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VIETNAM: WHAT WENT WRONG?

For a country as unaccustomed to losing as theetiStates, defeat in Vietham was
bewildering. Some people find it inconceivable tAaterican power could be beaten by
a ragtag group of Third World extremists. As a lieshey assume the explanation must
lie within. The most popular scapegoats are stigdamd the press. “America lost because
of its democracy”, argues Colonel Joseph P. Maranetired USAF officer. “Through
dissent and protest it lost the ability to mobilire will to win.” “For the first time in
history”, argues Robert Elegant, “the outcome wfaa was determined not on the
battlefield but on the printed page and, aboveoallthe television screen”. Such
profoundly absurd statements can only be explduyesl deep ignorance of events on the
ground in Vietham. The war was at first enormoysdypular. It became unpopular when
the events on the battlefield ceased to providiigetion for the war”’s costs in lives and
money. In other words, American soldiers had fodfaste defeat in Vietham for the war
to become intolerable at home. The inadequacigéseoAmerican war effort were real,
they have nothing to do with faulty perception avage betrayal. The US suffered a
strategic defeat. This raises a worthy questionulava different strategy have brought
victory?

On Strategy

The most popular strategic criticism focuses up@nfiaws of limited war, which left
soldiers with “one hand tied behind their backsécérding to the 1980 Myths and
Realities survey by the Veterans Administrationpév cent of the public and 72 per cent
of Vietnam era veterans agree that “Our troops wsked to fight in a war which our
political leaders ...would not let them win”. Amotigpse who experienced combat duty
in Vietnam, 82 per cent agree. This line of arguniepopular, as it allows the
imagination to conjure up a scenario in which wigtwas possible. Thus, in the popular
Rambo films, the hero, upon being ordered backiédi@m, asks his superior: “Sir, do
we get to win this time?”
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To Lyndon Johnson, limited war seemed politicapsble. McNamara, during his
confident phase, asserted that “The greatest bomitvh Vietnam is making ... is that it is
developing an ability in the United States, to gevar without the necessity of arousing
the public ire”. But critics contend that this hakartedness caused defeat. “It seems
rather obvious that a nation cannot fight a wardll blood, sending its men and women
to distant fields of battle without arousing theations of the people”, General Bruce
Palmer argues. “I know of no way to accomplish #iert of a declaration of war ... and
national mobilization.” Summers feels that a dextian would have made the war “a
shared responsibility of both the government aedAimerican people”. Westmoreland
agrees: “As a student of the history of war, amdembering the relatively recent Korean
War experience, | was aware of the likelihood thainited war, fought with limited
means for limited objectives, would put speciaistion the body politic”.

American commitment was lacking. “We never made eiifiyrt to create a war
psychology in the United States”, Dean Rusk adnahitté/e tried to do in cold blood
perhaps what can only be done in hot blood”. Batafgument that a declaration of war
would have inspired greater commitment is deegwéd. The Korean War, another
limited war, was also fought without a formal deat&on, yet the US managed to attain
its objectives.

Disenchantment with the Vietham War grew becaugectibbes were not obtained,
despite the claims of political and military leaslehs the credibility gap widened,
support for the war fell. It is difficult to seeWwa declaration of war would have
prevented this development.

Furthermore, for most Americans the war was tolerap until 1968 precisely because it
did not touch their lives. On that score, Johnsas probably right about the need to
maintain business as usual. Clausewitz understaid'tVar is no act of blind passion,
but is dominated by the political object, thereftire value of that object determines the
measure of the sacrifices by which it is to be pased. This will be the case, not only as
regards extent, but also as regards duration. és,sberefore, as the required outlay
becomes so great that the political object is mgéw equal in value, the object must be
given up.” A declaration of war would have impligmbilization of the reserves, a shift
to a war economy, cancellation of social programraad, one suspects, more stringent
control of the media and of civil liberties. It se® unlikely that these measures would
have made the war more popular. Americans woulttlsidiave asked themselves
whether the political object - the fate of Soutletviam - justified such sacrifice.

It is also reckless to assume that Congress ohitterican people would have approved
a declaration of war in 1965. Where was the thi@#&merican security, the vital
prerequisite to such a declaration? A lot of doragwould have had to fall before
people in San Francisco felt threatened. The To@kili Resolution was popular
precisely because it was not a declaration of Waroposed limited action, which
seemed justified in the circumstances. At the titine resolution did not seem any more
monumental than similar measures pertaining tdviuelle East and the Formosa Straits
which Eisenhower had pushed through Congress ipréhgous decade.
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Summers also argues that the US never formulatembée strategy designed to win the
war. Military planners mistakenly believed thatiomted firepower and modern
weaponry could take the place of strategy. Amerfcaces were tied to “the strategic
defensive in pursuit of the negative aim of weatimgenemy down”, with progress
measured solely by the body count, or by the amoiaimmunition expended. This line
of argument has proved popular. Sixty-eight pet oesommanders polled by Kinnard
thought US objectives lacked clarity. “The US wasmmitted to a military solution,
without a firm military objective”, one commandemnarked. “The policy was attrition -
killing VC - this offered no solution - it was sesss.”

Summers feels that “Instead of orienting on Nortativam - the source of war - we

turned our attention to the symptom - the guerviléa in the south.” The “tyranny of
fashion” meant that counterinsurgency, not coneewi warfare was pursued. In other
words, the US abandoned the standard method byhithicon wars, in favour of a bad
imitation of its enemy's tactics. It should haveagnized that, despite appearances to the
contrary, the war was not an indigenous insurgelgiyan invasion of the South by the
North - a conventional war masquerading as a dlzeconflict. This being the case, “the
Army should have taken the tactical offensive altregDMZ across Laos to the Thai
border in order to isolate the battle and therbaetitely assume the strategic and tactical
defensive”.

Palmer advances a similar argument, even goingrassfto argue that victory could have
been won with four fewer American divisions tharrgvactually mobilized. A five
division force (two American, two Korean, one ARValpng the DMZ, with a further
two American divisions to extend the line to thetEhai border, would effectively have
“isolated the battlefield”, cutting the South afbfin Communist infiltration. According to
Palmer, this would have created “a military shiedéthind which South Vietnam could
work out its own political, economic and social lplems. Cut off from substantial out-
of-country support, the Viet Cong was bound to eiitbn the vine and gradually become
easier for the South Viethamese to defeat.”

The United States certainly had the capacity thtfigis sort of war. With sufficient force
and a willingness to extend the ground war intod.and Cambodia, it might have
isolated the battlefield. But what would the consatces have been? The US fought a
limited war against a communist threat at the hedglthe Cold War. Yet none of her
major allies actively supported her mission. @ hard to imagine what the world
reaction would have been had the US fought moreeagiyely. Leaving aside the
potentially very dangerous reaction of the USSR @hiha, one has to bear in mind the
effect such a strategy would have had upon thelisgadif the NATO alliance.

Isolating the battlefield could not have been agikeas cheaply or as easily as Summers
and Palmer suggest. The logistical complicationsyafig to create a Maginot Line along
the DMZ and through Laos were immense. Vietham nedadorea, where different

terrain and the defence of a peninsula made agbdeasible. Nor was it the wide open
spaces of Eastern Europe, the battleground whichr&an conventional tactics
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presupposed. Much of the area in question was daitlygungle which favoured the
infiltrator. “Some have considered it practicaldeseal the land frontiers against North
Vietnamese infiltration”, Westmoreland once commadntyet small though [South
Vietnam] is, its land frontiers extend for morent#00 miles”. If Laos had been sealed
off, might the DRV have extended the Ho Chi MinfaiTthrough Thailand? No barrier
can ever be impenetrable, and the frustratingdablorthern incursions was that they did
not need to be big to be successful. The revoluwtand survive on a trickle. Small
convoys of trucks could make a huge differencénéRLAF, but if trucks failed to get
through, bicycles might. If bicycles proved toorisive, supplies could be hauled on the
backs of coolies.

The highest level of American casualties duringvfae were suffered by Marines who
guarded the DMZ. Communist guerrillas had theiatgst success with lightning raids
against static targets. As a barrier force, the Acaes would have been sitting ducks for
incessant sapper attacks and artillery bombardmBnotseven assuming that the US
could have prevented incursions by Northern traops supplies, victory was still
contingent upon neutralizing the NLF (which condlvast areas of South Vietnam in
1965) and building a viable government in the South

Good government could not be learned overnightcoatd hearts and minds be won
quickly. American troops would have had to remairstation during a slow process of
nation-building, an open-ended commitment whichAheerican public would have
found progressively intolerable. The importancéhef political object would have
quickly evaporated. Though the communists clainteerwise, the US had no
imperialistic interest in Vietnam. Unlike the Frénthey derived no direct advantage
from occupying the country. They did not want tayst

The great problem with the Palmer/Summers thegigisninuscule role it assigns to the
PLAF. There is no evidence to suggest that remothiedRYV from the equation would
have persuaded the PLAF to lay down its arms. énvist majority of engagements,
Americans fought the PLAF, not PAVN. The PLAF woulddoubtedly have been worse
off if supply lines from the North had been cutf iwould still have been able to wage
war. In 1967 the CIA estimated that the vast majaf supplies used by the revolution
originated in the South. Self-sufficiency and adéiph were the NLF's strongest assets.
It geared its effort to supply levels, shiftingween periods of dormancy and great
activity. Time was on its side. It did not needuio the war, it had only to avoid outright
defeat. Its strategy was based on the certaintyethentually Americans would tire of the
war. Its political object was of sufficiently graatportance to justify a long war and
heavy casualties.

The Summers thesis has great appeal becauseltgiesta scenario in which the US
could have won the war by doing what came natur8lyt it is based on a blinkered
view of the war. Summers is fond of relating arideat which occurred when he met
PAVN Colonel Nguyen Don Tu in 1975. “You know yoewver defeated us on the
battlefield”, Summers rather stupidly remarked.pbmdered the statement a moment,
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then replied: “that may be so, but it is also &xnt”. He was probably astounded that,
after such a long war, Summers should still begeoriant of its true nature.

The Other War

Those who recognise the importance of the NLF ¢éocttmmunist war effort, among
them Andrew Krepinevich, advance a decidedly d#féthesis than Summers and
Palmer. Krepinevich argues that the US paid insigffit attention to the “village war”,
and thus failed to adopt an effective counter-igeacy strategy. Failure resulted because
the US tried to mould the war to suit conventicstedtegy, rather than adapting strategy
to suit the war. Instead of fighting big unit engagents, which had little bearing on the
eventual outcome, the US should have concentraded bringing security to the
peasantry, thus allowing the RVN eventually to Wwaarts and minds. Krepinevich
denounces the “Army Concept” which, he describethesArmy's perception of how
wars ought to be waged reflected in the way theyAonganizes and trains its troops for
battle. The characteristics of the Army Concepttan@ a focus on mid-intensity, or
conventional, war and a reliance on high volumesrepower to minimize casualties - in
effect, the substitution of material costs at eargilable opportunity to avoid payment
in blood." This argument has a great deal of mé/gstmoreland did underestimate the
importance of the village war and considered PLAErgllas mere “termites” who could
be safely left to the ARVN. But ARVN proved uneqt@khis task, and the failure to
break the NLF's hold upon the peasantry contribtagtle American defeat.

To fight a guerrilla insurgency required subtlefigalth and patience. Americans instead
applied raw power. They had some success, butstswecess similar to that of the man
who burns down his house in order to rid it of tées The reluctance to sacrifice lives -
summed up in the ubiquitous sentiment: “expendsimett men” - in practice meant that
many innocent Viethamese civilians were killedsat ta few Americans could live. In
1972 John Paul Vann observed: "I have walked thrdugmdreds of hamlets that have
been destroyed in the course of a battle, the maps the result of the heavier friendly
fires. The overwhelming majority of hamlets thusttdeyed failed to yield sufficient
evidence of damage to the enemy to justify destmuct.”

Indeed, it has not been unusual to have a hamég¢toyed and find absolutely no
evidence of damage to the enemy.... The destruofiarhamlet by friendly firepower is
an event that will always be remembered and prabttioever forgiven by those
members of the population who lost their homesg @afense specialist Herman Kahn
argued in 1968 that “The United States must adgjitsavorking position that the lives
of Vietnamese civilians are just as valuable as #eae lives”. But for the American
military such an idea was preposterous. In théaresf to protect themselves, they made
more enemies.

But counter-insurgency was not the sure-fire solutvhich Krepinevich suggests. It
required a massive level of commitment. Westmorckkamitted that with “virtually
unlimited manpower, | could have stationed troopsyanently in every district or
province and thus ... enabled the troops to gkehoov the people intimately, facilitating
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the task of identifying the subversives and pratecthe others against intimidation.” To
be effective, counter-insurgency had to go harfthimd with aid programmes; standards
of living had to rise at the same time that segwias strengthened. But this sort of
pacification strategy would have taken too longiagthe American people had no
patience for a protracted political/military cangaiIn a conversation with Robert
Shaplen in 1970, a demoralized American economweldement worker summarized
the immense difficulty of pacification: “two Vietog in a hamlet can still undo most of
what we've accomplished”.

In Dynamics of Defeat, Eric Bergerud argues, rattogvincingly, that the chances of
winning the war by fighting the “other war” werestethan by pursuing a more aggressive
conventional strategy. The problem was one of aim& manpower. The US had a very
small number of combat troops. (We should recait tnly around 15% of the 600,000
troops in Vietnam at the peak actually fought.)d@ising them to cover a greater area, as
Westmoreland recognized, would have been playitaytive hands of the PLAF. The
guerrillas would have loved to be able to sluguitio the hinterlands with lightly armed
Americans. The US Army, Bergerud feels, was orgathis it was because that was the
best way for a modern democracy to fight a war. Atray's motto of “bullets not

bodies” suited a citizenry who accepted the prilecgs fighting communism, but did not
want to lose men. Spreading out and fighting aeceahter insurgency war, while
deploying firepower sparingly, would simply haveanemore Americans sent home in
body bags.

The task of training men for counter-insurgency weany case hugely complicated,
especially since Gls were limited to a one year tdwuty. It was arguably also a
diversion from the American military's intended pose, which was to fight a
conventional war against the Soviet Union. Did &k® sense to undergo a massive
military transformation in order to win a small warAsia? “We're watchdogs you
unchain to eat up the burglar”, one battalion comaes argued. “Don't ask us to be
mayors or sociologists worrying about hearts anadsii. “I'll be damned if | permit the
United States Army, its institutions, its doctrinaad its traditions to be destroyed just to
win this lousy war”, an American officer once exolad. Guenter Lewy cites this as
evidence of the Army's stubborn refusal to addfeéms instead an impressive ability to
take the long view.

Was Victory Possible?

Loren Baritz rejects the Krepinevich thesis ondheunds that cultural conditioning
impeded adaptation to the challenges Vietnam pd¥¢éal is a product of culture ... Our
managerial sophistication and technological supéyicesulted in our trained
incompetence in guerrilla warfare.” There is pleotyvidence to support this argument.
Sophisticated weapons were used because they wadtabde, not necessarily because
they were appropriate. For instance, studies heweated that slower propeller-driven
aircraft were more efficient at destroying targatthis type of war than jet aircraft and
resulted in fewer civilian casualties and crew ésssret over 90 percent of sorties were
flown by jets. Baritz argues that there was no psd¢eom the tyranny of technological
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war: “The military's continuing claim that we coutdve won the war if it had been
allowed to fight the war differently is pointled&'e could not have fought it differently.
... The American way of life and war meant thatosald not succeed as
counterinsurgents.”

This seems excessively deterministic. It is alsgpperal to the real issue. Defeat was
inevitable not because of strategic failures, lmdanse America backed an ally which
had no future in Vietham. Both Summers and Krepotewrom different directions,
argue that the conditions could have been creatadhich the RVN could have
transformed itself into a benevolent, responsiblé iepresentative government. Yet
during nearly thirty years of American involvemém¢ Saigon regime provided no
evidence that it was capable of such a transfoamafihe RVN did not become corrupt
and cruel because it was, by 1965, losing the Mars corrupt and cruel by nature.
Improving the military situation in South Vietnanould not have eradicated its venality.
The RVN could not easily overcome the fact thatas an urban, Westernized and
largely Catholic elite which ruled over a ruralstan, poor peasantry. Those with power
were reluctant to change because exploitation waf#gble in the short term. Strategic
tinkering would not have transformed the socialficinat the heart of the Vietnam war.

Anti-communism had great popular appeal, but thé&R}@dvernment had little. It was
difficult to motivate soldiers to defend a regimbigh had no real identity, and a state
which was an invention of diplomats. These weakeefsrced the regime to look
outward for support, namely to the United Statekil®/American assistance
undoubtedly made South Vietnam stronger militaitlyyveakened the regime politically
by exacerbating its worst faults. “The Americanlaia have really changed our way of
thinking”, the ultraconservative Father Nguyen Quaam wrote in 1975. “People
compete with each other to become prostitutes,ightatsay, to get rich in the quickest
and most exploitative manner.” The American presemas living proof that the Saigon
government could not control its own fate. The Aicean way of war also fundamentally
altered the character of South Vietnam, creatisgaety and an economy which were
not sustainable in the long term.

Some have argued that the US should have forceld\iNeto reform. It was a great
mistake, Robert Komer contends, that the US diduset“more vigorously the power
over the [RVN] that our contributions gave us. \ed&me their prisoners, rather than
they ours.” But forcing the RVN to change (assuntimg was possible) would merely
have underlined its puppet status, leaving the Agaes vulnerable to charges of
neocolonialism. Some time ago, in a different treeat war, T. E. Lawrence recognized
the difficulties of creating an effective allianibetween unequal partners. It is “better
they do it imperfectly than you do it perfectly’e largued, “for it is their country, their
war, and your time is limited”. It is also diffiduio force an ally to improve whilst at the
same time making it clear that you will not letrthéail. For the US, the RVN's survival
was always more important than its morality. CynicSaigon exploited that situation.

The US was not only saddled with a weak ally,sodhaced a formidable enemy. “They
were in fact the best enemy we have faced in @ioty”, one general confessed to
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Kinnard. In 1945, after the Japanese surrendere@eébBouglas MacArthur warned
General Jacques LeClerc, the new Commander in Ghlafench forces in Indochina,
about the difficulties of fighting Viethamese natadism: “if you expect to succeed in
overcoming the resistance of your enemy ... broidiers, and then more soldiers, and
after that still more soldiers. But, even afterth# soldiers you can spare are there, you
probably still will not succeed.” Three quartergiod commanders polled by Kinnard felt
that the US did not sufficiently understand therepeOne general complained of a
“gross misconception of North Viethamese capabsitvalues and determination”.

David Chanoff, who interviewed many veterans ofréwlution, “came away with an
appreciation for why their side triumphed and adegidn't”. He explained: “Utter
ruthlessness and massive social manipulation opaheof the Northern-led party played
a large role, of that there's no doubt. ... Bunew®re important was a quixotic disregard
for the impossible, a quality | came to think of'asdinary heroism”. So many
apparently normal human beings had demonstratedarway or another a damn the
consequences approach to life that it began to $ikera national trait.” It is perhaps
difficult for Americans raised on stories of theaAlo, San Juan Hill and Iwo Jima to
accept that they were defeated by a spirit moregpimivthan their own.

The revolution's potent mix of military and polaicstruggle gave it a profound

advantage over its adversaries. It was able, beaafuss contact with the peasantry, to
fight and rule with economy of force, thus makihg tmost of meagre resources and
limited personnel. And, no matter how much it mighte resorted to cruelty, terrorism
and occasionally cynical acts, it retained a msugleriority over the Saigon regime

which allowed it to maintain political legitimachlt.represented, in other words, the best
causes: economic and social justice and natiodabi@endence, even if those causes often
became distorted in their pursuit.

This political supremacy meant that the revolutionld never be defeated purely by
military means alone. Sir Robert Thompson feels @ Americans, and by extension
their RVN allies, “fought a separate war which iggnbits political and other aspects, and
were not on a collision course with the Vietcond &lorth Viethamese, who therefore
had a free run in the real war”. Or, as Larry Caltédes even more succinctly: “The
American war in Vietham [was] irrelevent to the iemese wars”. Granted, the
stubbornness which some Americans displayed imatiag to mould the war into a
familiar form was prodigious. “It is fashionablesome quarters to say that the problems
in Southeast Asia are primarily political and eamimorather than military”, General

Earle Wheeler claimed in November 1962. “| do rgreea. The essence of the problem in
Vietnam is military.” But, while it is tempting toelieve that the war could have been
won by an army of sociologists and political sagtstspreading a benevolent culture
among an ignorant peasant population, such fastdsieot accord with the reality in
Vietnam. The PLAF were not a bunch of barefoot gli@s but a highly trained, fiercely
determined and well-armed fighting force which vaa#s best in small unit actions. A
small force of American counter-insurgency spesiglias envisaged by Thompson,
might have worked in Malaya, but Malaya was nottivéen. No matter how much money
and effort was devoted to pacification, it could work unless the PLAF main force
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units were neutralized. This explains why the grsigprogress in pacification was made
after Tet, when the PLAF effectively removed itdetim the contest.

As Wheeler's assertion demonstrates, Americanideeisakers did not really
understand the threat with which they were facelvdtd Lansdale, who had an intimate
understanding of revolutionary politics in Southessia, wrote a scathing attack upon
American policy in a 1964 article entitled “Vietna®o We Understand Revolution?”
The short answer was “no”. “There must be a hdadéaise to which the legitimate
government is pledged”, Lansdale argued, “a causehamakes a stronger appeal to the
people than the Communist cause, a cause whidesin a dedicated way by the
legitimate government to polarize and guide alkot#ctions - psychological, military,
social and economic - with participation by the pledhemselves, in order to bring
victory.”

Without such a cause, the “legitimate” governmead ho real claim to legitimacy. Or, as
another expert observed in 1967, “It is not possiblfight something with nothing.” The
non-communists of South Vietham were a spiritetemeined group keen to resist the
imposition of an alien ideology. They were a masdorce. But the Saigon government
never discovered how to harness their energy atmbéyntheir dreams.

Thus, the American effort was never more than aydled) force. When American ground
troops began arriving in 1965, the defeat of thg@aregime was imminent. The
Americans delayed that inevitable consequence doynak ten years. Both the French and
the Americans, not to mention the Saigon reginedfiteesorted to force because of the
unassailable supremacy of the Communists in théqablarena. All three learned (or
should have learned) that force by itself was inappate, because the application of
force made the political appeal of the insurgerittha greater. The harder they tried to
win the war, the more disruption they caused, &edtore remote victory became.

Alternative military strategies such as those psgoloby Summers and Krepinevich
might have produced a more effective military cartchf the war, but they do not
address the political question. It was within tlesvpr of the US to effect a stalemate on
the battlefield and perhaps even to impose a teanpanilitary defeat upon revolutionary
forces, but military dominance could only be sustdiif the US commitment was open-
ended. Once Americans departed, communist polgicahgth would prevail. The
communist strategy was based on the absolute mrtaat the US could not stay in
Vietnam forever.

A few years ago, when | was finishing the writirfgroy study of the war, | was faced
with the task of finding a title which accorded lwihe general thesis of the book. | came
up with “Wrong War”, only to find that some earlird»had grabbed that worm before
me. | still like the title. It was a wrong war, ntwar fought wrongly.

So, what went wrong? Nothing. Or, at least, notlwhgrucial importance. It was the war
itself that was wrong.
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