in his memoirs, said dismissively, “Our
predecessors had entered in innocence, convinced that the cruel civil war
represented the cutting edge of some global design,”™

With respect to Keith Taylor’s three corollaries of the Vietnam War era
conventional wisdom, therefore, I agree with what I think is the central
point of the three items; the United States could not have won the war under
any circumstances. I won’t repeat my detailed arguments on this point, pre-
sented in books and papers referred to earlier, but will simply state a con-
clusion drawn from personal experience and observation in Vietnam; the
Vietnamese noncommunists could not have won without the United States,
but could not have won by dependence on the United States either,

To me, the first point is self-evident. Without the United States, there
would have been no Republic of South Vietnam, and even if a noncommu-
nist entity had somehow come into existence after 1954 without the United
States, it would have collapsed in 1965 without direct and massive U.S. mili-
tary intervention. But this intervention came at a cost, First, the United States
had already undermined the fragile basis of a legitimate South Vietnamese
govemment by supporting the overthrow of Ngo Dinh Diem in Novem-
ber 1963, This action also marked the end of any pretense that America’s
main objective was to preserve South Vietnam’s right to determine its own
political future. This was the decisive tuming point in America’s involve-
ment in the conflict. As Stanley Kamow put it, “America’s responsibility for
Diem’s death haunted U.S. leaders during the years ahead, prompting them
to assume a larger burden in Vietnam.”* If President Kennedy had found
that there was no longer any common ground or shared interest with the
govemment of Ngo Dinh Diem, that would have been the time to declare a
parting of the ways, Instead, the United States, by supporting a coup against
Diem, made itself politically and morally responsible for the aftermath. But
at some point, mistakes must be rectified, not compounded, and this culpa-
bility in the Diem coup is not a sufficient argument for staying the course,
whatever the costs or consequences.

A second corollary of the Vietnam War era conventional wisdom is
the belief that there was never a legitimate noncommunist government in
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Saigon. “Legitimacy™ is one of the most elusive concepts in the lexicon of
political science, Here, the best testimony comes from the anticommunist
nationalists in Vietnam. Even the top leadership of Saigon’s Republic of
Vietnam (RVN) felt that its overwhelming dependence on foreign assis-
tance was a major political handicap, In a Rand study of the views of top
Vietnamese officials on the war, done shortly after the conflict ended, one
former RVN general said;

Since the dependence and subordination of the Vietnam government was
s0 obvigusly demonstrated by the predominant presence and power of the
Americans, the Vietnamese general public could not refrain from viewing
their government as a puppet deprived of all national prestige, lacking in a
natignal mandate and thus being untrustworthy.

The study concluded that in such “a highly ideological struggle as the Viet-
nam war, this aspect had a strong negative impact and worked much to the
detriment of the RVIN cause. Moreover, reacting to the negative attitude of
the Vietnam[ese] public, RVN officials were unwilling or afraid to take any
initiative and were thus reduced to adopting a defensive attitude.” The Rand
study noted that the “long list of negative statements made by former South
Vietnamese leaders about their own leadership was punctuated only rarely
by positive statements about anyone, military or civilian, although some
senior commanders were praised.”® Bui Diem, a former South Vietnamese
ambassador to the United States and a perceptive observer of Vietnamese
politics, wrote:

Caught in the middle of these powerful forces, Vietnamese nationalists found
themselves in a succession of precarious situations. In most cases they were
forced to choose among unpalatable alternatives; often, indeed, they saw no
choice at all. With their survival at stake they were forced to take refuge in a
series of uneasy and uncomfortable compromises that little by little eroded
their legitimacy.®

Although there was corruption during the Diem period, it was not as
mstitutionalized as it became under his successors. The heads of regions,
provinces, and districts all had to purchase their positions under the Thieu
regime, and paying back the investment mean that they, in tum, had to
demand kickbacks from their subordinates. In addition to the obvious fact
that this put a premium on connections over efficiency (which accounts
for the ineffective use of the lavish military resources provided by the
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United States), the culture of corruption fatally wounded the Republic of
South Vietnam by tuming on its most capable officers and officials, The
most remarkable officer I met in South Vietnam was a dynamic district
chief whose brilliant career was cut short by a mysterious criminal convic-
tion which was almost certainly the result of bribery and corruption and
very likely initiated by the revolutionary side to get rid of a dangerously
effective opponent.” Another outstanding officer, once equal in rank to
Thieu, survived an assassination attempt caused by his refusal to engage
in the pervasive network of corruption. As many observers have noted,
the problem posed by people like this was more than a simple refusal
to provide money to corrupt superiors. Clean hands could not be toler-
ated because they threatened the entire system. To a degree, the United
States was the enabler of this system, because the easy money provided
the temptation, and the American prop disguised the consequences of
trading efficiency for cash—until it was too late; the money dried up and
the prop disappeared. It was not only the origins of the government of
the Republic of South Vietnam that raised legitimacy questions but its
nature and behavior, and corruption was perhaps the leading reason that
the Saigon govemment and its officials were not held in high regard. even
by their own peers, Perhaps this also explains why, when the moment of
truth came, the majority of South Vietnam’s officers and officials were not
willing to defend it to the death.

It has been argued that corruption is rife under the current communist
regime and that it is therefore unfair to blame the Saigon government for
what seems to be an endemic Vietnamese—indeed, human—problem. And
it is tempting in retrospect to smile at the naiveté of the antiwar writers who
felt that the “cleansing Rame of revolution” was about to forever rid the land
of corruption.® Certainly, corruption is a major issue in Vietnam today, but
the corruption does not appear to be built into the system as it was during
the war era, and the current regime is not fighting for its very existence.
But the fact of continuing corruption in Vietnam today also raises the ques-
tion of how much the outcome of the war has made a permanent impact on
Vietnamese society,

I worked closely with Vietnamese who had been passionate supporters
of Ngo Dinh Diem, and have great admiration for their abilities and their
political idealism. Also on our small team of Rand researchers were two
individuals who had been jailed by the Diem regime for their fierce oppo-
sition to his authoritarian rule. My own research suggests that the Diem
regime was terminal, in the Mekong Delta at least, and had painted itself
into a political comer, where it had fatally antagonized the patron that was
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its only hope of survival and, at the same time, had alienated much of its
natural anticommunist political base by autocratic political behavior,

In my early years in Vietnam, I also heard stories from former Saigon
high officials about military advice from the United States in the Eisen-
hower and Kennedy periods that had molded South Vietnam’s security
forces in the American image, rendering them incapable of responding to
the escalating insurgency, for example, insisting that the Civil Guard be
equipped with U.S. 2Vz-ton trucks rather than with the requested modified
three-wheeled Lambretta vehicles that were common throughout Vietnam
during the period. The Lambrettas could carry a squad of rural militia along
village and hamlet paths and could be inexpensively maintained by any vil-
lage mechanic, The trucks were sent over the objections of the Civil Guard
commander and were, as he had predicted, parked in the provincial capital
for ease of management and maintenance. As their transportation pulled out
of the countryside, so did the Civil Guard. This is one of many instances
where the United States ended up hurting the people it was trying to help.

The examples of inappropriate U.S. advice to the South Vietnamese gov-
ermnment and self-serving deception are multiple. The deceptions of Vietnam
eroded our democracy and destroyed much of the early idealism that Ken-
nedy had instilled in my generation, From this I leamed that self-decep-
tion is the surest road to disaster.” But the main reason I concluded that
the U.S. presence was damaging to Americans as well as to the people we
were trying to help was that for America, the Vietnam War was never about
Vietnam, but always about some larger abstraction of concemn to the United
States—containing China, dominos, credibility. The false premises of U.S.
involvement in Vietnam eventually seriously undermined other critical areas
of our global security during the Cold War,

Taylor’s third corollary of the Vietnam War era conventional wisdom is
that the United States had no legitimate reason to be involved in Vietnamese
affairs. I wouldn’t put it this way, but Lalso find it hard, in retrospect, to view
America’s involvement in Vietnam as a noble venture precisely because it
was not intended to benefit the Vietnamese, but manipulated the Vietnamese
for American ends. In the final analysis, even America’s own interests in
Vietnam were undermined by its casual indifference to the Vietnamese and
the realities of their situation.

One of the most revealing documents about the Vietnam Waris ahybrid of
official history and wild history. I refer to a note jotted by John McNaughton
in 1964, which was not intended as an official document but as a reminder
to himself of what American interests in Vietnam were. McNaughton,
Robert McNamara's chief deputy for the Vietnam War, gave short shrift to
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the importance of local allies in U.S. calculations, He observed that U.S,
aims were;

70 percent—To avoid a humiliating defeat {to our reputation as a guaran-
tor). 20 percent—To keep SVN {and then adjacent) territory from Chinese
hands. 10 percent—To permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better, freer way
of life. ALSO—to emerge from crisis without an unacceptable taint from
methods used. NOT—t0 “help a friend,” although it would be hard to stay
in if asked out.*

Iwas, of course, deeply affected by the prisoners and defectors from the
revolutionary movement whom I met in the course of my work with the
Rand Corporation. The genuine idealism and courage of most of these one-
time members of the revolution left a deep impression on me, even as they
recounted countless examples of the ruthlessness and brutality of the move-
ment. These were extraordinary individuals who did exceptional things in
unusual times, and it does them a great disservice to lump them together
with the opportunistic and often corrupt cadres that many recent visitors to
Vietnam have found so off-putting.

Not much attention has been paid to the final years of the conflict in
Vietnam. This is somewhat surprising in view of the fact that one of the
main tenets of some of the new revisionists is that the war was essentially
won by the United States and Saigon in 1970 or 1971, On my retum in 1971
after my earlier departure to continue graduate study in 1968, I was struck
by the depth of anti-American sentiment in the cities, especially among
the middle class, In part, this was a backlash of frustration and resentment
against the Americans who were withdrawing as they had entered—indif-
ferent to the fate of their Vietnamese allies. In part, it was due to the exten-
sive social disintegration of a society dislocated by war, which appalled
many anticommunist conservatives of the older generation, American cars
were being bumed in the streets of Saigon. The strains and tensions in urban
South Vietnamese society have been largely forgotten in postwar histories
of the conflict, but they are an important part of the story of this period as
are, of course, the vast rural dislocations, which also tend to be downplayed
in revisionist accounts. The extent of the damage to “Vietnamization” and
Saigon control by the 1972 Easter Offensive has also been underplayed in
some of more recent scholarship on the war.

Although the My Lai massacre is the most familiar of the Vietnam era
depredations against civilians, there is a lesser known episode which in
many ways is even more disturbing because it was a product of official
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policy, condoned and even encouraged at a high level of military command.
This was Operation Speedy Express, which took place from December
1968 to June 1969, during which large numbers of civilians were killed by
indiscriminate firepower from the U.S, Ninth Division as an organic ele-
ment of the operation’s design. I briefly discuss this in The Vietnamese War,
but even the extensive interviews conducted several years after these events
would not have grasped the full moral magnitude of this tragedy had it not
been for an alert Newsweek stringer (Alex Shimkin, later killed during the
1972 Easter Offensive), who deduced what was going on sometime after the
fact, and the later writing of Colonel David Hackworth, who was a battalion
commander in the Ninth Division and was appalled by the methods advo-
cated by his superiors.* It is a sad commentary on our collective histori-
cal recall that these methods are now being repackaged as clever military
pacification tactics (“clear and hold”) and advocated as the solution for the
insurgency in Iraq.*

The Thieu government was widely unpopular, especially as Thieu ran in
a one-man election in 1971 with the acquiescence of the American ambas-
sador, Although America’s limitations in shaping the political face of South
Vietnam were always evident, this was a particularly clear example of the
noncommunist nationalists’ dilemma outlined by Bui Diem; they couldn’t
win with the United States and couldn’t win without it,* The logic of Henry
Kissinger's “decent interval” was all too clear to the noncommunist nation-
alists; they would be left holding the bag after having made an unwise bet
on the Americans’ determination to stay the course,®

Much of the postwar revision of the Vietnam War era conventional
wisdom is the result of the bleak aftermath of the conflict—repression,
refugees, poverty. But it is a long step from acknowledging that the 1975
victory of the revolutionary forces was followed by a painful aftermath, to
the further attempt to reformulate this historical outcome or to interpret the
entire Vietnamese revolution through the lens of the post-1975 period. It
would certainly have been desirable to have a more flexible, competent, and
humane government running Vietnam’s affairs after 1975, but a large part of
the reasons for the failures of post-1973 go back to the long conflict itself.
Revolutions are shaped by the forces that produce them. Britain’s relatively
lighter colonial touch produced Fabian socialist postindependence regimes
in many cases. French rule in Vietnam helped to shape an independence
movement that was as rigid and auothoritarian as the repression that it was
forced to confront.

On the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary of the end of the Vietnam
War, Los Angeles Times jounalist David Lamb wrote an article titled “War
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Is History for Vibrant Vietnam,” which opened by stating, “Thirty years
after the fall of Saigon, the firmly communist nation has a Rourishing econ-
omy, social freedom and deep ties with the U.S, Half the nearly 83 million
people in Vietnam were born after Saigon fell.” His article posed the ques-
tion, “So what have the decades since brought to a country that Air Force
Gen. Curtis LeMay once suggested the United States should bomb ‘back to
the Stone Age?” " His answer was;

Ironically, if you took away the still-ruling Communist Party and discounted
the perilous decade after the war, the Vietnam of today 1s not much differ-
ent from the country U.S. policymakers wanted to create in the 1960s. It is
a peaceful, stable presence in the Pacific Basin, with an army that has been
whittled down to 484,000 troops. Its economy, a mix of Karl Marx and Adam
Smith, has the highest growth rate in Southeast Asia. Private enterprise is
Hourishing, a middle class is growing, poverty rates are falling. The United
States is a major trading partner, and Americans are welcomed with a warmth
that belies the two countries’ history.*?

During my many trips to Vietnam since the end of the Cold War and the
initiation of its economic reforms, I have been struck by the same thought
expressed by Lamb, that no matter who won the Vietnam War, the result
would not be fundamentally different from today’s realities in Vietnam.
One significant exception, of course, is that although Vietnam’s leadership
has jettisoned Marxism, it has maintained its tightly controlled Leninist
political system. It might be that Jeanne Kirkpatrick was right in saying
that authoritarian systems (like South Vietnam’s Diem and Thieu regimes)
were different from totalitarian systems, like those in the communist world,
because they were transitional regimes moving toward more openness and
democracy, while totalitarian regimes are forever. One can only speculate
how the South Vietnamese regime might have evolved if it had survived,
but it is at least possible that it could have become as much of a democracy
as Thailand. Alternatively, it might have relapsed into the sad spectacle of
threatened coups and bread-and-circus govemments that has tamished the
democratic legacy of the Philippines,

But all of this lies in the realm of hypothetical scenarios. For historians,
what counts is what happened and when it happened. As I have written
elsewhere;

Many postwar studies of the Vietnam War contend that “if only” certain tac-
tics, programs, or weaponry had been applied in timely fashion, the outcome
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of the war would have heen different. However, the contlict unfolded in hus-
torical “real time.” There was always a reason why these panaceas were never
employed when they might have made a difference. To take two examples;
land reform and smart weapaons. Saigon’s “land to the tiller” might have had
an impact on the peasantry had it been done in the 1950s in the place of the
Diem reforms (which backfired). But, of course, it would have been unthink-
able and politically impossible for Diem to do this—and far more outlandish
to think of the French acting along these lines in the late 1940s when the first
Viet Minh land reforms were consolidating a base of support for the revo-
lution. It is true that smart bombs and other advanced weapons technology
might have besn more effective than the less sophisticated weaponry used
garlier on by the United States and the Government of Vietnam, but there
would have been few targets for them in this phase of dispersed guerrilla war.
The revolutionaries did not stand still either. Starting with sharpened stakes
and machetes in 1945, which were adequate for the job at the time, they
graduated to SAMs in the 1970s. Of course these were supplied by China and
the Soviet Union, but the point is that the conflict was a dialectic unfolding
of action and reaction, in which every new innovation in counter-revolution
produced a comresponding racheting up of revolutionary capabilities. The
“what 1f” scenarios are ahistorical and fruitless. What mattered was what
happened at the time it was happening and the relative strengths of each side
at that precise moment.*

There is a prefound insight in C, V. Wedgwood’s observation that
“[wle know the end before we consider the beginning, and we can never
wholly recapture what it was to know the beginning only,” The most dif-
ficult task for future historians of the Vietnam War will be to strip away
the many layers of history that have been superimposed on the events
they will reexamine, and try to see how they were understood at the time.
Recapturing the sense of contingency is a way of correcting both the
tendency to assume a predetermined outcome, which is rightly criticized
by Keith Taylor, and the tendency to indulge in revisionism for merely
contrarian reasons. Those who lived the history they write about have
problems in gaining the detachment essential to objectivity. But distance
from the events does not necessarily guarantee objectivity either. I am
struck by how few of the recent revisionist reformulations of the Viet-
nam War try to come to grips with an essential element of the historical
method—an examination of the evidence. Whether this takes the form of
official history or wild history, evidence should be the ultimate arbiter of
interpretation.
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