  
SOME LESSONS OF THE AMERICAN VIETNAM WAR

Note: these lessons are based the ones that I draw at the end of my course on the Vietnam War, APLS 345, but many of them can also be drawn from The Quiet American. 
1. It is easy to avoid future conflicts -- contrary to popular opinion, it took a great deal of time, effort, money to get into Vietnam -- it was not a quagmire into which we somehow accidentally slipped -- we made a long series of bad decisions that got us into it and at any of a number of points we could have avoided increasing the tragedy. 

2. "Money Can't Buy Me Love" or loyalty or even viability. You can create a puppet (like General The’), but he will never be a very good one, and his purposes will never truly be yours. There are other lessons on how to use and not use money. You can't bribe anyone to end corruption. If you want a civilian-run government, you had better not give all or even most of your aid to the military. Money in large amounts can corrupt an otherwise viable culture.

3. The information and decisions lessons. If you want to hear what you want to hear, reward your underlings (military, puppets, advisors, intelligence, whoever) for telling you good news. Never let the same agency that performs a mission evaluate its success. (Robert Komer, the head of the pacification program in Vietnam, once said to a reporter: "Of course we're making progress. We're always making progress. It's just that sometimes the other side makes progress faster than we do.") Presidents should avoid a "closed decision-making" system. That is, they should make end runs around their advisors and agency heads to get reports from outsiders and from those at middle levels in the field. In 1964 and 65, most military advisors in the field with the Vietnamese troops were opposed to the usefulness of U.S. ground troops (e.g. John Paul Vann and Daniel Boone Porter). Understand that putting off decisions by just trying to hang on usually makes things worse (what LBJ did) -- Machiavelli told of this when he said that it is rarely to ones advantage to avoid a confrontation, and that would include confronting a decision! If you can't get the information you need from within government, bring in outside experts, not just old politicians. The State Department had lost all of its Asian experts after the McCarthy purges of the early 1950s; they had to be replaced or else important perspectives would be lost, and they were. Robert McNamara stresses that Presidents need some way to focus on crises that are slowly building and not be distracted by the immediate crises of the day. 

4. Lessons for advisors – loyalty is not #1. Being a loyal member of the team does not necessarily help you or your leader in the long run. If it is important enough, it is better to go public and quit -- if all the moderates had quit on LBJ, could he have fooled himself that he was making the consensus decision by gradually escalating? If all of Kissinger's advisors had quit in open protest, would the Cambodian invasion have taken place? (This is an especially interesting one to apply to Iraq and the decision to go to war there.) 

5. Lessons about the nature of conflicts and public support. In social revolutions, numbers and technology are much less important than social commitment. To win, you have to be just as determined as your enemy. To stay, you either have to have the resources and be willing to spend them, or you have to get the support of those in the place where you are trying to stay. Guerrillas who don't assimilate the masses to create a people's war will remain isolated guerrillas. The U.S. military seems to have learned this lesson -- they (and the public) are today much more cautious about allowing themselves to be sent into any potential long-term conflict. (Or, at least I thought they had before 2003!! Here I may have been wrong about whether we learned this lesson, but it is still a lesson!) You had better have the support of your own people before you embark upon some long term conflict. We never had a national public debate about Vietnam until after military and political commitments were made. 

6. Lessons on the forces at loose in the world. The most powerful ism in the world today is not communism or capitalism but nationalism. We must not think that any revolution that gets military aid from the Soviet /Russian bloc is simply a communist revolution that we must oppose. The domino theory was a gross oversimplification that blinded us to viable policy alternatives that should have been based on the unique nature of the total situation in Vietnam (historical, cultural, and political). Today we need to add the force of religious fanaticism to the mix -- if that force reinforces nationalism, as it does so often in the Middle East, we are dealing with something truly potent! 

7. Lessons on what you say as a leader. If you deceive too many people for too long (the press, the public, your colleagues), you may soon begin to believe your own deceptions, and by the time you and everyone else finds out, it is too late. (McNamara is perhaps the best example here.) Don't say the credibility of the U.S. depends on continuing fighting in a war that you are about to lose -- someone may believe you. Don't tell your people that a lost war is over and it's time to simply forget (e.g. President Ford) -- the men who were sent to fight and their families will not forget and they will not let others forget. Forgetting does an injustice to those who fought and those who were loyal allies and even those who were created by the war (“Amerasians” from Vietnam). They deserve more than to be forgotten. Losing does not absolve us of moral obligations. 

8. Lessons on what to believe. The press shouldn't believe what leaders tell them, especially those who talk about credibility. For too many years (until about 1967) the press acted almost like a government information agency without asking any tough questions about assumptions -- the question the press asked was not why we were there, but how efficient we were in fighting. (Most people have forgotten this today and only remember post 1967 reporting -- which was generally lousy -- but it didn't lose the war -- the public was already against the war by 1968.) People shouldn't believe the press OR the government. Beware of the "sound-bite" and “pack journalism” in which reporters simply repeat what they hear other reporters say. Read a great deal of history. Get your news from a variety of sources. 

9. Lessons for soldiers. If you are asked to fight, be sure you ask why and how long at the beginning -- it's much harder and more painful later. 

10. Patriotism -- it's ok to criticize -- the job of Congress is to ask tough questions -- partisanship does not end at the water's edge -- questioning a policy does not make one un-American -- what is un-American is charging that criticism is an act of treason, or wrapping your policy up in the symbols of patriotism. Of course, this makes war much harder to wage by a democracy -- it should be harder. 

11. War IS hell. Wisdom is learning this from previous generations, not having to relearn this hard fact every generation or two. It only seems romantic for those who observe it from afar – being dead is not romantic unless you are not one of the dead (the dead don't know even if their side won or lost). Being maimed is not romantic (at best people will periodically feel sorry for you--more often they will make fun of you). If you want thrills and solidarity through suffering with close friends, play team sports. It is a lot cheaper for all concerned. 

12. Hubris -- the world is a dangerous place and the time has passed when we can impose our will on others. We could only do this for a short time, and that was as much a result of others' weakness following WWII as our own strength. There are problems we can't solve and conflicts that will go on and cultures that have no desire to be like ours -- nothing may be more dangerous than good intentions coupled with ignorance. If we really feel ours is a superior culture, let others taste it through trade and exchange, and sooner or later they may freely choose it, even if they have to overthrow their current leaders to do so (this is called “soft power”). Look what has happened to Vietnam over the last 30 years, and what we can see happening in other nations like Iran today. Movies and jeans and Coca-Cola are more effective weapons than napalm. 

13. Not all intervention is bad -- but each must be carefully evaluated: Does it involve a clearly identified and vital US self-interest (a highly subjective question)? What is the history of the struggle and how does that affect the chances of success? What will success cost in terms of lives and dollars and are we willing to pay the price? Can success be defined so that we have a clear point to know when to leave (exit strategy)? 

At the end of former Secretary of Defense (under JFK and LBJ) Robert McNamara's book on Vietnam, In Retrospect, he lists 11 major causes for the U.S. disaster in Vietnam. Several are quite close to the lessons listed above. 

· misjudged our enemy and overestimated the dangers they posed to us

· saw the South Vietnamese as Americans who wanted democracy

· underestimated the power and force of nationalism

· did not have Asian experts to help us understand the history, culture, and politics of the area

· relied too much on technology

· never had a full scale public political debate before we made decisions

· failed to maintain public support because the government did not explain what was happening – it lost credibility

· have no right to shape other nations when our own security is not directly at stake

· should have had full international support, not just cosmetic support, unless direct security is at stake

· leaders failed to organize themselves to thoroughly and intensely examine the problem and debate options -- distracted by other crises and events

