Part 3.

The policy of the United States of America in Vietnam was carefully crafted to protect American “interests” in Southeast Asia and the Pacific Ocean in general. These “interests” were articulated by the socio-economic elite that ran the State Department and the Defense Department. 

(This why it is a mistake to say that the United States “blundered” into Vietnam. The decisions made to support the French were made by rational men, calculating what was in their interest at the time.)

People like George Kennan and Dean Acheson had a lot to say about the policy, even though neither was ever elected to public office. Their policies reflected their indifference to democracy at home or abroad. For them foreign policy should be the arena for sophisticated elites only.

Here is an excerpt from a document prepared by the Policy Planning Staff 

(PPS #23)  - 23 February 1948. George Kennan was the principal author.

VII. Far East

My main impression with regard to the position of this Government with regard to the Far East is that we are greatly over-extended in our whole thinking about what we can accomplish, and should try to accomplish, in that area. This applies, unfortunately, to the people in our country as well as to the Government.

It is urgently necessary that we recognize our own limitations as a moral and ideological force among the Asiatic peoples.

Our political philosophy and our patterns for living have very little applicability to masses of people in Asia. They may be all right for us, with our highly developed political traditions running back into the centuries and with our peculiarly favorable geographic position; but they are simply not practical or helpful, today, for most of the people in Asia.

This being the case, we must be very careful when we speak of exercising “leadership” in Asia. We are deceiving ourselves and others when we pretend to have the answers to the problems which agitate many of these Asiatic peoples.

Furthermore, we have about 50% of the world's wealth but only 6.3% of its population. This disparity is particularly great as between ourselves and the peoples of Asia. In this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity without positive detriment to our national security. To do so, we will have to dispense with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our attention will have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate national objectives. We need not deceive ourselves that we can afford today the luxury of altruism and world-benefaction.

For these reasons, we must observe great restraint in our attitude toward the Far Eastern areas. The peoples of Asia and of the Pacific area are going to go ahead, whatever we do, with the development of their political forms and mutual interrelationships in their own way. This process cannot be a liberal or peaceful one. The greatest of the Asiatic peoples—the Chinese and the Indians—have not yet even made a beginning at the solution of the basic demographic problem involved in the relationship between their food supply and their birth rate. Until they find some solution to this problem, further hunger, distress, and violence are inevitable. All of the Asiatic peoples are faced with the necessity for evolving new forms of life to conform to the impact of modern technology. This process of adaptation will also be long and violent. It is not only possible, but probable, that in the course of this process many peoples will fall, for varying periods, under the influence of Moscow, whose ideology has a greater lure for such peoples, and probably greater reality, than anything we could oppose to it. All this, too, is probably unavoidable; and we could not hope to combat it without the diversion of a far greater portion of our national effort than our people would ever willingly concede to such a purpose.

In the face of this situation we would be better off to dispense now with a number of the concepts which have underlined our thinking with regard to the Far East. We should dispense with the aspiration to “be liked” or to be regarded as the repository of a high-minded international altruism. We should stop putting ourselves in the position of being our brothers' keeper and refrain from offering moral and ideological advice. We should cease to talk about vague and—for the Far East—unreal objectives such as human rights, the raising of the living standards, and democratization. The day is not far off when we are going to have to deal in straight power concepts. The less we are then hampered by idealistic slogans, the better.

We should recognize that our influence in the Far Eastern area in the coming period is going to be primarily military and economic. We should make a careful study to see what parts of the Pacific and Far Eastern world are absolutely vital to our security, and we should concentrate our policy on seeing to it that those areas remain in hands which we can control or rely on. It is my own guess, on the basis of such study as we have given the problem so far, that Japan and the Philippines will be found to be the corner-stones of such a Pacific security system and if we can contrive to retain effective control over these areas there can be no serious threat to our security from the East within our time. . . .

- - - - -

Here is another quote from Kennan, 24 years later. He defends his position.

George Kennan, Memoirs, 1950-1963 

(New York: Pantheon Books, 1972, 

pp. 58-60.

“. . . There remains the question of Southeast Asia. This, too, was on our minds, even in 1950 and 1951 though primarily in connection with the question as to the amount of support, if any, that we should give to the French, who were then fighting much the same sort of fight, and against much the same adversary that we, in the years following 1964, found ourselves fighting.

Here, at least, I agreed wholly and unreservedly with Walter Lippmann. We had, I felt, no business trying to play a role in the affairs of the mainland of Southeast Asia. The same went for the French. They had no prospects. They had better get out.

"In Indo-China,"  I  complained to the  Secretary of State  in the memo of August 21,  1950, 



we are getting ourselves into the position of guaranteeing the 

French in an undertaking which neither they nor we, nor both of us 

together, can win. . . . We should let Schuman [Robert Schuman, 

French Foreign Minister] know. . . that the closer view we have had 

of the problems of this area, in the course of our efforts of the past 

few months to support the French position there, has convinced us 

that that position is basically hopeless. We should say that we will 

do everything in our power to avoid embarrassing the French in 

their problems and to support them in any reasonable course they 

would like to adopt looking to its liquidation; but that we cannot 

honestly agree with them that there is any real hope of their 

remaining successfully in Indo-China, and we feel that rather than 

have their weakness demonstrated by a continued costly and 

unsuccessful effort to assert their will by force of arms, it would be 

preferable to permit the turbulent political currents of that country 

to find their own level, unimpeded by foreign troops or pressures, 

even at the probable cost of an eventual deal between Viet-Nam 

and Viet-Minh, and the spreading over the whole country of Viet-

Minh authority, possibly in a somewhat modified form. We might 

suggest that the most promising line of withdrawal, from the 

standpoint of their prestige, would be to make the problem one of 

some Asian regional responsibility, in which the French exodus 

could be conveniently obscured. . . .”

This judgment with regard to the folly of a possible intervention in Vietnam rested, incidentally, not just on the specific aspects of that situation as we faced it in 1950, but on considerations of principle, as well. In a lecture delivered earlier that year (May 5) in Milwaukee, I had said-- this time with reference to the pleas for American intervention in China:



I wonder how many of you realize what that really means. I can 

conceive of no more ghastly and fateful mistake, and nothing more 

calculated to confuse the issues in this world today than for us to go 

into another great country and try to uphold by force of our own 

blood and treasures a regime which had clearly lost the confidence 

of its own people. Nothing could have pleased our enemies more.  

. . .  Had our Government been carried away by these pressures, . . .

I am confident that today the whole struggle against world 

communism in both Europe and Asia would have been hopelessly 

fouled up and compromised.

Little did I realize, in penning these passages, that I was defining, fifteen years before the event, my own position with relation to the Vietnam War. . . .”

George Kennan supported the “realist” position in foreign policy circles. People like John Foster Dulles, also a member of the “elite” disagreed with his position. The “China Lobby” and later the “Vietnam Lobby” would also disagree with him. They blamed Kennan and his colleagues for the “loss of China” to Communism. China was “lost” to the Chinese, but Dulles and his group had difficulty accepting this. Their stance was in many ways not realistic, but more accurately, slightly paranoid. It found support with the likes of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy. With the French collapse at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, their fears increased.

Here is Dulles in 1954 as he reflects on the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu.


. . . If the Communist forces won uncontested control over Indochina or any substantial part thereof, they would surely resume the same pattern of aggression against other free peoples in the area.

The propagandists of Red China and Russia make it apparent that the purpose is to dominate all of Southeast Asia. . . .

The United States has shown in many ways its sympathy for the gallant struggle being waged in Indochina by French forces and those of the Associated States. Congress has enabled us to provide material aid to the established governments and their peoples. Also, our diplomacy has sought to deter Communist China from open aggression in that area.

President Eisenhower, in his address of April 16, 1953, explained that a Korean armistice would be a fraud if it merely released aggressive armies for attack elsewhere. I said last September that if Red China sent its own army into Indochina, that would result in grave consequences which might not be confined to Indochina.

Recent statements have been designed to impress upon potential aggressors that aggression might lead to action at places and by means of 

free-world choosing, so that aggression would cost more than it could gain.

The Chinese Communists have, in fact, avoided the direct use of their own Red Armies in open aggression against Indochina. They have, however, largely stepped up their support of the aggression in that area. Indeed, they promote that aggression by all means short of open invasion.

Under all the circumstances it seems desirable to clarify further the United States position.

Under the conditions of today, the imposition on Southeast Asia of the political system of Communist Russia and its Chinese Communist ally, by whatever means, must be a grave threat to the whole free community. The United States feels that that possibility should not be passively accepted but should be met by united action. This might involve serious risks. But these risks are far less than those that will face us a few years from now if we dare not be resolute today. 

The free nations want peace. However, peace is not had merely by wanting it. Peace has to be worked for and planned for. Sometimes it is necessary to take risks to win peace just as it is necessary in war to take risks to win victory. The chances for peace are usually bettered by letting a potential aggressor know in advance where his aggression could lead him.

I hope that these statements which I make here tonight will serve the cause of peace. . . .

Source:  Dulles speech to the Overseas Press Club, New York City, March 29, 1954 in Department of State Bulletin, 30 (April 12, 1954), pp. 539 - 540.
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I think that the above photograph tells us a lot about American involvement in Vietnam. Both Kennan and Dulles supported policies that were good for the corporate elite of the United States. Expanding markets for American goods was part of the mind set of both men. The oil company sign and the electrical/telephone poles contrast dramatically with the Vietnamese oxcart and the American tank. Whose interests were we there to protect?   (Note:  ESSO is the old name for EXXON. ESSO was once part of Standard Oil, which was created and owned by John D. Rockefeller.)

Maps

Maps are always interesting documents. They appear to be objective and factual, but they always contain an agenda and are quite subjective. The map maker draws,  “a picture of the Earth’s surface as seen from above” (This is the definition of a map!) for a specific purpose. The maps of the Southeast Asian territory have been influenced by the economic and political struggles ongoing in the area.

Map # 1 As maps go, Map # 1 is fairly objective. However, all the identifications are in English and the images are not to scale. We are given a flat map for a round Earth.
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Map # 2 is a very different example. It contains a heavily propagandistic agenda.

It is from the Denoyer-Geppert Company of Chicago, Illinois. Title:  Southeast Asia in Maps. The original map appeared in 1964 during the Goldwater/Johnson campaign. The map comes with an introduction. 

Introduction #59  - Splitting Wedge of Communism

Mao Tse-tung, the ruler of Red China, is reported to have

cried, "Communism is not love. Communism is a hammer we

use to destroy our enemies." Using the Pathet Lao and North

Vietnamese Communists, under the guidance of Ho Chi Minh,

as the hammer, the Red Chinese are apparently pounding a

splitting wedge southward into and perhaps clear through

continental Southeast Asia, The point of this wedge enters

Southeast Asia at its northern rim. Here the two northeastern

Laotian provinces of Phongsaly and Samneua project into

Communist territory. On the northern prong of Phongsaly,

the boundaries of Red China, Laos, and North Vietnam meet.

Phongsaly and Samneua have maintained independent politi-

cal action almost from the time Laos gained its national

independence.

By 1960, with Red China guarding their rear and with the

protection of the Gulf of Tonkin on the left and the Pathet Lao

provinces on the right, the North Vietnamese Communists

felt secure enough to start a push southward. Agitators,

saboteurs, and guerrillas were sent out from two staging

depots in the cities of Vinh and Tanap. They moved south-

westward into and through the Keo Nua and Mu Gia passes

and then along the Laotian-North Vietnamese border. The

Vinh-Tonap-Mu Gia Pass route is well developed. The French

surveyed and built a highway from Tanap through the Mu Gia

Pass across Laos to Thakhek, on the Mekong River, a distance

of approximately 168 miles. Beyond the Mu Gia Pass, the

Communists followed old mountain trails to bypass the

junction of the North Vietnamese-South Vietnamese-Laotian

borders. In 1963 some intelligence agents reported that the

southern terminus of the Ho Chi Minh Trail was the new port

at Sihanoukville, Cambodia. These reports maintained that

some of the heavier war equipment which the Viet Cong

forces were using in the Mekong Delta in South Vietnam had

lot been lugged hundreds of miles overland from Vinh.

Instead, this heavy equipment was being smuggled in from

boats docking in the port of Sihonoukville..

In the north the wedge of Communist-dominated territory

reaches westward from the Gulf of Tonkin to the Burmese-

Laotian Mekong River boundary. Some observers maintain

that the Burmese central government has lost effective

control of northeastern Burma, the territory wedged between

Red China and north Thailand.

The tapering point of the wedge follows the Annamitic Cordillera and includes the eastern and western slopes of this mountain range. Communist-occupied territory in western South Vietnam consists primarily of hills and small tablelands on the eastern slopes of the Annamitic Cordillera, but the

Communists also control large areas in the Mekong River delta area. In Laos, Communist-occupied territory consists primarily of hills and small tablelands on the west-ward slopes of the same mountain range. By taking over the Annamitic Cordillera, the Communists control a large wedge of land jutting southward into the heartland of both South Vietnam and Cambodia.

The southward extension and the constant widening of this wedge during the first half of the 1960's was an event of worldwide significance. Apparently only the arrival of American armed forces in 1965 prevented the Communists from

taking over control of South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.

---------

(I think this map tells us more about the content of the map maker’s mind than it does about the political conditions on the ground in Southeast Asia. Judge for yourself. Notice the serpent-like, forked tongue that comes out of the “mouth” of Red China! At the time, the United States did not recognize the Peoples Republic of China.)
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United States Casualties 

“Casualties” is a military word that includes both killed and wounded. It also includes those who died: in accidents, of diseases, heart attacks, etc. In the age of high explosives, sometimes a man might be literally blown to bits, or “smithereens.” As a result, sometimes there is no body to be recovered. 

“Missing in action” is the designation to soldiers who cannot be identified as living or dead after a battle. This is open to exploitation because deserters are also people, who are also listed as “missing.” 

Claiming that a man was missing, rather than dead, was a good way to protect his family and keep the family on the federal payroll. This seems to have been the case with a number of Air Force and Navy pilots. They were reported as “missing,” even when their aircraft exploded in a ball of fire. 

Later on in the Vietnam War politicians, Nixon in particular, claimed that all of the “missing” were in fact alive and were being held as prisoners of war. He actually argued that  one reason to continue the war was to make sure that Hanoi returned all of our captured pilots. 

Claiming that all Prisoners of War were being tortured was another useful propaganda cloak. Prisoners who died in captivity could then be described as “victims of torture,” instead of simply dying of their wounds. Allegations of torture need to be treated with a grain of salt. Most pilots did not know anything that was worth torturing them to obtain. Pilots are a lot like truck drivers. They go where they are ordered to go. They had limited knowledge of the larger policies of the air campaign.

The casualty figures are as follows:

U.S. Military Losses in Southeast Asia: (1 January 1961 – 31 December 1976)

Hostile Action:        Army
  Navy   Coast Guard   Marines Air Force    Total

Killed

25,341
   1,093           4                  11,490
504
     38,432

Died of wounds
3,521
     145
            1                  1,454           48             5,169

Presumed dead
1,806        266             0                       67         735             2,874

Died in captivity           34         18               0

8
    23                  83

Nonhostile:

Died, non combat 

cause


4,901
     569

2

1,377
    340     
7,189    

Illness


1,422
      60

0                       307          122
         
1,911

While missing, but 

from nonhostile cause 870        279            0                         0              141             1,290

Totals:
Hostile deaths
30,702
      1,522
5

13,019
       1,310
 46,558

Nonhostile deaths
  7,193
        908          2                        1,684           603         10,390

- - - - -

Missing:

Missing, unaccounted 

for


155

59         0                        41               407            662

Captured, unaccounted 

For                                 11                  18         0                          2                  2               33

Source:  Department of Defense and Department of Army.

Argument exists over how many “missing” should be considered “presumed dead.” When does a “missing” man become a “deserter” or a “dead man?” MIA figure is highest for Air Force.  

U.S. Army wounded in action figure includes 208, 576. Some were wounded more than once. See Chris Appy (below) for further discussion of these casualty figures. For MIA issue consult H. Bruce Franklin, MIA: Mythmaking in America.

Vietnam Veterans and Statistics

Source:  Christian G. Appy.  

Working Class War:  American Combat Soldiers and Vietnam. 

Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993.

1. Vietnam Memorial has 58, 191 names on it. American dead in Southeast Asia from 1959 to 1975.   p.1    (This includes killed and died.)

2.  2.5 million young American enlisted men served in Vietnam.  p.6  How many officers?

3. 27 million men came of draft age during the war.  p.6  How many women were of the same age?

4. Roughly 80% came from working - class backgrounds.  p.6

5. From 1961 to 1972, an average of 14,000 American workers died every year from industrial accidents; the same number of soldiers died in Vietnam during 1968, the year of highest U.S. casualties.   p.7

6. Throughout the war, moreover, at least 100, 000 American people died each year from work-related diseases.  p.7

7. American infantry soldiers were used as “bait” to draw the enemy into identifiable targets so the full weight of American firepower - bombs, rockets, napalm - could be dropped on the Vietnamese, who attacked them.  p.8 

8. No one knows how many veterans have committed suicide as a result of their wartime experiences, but most specialists who have worked closely with veterans believe the number of suicides far exceeds the number of men who died in the war itself.  p.9   

9. Reference for comment 8.  See: Brende and Parson, Vietnam Veterans; Hendin and Haas, Wounds of War.  As early as 1971 the National Council of Churches estimated that 49,000 veterans had died from various causes after returning home.   p. 324  (Overt suicide and less overt suicide:  drugs, booze, accidents, murder, manslaughter, riots, disease, poor-health, tobacco-related, bar-room  brawls, etc. are some examples of the "various causes".) 

10. Reagan (1981) was the first President of the USA to mention Vietnam in an Inaugural Address.  Eisenhower (1953) spoke of French soldiers in "Indo-China". p.9

11. Average age of soldiers in Vietnam was 19.   WWII average age was 26.   p.27

Hanoi puts war dead

at 1.1 million fighters

Associated Press

HANOI - Twenty years after the end of the Vietnam War, the government dis-

closed yesterday that 1.1 million Communist fighters had been killed and 600,000

wounded in the conflict.

The casualties included Viet Cong guerrillas who operated in South Vietnam and

North Vietnamese soldiers who aided them.

Previous estimates in the West said the Communist forces lost about 666,000

fighters. During the war, North Vietnam played down its losses to boost morale at

home and discourage South Vietnam and the United States. It was not clear why

it waited so long before releasing the actual count.

Nearly 58,200 US soldiers were killed and 223,748 South Vietnamese died.

More than 5,200 South Koreans, Australians, New Zealanders and Thai soldiers

who fought on the southern side also were killed.

The figures, compiled by the Ministry of Labor, War Invalids and Social Affairs,

were published by the official Vietnam News Agency.

Other figures released showed that nearly 2 million civilians had been killed in

the North and South, and an equal number were injured. About 50,000 children were

born deformed, allegedly because of the use by the United States of the chemical 

defoliant Agent Orange.

The ministry repeated a previously known figure of about 300,000 Communist

soldiers missing in action, compared with 2,211 US MIAs.
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