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What were the lessons of Vietnam?

Introduction

The lessons of Munich exist;  i.e. we learned something in Munich.  The question becomes, does a current event resemble Munich or not;  i.e. are we applying the lessons of Munich to the correct situation.  In the case of Vietnam, we did not learn a “lesson”, much less when to apply it.

The authors state that Vietnam did teach us certain practical lessons, but they are operational in nature;  related to war and technology.  This demonstrates more then anything else why international lawyers should never talk about important things.  A lot about warfare was not learned, and is disputed, in Vietnam.  Numbskulls.

They then talked about the importance; and perils, of using history as a guide.  The problem relates to when a situation compares to another, and when it doesn’t.  It implies an understanding of what went before, however.  If there is no common understanding of a previous event, then how can one use it to support or oppose a current event;  even if the two events are analogous;  the lessons drawn are not.

Part II:

What happened?

Why did we go in:  Perhaps we went in for the wrong reasons?  We didn’t know, from the president on down, what we were doing.  If we had known more, and been better informed, it would not have happened.  The problem, is we should always know more and be better informed.  It is not an actionable prescription.  Plus, maybe we did know exactly what we were doing;  going in was an act of folly (in Tuchman sense).  The ruling govt. willfully went in knowing the problems.  The system worked, the leaders were of low character.   Again, elect better leaders is not actionable. 

How did we go in:  Maybe it was a gradual process, the govt. taking baby steps in, until it ended up somewhere it never intended to go.  Congress didn’t intend the gulf of Tonkin resolution to grant the president what it did, they thought it was a small commitment.  Small commitments can grow; is that a reason to not enter small commitments?  And was it in fact a case of getting “sucked in”?  Or did several administrations deliberately inject us into Vietnam?  To resolve this question would go a long way towards resolving why did we go in.

If the executive branch did deliberately get us into the war, then perhaps the central lesson is that it is correct for the other branches (legislative, judicial) or people (protestors, press) to resist, and get us out. In this view, the overly powerful executive branch, the “imperial presidency”, was the problem.  But others are convinced of the opposite, once in the president has to have the ability to finish the job;  in that view the press caused the war to miscarry.  

So this brings up:  what was happening?  Were we winning or not?  Tet was a military disaster for the vietmin, a win for the u.s.  But the press turned it into a defeat.  Or did it.  What was a win for the U.S.?  Killing lots of enemy and “whipping” them only mattered if they admitted defeat.  They didn’t.  That it was only a propaganda victory implies some other kind matters more, but in the event, it didn’t.  Napoleon won at Boridino, and should have retreated then, not two months later.  Of course more U.S. soldiers died in 1944 then 1943, that wasn’t a reason to stop WW II.

Did Nixon and Kissenger find a different path?  They thought so.  They thought the had an honorable, workable policy, and had left a south Vietnam that could protect itself with minimal help.  Whose fault was it that they didn’t receive that help;  the president that forfeited the nation’s (and congress’s) trust, or the congress that could not run a coherent foreign policy that it had denied the president the power to run?

So don’t go to war without public and congressional support.  But you never know in advance if you have it, and to wait for it is to abrogate leadership.  So only lead when you are sure you can get it; use better judgment.  Good advise, but again not actionable.

III:    

What went wrong?  Nixon and Kissinger thought they had succeeded.  The only excuse for what happened after aid was cut, was that the people who did so did not know what would happen.  But is this correct?  Was the regime that followed U.S. withdrawal really much worse?  (answer;  absolutely yes).  But there is a moral and practical issue.  Could we have stopped what happened?  Or just delayed (and maybe radicalized) it?  And is it our job to always prevent what is bad?  Like in Poland or Hungary?

And whose fault was the bad, anyway?  Who were we fighting?  In one view, the problem wasn’t the Vietnamese, it was the soviets.  Haig says we should have forced them to make a deal.  But Johnson tried, and failed.  Was it because the soviets wouldn’t force their client to make a deal, or because they couldn’t?    Who were we negotiating with, and who were we fighting?  The soviets, the Chinese;  or the Viet cong, or the NVA?

And our allies?  Was the S. Vietnamese govt legitimate?  And could it change, or did we lock onto a doomed ally fighting the forces of change?  Was diem doomed from the start, and was he better then the alternative?  Did we back the wrong horse for moral or tactical reasons?  And could we have backed the other side for strategic reasons?

And can we be practical, and simply recognize that bad is going to happen, but not oppose it because we can’t;  i.e. could we have simply sat this one out?  Of course, to believe that we must oppose communism, but sometimes it is destined to win, isn’t a lesson, it’s a dilemma.

To resolve the dilemma, change destiny.  Communism flourished because of poverty (galbraith), fix the poverty and we win.  Don’t fight a military war, fight a war on root causes.  Problem is, this policy acts with loooooonnnnngggg lags, if it does at all.  And it is not germane to the immediate questions of opposing commy aggression; how to stop N.Vietnam.  They were poor, and still won, over a less poor south Vietnam.  More then poverty is going on here.  Indeed, all the money spent in s. Vietnam may have destabilized it, and in any case N.Vietnam wanted victory, not an absence of poverty.  

Hart says only expand through clients;  don’t use our own military;  that strategy has worked for the USSR.  But what then of Korea;  the intervention that worked?  Maybe its because the S. Korea govt was strong;  so our military can only be asked to do military tasks, not political ones.

IV  Why were we their?


Many say for no reason.  However, it seems we had a reason to be there, the reason just kept changing. The Powell doctrine was developed as a result.  Sticking to objectives is important;  as is knowing when to switch;  again wisdom and judgment are needed, and are always in short supply

We knew we weren’t there to colonize Vietnam.  But many others didn’t know that, especially after Diem was killed.  Were we stopping the communists, or imposing an alien regime?

And was it in our National Interest?  What vital one?  Many thought it wasn’t, especially later.  But others thought that was why we HAD to go in, because it wasn’t in our interest.  Collective security and the u.s. as the “world policeman’ required going in for moral reasons.  But this brings us to the lippman critique of Mr. X;  that we would then not choose the battlefield.

Did we choose Vietnam?  If we did, it was a bad choice.  But most policymakers thought Vietnam chose them.  And once chosen, the consequences of failure were to dire to contemplate.  And the consequences were dire;  for the Vietnamese;  but not for the U.S.  Still, one lesson was that we now knew the nature of the enemy, and could no longer afford to pretend he was other then he was.  (a lesson that manifestly has not been learned by all).

The problem with all the above is it assumes a moral foreign policy;  when moral clarity is absent the policy becomes a problem.  Morally pure policies without any national interest have their own problems;  Mogadishu 1993.   

Did the Domino theory survive?  Laos and Cambodia.  Thailand and Malaysia.  China and Indonesia.

Credibility:  Does it require staying in a loosing situation.  Does loosing 27,000 more soldiers justify the first 31,000 dead?  Do we look tough for staying, or dumb?  Did we maintain credibility because of Vietnam, or in spite of it?

What lessons to learn?  
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