17.403 / Van Evera, Carter, Gabbitas, Lischer, and Twoney / Novenber 20, 2000
THE | NDOCHI NA WAR, 1945-1975

U S. DECI SIONS I N | NDOCHI NA, 1945-75

A. 1945-46: the U S. decides to allow the French to return to Indochi na.

B. 1950: the U S. starts giving |large $$$% and arns backi ng to France.

C. 1954-56: the U S. decides to let the North fall to communism but to
sustai n a non-comuni st Southern state. The U S. bl ocks elections in
the South. In 1956 342 U S. mlitary advisers are dispatched to aid
Sai gon' s arny.

D. 1961-1962: nore U.S. mlitary advisers go to Vietnam They total over
9,000 by late 1962.

E. 1965: Vietcong victory in the South is immnent; the U S. intervenes
massively to avert it. Thus large direct U S. invol venent begins.

US starts bonbing in February 1965 (Operation "Rolling Thunder") and
sends | arge ground forces in July 1965. U. S. forces in Vietnam peak
at 543,000 troops in 1969.

F. Early 1968: the Conmuni st Tet offensive. The U S. smashes the attack
and badly weakens the Vietcong, but the U S. public msreads Tet as a
sign of Anmerican failure.

G 1969: the U S. begins to withdraw and | aunches "Vi et nam zation" (i.e.
it turns the war over to the South Vietnanese).

H 1970: the U S. widens the war into Canbodi a and Laos.

. 1973: a peace is agreed. The agreenment allows North Vietnanese forces
to remain in the South. Later in 1973 the U S. Congress forbids U S.
bonbi ng t hr oughout | ndochi na.

J. 1973-75: both sides break the peace. The U S. then stands aside as
conmmuni st forces seize the South and unify Vi et nam under Hanoi's
rule, April 1975

K. Total killed in the Indochina War during 1960-1975: 2,544,000. US
dead: 56, 000.

Il. THE FACTUAL AND THEORETI CAL ASSUWPTI ONS THAT MOTI VATED AVERI CAN
| NVOLVENMENT

A. Containnment, Version #1: "The U S. nmust stop communismin Viethamto
save France and NATQO " (1945-48)

1. "France's col oni es make her stronger, hence a better contributor to
NATO. "

2. "W must placate France on Indochina to gain her cooperation in
NATO. "

B. Containnent, Version #2: "The U. S. nmust stop communismin Viethamto
contain Soviet (or Chinese) expansion. A communist victory in
Vietnamw | | enhance the Soviet (or Chinese) enpire and tilt the
gl obal bal ance of power in their favor."

1. Proxy assunption, 1949-75: Ho Chi M nh as Mdscow s (or Beijing's)
puppet .
2. Domi no theory, in 4 versions, 1953-1965.
a. "A comuni st-controlled Vietnamw || send agents across borders
to subvert neighbors."
b. "A communi st-controlled Vietnamw || send arnies across borders
and conquer nei ghbors."



c. "A comuni st victory in Vietnamw |l inspire revolutions
el sewhere in Southeast Asia, by showi ng that they can succeed,
and that the U S. will l[et themsucceed."

d. "A comuni st victory in Vietnamw ||l position Viethamto
intimdate other Southeast Asian states into subm ssion and
alliance with Vietnam"

3. Strategic Region assunption, 1950-1965.

a. Sout heast Asian bases matter; their transfer tips the gl obal
bal ance of power.

b. The West depends on Sout heast Asian raw materials.

C. Credibility: "Defeat in Viethnamwi ||l destroy the credibility of

American threats and prom ses.”

1. Feared effects of lost credibility:

a. OGhers will disbelieve US threats & prom ses, hence:

i US alliances may disintegrate, because U S. allies wll
doubt U.S. assurances, inclining themto cut a deal with
the Sovi ets.

ii. The USSR may doubt US resolve in Europe or el sewhere. As
aresult it may challenge the U S. at nore points; and
it may underestimate US resol ve and overcommit, causing
a U S -Soviet war.

iii. Nuclear proliferation will increase as states cone to
mstrust U S. security guarantees and seek their own
means of security.

b. Dom noes will fall via intimdation (see Il B 2d, above).

c. Revolutions will be inspired (see Il B 2c above).

2. Credibility argunments passed through three phases:

a. Version #1 ("The Soviets are testing us in Vietnant), 1945-
1965.

b. Version #2 ("W have prom sed to defend South Vietnant), 1961-
75.

c. Version #3 ("W have paid costs, hence our reputation is
engaged"), 1969-75.

3. Prescriptions: John McNaughton ("W nust suffer, but needn't wn")
vs. Henry Kissinger ("W nmust win").

D. Donestic Backl ash.

1. El ectoral Backlash version ("W'Il|l be tossed out of office"), 1949-
53, 1965-69.

2. Wi mar Anal ogy version ("the US will suffer a nightmare of
recrimnation"), 1969-75.

E. Phil ant hr opy.

1. Bl oodbath theory ("Hanoi wi |l slaughter Vietnanese non-
conmmuni sts"), 1969-75.

2. Vietcong Unpopul arity assunption ("The VC are unpopul ar, hence
their victory would be an undenocratic outcone"), 1964-75.

3. North Vi et namese Aggression postulate ("This is a war of aggression
by North Vietnam agai nst the South; hence a Northern victory would
deny the South its right of self-determ nation"), 1964-75.

F. "W can win," 1961-64--optimsmabout the mlitary outcone.

[11. THE ANTI-WAR MOVEMENT: DID IT FAIL? IF SO, WHY?



V. ARGUMENTS AND EVI DENCE ON THE CASE FOR THE WAR | N RETROSPECT

A. Regardi ng Contai nment Version #1:
Doves note that France's enpire was a drain, not an asset; and France
needed US cooperation in NATO far nore than the US needed France.

The US coul d have conpel |l ed French cooperation w thout appeasing her
on I ndochi na.

B. Regardi ng Containment Version #2, Proxy theory:
Hawks note that:

-- Hanoi becane a loyal Soviet ally, 1979ff. Vi etnam gave the
Soviets a |l arge naval base at Cam Ranh Bay. The proxy
prediction was thus fulfilled.

-- The Sovi et Union and Chi na gave the Vi etnanese Comuni st
nmovenent | arge aid.

Doves note that:

-- Ho Chi M nh sought to get the US. into the Pacific war in 1941,
and | ater asked the U . S. to nmake Vietnam an Anerican
protectorate, like the Philippines.

-- Hanoi was hostile toward China during 1975-91 and al oof toward
the Soviet Union during 1975-79. Hanoi did ally with the USSR
after 1979, but U. S. and Chinese hostility toward Hano
explains this alliance. Perhaps the "Proxy" assunption becane
valid after 1975, but American behavior nade it true.

-- The power of nationalismtrunps ideology in nodern tines,
ensuring that a united Conmuni st Vi etnam woul d be nobody's
pr oxy.

C. Regardi ng Contai nnent Version #2, Dom no theory:

Hawks note that:

-- Canbodi a and Laos fell to Communismin 1975.
t oppl e.

-- More Sout heast Asian states m ght

gi ven them a 10-year breathing space to get their act together
Hanoi reveal ed its aggressiveness by invadi ng Canbodia in

1979; had its other SE Asian targets been weaker it might have
noved further.

Doves note that:

-- Deduction flunks the cadre version and the conquest version of
the domi no theory. Subversion was made inpossible by the
inter-ethnic hatreds of Southeast Asia; and Vietnam |l acked the
mlitary power to |aunch a successful regional war of
aggression against its major neighbors.

-- Not many dom nos fell after 1975. The big prizes--Thail and,
Mal aysi a, Burma, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines,
Australia, and Japan--all stood firm
D. Regardi ng Contai nment Version #2, Strategi c Regi on assunption:

don't test this proposition. It could be tested by a sinple
i nventory of the assets of the region

E. Regarding the Credibility theory:
Hawks note that the 1975 US defeat was foll owed by an upsurge of

Soviet activity in the Third World during 1975-1980--i n Angol a,
Af ghani st an, and Et hi opi a.

Doves note that:
-- Version #2 of the Credibility theory is fal se because:

So domi nos did

have fallen had the US not

Event s



a. The US had no obligation under the SEATO treaty, since that
treaty was ainmed at international aggression, and the war in
South Vietnamwas mainly civil.

b. The Sout h Vi et namese voi ded US any obligations by their
political corruption and military inconpetence.

-- Versions #1-#3 of the Credibility theory are falsified by

hi story:

a. After 1975 NATO remai ned strong, and nuclear proliferation
didn't happen. And nost scholars think that the Soviets
didn't infer nmuch fromthe defeat.

b. The Vietnamwar itself drained Anerican w |l power--see e.g.
the "Vi etnam syndrone, " nuch | anmented by the American right.

This syndrone, if real, was a consequence of U S
i nvol venent in Indochina.
F. Donestic Backl ash:
1. Version #1 is not tested by events, but could be tested by I ooking
at poll data.
2. Version #2 seens falsified by history. Wen the war ended, it
qui ckly vani shed fromthe consci ousness of an American public nore
interested in Star Trek and di sco.
G Phil ant hr opy:
1. There was a bl oodbath in Canbodia--1.5-2 nillion were nurdered by
t he conmuni st Khner Rouge--and millions fled South Vietnamin
boats. But there was no mass killing in Vietnam Doves argue
that if the U S had |eft Indochina before 1970 there woul d have
been no bl oodbath in Canbodia either. But hawks answer that

wi thout U S. intervention Comuni smwoul d have spread still nore
wi dely in Southeast Asia, and that Conmuni st ideology is prone to
bl oodbat hs.

2. The Vietcong were unpopul ar after 1975 but probably had significant
popul arity in South Vietnamin the 1950s and 1960s. See, for
exanpl e, Ei senhower's adm ssion that the Communi sts woul d have won
a free election in 1956.

3. After 1975 the North Vietnanese took over the South, suppressing
all local institutions. No self-determnation for Southerners.

H Victory was possible. Doves note that the U S. lost, but hawks claim
that victory was in Anerica's grasp in 1968. The Viet Cong were

anni hilated in the 1968 Tet offensive.

EXPLAI NING U. S. POLI CY I N | NDOCHI NA: SI X CONTENDI NG EXPLANATI ONS

A. Marxist: "the U S. sought to protect the global capitalist system'

B. Realist: "the U S sought to avert real threats to its nationa
security.”

C. Realist, msperception variant: "the U S. sought to avert illusory
threats to its national security.™

D. Ego investnent: "the war continued once it began because those in
charge couldn't admt they were wong."

E. Stal emate nmachine: "each President sought to defer defeat until he was
out of office.”

F. Public ignorance: "before 1965 the public knew too little about
nati onal security policy, and about Indochina, to make i nforned
choi ces on Indochina."



