During President Johnson’s first month in office following the assassination of President Kennedy, he learned that the situation in South Vietnam had greatly deteriorated – the United States and the South Vietnamese were losing the war in Vietnam.  This latest revelation was the opposite of Secretary of Defense McNamara’s report 18 months earlier when he announced, “we are winning the war”
 (against communism in Vietnam).  Consequently, Secretary McNamara visited South Vietnam for two days in December of 1963 and he submitted a report
 of his conclusions to President Johnson.

Secretary McNamara’s summary of the report portrayed a gloomy situation by saying that unless current trends – the in-country politics and military tactics (U.S. and South Vietnamese) – were reversed, Vietnam would become a communist-controlled state.  The report seemed to focus on only the in-country political and military problems, and did not address any of the larger, quite possibly negative, influences originating from the White House.

However, from the global perspective, Secretary McNamara’s conclusions about the deteriorating situation in Vietnam had some merit since they were ‘politically-correct’ and consistent with U.S. foreign policy.  A foreign policy that began shortly after the end of World War II when the United States took upon itself to lead the war against the spread of communism.  Dr. Gerard J. DeGroot, Senior Lecturer at the University of St Andrews, Scotland articulates:

“The emergence of the USSR as a formidable power and the extension of its hegemony over Eastern Europe frightened the US, which assigned itself the task of stopping the relentless communist tide.”

But to resolve the problems that Secretary McNamara identified, and what could have been done to improve the situation, requires going beyond the in-country problems recited in his report.  One of underlying problems was that the administration inherited by President Johnson had little understanding of the cultures and politics of Southeast Asia, and if corrected, might have contributed to improving the situation.

“The youthful Kennedy administration is inexperienced in matters regarding Southeast Asia.  Kennedy’s Secretary of Defense, 44-year-old Robert McNamara, along with civilian planners recruited from the academic community, will play a crucial role in deciding White House strategy for Vietnam over the next several years.  Under their leadership, the United States will wage a limited war to force a political settlement.” 

Several other major factors contributed to the dismal situation in Vietnam.  They are not presented in any order of importance since each one appears to have had a proportionate impact on the overall situation.  First, President Johnson, as had his predecessors, ignored the predictions from inside the executive branch that an indefinitely prolonged guerilla war could not be won in Vietnam.

“Truman had seen predictions of an indefinitely prolonged guerilla war facing him and yet had gone ahead in supporting the French in this effort.  And this happened year after year.  It happened year after year for Eisenhower and Kennedy and Johnson.”

A second factor was the failure by, or perhaps arrogance of, the U.S. government and the American public, to recognize that the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) was an innovative, formidable, determined foe.  By studying the historical record of events leading up to the collapse of French colonialism in Vietnam it’s obvious that the U.S. was pursuing an identical military strategy, a strategic defense that would, and did, end in a military defeat.  As early as 1953, the French adopted the “strategic defence”
 strategy.  The concept was for the French to concentrate its military action in the southern provinces, which would essentially cut Vietnam in two, thereby containing communism in the North.  From the political perceptive this was supposed to keep Communist China from entering the war, and allow for a negotiated settlement similar to the settlement that ended the Korean War.  The French would control the South with the communists retaining control of the North.  In an interview after the Vietnam War, Military Strategist Harry G. Summers provided a clear understanding of the phrase strategic defense:

“…one of the anomalies that came out of the Korean War is that after the Chinese intervention, we reverted from the strategic offensive, whose goal was to defeat the enemy forces and occupy their territory, to the strategic defensive, which made sense.  Except we didn’t understand that under the strategic defensive a battlefield victory was not attainable.”

Another problem that could have been corrected was the optimistic reporting from U.S. military leaders in the field, especially General Paul Harkins, Head of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam.
  Yet, Defense Secretary McNamara blamed the South Vietnamese and being politically safe, prefaced his report to President Johnson with “my best guess is” and continued “… because of our undue dependence on distorted Vietnamese reporting”.
   The question remains, did Secretary McNamara ever consider that the blame he placed on the hierarchy of the South Vietnamese military was really a mirror image of the United States military’s politics, with one exception: the U.S. wasn’t using its armed forces to prevent an

overthrow of the government.  This ‘over-estimating’ practice can be attributed to the perceived political ramifications – the American people would not re-elect President Johnson if he couldn’t

win a war against an enemy commonly referred to as a rag-tag, bare-footed, under-armed bunch of guerillas.  Further, the American public, because of its obsession with the cold war in Europe and the loss of China to the communists in 1949, supported the U.S. role in Vietnam as part of the global war to stem communism.  After all, if the United States did nothing to stop the spread of communism in Vietnam, then the USSR, Communist China, or Cuba to name a few, could conceivably see it as a weakness to be exploited in other Southeast Asia countries, as well as the Western Hemisphere.  This was totally unacceptable to a majority of Americans during the early sixties because “…American prestige was at stake”

In conclusion, and definitely in retrospect, this term paper created more unanswered questions.  For example, if the Johnson administration was top heavy with members recruited from academia, where were the historians and anthropologists?  Would their reports have been taken with equal value as the McNamara report, or perhaps mitigated the optimism postulated by field commanders?   Would they have influenced a different outcome of the Vietnam War?  If so, how?  By negotiated settlement or all-out warfare?
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