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To those who served





INTRODUCTION



I published Real Peace, my fifth book, in a private edition in 1983. It was my first and only experience as a publisher. It was also the only case in which I was able to approach writing an entire book in the way I had always wanted, which was to envision it as a long speech. I wanted it to have the impact of a book but with the clarity, simplicity, and immediacy of a spoken address.


Real Peace was written five years after The Real War. During his first years in office President Reagan had vigorously addressed the crisis in superpower relations I had described in the earlier book. He had undertaken a massive defense buildup and was taking a more assertive line against Soviet aggression. Now I felt our goal as a nation should be a realistic strategy for preserving and extending peace around the world while reducing the chances of a suicidal nuclear war.


My advice to anyone undertaking a major writing project is to do what I have done throughout my political career, whether with speeches, articles, or books: Make an outline. You do not have to be bound strictly by it. But unless you begin by ordering your thoughts coherently, your writing will meander rather than march, sag rather than sing. Always remember, too, that while you may think all your words are pearls of wisdom, shortening the string during the editing process will keep you from getting tangled in your own rhetoric. Publishers often want big, fat books they can label as “sweeping” or “definitive.” Sometimes a subject requires such length and detail, but all too often it does not. Shorter is frequently better, because shorter texts are usually more powerful and always more read.


I began making notes over the Independence Day weekend in 1983. I finished the seventeen-page outline, written out in longhand on a yellow legal-sized pad, at 12:30 in the afternoon on July 4th, just before leaving my home in Saddle River to go to Yankee Stadium to see New York play the Boston Red Sox. The young Yankee pitcher, Dave Righetti, threw a nohitter, his first, and mine as well. I decided this was a good sign for Real Peace!


Five weeks later, I had finished the manuscript. Any author will tell you that when he has completed a project he wants to see it in print as quickly as possible. But publishers require as much as six months’ lead time to get a book into bookstores. I decided to cut out the middle man and asked Marin Strmecki, who had helped research the manuscript and prepare it for publication, to produce the book instead. He found a printer and designed the book and the jacket, and by September it was finished. Without a publisher’s giant publicity apparatus to depend upon, I mailed copies of page proofs, and later, finished books, to key columnists and opinion leaders around the world. Their responses made Real Peace my most critically acclaimed book, and soon Little, Brown asked permission to publish a regular commercial edition.


Many praised the book because they thought I was being critical of President Reagan’s hard line. But my most hard-hitting passages were about the myths of peace, the naive and fatally flawed nostrums being put forward by his harshest critics. I also returned to a theme I have repeatedly emphasized ever since Mrs. Nixon and I took a seventy-day trip around the world in 1953: the need to develop a more effective policy to promote freedom and prosperity in the Third World. “The people in these countries have terrible problems,” I wrote. “The communists at least talk about the problems. Too often we just talk about the communists.” Today the Berlin Wall has come down and most of the nations of Eastern Europe have begun to break free of Soviet domination. But in the developing world, the grinding poverty and misery that provide such fertile soil for communism persists and will do so for generations. The Soviet Union still spends $15 billion a year to prop up anti-American regimes in Vietnam, Syria, Cuba, North Korea, and Afghanistan. The Cold War has ended in Europe, but it is still being waged in the Third World.


• • •


During the 1980 Presidential campaign, Ronald Reagan proclaimed the war in Vietnam a noble cause. His critics called it a gaffe. I call it the truth. Of all the books I have written, No More Vietnams is the one that I felt I had an obligation to write—for the sake of the three million Americans who served, for the sake of the 56,000 who died, for the sake of the millions of people of Indochina still suffering under communism because of our failure, and for the sake of history.


Vietnam is the most lied-about war in our nation’s history. In the wake of the Vietnamese gulag and the holocaust in Cambodia in which two million people were killed by the communist Khmer Rouge we had tried to keep out of power, those who opposed our efforts—including columnists, authors, and movie directors—have spent the last fifteen years scrambling to justify their antiwar position. Many of them still argue that we were on the wrong side. In this book I demonstrated not only that we were on the right side but that after our fighting men had won the war, the United States Congress lost the peace by slashing aid to our South Vietnamese allies at the same time the Soviet Union was dramatically expanding its aid to the communists in the North.


When I wrote the book in 1985, I was suffering from what my doctor described as the worst case of shingles he had ever seen. In spite of this ordeal, or perhaps as a way of distracting my attention from it, I was able to do some of the best writing I have ever done. But I erred on one important decision: the title. The one I chose was based on this passage: “ ‘No more Vietnams’ can mean we will not try again. It should mean ‘We will not fail again.’ ” As I look back, the title seems too clever by half, as if I were trying to outsmart people by co-opting the antiwar critics’ favorite bumper sticker. Titles, like texts, should be simple and direct. If I were making the decision today, I would choose a different title: A Noble Cause.


—RN


March 14, 1990


Saddle River, New Jersey





THE MYTHS OF VIETNAM



No event in American history is more misunderstood than the Vietnam War. It was misreported then, and it is misremembered now. Rarely have so many people been so wrong about so much. Never have the consequences of their misunderstanding been so tragic.


Vietnam has been the subject of over 1,200 books, thousands of newspaper and magazine articles, and scores of motion pictures and television documentaries. The great majority of these efforts have portrayed one or more of the following conclusions as facts:


• The Vietnam War was a civil war.


• Ho Chi Minh was a nationalist first and a Communist second and had the support of a majority of the people of Vietnam, North and South.


• Ngo Dinh Diem was a puppet of the French colonialists.


• The National Liberation Front was a revolutionary movement independent of North Vietnam.


• The Viet Cong won the hearts and minds of villagers through humanitarian policies.


• The Geneva Declaration of 1954 legally bound Diem’s government and the United States to unify the two halves of Vietnam through elections.


• The agreements in 1962 “neutralizing” Laos prevented the widening of the war.


• The Buddhist protests in 1962 against Diem resulted from religious repression.


• The Johnson administration was the first to send American troops into combat in Vietnam.


• Most American soldiers were addicted to drugs, guilt ridden about their role in the war, and deliberately used cruel and inhumane tactics.


• American blacks constituted a disproportionate number of the combat casualties.


• The United States lost the war militarily.


• The Communist Tet Offensive of 1968 was a military defeat for the United States.


• U.S. secret bombing in 1969 and ground attacks on the Communist bases in Cambodia in 1970 were responsible for bringing the Communists into power in Cambodia in 1975.


• It was a calculated policy of the United States to bomb civilian targets in North Vietnam.


• The percentage of civilian deaths in the Vietnam War was higher than in other wars.


• American POWs were treated humanely by the North Vietnamese.


• The antiwar demonstrations in the United States shortened the war.


• The Paris peace agreements of 1973 were a cynical attempt to provide the United States with a “decent interval” between the withdrawal of its forces and the collapse of South Vietnam.


• The United States could have struck the same deal in 1969 as it did in 1973.


• The domino theory has been proved false.


• Life is better in Indochina now that the United States is gone.


All of these statements are false.


• • •


Ten years ago in April 1975, a violent peace engulfed Vietnam following the withdrawal of the Americans and the victory of the Communists. The North Vietnamese soldiers who steered their Russian-made tanks into the streets of Saigon were harbingers of tyranny and misery for the people of Indochina, of aimlessness and impotence for the United States, and of victory after victory for the Soviet Union in its relentless campaign of conquest and domination over other Third World nations. The spectacle of desperate men, women, and children who had depended on us dragging their household possessions before the Communist invaders was an unprecedented example of American betrayal and failure.


The American withdrawal and the Communist victory were an unmitigated tragedy for the 40 million people of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. Before our withdrawal, they had a chance for a better life under governments supported and influenced by the United States. Today, because we failed to meet our commitment to them, they suffer under one of the most brutal regimes in the world.


Antiwar activists had proclaimed that there would be no bloodbath in South Vietnam if the Communists won. But while the blood may not be on their hands, they cannot sleep comfortably at night as they think of the 600,000 Vietnamese who have drowned in the South China Sea attempting to escape Communist tyranny; of tens of thousands more imprisoned in “reeducation” camps; and of the unhappy lot of millions of others condemned to live under Communist rule. There was some freedom of the press before the Communists came to power; now there is none. There were some opposition political parties; now there are none. There was some attempt to have free elections; now there are none. There was some hope for a better life; now there is none. The per-capita income of the South Vietnamese was $500; now it is less than $200 in Vietnam, one of the lowest in the world.


Even more tragic is what has happened in Cambodia, one of the fallen dominoes of Southeast Asia. When we withdrew our support from the anti-Communist Cambodian government in 1975, 7 million people lived in Cambodia, about the same number who live in Austria today. Three years later, Pol Pot’s new Communist government had murdered or starved to death over 2 million.


The massacre of almost a third of the population of Austria would provoke an outcry in the civilized world that would resound for decades. After the Cambodian holocaust, there was only a whisper. Two million lost souls went unmourned while the self-proclaimed humanitarians in United States antiwar circles thrashed around desperately in their efforts to find someone to blame besides themselves. They claimed that the corruption and repression of the anti-Communist Lon Nol government led to the Communist takeover. Even today they continue to make the ludicrous charge that U.S. forces, who were fighting to prevent the Communist conquest of Cambodia, transformed peaceful Cambodian peasants into ruthless communist murderers.


They cannot bear to look in the mirror, because if they do, they will see who must share the blame: those who opposed the U.S. war effort and in doing so gave support to the Cambodian communists—who, once they came into power, pulled the triggers and dug the mass graves.


To dwell on Indochina as it is today is to think of how it might be if the Communists had not won. Would the people of South Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos be better off? Would aggressors in other trouble spots around the world have encountered more resistance from the West? Was the effort to stop the Communists in Indochina a just effort?


The answer to each of these questions is yes, and so the questions are rarely posed. We must pose them now if freedom is to survive and real peace is to be achieved in the world.


• • •


The American failure in Vietnam was a tragedy for the people of Indochina. It was an even greater tragedy for the United States and for millions of people in the world who, without our help, may be deprived of any chance for freedom and a better life.


Vietnam was a crucially important victory in the Soviet Union’s war for control of the strategically critical Third World. It was an important victory not so much because it gave the Soviets dominance over Vietnam but because it left the United States so crippled psychologically that it was unable to defend its interests in the developing world, the battleground in the ongoing East-West conflict that is best characterized as Third World war.


Our defeat in Vietnam sparked a rash of totalitarian conquests around the world as we retreated into a five-year, self-imposed exile. In crisis after crisis in Africa, the Mideast, and Central America, critics of American involvement abroad brandished “another Vietnam” like a scepter, an all-purpose argument-stopper for any situation where it was being asserted that the United States should do something rather than nothing. While we wrung our hands and agonized over our mistakes, over 100 million people were lost to the West in the vacuum left by our withdrawal from the world stage.


The Vietnam War has grotesquely distorted the debate over American foreign policy. The willingness to use power to defend national interests is the foundation of any effective foreign policy, but our ineptness in Vietnam led many Americans to question the wisdom of using our power at all. As recently as last summer, a correspondent of one of the major networks concluded a retrospective report on the war by saying, “We do not know yet if [Vietnam was] a turning point, if we have abandoned violence or turned away from solving our problems militarily.” Many of our leaders have shrunk from any use of power because they feared it would bring another disaster like the one in Vietnam. Thus did our Vietnam defeat tarnish our ideals, weaken our spirit, cripple our will, and turn us into a military giant and a diplomatic dwarf in a world in which the steadfast exercise of American power was needed more than ever before.


This fear of “another Vietnam” was a disaster for our friends around the world because it contributed to a renaissance of the isolationism to which the United States is so prone. The post-Vietnam isolationism was a particularly virulent strain brought on by the combination of our new fear of failure with the old, familiar piousness that makes some Americans reluctant to support friends and allies whose systems are less admirable than ours.


“No more Vietnams” is the battle cry of opponents of the use of American power on the world scene, especially when it takes the form of military aid to governments that are not popular in the editorial columns or the salons of the intelligentsia. It is also a prescription for continued retreat and defeat for the West.


Until we shake this Vietnam syndrome, the United States will court failure in any international initiative it undertakes—in the Third World, in East-West relations, even in relations with our friends. Behind the champagne glasses and polite smiles, every leader and diplomat we encounter in Washington and abroad wonders whether we can be counted upon in a crisis or if we will cut and run when the going gets tough. They carefully analyzed the spasmodic opposition to our small Grenada operation in key media and intellectual circles. They puzzled over the difficulty the Reagan administration encountered in trying to obtain the approval of the Congress for adequate military and economic aid to those fighting Communist aggression in Central America. From these events they cannot help but conclude that we have not recovered from the Vietnam syndrome.


They are half right and half wrong. The American people remain committed to the cause of freedom around the world. In their hearts they understand that American power plays a crucial role in that cause. Throughout the Vietnam War, a majority never stopped believing that the Communists should be prevented from winning. But their willingness to help South Vietnam resist Communist aggression was sapped by the length and seeming futility of the war, by the shrill voices of dissent, and by the trauma of Watergate. Eventually, in 1974 and 1975, when we could have kept South Vietnam afloat by keeping our commitment to provide military aid at a level commensurate with Soviet support of the North, Congress refused. The American people, by then exhausted, discouraged, and confused, tacitly accepted a congressional decision that led to a defeat for the United States for the first time in our history.


The American people have begun to emerge from the shadow of the Vietnam disaster; their election and reelection of President Reagan proved as much. But an alarming number of those political and intellectual leaders who belonged to the so-called leadership elite remain in the darkness, muttering to one another the tired old verities of the 1960s, the reassuring but thoroughly fatuous myths of Vietnam.


The twenty-year story of the Vietnam War is a long, complicated one with many characters and a wide variety of subplots. The drama is replete with missed cues and lost opportunities. Many must share the blame for missing those opportunities: the military commanders and political leaders who made political, strategic, and tactical errors in waging the war; those in the Congress who refused to do as much for our allies in South Vietnam as the Soviet Union was doing for North Vietnam; and those whose irresponsible antiwar rhetoric hampered the effort to achieve a just peace. In the end, Vietnam was lost on the political front in the United States, not on the battlefront in Southeast Asia.


Some tag the media or the antiwar movement, and frequently both, for the loss of Vietnam. It is true that some of those who covered the war so distorted the truth that it became impossible for Americans to figure out what was happening. But while the antiwar movement—a brotherhood of the misguided, the mistaken, the well-meaning, and the malevolent—was a factor in our eventual defeat, it was not the decisive factor. There have been antiwar movements for as long as there have been wars; they existed, for example, in the United States during both world wars. What overwhelms them is victory in a just cause. Those who began and escalated the war in Vietnam in the 1960s did not give the American people victories and did not effectively explain the justice of what we were fighting for. In the resulting political vacuum, the antiwar movement took center stage and held it until the curtain fell on one of the saddest endings in modern history.


Those who parrot the slogan “No more Vietnams” in opposing American efforts to prevent Communist conquests in the Third World base their case on four articles of faith:


• The war in Vietnam was immoral.


• The war in Vietnam was unwinnable.


• Diplomacy without force is the best answer to Communist “wars of national liberation.”


• We were on the wrong side of history in Vietnam.


The time has come to debunk these myths.


Myth I: The Vietnam War was immoral.


The assertion that the Vietnam War was an immoral war was heard more and more often as the years dragged on. This said less about the war than about the construction that critics were putting on the idea of morality. Like all wars, Vietnam was brutal, ugly, dangerous, painful, and sometimes inhumane. This was driven home to those who stayed home perhaps more forcefully than ever before because the war lasted so long and because they saw so much of it on television in living, and dying, color.


Many who were seeing war for the first time were so shocked at what they saw that they said this war was immoral when they really meant that all war was terrible. They were right in saying that peace was better than war. But they were wrong in failing to ask themselves whether what was happening in Vietnam was substantively different from what had happened in other wars. Their horror at the fact of war prevented them from considering whether the facts of the war in Vietnam added up to a cause that was worth fighting for. Instead, many of these naive, well-meaning, instinctual opponents of the war raised their voices in protest.


Sadly, their voices were joined with those of others who did not like the war because they did not support its aim: resisting Communist aggression in South Vietnam. These critics’ outrage was thoroughly premeditated. It was not that the war was immoral, but rather that their pretensions to a higher morality dictated that the United States should lose and the Communists should win. Except for a small minority, these critics were not Communists: Some believed the Vietnamese would really be better off under the gentle rule of Ho Chi Minh and his successors. Others knew this was not true but didn’t care that Ho was a totalitarian dictator. Their immorality thesis was that we were fighting an indigenous uprising in South Vietnam and therefore opposing the will of the Vietnamese people; that the people of Vietnam would be better off if we let the South Vietnamese government fall; and that our military tactics were so harsh that we needlessly and wantonly killed civilian Vietnamese.


This thesis was false on all counts.


Antiwar activists portrayed the National Liberation Front as the soul of the Vietnamese revolution, an indigenous nationalist movement that had risen spontaneously against the repressive Diem regime. This made powerful propaganda in the West, providing both rallying point for antiwar forces and apparent evidence for the frequently made contention that the United States had intervened in a civil war. In reality the National Liberation Front was a front for North Vietnam’s effort to conquer the South, and as such was just another weapon in Hanoi’s arsenal. Many Viet Cong had infiltrated from the North, and all took their cues from the North. When the war was over and Hanoi had no further use for it, the National Liberation Front was immediately liquidated. Instead of being awarded positions of power in the new Vietnamese government, many of its members were sent to “reeducation” camps, along with hundreds of thousands of other South Vietnamese, by those who had directed the war effort from the beginning and who now ruled all of Vietnam: the warlords in Hanoi.


In fairness to some of the antiwar activists, it could be contended that they could not have foreseen the reign of terror the Communists have brought upon the people of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. While they could be charged with naivete for overlooking Ho’s murderous policies in North Vietnam, some deserve credit for condemning, however belatedly, the genocide in Cambodia. Certainly today the record is clear for all to see: A Communist peace kills more than an anti-Communist war.


The claim that United States tactics caused excessive casualties among civilians must have seemed bizarre to those who were actually doing the fighting. Our forces operated under strict rules of engagement, and as a result civilians accounted for about the same proportion of casualties as in World War II and a far smaller one than in the Korean War. Many American bomber pilots were shot down, ending up dead or as POWs, because their paths across North Vietnam were chosen to minimize civilian casualties.


For example, the two weeks of bombing in December 1972, which ended American involvement in the war by convincing the North Vietnamese that they had no choice but to agree to peace terms, caused 1,500 civilian fatalities, by Hanoi’s own estimate, compared with 35,000 killed in the fire-bombing of Dresden during World War II. But by 1972 the war that was being reported in the United States bore scant resemblance to the war being waged in Indochina. Most American media reports conveyed the impression that our pilots, some of whom died in the air in order to save lives on the ground, were war criminals who had caused civilian fatalities comparable to those at Dresden, Hamburg, and other German cities where civilian targets were deliberately bombed for the purpose of breaking the enemy’s will to resist. By then intellectual America was so possessed by its obsessive self-hatred that, despite all evidence to the contrary, it believed the worst about the United States and the best about our enemies.


Myth II: The Vietnam War was unwinnable.


This was a favorite argument of those who did everything in their power to prevent the United States from winning. They reasoned that if the Vietnam War was proved unwinnable, then all battles against totalitarian aggression were unwinnable. If we concede their point, we are giving a green light to Communist aggression throughout the Third World.


The Vietnam War was not unwinnable. A different military and political strategy could have assured victory in the 1960s. When we signed the Paris peace agreements in 1973, we had won the war. We then proceeded to lose the peace. The South Vietnamese successfully countered Communist violations of the cease-fire for two years. Defeat came only when the Congress, ignoring the specific terms of the peace agreement, refused to provide military aid to Saigon equal to what the Soviet Union provided for Hanoi.


But the myth of unwinnability was based on a more subtle assumption.


During Vietnam many decided that wars such as the one being waged against the North Vietnamese were unwinnable because victory by Communist revolutionaries was inevitable. They believed that a liberationist surge was sweeping the Third World and that there was nothing the Western world could do, or should do, to stop it. The supposed primitiveness of our adversaries was a status cymbal they crashed loudly and proudly; that our “brutal” modern tactics were apparently ineffective against barefoot peasants in black pajamas was only further proof that their cause was right and ours was not. We were bullies, imperialists, blustery militarists armed to the teeth and fighting out of sheer bloodlust. The Communists, in contrast, were dedicated servants of principle, armed with little more than the joyful conviction that they were fighting for country, freedom, and justice.


The assertion that our very bigness is badness has infested our culture to a surprising and troubling degree. The creator of the phenomenally successful Star Wars series recently explained that the climactic scene in one of his movies—in which the evil “Empire’s” giant war machines are destroyed by fuzzy little good guys with wooden bows and arrows—was inspired by the Vietnam experience. No matter that in Vietnam the Communist “good guys” packed Soviet automatic rifles and, in 1975, rode state-of-the-art Russian tanks across the South Vietnamese border. The propaganda of disproportionate forces in Vietnam, the myth of small/good versus big/bad, did enough damage to help lose the war for the United States and the people of South Vietnam. Today it is one symptom of the Vietnam syndrome to the extent that it makes Americans ashamed of their power, guilty about being strong, and forgetful about the need to be willing to use their power to protect their freedom and the freedom of others.


Myth III: Diplomacy without force to back it up is the best answer to Communist “wars of national liberation.”


As with all the myths about the Vietnam War, it is important to distinguish between those who believe them and those who use them in pursuit of their own ends. Some do not want the U.S. to help non-Communist governments because they think it would be better if the Communists took power. Others believe that the use of military power by the U.S. has become irrelevant in Third World conflicts because we used power so ineptly in Vietnam. After all, they argue, since we were defeated by a tiny country like North Vietnam, we must have forgotten how to win.


As a result, in the post-Vietnam 1970s, while rhetoric about the limits of power and the promise of creative diplomacy clouded the American political landscape, the Soviet Union and its proxies licked their chops and gobbled up South Yemen, Ethiopia, Angola, Mozambique, Afghanistan, and Nicaragua, and the Ayatollah’s mullahs plunged Iran into the Middle Ages. Each of the 100 million people who were lost to the West during our five-year geopolitical sabbatical is a living symbol of the sterility of arguments about peaceful diplomacy. Any nation that decides the way to achieve peace is to use only peaceful means is a nation that will soon be a piece of another nation. Its enemies will quickly take advantage of its good intentions.


Some critics believe we should never use our power to help a friend who faces aggression. Others believe we should help only those who come up to our rigorous standards of political conduct. We face such a challenge in Central America today. As was the case in Vietnam, totalitarian Communist aggression, which could not survive without the backing of the Soviet Union, is being brought to bear through both covert and direct means against local governments that are far better than the Communist alternative but which cannot pass muster in the rarefied atmosphere of intellectual America.


Increasingly the world balance of power will be determined by who wins these key conflicts in the Third World. To play an effective role, the U.S. must at times side with authoritarian governments that do not come up to our standards in protecting human rights in order to keep from power totalitarian regimes that would deny all human rights. Frequently, however, critics in the Congress and the media pass up the role of world policeman in favor of the role of kindergarten teacher, slapping the wrists of those who throw paperwads in the classrooms and ignoring those who are throwing Molotov cocktails in the streets. The United States must learn to accept the fact that there may be occasional lapses in the behavior of its friends or it will find itself surrounded by enemies.


Many of the high-minded critics of our association with less-than-perfect regimes are probably irredeemable. However, those who want the United States to play a major role on the international stage but are afraid that we will fail again need only be shown that failure in Vietnam was not inevitable.


Myth IV: We were on the wrong side of history in Vietnam.


British historian Paul Johnson has written that the essence of geopolitics is the ability to distinguish between different degrees of evil. He might have added that it is also the willingness to be objective enough to weigh the motives and actions of both sides in any conflict with an equally critical eye. Vietnam proved that, at least for many American intellectuals, this is virtually impossible to do. During the Vietnam era, an astounding number of otherwise thoughtful people gave our side the white glove test while eagerly seeking to justify the far more brutal actions of the enemy.


Often statements by American and South Vietnamese military authorities were assumed to be lies by the same reporters who printed North Vietnamese lies without question. A hue and cry was raised against the United States when an isolated incident of mass murder by American forces at My Lai was revealed; yet when the West learned of the massacre by the Communists at Hue, where twenty-five times as many civilians as at My Lai died in what was anything but an isolated incident, Amnesty International indulgently chalked the crime up to “the merciless tradition of the war” rather than to the merciless bestiality of the Viet Cong. Those who can always see the faults of our friends on the right are too often blind to the faults of our enemies on the left.


It was not that these critics necessarily disliked the United States. It was that they were sapped, as many before them had been, by the Communist PR blitz, the intellectual dream machine that, ever since the Russian Revolution in 1917, has been tricking Western intellectuals into looking at slavery and seeing utopia, looking at aggression and conquest and seeing liberation, looking at ruthless murderers and seeing “agrarian reformers,” looking at idealized portraits of Ho Chi Minh gazing beneficently upon the children gathered around him and seeing a mythical national father figure rather than the brutal dictator he really was.


Many who opposed the war sincerely believed, since the Communists told them so, that South Vietnam would be happy and free under the Communists and that the Americans were simply out of touch with the reality of life in Indochina. Events since 1975 have proved instead that the ones who were out of touch were the bighearted, freedom-loving reporters, editorial writers, academics, and politicians who could not bring themselves to believe that the United States was doing exactly what it said it was doing in Vietnam from the beginning: trying to save the South from being conquered by forces that would enslave it.


Three years ago, writer Susan Sontag appeared before a conference hastily assembled in New York by a leftist coalition that hoped to save some face in the wake of the Soviet Union’s brutal crackdown against the Polish labor movement. But when she stepped to the podium, she outraged her colleagues by stating that communism was a form of fascism and that those who read the conservative Reader’s Digest knew more about the true nature of communism than those who read the ultraliberal Nation. The statements themselves, while true, were not particularly novel. What was most revealing was the vilification to which Sontag was subjected in the weeks that followed. It was further evidence of the capacity of the American left—even after the deaths of hundreds of millions under Lenin, Stalin, Mao, and now Cambodian Communist Pol Pot—for self-deception. It reminds us that among those who say the nations of the West are on the wrong side of history in the fight against communism are people who actually write the history. Unfortunately, they will continue to exert tremendous influence in foreign policy debates.


The war against the Vietnam syndrome, then, must be waged on two fronts. First, we must resist the laudable but often excessive idealism in the American character that prevents us from being as skeptical about the actions and motives of “forces of national liberation” as history teaches us we should be. Second, we must recover our confidence in our ability to wield power effectively.


Examining the Vietnam experience can help us on both these fronts. It shows us the true nature of our adversaries in Third World war and how effectively they can hide their intentions behind a dense screen of propaganda and shrewd political manipulation. And it teaches us that it is not wars such as Vietnam, but rather waging them ineffectively and losing, that leads inevitably to tragedy.


Everyone hopes the United States will not have to fight another war like the Vietnam War. The best way for us to avoid such a war is to be unmistakable in our will and sure of our ability to fight one if we must. But getting over the Vietnam syndrome means more than standing ready to use American military forces. It means being willing to provide military aid to friends who need it; being united, with each other and with our Western allies, in our responses to Soviet-backed aggression around the world; and, above all, having the wisdom and the vision to support nonmilitary programs to address the poverty, injustice, and political instability that plague so many Third World countries.


The antiwar movement did not have a decisive effect on the outcome of the war from a military standpoint, but it has had a decisive impact on the political battles that have been waged ever since. The protesters’ rioting and bombing, all undertaken in the name of peace, ended with our withdrawal from Southeast Asia. Most of the physical damage has been repaired. The intellectual and psychological damage, however, still poisons our foreign policy debates. Ten years later the same distortions about the war that made antiwar activists into heroes on the campuses are still accepted as fact on television, in newspapers, and in college classrooms. Before we can cure ourselves of the Vietnam syndrome, we must purge our diet of the intellectual junk food that helped make us sick to begin with.





HOW THE VIETNAM WAR BEGAN



The Vietnam War began when World War II ended. The war in the Pacific radically changed the geopolitical landscape of Southeast Asia. It marked the end of Japan’s regional hegemony and, most significantly, the beginning of the end of colonialism.


The great powers were totally at odds on the future of the European empires. President Roosevelt insisted on rapid decolonization. Prime Minister Churchill and General de Gaulle demanded a return to the status quo ante bellum. General Secretary Stalin, while talking of national independence for the colonies, consolidated his grip on Eastern Europe and began scanning the world for possible Communist conquests like a vulture searching for fresh carcasses.


Churchill had once proclaimed that he had not become the King’s First Minister in order to oversee the dissolution of the British Empire. But this was his heart and not his head speaking. As a realist, he knew that independence for the colonies was inevitable. Nationalism was fermenting beneath the surface in all of them. It was not a question of whether movements for independence would arise, for they already had, but rather whether they would win power by peaceful or violent means and whether they would be controlled by true nationalists or by Communists who would impose a new colonialism far more oppressive than any that had come before. Would the colonies trade their old masters for new ones—or would they finally become their own?


France had ruled all of Indochina—Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam—for over half a century. The French first had controlled only southern Vietnam, but local politics, geopolitical competition from China, and imperial ambition soon led them to conquer the entire region. Some popular histories portray French colonial rule as an unrelieved reign of terror. That picture is less a truth than it is a caricature. Like other imperial powers, France was often guilty of economic exploitation of its colonies, but the French also instituted social programs, particularly in education and land development, that greatly improved the lot of the average Vietnamese. The hospitals, schools, and other public facilities Mrs. Nixon and I visited in French colonial Hanoi in 1953 were among the best we saw on our official visits to over fifty Third World countries during the Eisenhower years. However, although in many respects Vietnam did benefit from their presence, the French failed in the most critical respect: They lacked the vision to prepare the Vietnamese for eventual self-rule and to set up a process to ensure stable government during the transition.


Vietnam was destined to be independent. In the 1920s and 1930s, Vietnamese resentments over colonial rule, coupled with a deep sense of nationalism, led to a ground swell of opposition to the French. The fashionable view that only Ho Chi Minh’s Communist party sought independence is a myth. Scores of political groups organized to alter Vietnam’s status as a colony. These included the Constitutionalist party, the Vietnam People’s Progressive party, the Journey East movement, the League of East Asian Peoples, the Vietnam Restoration, the Vietnamese Nationalist party, the Vietnam Restoration Association, the Greater Vietnam Nationalist party, and two militant religious sects. Some sought self-determination within the French Community. Others wanted to break all ties with France and pushed for open warfare. Still others favored collaboration with Japan.


The turning point was World War II. The Japanese conquests of Southeast Asia shattered the aura of invincibility that the European powers had enjoyed as colonial masters. After the war, Europe’s former subjects no longer held them in awe and would not tolerate foreign rule indefinitely. The Europeans found that they could either grant independence to their colonies voluntarily or be driven out militarily. Some, like the British in Malaysia, saw the writing on the wall and provided for a peaceful transition to independence. Others, like the French in Vietnam, asserted that they had come, as one French general put it, “to reclaim our inheritance” and delayed serious consideration of independence until it was too late to do so without bloodshed.


• • •


For France the result was the first Vietnam War. From 1946 to 1954, the French battled Vietnamese insurgents in a vain attempt to stay in Indochina. The United States from the outset urged France to give the colonies their independence. Roosevelt, Truman, and Eisenhower all pushed for decolonization. But it took over $5 billion in military expenditures and 150,000 casualties before the French government was forced to follow that advice.


France’s principal enemy was the Communist Viet Minh, led by Ho Chi Minh. During World War II, Ho had taken carefully calculated steps to position himself to strike for power afterward. At the war’s end, his opportunity came. Through ruthless and adroit infighting, he had eliminated his nationalist rivals as significant military forces. When the sudden surrender of Japan produced a vacuum of power in Vietnam, Ho moved quickly to exploit it. In 1945 he seized power in northern Vietnam and declared the creation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.


In 1945, when the French returned, they easily reestablished their control in southern Vietnam and extended their rule to northern Vietnam through the March 6, 1946, agreement with the Viet Minh. The French controlled all important cities but had no sound strategy to retake the countryside. They poured resources into building fortifications and spread themselves too thinly in widely scattered outposts. After relations between the French and the Communists broke down, the Viet Minh adopted the tactics of the weak—constant skirmishes, hit-and-run attacks, ambushes along jungle roads, always avoiding anything approaching an even test of strength. They also built a parallel government alongside the French colonial administration to organize those who supported them and to subdue or liquidate those who did not. Despite these efforts, the French continued to hold the upper hand through the 1940s.


The Vietnamese people had divided allegiances. Some, including many who were not Communists, joined the Viet Minh because it was the only group offering military resistance to the French. Others, including many nationalists, supported the French, apparently preferring foreign rule to Communist rule. The fact that 200,000 Laotians, Cambodians, and Vietnamese joined the French-controlled Armed Forces of the Associated States of Indochina suggested the Viet Minh Communists were even more despised than the French colonialists. But the vast majority of the Vietnamese people remained neutral. Mindful of the costs that backing a loser can carry in Asian politics, they patiently waited to see which way the prevailing winds would blow.


The United States kept the French war at arm’s length. Truman wanted non-Communist governments in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam, but he did not want to taint American policy with colonialism by cooperating with the French in their war against the Viet Minh. He understood that the Indochinese needed to be given a stake in the battle against communism; they would not fight indefinitely in order to keep Indochina for the French, but they would do so if they were defending their own governments. Still, Truman believed he had little leverage to force the French to decolonize. His priorities were in Europe, where he needed French help to ward off a bellicose Soviet Union, and therefore he was reluctant to antagonize France over Indochina.


The fall of China to Mao’s Red Army in 1949 swept away previous assumptions. The French, who had planned to grind down their weak opponent, now had to fight an enemy who, as a result of assistance from the Chinese, was better armed and supplied. Ho, who had waged a poor man’s war, now could turn up the heat on the French. Truman, who had considered the war a colonialist misadventure, now saw it as a necessary element in his strategy to contain the expansion of communism. And when Communist Chinese troops intervened in the Korean War in late 1950, Truman came to regard the French in Indochina as the means to draw at least some Chinese forces away from the Korean peninsula.


Chairman Mao became Uncle Ho’s godfather. He overhauled the Viet Minh’s primitive forces, training its troops at Chinese bases and providing them with combat advisers, trucks, artillery, and automatic weapons. With six 10,000-man divisions, Ho had an army that could engage the French in positional warfare. Over the next three years, the Viet Minh cleared the French out of the areas adjacent to China but failed to take any major population or agricultural centers. In 1954, Ho’s forces retreated toward Laos, but the French pursued them, establishing their principal base at Dien Bien Phu.


The French decision to entrench their forces there was a cataclysmic strategic miscalculation. Those who supported it were defending the defense of the indefensible: Dien Bien Phu was an isolated island of French power in a sea of Viet Minh territory. The French base invited attack. Supplies could reach it only by air, and it was situated in a basin dominated by surrounding high ground held by the Viet Minh. Ho would have been a fool not to hit it with all the force he could muster. Ho was no fool.


The battle began in March 1954. The Viet Minh captured the outlying defensive positions in the first two weeks and then used its five-to-one advantage in troops to launch massive human-wave attacks. They surrounded the 16,000-man French garrison and then inexorably tightened the noose. They pummeled French positions with artillery shells, expending over 350,000 rounds by the end of the siege, and encroached on the fortress with a network of trenches reminiscent of World War I. With their airstrip pockmarked with artillery craters, the French were prisoners in their own fortress. They could not evacuate the wounded. Supplies and reinforcements had to be dropped in by parachute, and when the weather turned bad, little got through at all. By early April, the situation looked hopeless.


The battle of Dien Bien Phu dealt a death blow to French morale. Because only about 5 percent of French forces in Indochina were involved, even total defeat at Dien Bien Phu could not have been decisive in the outcome of the war. But it had taken on symbolic importance out of proportion to its significance and proved to be a mortal psychological defeat. Ho Chi Minh had once said, “You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours. But even at those odds, you will lose and I will win.”


He turned out to be right. The Viet Minh suffered over three times as many casualties as the French did at Dien Bien Phu, but it was the French will to resist that was broken. Opposition to the war had been building in France. Now it snowballed. In the end, the war was lost on the home front in France rather than on the battlefields of Vietnam. No one dreamed that the same thing would happen to the United States twenty years later.


Our primary interest in Vietnam was to prevent the fall of Indochina to the Communists. We wanted to prevent the loss of Vietnam because we believed it would lead to the fall of the rest of Southeast Asia. This came to be known as the “domino theory.” It was first set forth during the Truman administration in 1952. A National Security Council memorandum stated that in Southeast Asia “the loss of any single country would probably lead to relatively swift submission to or an alignment with communism by the remaining countries of this group.” Dominoes would continue to fall because “an alignment with communism of the rest of Southeast Asia and India, and in the longer term, of the Middle East . . . would in all probability progressively follow. Such widespread alignment would endanger the stability and security of Europe.”


John F. Kennedy, then a senator, expressed the domino theory even more vividly two years after the fall of Dien Bien Phu, when in a speech he described Vietnam as “the cornerstone of the Free World in Southeast Asia, the keystone to the arch, the finger in the dike. Burma, Thailand, India, Japan, and obviously Laos and Cambodia would be threatened if the red tide of communism overflowed into Vietnam.”


Many would scoff at the domino theory in later years. But it is revealing to note that the siege of Dien Bien Phu was made possible only by the fall of Asia’s largest domino—China. With the French war effort in imminent danger of collapse, the United States had to decide what it would do to stop the next domino from tumbling over.


When France asked the United States for help at Dien Bien Phu, its request was for air strikes, not ground troops. Only if the French were to withdraw from Vietnam would ground troops be needed. Having visited Vietnam the previous November, I made the point in a National Security Council meeting that our choice was to help the French now or be faced with the necessity of taking over the burden of preventing a Communist takeover later. Admiral Arthur Radford, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, suggested that we use sixty B-29 bombers in the Philippines in night raids to destroy the Viet Minh positions. He also devised a plan, known as Operation Vulture, for accomplishing the same objective with three small tactical atomic bombs. This option was never seriously considered. President Eisenhower later spoke of possibly using diversionary tactics, such as a naval blockade, against the Viet Minh’s patrons and principal source of military supplies, the Communist Chinese. This plan was also abandoned.
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