Why Were We in Vietnam?

A historian and former participants from both sides re-examine the traumatic Southeast Asian conflict.
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IKE other traumatic events af-

fecting society as a whole, the

war in Vietnam will doubtless

provoke, in the words the Dutch
historian Pieter Geyl apptied to history
itself, an "*argument without end.” Nev-
ertheless, the book of that name by
Robert McNamara and associates and a
very different one by the diplomatic his-
torian Fredrik Logevall should narrow
the range of reasonable discussion,

The two books cover many of the
same issues, but differ greatly in per-
spective and approach. '‘Argument
Without End"” is based on conversations
between Americans and Vietnamese
who were active in their respective
countries when the war Started. The
’lessons” and "'corrections to the his-
torical record” drawn from these con-
versations are those of people who had
the perceptions and were intimately in-
volved In the decisions they now brand
as mistaken,

"Choosing War" ig by a scholar who
was born in Sweden the year John F.
Kennedy and Ngo Dinh Diem were as-
sassinated, and who was too young to be
involved in the impassioned debates of
the 1960’s and 70's. A member of the
first generation to come to maturity af-
ter the war in Vietnam ended, Logevali,
who teaches at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara, can treat the events
he describes as history, not as searing
personal experience. His account of the
diplomatic context in which President
Lyndon B. Johnson decided to send
American troops to fight In Vietnam Is
thorough and nuanced, and expressed
with admirable clarity. Rarely is diplo-
matic history so well written these days,
One who lived through the period as an
attentive adult will, however, detect at
times a failure to understand fully the
spirit of the age.

Despite their many differences,

Jack F. Matlock Jr., a former United
States Ambassador to the Soviet Union,
is a professor at the Institute for Ad-
vanced Study in Princeton, N.J., and the
author of **Autopsy on an Empire.”*
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these books agree on one fundamental
issue. Both argue that the decision to
“"Americanize*’ the war in Vietnam, tak-
en in what Logevall caijls “The Long
1964 (mid-1963 to early 1965), was an
€rror as clearly avoidable as it was trag-
ic. Certainly it was.an error, and its re-
sults were tragic. Whether it was as eas-
ily avoidable as these authors believe is
not as clear.

The most riveting part of “'Argu-
ment Without End’* contains the tran-
scripts of discussions by American and
Vietnamese participants, in a series of
conferences. The Americans are to be
commended for using the meetings to
test the accuracy of their previous views
rather than defending them. The Viet-
namese generally maintained that they
were right ali along, though some spoke
with greater candor as the sessions pro-
gressed, In their attempt to be objective,
the Americans sometimes went farther
than they should have in accepting self-
serving comments from their interlocu-
tors. But this was by no means invari-
ably the case.

Col. Herbert Y. Schandier raised a
key question in the following exchange:

Do you think the war might have
ended more favorably to the Americans
if we had brought in a lot more combat
troops, and maybe attempted to take the

fand war north of the 17th paraliel?’

Col. Quach Hai Luong, a former mil-
itary ofticer who since the war has stud-
ied United States strategy, responded:
*'No. In that case, I believe you would
have lost the war sooner.”’

"Youdo? Why?”

‘“Because you would have done ex-
actly what the French had done years
before. You would have spread your-
selves out widely and put yourselves in
an unfavorable position,*’

HE Vietnamese also denied

that more intensjve bombing

would have made a difference,

pointing out that the country
was 80 percent rurai and that it would
have been impossible for the United
States to find targets that would cripple
the relatively primitive military ma-
chine in North Vietnam,

On this issue, the Vietnamese were
persuasive. They were less so when the
Americans asked whether North Viet-
nam would have respected a neutraj
South Vietnam if one could have been
created in the 1960’s. Some dodged the
question, but others explained that while
Hanoi intended eventually to unify the
country under its rule, the process couid
have been gradual, lasting {0 to 20
years. This led McNamara to conclude
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that such an agreement would have sat-
isfied both Washington’s and Hanoi's
goals. Logevall also argues that neutral-
ization of the South was possible before
the United States entered the war in
force, and adds that a settlement would
have brought an earlier and more robust
détente between the United States and
the Saviet Union,

Of course, it is easy to belleve that
North Viétnam wouid have accepted a
coatition government in the South as a
temporary measure to avoid large-scale
American intervention. Looking back,
we can understand that any political so-
iution wouid have been preferable to
what actuaily happened. In that sense,
the United States did miss an opportuni-
ty to avoid a war that had tragic conse-
quences for alf.

That “‘opportunity,” however, was
probably not what the authorsg of either
book have in mind, nor would- its likely
consequences have been ag benign as
they imagine, The reason is that Hanoi
would not have respected a neutral gov-
ernment in Saigon for long, but would
have done its best to subvert it. {ts un-
shakable goal was to control the entire
country. Opposition in the South to its
rule would have prevented the patient
approach postulated by McNamara's
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Vietnamese interiocutors, and its tactics would
have been brutal. The Kennedy and Johnson Ad-
ministrations had good reason to consider pro-
posals for a coalition government merely a cover
for an eventual North Vietnamese takeover.
washington decision makers were wrong to
think of Ho Chi Minh as a puppet of Moscow or
Beijing, but they were not wrong about the dan-
ger of Communist aggression. Furthermore,
they were right to be concerned about the fate of
those Vietnamese in the South who opposed a
Communist takeover, many of whom had fled
from the North to escape it. We cannot know
with certainty what would have happened to
them if the United States had delivered them to
Hanoi under the fiction of a neutralized govern-
ment, but there was reason to expect the worst.
After all, Communism in the Soviet Union had
killed more Soviet citizens than even Hitler did.
Mao began his murderous Cultural Revolution
not on Moscow’s orders but to achieve his own
purposes. '

ROTECTION of the non-Communist

South Vietnamese, while important, was

probably not the decisive motivation of

American officials who decided in favor
of war. For an explanation of their choice, we
need to recail the American political scene at the
time. 1t was justa tew years after the war in Ko~
rea, McCarthyism and a bruising debate over
who lost China. The most damaging tag that
couid be placed on any political candidate, par-
ticulariy a Democrat, was “goft on Commu-
nism.” John Kennedy recognized this with his
charges of a missile gap during his Presidential
campaign, his endorsement of the Bay of Pigs in-
vasion, his response to Soviet missiles in Cuba
and his rhetoric, especially in his speech in West
Berlin.

Let us suppose that,on the Kennedy-Johnson
watch, Hanoi had managed to take over South
Vietnam as the resuit of an agreement with the
United States. Other dominoes would have start-
ed to wobble, not in consequence of some master
plan in the Kremlin vauits, but because M0oSCOW,
Beijing, Havana and Hanoi would be competing
for influence over insurgencies elsewhere, and
attempting to create them where they did not yet
exist. (Witness Soviet backing for the Cuban ad-
ventures in Latin America and Africa in the
1970’s: Moscow did not control Fidel Castro, but
this did not prevent cooperation to support rebel-
lions in many countries.)

Whether or not further dominoes had fallen,
the 1968 eiection in the United States would have
been filled with charges of softness on Commu-
pism, and perhaps even treason. Richard Nixon
(or, conceivably, Barry Goldwater) would proba-
bly have been elected, not with a promise that he
had a secret plan to end the war in Yietnam, but
with pledges of a renewed anti-Communist cru-
sade. To think that the rapprochement with China
or arms control agreements with the Soviet
Union would have been possible under such condi-
tions, as Logevall does, is an exercise in fantasy.

Logevail makes the valid point that Ameri-
can allies in Europe did not clamor for United
States intervention in Vietnam. Even if they did
at times give lukewarm support in response to
American pressure, they had grave doubts about
the probable outcome. Nevertheless, this does
not mean Washington had no reason to fear that
abandonment of South Vietnam would erode the
credibility of the United States as an ally in Eu-
rope. It would have, and Moscow would have had
an easier time driving wedges in the NATO al-
liance if that had happened.

‘Though one may question some of the judg-
ments in both books, McNamara and his associ-
ates offer several valuable lessons growing out
of their experience and their discussions. Every
one of these admonitions is important, and as
events since the vietnam War suggest, ignoring
any of them can lead to policy failure.

The lessons for American policy makers
that they list are: [0} understand the mind-set of
your adversary; (2) communicate with your ad-
versary at a high level; (3) in foreign policy,
practice the democratic principles you preach
(by bringing the public and Congress into the de-
cision-making process); (4) apply power only in
a context of multilateral declsion making (aside
from territorial self-defense of the United
states); (5) acknowledge that some problems in
internationai affairs have no solution, particular-
ly no military solution; and (6) organize to apply
and administer military power with intensity
and thoroughness.

Few observers would quarrel with these
maxims, ail of which shouid be given greater
Governments than is cus-
tomary. When they aré observed, the odds im-
prove that a policy will succeed. President
Ronald Reagan’s concerted attempt (0 grasp the
mind-set of the Soviet jeaders and his insistence
on maintaining a high-level dialogue facilitated
not only the settlements he eventually achieved,
but also a change in the Soviet outlook he con-
fronted at the outset of his Presidency.

president George Bush'’s patient work to at-
tract pubtic and Congressional support, his diplo-
macy to build an internationai coalitlon and se-
cure United Nations authority, and his decision
to apply intense military force from the outset of
hostilities were essential prerequisites to his vic-
tory in the guif war. While that war did not end all
the problems in the region, Bush was able to dis-
tinguish those igsues amenable to a military so-
lution (repeliing the invasion of another country)
from those that are less likely to be soived by
military means (removing a foreign ieader, arbi-
trating a civil war).

gExamples of failures when these {essons are
ignored are legion. The Carter Administration
misunderstood the Sovlet mind-set and failed to
deter the invasion of Afghanistan. The Reagan
Administration misunderstood the Libyan leader
Muammar el-Qaddafi’s thinking and avoided di-
rect communication, with the resuit that fimited
military actions provoked rather than deterred
terrorist acts.

HOUGH the jury has not yet convened,

historians may judge that President

Clinton’s bombing of Yugoslavia exac-

erbated rather than prevented a
tragedy in Kosovo. A more accurate understand-
ing of Slobodan Milosevic’s point of view — along
with diplomatic efforts to obtain United Nations
authority for any action taken, and a recognition
that some problems cannot be solved by military
means — might well have produced a more suc-
cessful and less controversial strategy.

The specific lessons and conclusions set
forth in '*Argument Without End” are well rea-
soned and highly relevant to decisions being
made today. Those in »Choosing War,” largely
confined to the circumstances at the time and
thus more remote from decisions today, are less
convincing. Both books, however, are major
contributions to a better understanding of the
vietnam War and its impiications: Logevail’s
for his portrayal of the international context.
and McNamara’s for the dialogues and his re-
flections on them. -



