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will to continue—if not the practical effects of their actions—would cause
the Communists to relent.

A Moral and Necessary Intervention
NORMAN PODHORETZ

On April 30, 1975, when the last American helicopter scurried desperately
off the roof of the American Embassy in Saigon as the city fell to the
invading North Vietnamese army, the Washington Post said tha( it was a
day of ♦'deliverance" for the United States. In some sense, of course, it
was, For nearly fifteen years, Americans had been working, fighting, and
dying in Vietnam; and from this, surely, they were delivered on April 30,
1975.

They were also delivered from something else on that fateful t̂ ay—
something less bloody than the war itself but in some ways no less anguished
and anguishing. This was the debate over the war that had been raging
with an intensity that escalated along with American involvement, burstmg
from time to time out of the confines of words and ideas and arguments
into the demonstrations, the skirmishes, and the more violent confrontations
of what had come to be called ̂ 'the war at home.'* Overnight, tt seemed,
Vietnam, the great obsession of the past decade and more, disappeared
from the national consciousness. The newspapers and magazines and tele
vision stations carried what were in effect obituary notices, and the debate,
along with the war that had provoked it, was then hastily interred in the
forensic equivalent of an unmarked grave. . . , u

But of course nothing in history ever really happens overnight. In the
case of the debate over Vietnam, by the time it was buned, it had long
since lost its right to be called a debate. For at least the last five years of
American involvement in Vietnam, hardly any voices had been raised m
defense of our continued participation in the war. The arguments all came
from the other side, and for the most part they remained unanswered.
Entering office in 1%9, Richard Nixon, like Lyndon Johnson in the last
phase of his Presidency, spoke mainly of how to get the United States out
of Vietnam. Rarely did he, or anyone else in those days, attempt to Justify
the intervention itself. Nixon had supported the decision of John F. Ken
nedy's Administration to go into Vietnam; he had supported the deepening
of American involvement under Johnson; and then, by resisting the temp
tation to withdraw immediately upon becoming President, he had taken the
onus of Vietnam upon himself, turning it (in an act that many thought
foolish from the point of view of his own political fortunes) into "his war.
Yet he never really made it "his" war in the sense of defending it politiĉ ly
and morally. There was no point, he and his people kept saymg, m arguing
over how and why we had got into Vietnam; the only question was how
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best to get out. Thus what Nixon mainly did was defend his strategy of
gradual withdrawal against the demand for an immediate end to the Amer
ican presence. The effect was to concede the moral and political arguments
to the antiwar forces—by now a coalition that included people who had
led the country into Vietnam in the first place and were eager to atone by
leading it out.

Even before April 30, 1975, then, Vietnam had become perhaps the
most negatively charged political symbol in American history, awaiting only
the literal end of American involvement to achieve its full and final dia-
bolization. From a narrowly political point of view, it had become to the
generation that had experienced it what Munich had been to an earlier
generation: the self-evident symbol of a policy that must never be followed
again.

Indeed, for many people whose original support of American interven
tion in Vietnam had been based on memories of Munich, Vietnam not only
replaced it but canceled it out. To such people the lesson of Munich had
been that an expansionist totalitarian power could not be stopped by giving
in to its demands and that limited resistance at an early stage was the only
way to avoid full-scale war later on. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain,
returning to England from the conference in Munich at which Nazi Ger
many's claims over Czechoslovakia had been satisfied, triumphantly de
clared that he was bringing with him "peace in our time.'* But as almost
everyone would later agree, what he had actually brought with him was
the certainty of a world war lo come—a war that Winston Churchill, the
leading critic of the policy of appeasement consummated at Munich, would
later call "unnecessary." According to Churchill, if a line had been drawn
against Hitler from the beginning, he would have been forced to back away,
and the sequence of events that led inexorably lo the outbreak of war would
have been interrupted.

Obviously, Vietnam differed in many significant ways from Central
Europe in the late 1930s. But there was one great similarity that overrode
these difTerences in the minds of many whose understanding of such matters
had been shaped by the memory of Munich. "I'm not the village idiot,"
Dean Rusk, who was Secretary of State first under Kennedy and then under
Johnson, once exploded. "I know Hitler was an Austrian and Mao is a
Chinese. . . . But what is common between the two situations is the phe
nomenon of aggression." In other words, in Vietnam now as in Central
Europe then, a totalitarian political force—Nazism then, Communism
now—was attempting to expand the area under its control. A relatively
limited degree of resistance then would have precluded the need for massive
resistance afterward. This was the lesson of Munich, and it had already
been applied successfully in Western Europe in the forties and Korea in
the fifties. Surely it was applicable to Vietnam as well.

When, however, it began to become evident that, in contrast to the
cases of Western Europe and Korea, the difTerences between Vietnam now
and Central Europe then were more decisive than the similarities, the
relevance of Munich began to fade, and a new set of lessons—the lessons
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of Vietnam—began to take hold. The legacy of Munich had been a dis
position, even a great readiness, to resist, by force if necessary, the ex
pansion of totalitarianism; the legacy of Vietnam would obversely be a
reluctance, even a refusal, to resist, especially if resistance required the
use o f fo rce .

For some of the older generation who rejected the tutelage of Munich
in favor of the tutelage of Vietnam, the new pedagogic dispensation was
generally limited to lessons of a strictly political character. When they said,
or (less given to being so explicit) nodded in agreement as others said, "No
More Vietnams," they had in mind a new foreign policy that would base
itself on more modest expectations of American power than had prevailed
in the years of Kennedy and Johnson. For them the main lesson of Vietnam
was that the United States no longer should or could play the role of
"policeman of the world." We had certain core interests—Western Europe,
Japan, Israel—that we were, and must remain, committed to defend. But
however desirable it might ideally be to undertake more than that, we lacked
the power, the will, and the wisdom to carry out a more ambitious strategy
with any hope of success. In this view, Vietnam represented the great
cautionary argument against the "arrogance of American power."

In addition to humility about the extent of American power, Vietnam
persuaded many, or perhaps most, converts from the school of Munich
that humility was also required in defining the purposes for which this
limited American power could and should be used. Even assuming that it
might be desirable to contain the spread of Communism—and many by
now had lost their former conviction that it was desirable—Vietnam showed
that the United States was unable (or indeed unqualified) to go on making
the effort with any hope of success. On this issue Vietnam was taken to
be an irrefutable piece of evidence showing the folly of an ideologically
based foreign policy in general and of an anti-Communist "crusade in
particular.

But these were only the blandest of the lessons of Vietnam. For, unlike
Munich, Vietnam became the symbol of something much broader than a
mistaken foreign policy. Especially for younger people who had no personal
memory of the Second World War, Vietnam did not so much reverse the
legacy of Munich as it succeeded to the legacy of Auschwitz. Only the
most extreme elements within the antiwar movement took to spelling the
name of the country as "Amerika," but many who shied away from so
open an identification of the United States under Johnson with Germany
under Hitler tacitly acquiesced in (if only by failing to object to) the idea
that American involvement in Vietnam was an evil fully comparable to the
evils done by Nazi Germany.

Sometimes the evil was taken to be the American intervention itself:
an act of aggression against a people fighting to liberate themselves from
a corrupt and repressive regime. Far from resisting the spread of totali
tarianism, we were propping it up. We were the counterrevolutionaries, we
were the imperialists, we were the enemies of freedom and self-
d e t e r m i n a t i o n .
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Yet another variant of the psychologica) interpretation, proposed by
the economist Robert L. Heilbroner, was that "the fear of losing our place
in the sun, of finding ourselves at bay, .. . motivates a great deal of the
anti-Communism on which so much of American foreign policy seems to
be founded/' This was especially so in such underdeveloped countries as
Vietnam, where "the rise of Communism would signal the end of capitalism
as the dominant worid order, and would force the acknowledgment that
America no longer constituted the model on which the future of worid
civilization would be mainly based.'*

Alt these theories were developed out of a desperate need to find or
invent selfish or self-interested motives for the American presence in Viet
nam, the better to discredit it morally. In a different context, proponents
of one or another of these theories—Senator Fulbright, for example—were
not above trying to discredit the American presence politically by insisting
that no national interest was being served by the war. This latter contention
at least had the virtue of being closer to the truth than the former. For the
truth was that the United States went into Vietnam for the sake not of its
own direct interests in the ordinary sense but for the sake of an ideal. The
intervention was a product of the Wilsonian side of the American char
acter—the side that went to war in 1917 to "make the world safe for
democracy" and that found its contemporary incarnations in the liberal
internationalism of the 1940s and the liberal anti-Communism of the 1950s.
One can characterize this impulse as naive; one can describe it, as Heil
broner does (and as can be done with any virtuous act), in terms that give
it a subtly self-interested flavor. But there is no rationally defensible way
in wh ich i t can be ca l led immora l .

Why, then, were we in Vietnam? To say it once again; because we
were trying to save the Southern half of that country from the evils of
Communism. But was the war we fought to accomplish this purpose morally
worse than Communism itself? Peter L. Berger, who at the time was in
volved with Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam (CALCAV),
wrote in 1967;' "All sorts of dire results might well follow a reduction or
a withdrawal of the American engagement in Vietnam. Morally speaking,
however, it is safe to assume that none of these could be worse than what
is taking place right now." Unlike most of his fellow members of CALCAV,
Berger would later repent of this statement. Writing in 1980, he would say
of it: "Well, it was not safe to assume. ... I was wrong and so were all
those who thought as 1 did." For "contrary to what most members (in
cluding myselO of the antiwar movement expected, the peoples of Indochina
have, since 1975, been subjected to suffering far worse than anything that
was inflicted upon them by the United States and its allies."

To be sure, the "bloodbath" that had been feared by supporters of the
war did not occur—not in the precise form that had been anticipated. In
contrast to what they did upon taking power in Hanoi in 1954 (when they
murdered some 50,000 landlords), or what they did during their brief
occupation of Hu6 during the Tet offensive of 1968 (when they massacred
3,000 civilians), the Communists did not stage mass executions in the newly
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conquered South. According to Nguyen Cong Hoan, who had been an NLF
[National LiberBtion Front] agent and then became a member of the Na
tional Assembly of the newly united Communist Vietnam before disillu
sionment drove him to escape in March 1977, there were more executions
in the provinces than in the cities and the total number might well have
reached into the tens of thousands. But as another fervent opponent of the
war, the New York Times columnist Tom Wicker was forced to acknowl
edge, "what Vietnam has given us instead of a bloodbath [is] a vast tide
of human misery in Southeast Asia—hundreds of thousands of homeless
persons in United Nations camps, perhaps as many more dead in flight,
tens of thousands of the most pitiable forcibly repatriated to Cambodia, no
one knows how many adrift on the high seas or wandering the roads."

Among the refugees Wicker was talking about here were those who
came to be known as "the boat people" because they "literally threw
themselves upon the South China Sea in small coastal craft. . . Many
thousands of these people were ethnic Chinese who were being driven out
and forced to pay everything they had for leaky boats; tens of thousands
more were Vietnamese fleeing voluntarily from what Nguyen Cong Hoan
describes as "the most inhuman and oppressive regime they have ever
known." The same judgment is made by Truong Nhu Tang, the former
Minister of Justice in the PRG (Provisional Revolutionary Govemmentl
who fled in November 1979 in a boat loaded with forty refugees: "Never
has any previous regime brought such masses of people to such desperation.
Not the military dictators, not the colonialists, not even the ancient Chinese
o v e r l o r d s . "

So desperate were they to leave that they were willing to take the poor
chance of survival in flight rather than remain. Says Nguyen Cong Hoan:
". . . Our people have a traditional attachment to their country. No
Vietnamese would willingly leave home, homeland, and ancestors graves.
During the most oppressive French colonial rule and Japanese domination,
no one escaped by boat at great risk to their lives. Yet you see that my
countrymen by the thousands and from all walks of life, including a number
of disillusioned Vietcongs, continue to cscape from Vietnam; six out of ten
never make it, and for those who are fortunate to make it, they are not
allowed to land." Adds one of the disillusioned who did make it, Doan
Van Toai: "Among the boat people who survived, including those who
were raped by pirates and those who suffered in the refugee camps, nobody
regrets his escape from the present regime."

Though they invented a new form of the Communist bloodbath, the
North Vietnamese (for, to repeat, before long there were no Southerners
in authority in the South, not even former members of the NLF and the
PRG) were less creative in dealing with political opposition, whether real
or imagined. The "re-education camps" they had always used for this
purpose in the North were now extended to the South, but the result was
not so much an indigenous system of Vietnamese concentration camps as
an imitation of the Soviet Gulag. {The Vietnamese Gulag, indeed, was the
name Doan Van Toai gave to the book he published about the camps in
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1979.) The French journalist Jean Lacouture, who had supported the Com
munists during the war to the point (as he now admitted) of lurtiing himself
into a "vehicle and intermediary for a lying and criminal propaganda, [an]
ingenuous spokesman for tyranny in the name of liberty," now tried to
salvage his integrity by telling the truth about a re-education camp he was
permitted to visit by a regime that had good reason to think him friendly.
"It was," he wrote, "a prefabricated hell."

In May 1977, two full years after the Communist takeover, President
Jimmy Carter—a repentant hawk, like many members of his cabinet, in
cluding his Secretary of State and his Secretary of Defense—spoke of "the
intellectual and moral poverty" of the policy that had led us into Vietnam
and had kept us there for so long. When Ronald Reagan, an unrepentant
hawk, called the war "a noble cause" in the course of his ultimately
successful campaign to replace Carter in the White House, he was accused
of having made a "gaffe." Fully, painfully aware as 1 am that the American
effort to save Vietnam from Communism was indeed beyond our intellectual
and moral capabilities, I believe the story shows that Reagan's "gaffe"
was closer to the truth of why we were in Vietnam and what we did there,
at least until the very end, than Carter's denigration of an act of imprudent
idealism whose moî  soundness has been so overwhelmingly vindicated
by the hideous consequences of our defeat.

T h e L i m i t s o f A m e r i c a n P o w e r
G A B R I E L K O L K O

The Vietnam War was the United States' longest and most divisive war of
the post-1945 epoch, and in many regards its most important conflict in the
twentieth century. Obviously, the Vietnamese Communist Party's resiliency
made Vietnam distinctive after 1946, but that the United States should have
become embroi led wi th such formidable adversar ies was a natura l outcome
of the logic and objectives of its role in the modem era. In retrospect, it
is apparent that there existed two immovable forces, one of which had no
conceivable option but to pursue the policy it had embarked on, and that
it was far more likely for America to follow in the footsteps of the French
than to learn something from their defeat. How and why it made that
momentous decision and what it perceived itself to be doing reveals much
about our times and the social and political framework in which contem
porary history is made. For Vietnam was ultimately the major episode in
a larger process of intervention which preceded and transcended it. All of
the frustrations and dilemmas which emerged in Vietnam existed for Wash
ington before 1960, and they persist to this day. The only thing that made
the Vietnam War unique for the United States was that it lost completely.

The hallmark of American foreign policy after 1945 was the universality
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