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Chapter 53

Getting Out of Vietnam

What lessons for Americans emerged from the Vietnam War?

53.1 Introduction

In 1968, Richard Nixon had promised to end the war in Vietnam. Seven years
later, on April 29, 1975, all American personnel were ordered to leave Soath
Vietnam immediately. U.S. combat troops had pulled out two years before, and
since then the South Vietnamese army had lost ground to the North Viemamese.
By mid-April, most of South Vietnam had failen to the communists, and the
enemy was bearing down on Saigon.

The scene in Saigon that day was chaotic. The streets were {illed with South
Vietnamese trying to flee the invading communist army. Some climbed into
small boats and headed out to sea, hoping to board U.S. ships. Others flocked
1o the U.S. embassy in the hope of getting a place on one of the helicopters
ferrying American personnel to safety.

Several thousand Vietmamese were allowed to evacuate that day, but most
were turned away for lack of space. Even for those who did manage to get out,

the experience was ofien traumatic. One evacuee described the fate of her family:

When we got the signal that we could leave, my family divided into two,
My four brothers went with my uncle’s family. My three sisters and 1 went
with my parents. We left by boat, my brothers and my uncle went by heli-
copter. We’ve never found them. My parents tried fo find them through the
American Red Cross. They looked everywhere but have never found them.

Many South Vietnamese tried te flee Saigen
during the evacuation of April 28, 1975. Here,
evacuees board & heliconter perched on a

Saigon roofton. Many others were unable fo

My parents lost four sons. It was a very painful experience. We still aren’t escape. Several hundred peaple were feft at
over it . . . and probabiy never will be. the U.S. embassy, for example, waiting for
—Anne Pham, in “Memories of the Fall of Saigon,” CBS News helicopters that never arrived.

President Nixon had hoped to arrange a peaceful end to the Vietnam War
that would leave South Vietnam free and independent. Why did the United
States fail to achieve that goal? This chapter examines the final vears of the
war and some views of lessons that emerged from the conflict.
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U.S. troop strength in Vietnam feli dramatically
under President Nixon. in place of U.S. sal-
diers, ARVN forees ook up the hattle against
the insurgents. Better training programs and
equipment heiped, but low morale and poor
leadership continued fo hinder the South
Vietnamese military.
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53.2 Nixon’s Dilemma: Achieving “Peace with Honor”

President Nixon entered the White House with a mandate to change the course
of the Vietnam War, To that end, he relied heavily on his national security
adviser, Henry Kissinger. Nixon and Kissinger drew two basic conclusions
about Vietnam. First, they agreed that the war was not winnable, at least in the
conventional sense. U.S. forces could not fight their way into Hanoi the way
the Allies had entered Berlin in World War II. The political costs, and the cost
in American lives, would be too great. Second, they decided that the United
States could not just “cut and run.” An abrupt withdrawal from Vietnam would
damage U.S. credibility by showing both friends and foes that the United States
could not be trusted to stand by its allies.

Instead, Nixon sought to achieve “peace with honor.” He wanted to end the
war In a way that left the reputation of the United States intact. Nixon decided
on a carrot-and-stick approach-—a tactic that combines actions that reward (the
“carrot™) with actions that punish (the “stick™). Using this approach, he hoped
to persuade the North Viemamese to accept a negotiated end to the war.

The Carrot: Peace Tatks and Vietnamization Peace falks had begun in Paris
in May 1968, but little progress had been made. In 1969, Nixon sent Kissinger
to Paris to reopen talks with North Vietnamese diplomats. Kissinger proposed
ending the bombing of the North—the “carrot” —in exchange for an agreement
by both sides to withdraw their troops from South Vietnam. But he insisted that
South Vietnam remain independent. The North Vietnamese rejected this offer
as a “farce,” saying they were prepared to remain in Paris “until the chairs rot.”

When diplomacy failed to bring about “peace with honor,” Nixon decided to
try another approach known as Wistnamization. South Vietnam, he said, would
gradually take over conduct of the war, while American GIs would steadily be
withdrawn. In this way, Nixon could offer the “carrot” of troop reductions to
North Vietnam, while easing antiwar tensions at home.

Vietnamization was part of a broader Asian policy that called for each
Ammerican ally to accept primary responsibility for providing soldiers for its
own defense. The number of U.S. troops in Vietnam peaked in March 1969
at 543,000. By the end of the year, more than 60,000 of those soldiers would
be withdrawn.

The plan for Vietnamization set three main goals for South Vietnam: self-
government, self-development, and self-defense. According to this plan, potitical
reforms, including local elections, would increase popular participation in
government and provide for essential public services. Rural development would
bring economic opportunity to the countryside, while pacification would create
local self-defense forces o take charge of village security.

U.S. officials believed that strengthening South Vietnam’s military forces
was key to making Vietnamization work. Training schools were expanded. Pay
for soldiers in Scuth Vietnam's army (ARVN} was increased. Living conditions
in military camps were improved. So many U.S. ships, planes, helicopters, and
vehicles were shipped to Vietnam that one Congressman wondered whether
the goal of Vietnamization was to “put every South Vietramese soidier behind
the wheel.”



The Sticlc Widening the Air War and Invading Cambedia Vietnamization
would be a long process, and many American officials were pessimistic about
1ts prospects. Meanwhile, negotiations in Paris were proving fruitless, The
“carrot” offered by the United States—1U.S. troop withdrawals and an end o
bombing —did not satisfy the North Vietnamese.

Nixon considered several military options to pressure North Vietnam to
negotiate. including bombing its industrial areas, mining its harbors, and
nvading its territory. His strategy, which he calied the “madman theory,” was
to make North Vietnam’s leaders and their allies, the Soviet Union and China,
believe that he would do anything to win the war. He even briefly put nuclear
forces on alert as a biuff that he might use tactical nuclear weapons, small but
highly destructive nuclear bombs.

Nixon had already shown a willingness to expand the war. In March 1969,
ne had secretly ordered B-52s to begin bombing Cambodia, a reutral nation on
Vietnam’s western bordet. For the next four years, U.S. borubers would strike
communist base camps and supply lines in Cambodia.

With Vietnamization, U.S. ground forces began focusing more on intercept-
ing supplies from the north and less on fighting guerritias in the south. Nixon
also decided to give those ground forces another mission. In April 1970, he
ordered U.S. troops to invade Cambodia. The military goal of the invading
U.5. force was to destroy enemy “safe havens” from which North Vietnamese
Army (NVA) and Viet Cong forces could launch assaults into South Vietpam.
The political goal, said Nixon, was to “show the enemy that we were still seri-
ous about our commitment in Vietnam.”

The invasion was a partial success. The Gls destroved enemy bases and
relieved pressure on ARVN forces fighting in the south. But the invasion did
not help the peace process. The communists boycotted the Paris talks until
U.S. troops left Cambodia three months later.

In February 1971, Nixon launched a similar invasion of Laos, another
neighboring country, after years of bombing had failed to dislodge the commu-
nists. By now, the steady withdrawal of Gis had left fewer than 175,000 U S.
combat soldiers in Vietnam. ARVN troops carried out the ground fighting in
Laos, with U.S. air support. However, a large, well-equipped NVA force easily
defeated the ARVN, forcing them to retreat. So far, Vietnamization had failed
to prove its worth on the battlefield.

In a telavision address an April 34, 1970,
President Nixon announced the U.S. invasion
of Cambodia, which he described as a haven
for communist forces. “Tha tima has come for
action,” he said. “We will not be humiliated,
We wili not be defeated.” He did not reveal
that B-52s had already heen bombhing
Cambodia for a year,
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in the My Lai massacre, U.S. troops sizugh-
tered hundreds of Vietnamese civilians.
Twenty or so officers were tater charged with
crimes, but only the unit feader, Lisutenant
William Calley, was found guilty. He received
a life sentence but won parole after serving
thres and a half years.

Escalation of the Vietnam War prompted
renewad protests across the nation. These
protesters in Des Moines, lowa, are calling for
1.8, withdrawal from Vietnam. Their posters
aiso indicate a link between antiwar protests
and the civil rights movement.
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53.3 The Expanded War Sparks Increased Protest

Vietnamization dampened antiwar profests for a while. On November 12, 1969,
journalist Seymour Hersh published an article describing & grisly killing spree
at My Lai, a village in South Vietnam. The My Lai massacre had taken place.
in March 1968 but had been covered up by the military. U.S. soldiers, believing
My Lai to be a Viet Cong stronghold, had gone there on a search-and-destroy
mission. To their surprise, they found no armed Viet Cong in the village, just
women, children, and old men. Nevertheless, one morning the soldiers rounded
up and executed about 500 of these civilians. Only a handful of villagers survived.

News of the massacre shocked Americans, though many doubted that such
an atrocity could accur, Others believed the soldiers were just following orders
or that their actions were justified. Enough Americans expressed ouatrage, though,
that Nixon decided to accelerate the withdrawal of troops from Vietnam.

Demonstrations increase on City Streets and College Campuses The news
of My Lai added fuel to an already growing antiwar movement. About a month
before, on October 15, 1969, peace activists had staged the biggest antiwar
demonstration in U.S. history: the nationwide Vietnam Moratorium Day, on
October 15, 1969. A moratorium is a suspension of activity. Organizers asked
Americans to take the day off to reflect on the war. More than 2 million people
—no0t only students but also older, middle-class Americans--responded in a
day of dramatic and widespread protest. They took part in rallies and marches,
attended church services, and engaged in discussions. About 250,000 demon-
strators came to the nation’s capital. In one of the protest activities, tens of
thousands of them marched from the Washington Monument to the White
House, where they held a candlelight vigil.

Nixon responded to this outpouring of antiwar sentiment with a televised
speech on November 3. He reminded viewers of his Vietnamization policy
and his plan for withdrawing U.S. troops. He ended with an appeal for support
from “the great silent majority of my fellow Americans.” And he warned that
“the more divided we are at home, the less
likely the enemy is to negotiate at Paris.”
Nixon’s speech quieted the antiwar move-
ment for a time.

The invasion of Cambodia in 1970,
however, brought another upsurge in
protests. Students held mass rallies and
demonstrations, some of which turned
violent. The Kent State shootings wer
the most shocking example. On May 4,
students at Kent State University in Ohio
were holding a peace rally after several
days of violent unrest, which included the
burning of the army’s Reserve Officers’
Training Corps (ROTC) building on
campus. National Guard troops, calied out
to quell the protests, ordered the crowd {0



disperse. After some students began chanting slo-
gans and throwing rocks, the troops opened fire.
Four students were killed and nine were wounded.

Ten days later, a similar incident took pigce at’
Jackson State College in Mississippi. Protesters
threw debris at police, and the officers responded
with shotgun and machine-gun fire that left two
students dead.

Reactions to these incidents varied. Many
Americans were stunned, and protests erupted on
college campuses and in cities across the nation.
Vietnam veterans took part in some of these
protests, as did several laboyr unions. Nevertheless,
only a small percentage of Americans ever demonstrated publicly. In fact, many
Americans rejected antiwar protests, seeing them as unpatriotic and disruptive.
In May 1970, construction workers in New York City showed their disgust
with antiwar demonstrators by holding marches in support of the war, Some
soldiers also wrote home asking for public support. An army nurse wrote her
parents, saying, “Display the flag, Mom and Dad . . . And tell your friends to
do the same. It means so much to us to know we're supported, to know not
everyone feels we're making a mistake being here.”

The Pentagon Papers Raise New Questions About the War Nixon soon had
other problems to contend with. In 1971, a former Department of Defense ofii-
cial, Daniel Ellsberg, leaked a top-secret study known as the Pentagon Papers
to the New York Times. This study revealed how previous administrations had
deceived Congress and the public about Vietnam. Nixon feared that release of
this document might lead to questions about his own policies and the secret
actions he was taking in Vietnam.
Government lawyers won a temporary restraining order to stop further

publication of the Pentagon Papers. Their appeal for a permanent injunction

ent to the Supreme Court. On June 30, 1971, in the case New York Times Co.
v. United Staies, the Court rujed 63 against the government and in favor of
free speech. In their opinion, the government had not proved the need for
prior restraint, the prevention of speech or expression before publication.

Congress Responds to Widening War After the invasion of Cambodia, anti-
war members of Congress intensified their efforts. By the end of 1970, they
had repealed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which had allowed Johnson and
Nixon to escalate the conflict without a formal declaration of war. In February
1971, Congress passed legislation forbidding U.S. troops from operating out-
gside the borders of South Vietnam.

Two years later, when Congress learned that Nixon had secretly bombed

Cambodia without congressional approval, it passed the War Powers Resolution.

This law placed strict limits on a president’s power to use the armed forces in
hostilities without congressional authorization. By then, support in Congress
for the war had greatly declined,

In May 1970, construction workers staged
various prowar rallies in New York City. On
May 28, mare than 100,000 workers marched
through the strests. They carried American
flags and voiced their support for President
Nixon and the Vietnam:War,
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Airpower played a huge role in the Vietnam
War. By the war's end, the United $tates had
dropped nearly 8 million tons of bombs, This
was mora than three times the tonnage it had
drepped in World War il Partly as a result

of this massive bormbing, more than 2 miliion
Vietnamese died in the war,
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E3.4 American involvement in the War Ends

By the time Nixon entered office in 1969, some 30,000 Americans had already
died in Vietnam. During his first vear as president, 11,500 more died and 55 000
were wounded, Over the next three years, however, Vietnamization drastically
cut U8, casualties, as more and more soldiers came home. Their ARVN replace-
ments, though, had not yet shown they could stand up to an NVA assault. They
got another chance in the spring of 1972,

On March 30, North Vietnamese troops backed by tanks and artiliery invaded
South Vietnam. They smashed through the ARVN defenders at the border. The
1.5, military, with just 6,000 soidiers left in the country, provided airpower to
counter the invaston. Then Nixor took a bolder step. In April, for the first time
since 1969, he unleashed U.S, bombers on North Vietnam. He also ordered the
mining of Haiphong and other North Vietnamese ports, where war supplies
from the Soviet Union and China arrived. His stated goal was to “destroy the
enemy’s war-making capacity.” By mid-June, the North's offensive had been .
shut down, and ARVN forces had begun pushing the invaders back.

Nixon Declares “Peace Is at Hand” North Vietnam's failed invasion caused it
to soften its stand at the secret Paris peace talks. North Vietnamese negotiators
withdrew their demand that South Vietnam’s government share power with the
Viet Cong. For its part, the United States stopped its bombing and agreed that
some NVA forces could stay in the south. These compromises allowed Henry
Kissinger to reach an agreement with Hanoi’s diplomats. At a news conference
less than two weeks before the 1972 presidential election, Kissinger announced,
“We believe that peace is at hand.” By that time, polls showed that Nixon already
had a large lead over Democratic candidate George McGovern, an antiwar
senator. Nixon went on to win a second term in a landslide.

But peace was not at hand. South Vietnam’s president, Nguyer Van Thieu,
feared that the United States was abandoning his country to the communists. He
insisted on dozens of changes to the Paris agreement. Learning of the changes,
Hanot’s leaders backed out, and the peace talks collapsed.

Frustrated by the failed talks, Nixon decided te punish the north. On Decem-
ber 14, he ordered a series of B-52 and fighter-bomber attacks on Hanol and
Haiphong. Known as the Christmas bombings, this aerial campaign reached an
intensiiy not previously seen in the war, One NVA leader said it was “like Hving
through a typhoon with trees crashing down and lighining transforming night
into day.” Nixon hoped to destroy North Vietnam’s will to fight. He aiso wanted
to show President Thieu that after peace came, the United States would use its
might to enforce the terms of the treaty.

North Vietnam returned to the bargaining table, and South Vietnam agreed
to the earlier proposals. By late January, the negotiators had a final treaty
ready to sign. On Yanuary 27, 1973, representatives of the United States, South
Vietnam, North Vietnam, and the Viet Cong signed the Paris Peace Accords.
This treaty set the goal of “ending the war and restoring peace in Vietnam.”
To that end, it established a cease-fire and kept the dividing line between North
and South Viemam at the 17th parallel. It also called for the withdrawa} of all
U.S. roops and the release of all U.S. prisoners of war.



Scme Vistnam veterans became staunch
opponents of the war. in 1977, 800 veterans
gave up their medals at a protest of Vietnam
Veterans Against the War in Washington, D.2

Here, VAW membars protest outside the 197,

Democratic National Convention in Miami,

Veterans and Prisoners of War Retum Home By March 29, 1973, the United
States had withdrawn all combat forces from Vietnam. Arriving home, many
soldiers were dismayed to find themselves the victims of their country’s bitter
debate over the war. Unlike soldiers retuming from World War I1, most
Vietnam veterans were not treated like heroes. Few communities welcomed
their soldiers back with parades or celebrations. Instead, Vietnam veterans
were often shunned or simply ignored by the general public. As a result, they
did not receive the support and understanding they deserved for their service
and sacrifices.

For combat veterans especially, the Vietnam War had been a harrowing
experience. Many soldiers were haunted by their fears in battle and by the
death and destruction they had witnessed. They rarely talked about their com-
bat experiences, except with other veterans. Of the 2.6 million Americans who
served in Vietnam, nearly a haif million suffered from post-traumatic stress
disorder. Symptoms of this mental iliness inciude anxiety, irritability, night-
mares, and depresgion.

More than 760 Americans were taken prisoner by the North Vietnamese.
Of these prisoners of war, or POWS, at least 110 died in captivity. The typical
POW was a pilot whose plane had been shot down. POWs lived in miserable
conditions, often in solitary confinement, and they faced reguiar interrogations
and torture. One former POW described his experience in a Hanoi prison:

From the moment you enter a political prison, you are told and forced to
act as though you are subhuman—a dreg of society. And there’s every
effort made . . . to remind you daily that they're looking at you: You're
not to look at the sky. That’s enough to give you a left hook to the jaw.
You're to bow down. You have no rights. You have no name. You have
no nationality. You are a criminal. You are a worm. Sengtor John MeCair, 2 former prisoner of

—Navy pilot James Stockdale, shot down in 1965 war, revisitad Hanoi's main priscn with his sor

) in 2060. McCain spent six years as a POW,
North Vietnam had released all POWs by April 1, 1973. Another 2,600 three of them in this prison. He and other

Americans were MIA, or missing mn action. Some 1,500 MI1As are stz2if un- POWs were relsased after the signing of the

accounted for today. Few, if any, are thought to be alive. _ Paris Peace Accords in January 1973,
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As South Vietnam fall to the communists in
1975, the United States tried tc evacuate
South Vietnamese who had worked for the
U.5. government, Here, personnel on a U.S.
aireraft carrier push z helicopter cverboard fo
make rcom for more evacuation flights.

688 Chapter 53

53.5 The War in Vietnam Comes 1o an End

After the withdrawal of U.S. ground forces from Vietnam, Presideat Thieu
and the ARVN continued to depend on U.S. airpower. American bombers and
fighter jets had played a critical part in the war, and the South Vietnamese
relied on Nixon's promise to “respond with fall force” if North Vietnam violated
the cease-fire. “You can be sure,” Nixon said to Thieu in April 1973, “that we
stand with you as we continue to work together to build a lasting peace.”

South Vietnam Falls to the Communist Nerth
The cease-fire did not hoid for long. In 1973 and
1974, fierce fighting between insurgenis and the
ARVN left some 50,000 ARVN soldiers dead,
Meanwhile, North Vietnam readied a final invasion
of the south by rebuilding its army and military
apparatus. In March 1975, the NV A launched an
all-out offensive.

As ARVN forces scattered in the face of the
assautt, Thieu pleaded with the United States for
help. President Gerald Ford, who succeeded Nixon
m 1974, urged Congress to boost military aid. But
he did not demand that U S. forces return to Vietnan.
In a speech on April 23, 1975, Ford said, “America
can regain the sense of pride that existed before
Vietnam. But it cannot be achieved by refighting a
war that is finished as far as America is concerned.”

Four days after Ford’s speech, the NVA had
surrounded Saigon. As panic gripped the city, 1J.S. embassy personne] worked
frantically to evacuate more than a thousand Americans and several thousand
frantic South Vietnamese. Helicopters airlifted most of them from the embassy
raoftop to U.S. ships waiting ofishore.

Early on Aprii 30, NVA tanks and troops entered Saigon unopposed. Pres-
ident Thieu had resigned and fled nine days earlier. His replacement, Duong
Van Minh, surrendered unconditionally. “I declare that the Saigon government,
from central to local level, has been completely dissolved,” he said. The Vietnam
War, and South Vietnam itself, had come to an end.

The Aftermath of the War in Southeast Asia The end of the war did not bring
an end to suffering in Vietnam. Nor did it end the suffering in Camboedia and
ILaos, where separate communist revolts had occurred. Local communist insur-
gents took over in both of those countries and worked to convert the people
to communism.

In Vietnam, communists seized private property and nationalized businesses.
Many anticommunists had feared a bloodbath, but instead the communists sent
hundreds of thousands of people—including ARVN officers, government offi-
cials, scholars, and religious leaders—to “reeducation camps,” where they were
subjected to hard labor. They also relocated hundreds of thousands of city resi-
dents to rural “economic zones™ to toil on collective farms. Faced with these



circumstances, more than 2 million South Vietnamese have fled the country
since 1975, Because many left by boat, they became known as the boat people.
A great majority of these refugees eventually settled in the United States.

A similar period of turmoil followed the communist takeover in Laos, This
social upheaval prodaced some 350,000 refugees. But Cambodians had the
worst experience by far. The communist regime there, called the Khmer Rouge,
immediately cleared out all urban areas, forcing about 3 million ¢ity dwellers
to work at hard labor on farms. Nearly 1.7 miilion Cambodian officials, mer-
chants, members of minority groups, and others were worked to death, starved
to death, or killed outright.

The Aftermath of the War in the United States The Vietnam \E%
War left the United States in a state of shock. More than 58 000
soldiers died in the war and another 300,000 were wounded,
many of them losing limbs. To some Americans, the soldiers’
sacrifices seemed pointless, The United States, after all, had lost
the war—a war that could have been avoided. To others, failure
to win the war suggested that the nation lacked the will to be a
world leader.

For several years after the war, Americans tried to forget about
Vietnam. The memories were too painful. Yet those memories also
led to changes. The country reduced, for a while, its involvement
in global conflicts. Also, because of the credibility gap fostered by
government officials, Americans no longer antomatically trusted
what their [eaders told them.

A monurment erected in 1982 helped many Americans—especially Viemarn
veterans - come to terms with the war. The Wall, part of the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial in Washington, D.C., encouraged Americans to reflect on the conflict
and thus heal some of the war’s wounds. Many veterans, after seeing the Waii,
finally felt they had come home.

After the communist vistory in Vietnam, many
South Vietnamese sought 1o escape commu-
nism by flesing the country. Half 2 million |eft
in boats. More than-50,000-boat pecple died &t
sea. The rest found refuge in ofher countries
or returned to Vietnam.

Tha Vietnam Veterans Memorial attracts more
than 4 mitlion visitors & year. Jan Scruggs, a
veteran whe worked hard to get the memorial

i eaid ko lhanad tooanadd ramin

iy
WLt wlia oe OPROL T WWOWE TOTHD

imitere Hhat
VISOrs mnat
.

o
the cost of war “has fo be paid in human lives.”
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Robert McNamara was secretary of defense
under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. As
such, he piayed 2 crucial role in formulating
11.S. policy in Vietnam. He later came to regret
his part in escalating the war, however, and
affered lessons on how to avoid such con-
flicts in the future.
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Differing YViewpoeints

53.6 What Lessons Emerged from the Vietnam War?

The effects of the Vietnam War linger in American society, especially in its for-
eign policy. Many Americans are still wary of launching new military ventures
abroad. This reluctance to become involved in overseas conflicts for fear of
getting stuck in another quagmire is called the Vietnam syndrome. For many
Americans, a major lesson of the war was that the United States should avoid
unwinnable conflicts. Here, three analysts offer lessons they took from the war.

Lessons Learned: Robert McNamara As LBI’s defense secretary until 1968,
Robert McNamara helped formulate U.S. policy, including the escalation of
bombing and the introduction of combat troops. Twenty years after the war
ended, however, McNamara reversed his position on the war. He published a
book in which he said U.S. military intervention in Vietnam was “terribly
wrong.” He pointed out several causes for “our disaster in Vietnam.” These
included underestimating the power of nationalism as a motivating force and
failing to openly discuss and debate policies and tactics with Congress and the
American people. From these and other mistakes, McNamara drew several
lessons he thought the United States should apply in the post-Cold War world:

Above all else, the criteria governing intervention should recognize that . . .
military force has only a limited capacity to facilitate the process of nation
building. Military force, by itself, cannot build a “failed state” . . .

At times U.S. military intervention will be justified . . . on the basis of
national security. Clearly, if a direct threat to thig nation emerges, we
should and will act unilaterally . . . If the threat is less direct but still
potentiaily serious . . . how should we respond? I strongly urge that we act
only in a multilateral decision-making and burden-sharing context . . .

The wars we fight in the post~Cold War world are likely more often than
not to be “limited wars,” like Vietnam . . . Certainly Vietnam taught us
how immensely difficult it is to fight limited wars leading to U.S. casual-
ties over long periods of time. But circumstances will arise where limited
war is far preferabie to unlimited war. Before engaging in such conflicts,
the American people must understand the difficulties we will face; the
American military must know and accept the constraints under which they
will operate; and our leaders —and our people—must be prepared to cut
our losses and withdraw if it appears our imited objectives cannot be
achieved at acceptable risks or costs . .

Finally, we must recognize that the consequences of large-scale military
operations . . . are inherently difficult to predict and to contro} . . . They must
be avoided, excepting only when our nation’s security is clearly and directy
threatened, These are the lessons of Vietnam. Pray God we learn them.
—Robert . McNamara, In Retrospect: The Tragedy
‘and Lessons of Vietnam, 1995



Lessons Learned: William Westmoreland General Westmoreland served as
commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam under LBJ. His analysis of the war
was simple. “Cur nation blundered in Vietnam,” he said. “and hence betrayed
a chosen aily.” Westmoreland blamed this “blunder” on several factors. He
believed that American politicians should have listened more closely to the
advice of military leaders. He thought antiwar forces hurt the American cause
by encouraging the enemy to persevere and by undermining the morale of U.S.
troops. He also thought the media swayed public opinion by heaping criticism
on South Vietnam while failing to condemn the conduct of North Vietnam.
In an essay, Westmoreland highlighted several lessons to be Jeamed from the
failure in Vietnam:

We overextended ourselves in the post-World War 1l period economically,
militarily, psychologically, and politicaily. A day of reckoning was inevitable.
Our foreign policy should be given a nonpartisan review at least every two
years. We must develop a bipartisan foreign policy, free of politics as far
as possible.

When there is a threat of war, our military leaders deserve a stronger voice
in policymaking., When our political leaders commit us to war, the military
voice should be given priority consideration.

It is unfair and fatal to send our troops to the battlefield if they are not going
to be supported by the nation . . .

When our national reputation and men’s Hves are at stake, the news media
must show a more convincing sense of responsibility. We must be leery
as a nation of our adversaries manipulating again the vulnerability of our
political system and our open society.

—William C. Westmoreland, Military Review, Vol. 50, 1579

William Westmoreland was commander of UL.S.
forces in Vietnam under President Johnson,
Like many members of the miikary, he favored
an aggressive approach to fighting the war.
He was also highly respected by the troops.
One felfow officer called him "the most caring
officer, for soldiers, that | have ever known.”
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Lessons Leamed: David Horowitz As a radical antiwar activist and intellectual
in the 1960s, David Horowitz influenced many on the political left. During the
war he wrote books and articles sharply critical of U.S. foreign policy and of
“corporate capitalism.” He believed in the need for a socialist revolution. Like
Robert McNarara, however, Horowitz had a fundamensal éhémge of heart years
after the war ended. The atrocities commitied by the communists in Southeast
Asia gave him a new perspective on the war and on socialism. Horowitz came
to regret the role of antiwar activists, including himself. In the process, he
gained a new respect for the ideals at the heart of the U.S. pofitical system.
He explained his conversion in a speech given in 1985:

Like today’s young radicals, we 1960s activists had a double standard
when it came to making moral and political judgments. We judged other
countries and poiitical movements—specifically socialist countries and
revolutionary movements —by the futures we imagined they could have

Like many students in the 1960s, David Horo- if only the United States and its allies would get out of their way. We
witz opposed the war in Vistnam. He embraced Judged America, however, by its actual performance, which we held up
leftist causes and wrote scathing critigues t0 a standard of high and even impossibie ideals . ..

of U.S. policy. After the war, howeaver, he
rencunced his leftist views and became a
canservative writer and activist.

What happened to change my views and cause me o have second thoughts?
As our opposition to the war grew more violent and our prophecizs of
impending fascism more intense, 1 had taken note of how we were actually
being treated by the system we condernned. By the decade’s end we had
(deliberately) crossed the line of legitimate dissent and abused every First
Amendment privilege and right granted us as Americans. While American
boys were dying overseas, we spat on the flag, broke the law, denigrated
and disrupted the institutions of government and education, gave comfort
and aid (even revealing classified secrets) to the enemy. Some of us pro-
vided a protective propaganda shield for Hanoi’s communist regime while
it tortured American fliers; others engaged in violent sabotage against the
war effort. All the time I thought to myself: if we did this in any other
couniry, the very least of our punishiments would be long prison terms
and the pariah status of traitors. I any of the socialist countries we sup-
ported-—from Cuba to North Vietnam--we would spend most of our lives
in jail and, more probably, be shot.

And what actually happened to us in repressive capitalist America? Here
and there our wrists were slapped (some of us went to trial, some spent
months in iail}, but basically the country tolerated us. And listered {o us.
We began as a peripheral minority, but as the war dragged on without an
end in sight, peopie joined us: first in thousands and then in tens of thou-
sands, swelling our ranks wntil finally we reached what can oniy be called
the conscience of the nation. America itself became troubled about its
presence in Vietnam, about the justice and morality of the war it had gone
there to fight. And because the nafion became so troubled, it lost its will to
continue the war and withdrew . . .
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America not only withdrew its forces from Vietnam, as we on the left said
it conld never do, but from Laos and Cambodia and, ultimately, from its
role as guardian of the international status quo.

Far from increasing the freedom and wellbeing of Third World nations,

as we in the left had predicted, however, America’s withdrawal resulied
in an international power vacuum that was quickly filled by the armies of
Russia, Cuba, and the mass murderers of the Khmer Rouge . . .

The lesson I learned from Vietnam was not a lesson in theory but a lesson
in practice. Observing this nation go through its worst histerical hour from
a vantage on the other side of the barricade, I came to understand that
democratic values are easily lost and, from the evidence of the past, only
rarely achieved, that America is a precious gift, a unique presence in the
world of nations. Because it is the strongest of the handful of democratic
societies that mankind has managed to create, it is also a fortress that
stands between the free nations of the world and the dark, totalitarian

forces that threaten to engulf them.
—David Horowitz, speech o a congressional seminar, 1985

: n ongress reacied to ! \41x0n 8 actwmes }n Cambodla bv pasmng _
o the War Powers Resolutwn T}ms Ieboluuon hrmts a presm%ent 5 abﬁny e send armed forc,es S
' '.._mto combat T Sl R S :

: : .Pentagon Papers In 1971 Damel Ellsberg ieaked to the press a top secret study of the
Ry 'U Sirolein Indochma Th1s study, the Pentagon Papers revealed secrecy and dsceu on the R
G part of Us. presuients : IR : '

B(}at peaple The Norzh V1etnamese defeated South Vletnam and ook control in-1975.
- ThlS prompted an exodus of refugeee from Indochina, many of whom fled by boat

Getting Qut of Vietnam 693



