On November 3 , 1969, President
Nixon appealed to the country for more
patience with his Vietnam policy-for
more time. To his credit, he stressed
that “we are finally bringing American
men home,” but, like his predecessor,
he could not find the resolution to cut
the knot that binds us to the Saigon generals. The United States thus remains
committed to a war that we have been
able neither to end nor to win. Ironically,
the reasons for the deadlock are much
the same as those which governed the
final outcome of our own struggle for
national independence nearly two centuries ago.
In the second year of the American
Revolution, the great William Pitt rose
in the House of Lords and spoke words
which, in a less civilized nation, might
C l e w Cot Icii
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have been taken for treason. “My Lords,”
he declared, “you cannot conquer America.. ..You may swell every expense and
every effort still more extravagantly; pile
and accumulate every assistance you
can buy or borrow; traffic and barter
with every little pitiful German prime
that sells and sends his subjects to the
shambles.. .your efforts are forever vain
and impotent, doubly so from this mercenary aid on which you rely, for it irritates, to an incurable resentment, the
minds of your enemies ....If I were an
American, as I am an Englishman, while
a foreign troop was landed in my country,
I never would lay down my a r m s never -never -never !”
The England which Pitt counseled
was not a decrepit nation but a rising
empire still approaching the peak of its
power. The inglorious end of the Ameri-

can war, from the British point of view,
was not followed by a worldwide loss
of confidence in Britain’s word or Britain’s power. Yorktown was followed by
Waterloo and in the 19th century Great
Britain acquired vast new domains, becoming the vital center of world commerce and industry. The real loser of
the American Revolutionary War was
America’s ally, France, whose prodigal
waste of resources-all for the sake of
humbling England - almost certainly
helped bring about the French Revolution of 1789. To compound the irony,
when the British Empire finally did disintegrate, it was not in the wake of defeat but of British “victories” in the two
world wars.
The paradox turns back upon us full
circle. The victory denied George I11 by
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ragtag American rebels fighting to end
foreign rule has now, nearly two centuries later, been denied to us in distant
Vietnam by stubborn, native guerrilla
fighters equally determined to drive the
foreigner from their land.
Faced with their implacable resolve,
what kind of “victory” can be won? The
“victory” of holding a proud people hostage? The “victory” of inflicting a “favorable kill ratio” upon an enemy who will
not quit? The “victory” of maintaining a
puppet government in Saigon propped
up by the money w e lavish on it and sustained in the field by the troops we
send-and others we hire-to fight for
it? No, there is no “victory” we can win
in Vietnam worthy of the name. President Nixon himself conceded as much.
Six months ago, he said, “We have ruled
out attempting to impose a purely military solution on the battlefield.”
When, on November 3rd, he again
addressed the nation on the subject of
Vietnam, he sought not to reach for the
laurels of an unobtainable victory, but
to reject the sackcloth of an abject
defeat.
“The precipitate withdrawal of all
American forces from Vietnam,” he
warned, “would be a disaster not only
for South Vietnam but for the United
States and the cause of peace ....Our
defeat and humiliation in South Vietnam.. .would spark violence wherever
our commitments help maintain the
peace-in the Middle East, in Berlin,
eventually even in the Western Hemisphere. For the future of peace,” the
President repeated, “precipitate withdrawal would be a disaster of immense
magnitude.”
It is unnecessary to dispute these
dire prophecies, as no responsible critic
of the war calls for our “precipitate withdrawal” from Vietnam. Webster defines
“precipitate” as “acting very hastily or
rashly; impetuous; very sudden, unexpected or abrupt.” I am unaware that
any member of Congress, in either party,

has urged the President to preside over
an American rout in Vietnam. Nor is
there any real pressure elsewhere in
the country-even on the campusesfor a Dunkirk-type evacuation. Mr. Nixon simply conjured up a dragon in order
to slay the monster before the approving eyes of his vast television audience.
Then, just to be sure no one had missed
the scene, he recited how he has spurned
the advice of those who pleaded with
him to a d o p t “a popular a n d easy
course,’’ only to imply, a few minutes
later, that the course he had adopted
faced no resistance more formidable
than that of a “vocal minority” of dissidents seemingly bent on surrender.
Setting these political theatrics
aside, what are the real alternatives
open to us for ending American participation in the Vietnamese War? In his
speech, President Nixon mentioned two
of the three courses that are actually
available. He said, “We can persist in
our search for a just peace through a
negotiated settlement if possible, or
through continued implementation of
our plan for Vietnamization if necessary-a plan in which we will withdraw
all of our forces from Vietnam ...as the
South Vietnamese become strong
enough to defend their own freedom.”
Left unmentioned was the third course:
a deliberate, orderly withdrawal of
American forces which depends neither
upon the willingness of Hanoi lo give
in, nor of Saigori to take over. If we are
to free ourselves from the morass in
which we are now caught, the third
course alone offers us a sure and certain path of extrication.

The First Course-A Negotiated Settlement
As for the first course, a negotiated settlement, the President himself all but
writes it off. He concedes, despite his
many overtures, that “no progress whatever has been made except agreement

48

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

on the shape of the bargaining table,”
and he charges that the fault lies with
Hanoi. Here in the United States, that
proposition looks incontestable. From
our point of view, the terms w e have
offered are unprecedented in their generosity. We say, let the people of South
Vietnam decide by free elections who
shall govern them. What could be fairer
than that? What, indeed, could be more
reasonable?
Yet the likelihood remains that the
North Vietnamese and the Vietcong will
continue to reject even the most “reasonable” proposals we can make. They
have been at war for over 20 years and
have lately been on the receiving end of
something over three million tons of
American bombs. They have also been
betrayed before by foreign governments:
by the French in 1946, who promised a
referendum and then refused to hold
it, by the United States in 1956, when
the Eisenhower Administration upheld
Ngo Dinh Diem in his refusal to hold
the elections provided for in the Geneva Accords. These are not experiences
to encourage reasonableness. The enemy may indeed be in a most unreasonable state of mind. Even the most
carefully constituted electoral commission, even the most painstaking arrangements for a fair, internationallysupervised election, if that is possible,
could well run up against an impenetrable wall of mistrust. If this seems
outrageous, we might ask ourselves how,
during our own civil war, the Union
government would have responded to a
British or French proposal for an internationally supervised plebiscite on
Southern secession!
In his November speech, President
Nixon held that Hanoi alone opposes
self-determination for the people of
South Vietnam. Once again he assured
us that Saigon stood ready to accept
the peoples’ verdict, presumably even
if elections were to result in a communist victory.

Mr. Nixon may think so, but not Mr.
Thieu. Consistently and repeatedly he
has made it clear that his government
has no intention of accepting a “coalition with the Communists” or “domination by the Communists” under any
circumstances whatever. No sooner had
Thieu returned from his love-feast with
President Nixon at Midway last June
than he proclaimed: “I solemnly declare
that there will be no coalition government, no peace cabinet, no transitional
government, not even reconciliatory
government.” If w e must wait at the conference table in Paris for Saigon and
Hanoi to compose their differences, then
we shall probably have to sit there until
pigs sprout wings.
Still, Mr. Nixon stalls for more time,
trying to pry loose a settlement with
modest troop withdrawals. He talks of
bringing pressure on Hanoi. But you cannot bring pressure on an enemy by starting to leave! His real purpose is to bring
pressure on Saigon to dignify our exit
by accepting a transitional arrangement
that will make it seem to the American
people that the war has not been entirely pointless, that all the sacrifice has
not been in vain.
So we wait, month after month, for
some miracle to occur in Saigon or Hanoi
that will bring the moribund peace talks
back to life. We hint to Hanoi that progress at the conference table, or a winddown of the war, will mean faster withdrawal of American troops, while we
tell Saigon that the pace will depend
on the demonstrated ability of their
forces to replace our own. In the resultant muddle, all we have succeeded in
doing is to place the time-table out of
our hands into theirs.
A policy wrong from the start can’t
be made to come out right. Our country
is accustomed to imposing unconditional
surrender on its enemies; there can be
no compromise settlement of the war in
Vietnam which will be applauded by
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the American people. Nor can there be
any settlement worthy of reliance, regardless of its terms, for once we have
left, no force remains to keep it.

The Second CourseVietnamization
The Nixon alternative to a negotiated
peace is the “Vietnamization” of the
war, by which he means turning the
battle back, little by little, to the ThieuKy regime. How long this wilI take depends on Saigon, since it is clear that
American disengagement cannot be
completed until the South Vietnamese
army, in the President’s words, “becomes strong enough” to assume the
full burden of the war. Thus does Mr.
Nixon pin our hopes for a successful
withdrawal in the future upon the very
government which has proved the root
cause of our failure in the past.
Had an honest and patriotic government ruled in Saigon, it would have
beaten the Vietcong long ago, with no
more than material support from the
United States. The Vietnamese people
are not lacking in military courage and
resourcefulness; the Vietcong have demonstrated that. What is lacking is the
ability of the Saigon government to inspire either the confidence of its people
or the fighting spirit of its army. There
is little mystery as to why this ability
is lacking. An American study team
made up primarily of prominent churchmen recently reported, after a trip to
Vietnam, that the Thieu government
ruled by terror, using torture and brutality to suppress political opposition, and
that the regime relied “more upon police
state tactics and American support to
stay in power than upon true representation and popular support.”
Of all the misrepresentations which
have been perpetrated about Vietnam
none has been more insulting to the intelligence and offensive to the moral
sensibilities of young Americans than
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the portrayal of the Saigon regime as
an upholder of freedom and democracy.
Still, it is to this corrupt, incompetent rule of the Saigon generals that
President Nixon looks for the implementation of his plan to extricate the United
States from the war. He speaks of changing the military mix in Vietnam by first
replacing American ground troops with
South Vietnamese, while leaving our
supply and support forces- air, artillery,
engineers-in their combat roles. Gradually, the argument goes, these forces
too could b e r e d u c e d a n d r e t u r n e d
home. So revealed, “Vietnamization”
is not really a formula for disengaging
from Vietnam; it is, rather, a formula
for leaving an American army engaged
in Vietnam indefinitely. Its purpose is
not to get us entirely out, but to keep
us partially in.
Mr. Townsend Hoopes, former Under Secretary of the Air Force, has just
completed a brilliant book on Vietnam
called The Limits of Intervention. In it
he discusses the inherent weakness of
any plan for partial withdrawal:
At best, such a course is a prescription for interminable war; partially disguised by the declining level of U.S.
participation, it would in fact require
our country to sustain a continuing
burden of war casualties and heavy
dollar costs that would become openended a s w e leveled off our forces at
100,000 men or thereabouts.
Sooner or later, and probably sooner,
the American people would reawaken
to the fact that they were still committed to the endless support of a group
of men in Saigon who represented nobody but themselves, preferred war to
the risks of a political settlement and
could not remain in power for more
than a few months without our largescale presence. These things are predictable because the Thieu regime is
both self-serving and wholly unrepresentative; its strong anti-communist
stance (which our support has both
nurtured and hardened) bears little
or no relation to the vaporous, myth-

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

1

filled, unideological, village-oriented
political sentiments of the vast majority
of people who inhabit the non-country
of South Vietnam.
At worst, the course of partial withdrawal would produce a progressive
erosion of the military situation in Vietnam, leading downward to a time when
w e faced the prospect of outright defeat. With U.S. strength reduced to
100,000 men, with no corresponding
enemy reduction and with no dramatic
improvement in the South Vietnamese
government and army, developments
could seriously threaten the safety of
our smaller forces and thus pose the
same hard question we faced in 1965to escalate or liquidate. Were the
United States to face, several months
or years from now, the serious prospect
of military defeat in Vietnam, I believe
that fact would strain our capacity for
wise choice beyond the breaking point,
and that any decision in such circumstances could only further divide our
people and imperil our political process.

Little can be added to so lucid and
devastating an indictment of the Nixon
plan for partial withdrawal, except perhaps this: To persist in a policy which
offers us neither hope of winning nor
hope of ending our marathon involvement in this tragic war-already the
longest in our history-can only compound frustration at home and fuel the
unsavory search for scapegoats.
In much the same way that thc German General Staff, which had actually
initiated Germany’s surrender in World
War I, later perpetuated the myth of
defeat by betrayal on the home front,
the men who led us into the Vietnam
quagmire have sought t o place the blame
for the catastrophe on their domestic
critics, on those of us who said that we
never should have entered the quagmire
in the first place and who now insist
that we ought t o get out. The “real battlefield,” according to this self-serving
doctrine of the architects of failure, is
not in Vietnam but in America, where,

if only the critics would be silent, the
will of the enemy would supposedly be
broken. “Let us understand,” said the
President, “North Vietnam cannot defeat
or humiliate the United States. Only
Americans can do that.”
The failure to make any progress at
the conference table is also being laid
at the feet of the critics: “For the more
divided we are at home,” Mr. Nixon admonishes us, “the less likely the enemy
is to negotiate in Paris.”
Furthermore, Mr. Kissinger complains, “It’s awfully hard to play chess
with twenty kibitzers at your elbow, all
of them demanding explanations of the
purpose of every move, while your opponent listens.”
The “kibitzers” who are such an inconvenience to Mr. Kissinger are the
very dissenters whose protest finally
persuaded President Johnson to stop
the escalation of the war and go to the
conference table. Had these critics remained silent as the war makers would
have had them do, the limited war in
Vietnam might by now have escalated
into a full-scale war with China. Whatever hope of peace there now is, it is
the “kibitzers”’ gift to the architects
of failure. Long may they “kibitz,” acting, let it be remembered, on their own
concept of patriotism-which is not
the patriotism of silent acquiescence in
a policy they detest, but the patriotism
of Camus, who would have us love our
country for what it ought to be, and of
Carl Schurz, that “mugwump” dissenter
from McKinley imperialism, who proclaimed: “Our country, right or wrong.
When right, to b e kept right; w h e n
wrong, to be put right.”

The Third Course
For the reasons I have endeavored to
set forth, I believe that neither the prospects for a negotiated settlement nor
the probable consequences of a partial
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withdrawal offer us any reasonable
hope for resolving our predicament in
Vietnam. For my part, I advocate a third
course, ignored by the President in his
address, but contained in a bipartisan
resolution which Senator Mark Hatfield
(R-Ore.) and I joined in introducing earlier this year. The operative language
is the following:
BE IT RESOLVED, That it is the
sense of the Senate that, having furnished South Vietnam with an American shield for the past five years to
allow for the development of its political and military capacities, the time
has arrived for the people of South
Vietnam to take charge of their own
destiny; and be it further
RESOLVED, That this can be accomplished only through a more rapid
withdrawal of American troops, and a
commitment by the United States to
fully disengage from South Vietnam,
pending such reasonable interval as
may be necessary to effect a n orderly
transition on the battlefield, and provide for the safety of American troops
and those who may wish t o leave with
them.

Nearly everyone now recognizes
that our intervention in Vietnam was in
error. Two years ago, our political skies
were still filled with hawks; today,
scarcely a hawk can be seen on the
wing. President Nixon himself, once a
ferocious hawk, may not openly admit,
but he implicitly acknowledges, that
this country has no vital interest at
stake in Vietnam. Otherwise, we couldn’t
possibly leave the outcome for others
to decide, even in a free election.
The time has come for the pretense
to end; for the prideful nonsense to
stop about securing an “honorable settlement” and avoiding a “disguised defeat.” The truth is that as long as our
troops stay in South Vietnam, we shall
occupy a hostile country. There is no
way that the United States, as a foreign
power and a Western one at that, can
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win a civil war among the Vietnamese.
Even now, five years after we entered
the conflict, it remains a struggle between rival factions of Vietnamese for
control of the government in Saigon.
, The outcome rests, now as before, on
the Vietnamese themselves.
If we can find the resolution to end
our protracted involvement in this war,
we shall suffer no lasting injury to our
power or prestige. I do not think that
the liquidation of our intervention in
Vietnam will mean the loss of our global
greatness, any more than the loss of the
American colonies cost England her
greatness in the 18th century, or any
more than the loss of Algeria and Indochina cost France her national stature.
On the contrary, the end of empire was
not a defeat for France but a liberation,
in the wake of which a demoralized nation recovered its good name in the
world and its own self-esteem. The termination of our war in Vietnam would
represent a similar liberation for America, and even a victory of sorts-a victory of principle over pride and of intelligent self-interest over messianic
delusion.
The United States government is
not a charity-dispensing institution; its
primary obligation is not to the Saigon
generals, or to some portion of the Vietnamese people, but to the American
people, to their security and well-being.
When all is said and done about our
“honor” and “commitment,” the fact
remains that our presence in Vietnam
can be justified-if it can be justifiedin terms of American interests, correctly defined as the freedom and safety
of the American people.
“A nation cannot remain great,” the
President said on November 3rd, “if it betrays its allies and lets down its friends.”
But what more can the Saigon generals
expect from us? The amount of money,
weapons, ammunition, food, equipment,
and supplies we have funneled into
South Vietnam is beyond belief, vastly
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exceeding the outside help given North
Vietnam and the Vietcong by all the
communist governments combined. To
fight for the South, we have sent an
American expeditionary force of half
a million men; no Russians or Chinese
have been imported to fight for the
North. Hanoi and the Vietcong do their
own fighting. I say that Saigon-with
larger and better-armed forces in the
field than any arrayed against it-must
stop relying on us to fight its war. We
have kept our pledges, and done far
more besides. We didn’t undertake to
make South Vietnam the 51st American
state; we didn’t promise to stand guard
over the 17th parallel as though it were
an American frontier.
But, the President argues, if w e were
to allow the Vietcong and the North
Vietnamese to prevail, there would be
“a collapse of confidence in American
leadership, not only in Asia but throughout the world.” Here Mr. Nixon espouses Mr. Rusk’s concept of an exemplary war, which presumably demonstrates to other countries that the
United States stands willing to intervene
militarily to prevent communist-provoked internal “wars of national liberation” from succeeding. Yet, in his November address, the President reiterated what he had earlier disclosed in
Guam, that the United States has a new
policy: in the future, Asian governments
must defend themselves against subversion from within and not look our
way again. The motto, “No more Vietnams” cannot be reconciled with the
fiction that we are still fighting an
exemplary war in that country.
Withdrawing from Vietnam, according to President Nixon “would promote
recklessness in the councils” of the
Communist powers, and “would cost
more lives. It would not bring peace,
but more war.” The assertion that by
fighting in Vietnam we prevent other
wars is pure speculation, rooted not in
evidence but in analogy, the analogy of

the 1930’s when appeasement whetted
Nazi Germany’s appetite for aggression.
No good historian will buy that analogy. History unfolds more in paradoxes than in parallels. Mark Twain
once observed that “We should be careful to get out of an experience only the
wisdom that is in it-and stop there;
lest we be like the cat that sits down on
a hot stove-lid. She will never sit down
on a hot stove-lid again-and that is
well; but also she will never sit down
on a cold one anymore.” In the case of
Vietnam we would do well to settle
for the unwisdom that is in it and stop
the sacrifice of real American lives for
the sake of saving hypothetical ones in
some conjectural war in an unforecastable future.
We dare not, says the President,
abandon the South Vietnamese to “a
massacre that would shock and dismay
everyone in the world who values human life.” Here again we are dealing
with something that might happen; in
the meantime does no one who values
human life feel “shock and dismay” by
the senseless sacrifice of American
lives in endless assaults on useless
hilltops and by death tolls of hundreds
of GI’s every week? Surely there is another way to protect those South Vietnamese who may feel the need for sanctuary, if it comes to that. Better that
we open our own gates to them than
keep on sending Americans to die for
them in their own land. As for the Saigon generals, there should be ample
facilities for them on the French Riviera.
The most dangerous result of withdrawing from Vietnam, President Nixon
contended on November 3rd, turns out
not to be external but internal. “We
would lose confidence in ourselves,” he
said. “Oh, the immediate reaction would
be a sense of relief that our men were
coming home, But as we saw the consequences of what we had done, inevitable
remorse a n d divisive recrimination
would scar our spirit as a people.” Now,
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all of us have reason to fear the re-emergence of a new era of Joe McCarthyism
in America. One wonders why the President insists on building the trap so large.
Why does he continue to clothe this
war in sacred language which has no
bearing on its reality, as though “virtue”
and “freedom” and the shape of the future itself were really at stake in Vietnam?
As Tom Wicker of The New York
Times observed in his column on the
Sunday following Mr. Nixon’s address:
“If the President wants ...peace to be
accepted in this country, it would be
more logical for him to use such occasions as Monday’s appearance to make a
positive case that the American commitment to Vietnam has been honored. The
most ever claimed for that commitment
was that the United States had obligated itself to halt an aggression and
give the people of South Vietnam an opportunity for self-determination. Dating
from the first air strikes against the
North in 1964, the ‘aggression’has been
staved off for five years ....” [In that
time, I might add, we have told the world
that a duly-elected government has
been installed in Saigon.] “Surely,”
Wicker continues, “if the American
people could be shown that the United
States has done as much as possible of
what it supposedly set out to do, it would
be easier for Mr. Nixon to persuade the
nation to expect something less than
military victory.” To this, I say, “Amen.”

The National Interest
What indeed does Vietnam have to do
with the vital interests of the United
States, which is to say, with the freedom and safety of the American people?
I attempted to define those interests
more than four years ago, shortly after
our full-scale intervention in Vietnam
began. As to freedom, I said:
Freedom, as a matter of fact, is not
really at issue in South Vietnam, un-
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less we so degrade freedom a s to confuse it with the mere absence of communism. Two dictatorial regimes, one
sitting in Hanoi, the other in Saigon,
struggle for control of the country.
Whichever prevails, the outcome is not
going to settle the fate of communism
in the world at large, nor the problem
of guerrilla wars. They did not begin
in Vietnam and will not end there,
They will continue to erupt in scattered, far-flung places around the
globe, wherever adverse conditions
within a country permit communist
subversion to take root.

And as to the safety of the American
people, I added:
Nor can it be soundly contended
that the security of the United States
requires a military decision in South
Vietnam. Our presence in the Far East
is not anchored there. Sajgon does not
s t a n d g u a r d over S e a t t l e . We conquered the Pacific Ocean in the Second World War. It is our moat, the
broadest on earth, from the Golden
Gate to the very shores of China. There
is no way for the landlocked forces of
Asia to drive u s from the Pacific; there
is no need for us to retain a military
base on the mainland of Asia.

After five years of futile warfare, I
see no reason to alter that evaluation
of American interests. The plain fact is
that we did not then, and do not now,
have a vital interest in the preservation of the Thieu-Ky government, or
even in the preservation of a non-communist government, in South Vietnam.
Nor do we have a vital interest in whether the two Vietnams are united or divided. We have preferences, to be sure,
and our pride is at stake after committing ourselves so deeply, but preference
and pride are sentiments, not interests.
From the standpoint of our interests,
we have been fighting an unnecessary
war for five long years, making it possibly the most disastrous mistake in the
history of American foreign policy. It
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can never be vindicated; it can only
be liquidated.
The war in Vietnam has been more
than unnecessary; it has been unsuccessful as well, and that, in the hard
world of politics, is usually the greater
crime. The Dominican intervention was
unnecessary, illegal, and destructive of
our relations with Latin America, but it
achieved its immediate objective, the
suppression of a revolution, with the
result that the issue has not remained
to plague and divide us. Had Mr. Rostow and his colleagues been right in
1865 in their supgosition that the war
in Vietnam could be won with “surgical” air strikes and a few months of
ground warfare, the question of the
war’s necessity would not be the lacerating issue that it is today. But the Vietnam strategists were neither wise nor
prescient nor lucky. With disastrous
insensitivity to the thought processes
of an alien culture, and with contemptuous disregard of the warnings offered
by some of us in the Senate, they applied their “scientific” theories of warfare in the apparent belief that the Vietnamese would respond to “graduated”
degrees of punishment as they themselves would h a v e responded-by
weighing immediate costs against prospective gains. But t h e Vietnamese
turned out not to be scientists. They
reacted irrationally and unaccountably
by refusing to give up. Their calculations of cost and gain turned out to be
different from ours; their willingness
to endure punishment turned out to be
greater than we had thought possible.
As a result, Vietnam is destined to
revert to the control of the Vietnamese.
Whether on the basis of a negotiated
peace or an unnegotiated withdrawal,
American forces will eventually have to
be removed from Vietnam. When that
happens, if not before, the Vietnamese
civil war will be settled-as it should
and would have been settled long ago
but for American intervention-by the
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interplay of indigenous forces within
Vietnam. Indeed, the chance for a political settlement among these forces may
well hinge on our leaving, for it is hard
to believe that the Saigon generals will
ever settle, as long as they can depend
on an American army to keep them in
power.
There are-as we have learned and
should have known without this trial
by fire-limits to the ability of an alien
power to work its will in a hostile environment. Our own civil war provides
an example: after four years of savage
warfare and 1 1 years of military occupation, the Union finally withdrew its
forces from the South, allowing that
region to revert to the political domination of the same people who had dominated the secessionist Confederacy. Another example is provided by the Boer
War, Britain’s turn-of-the.-century “Vietnam.” After more than two years of frustrating warfare against a guerrilla force
of provincial rebels-in the course of
which the mighty Bhtish Empire became
an object of universal scorn and detestatioii- the British finally beat the Boers,
organized the Union of South Africa and
then, perforce, turned the political control of the country back to the defeated
Boers, who have dominated South Africa
ever since.
The common factor in the American
Civil War, the Boer War, and the Vietnam War is that each confronted a dominant alien power with an intolerable
dilemma: it could impose its will only
by the sustained application of overwhelming force; the alternative was to
withdraw that force, leaving the indigenous factions to strike their own natural
balance more or less as they would have
if the alien power had not intervened in
the first place. In the one instance “victory” becomes insupportable; in the
other,meaningless.
Weighing this dilemma along with
the other main considerations I have
discussed-that this war is a failure
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and was never in our interests to begin
with-what is to be inferred for a strategy of peace?
The point of departure is the clear,
candid acknowledgement of our own
lack of vital interest in the internal regimes of the two Vietnams. This means
that we must break through the pride
barrier which has thus far deterred us
from admitting that, from the standpoint
of our o w n interests, this war is and always has been a mistake. The purpose
of this admission is not flagellation but
freedom- the freedom of action which
will only be ours when we end our thralldom to the Saigon gencrals and begin
to act in our own interests and no longer
on the basis of theirs.
The imperative is that we get out.
This does not mean, of course, that the
South Vietnamese government would
be left helpless in the face of its enemies.
It would still have 2,200,000 men under
arms as against a total of 250,000 Vietcong and North Vietnamese soldiers now
in South Vietnam. If Saigon’s army could
be inspired to defend the Saigon government, it would survive; if it could not
be so inspired, then the government
does not deserve to survive. In any case,
we have done enough. We have fought
their war for five long years and sacrificed 45,000 American lives. It is enough!
The process of disengagement need
riot be a long, protracted one. We can
initiate it immediately by starting to
withdraw forces on a significant scalenot the token scale initiated by the Nixon
Administration. At the present rate of
withdrawal, American troops will be
engaged in Vietnam for the next eight to
ten years!
For our own part, we have neither
the need nor the right to sacrifice a
single American li€e for any objective
exceeding our own vital interest, which
is the preservation of the freedom and
safety of the American people. If this
be thought ungenerous or unaltruistic,
I put it to you that no nation has the

moral right to be generous or altruistic
with the lives of its own citizens. Perhaps a totalitarian nation, conceiving
itself a spiritual entity transcending its
individual citizens, may claim that right.
A democratic nation cannot; its very
existence is for the purpose of protecting and serving its citizens.

Why

we Must Get

That is why it has become so necessary
to disengage from Vietnam, because a
process of deterioration has begun in
our society which cannot be arrested,
much less reversed, until we do get out.
Dividing the American people as no issue since the Civil War has divided
them, the war in Vietnam has been the
cause and catalyst of great domestic
ferment in the United States. The crisis
it has directly caused is a moral one: the
deep offense done to so many Americans
by the blatant incompatibility of this
war with the traditional values of our
society. At the same time, by diverting
financial and political resources and by
dividing and demoralizing the American
people, the war has incapacitated us
for effective action in respect to the
worsening crises of race and poverty,
crime and urban deterioration, pollution and ecological decay.
None of this has to do with simple
war-weariness, or, as President Nixon
seems to think, with any lessening of the
American people’s “moral stamina and
courage to meet the challenge of Free
World leadership.” Something more fundamental than fatigue is involved. Twenty-five years ago the American people
were simultaneously fighting two great
wars on a vastly greater scale and at an
even larger cost than the war in Vietnam, and their spirit never flagged. It is
not just the burden of leadership or the
exertions of warfare that outrage so
many of our citizens, but it is this war,
with its blood-soaked strategy of attri-

57

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

tion, its unsavory alliance, and its objectives-which are both irrelevant to
our interests and offensive to our principles. Nor is “weariness” in any way
descriptive of what the war critics are
experiencing; they are not tired but
angry-angry about the needless killing
and the stubborn pride which has kept
us from putting a stop to it.
I recently received a letter from a
young man who is deeply troubled by
these matters. A portion of my reply
follows:
The deep disillusionment of young
people in their c o p t r y has its roots
in the Vietnam war. When the power
of the state is used to force young men
to fight a war they believe to be wrongful, under penalty of imprisonment if
they refuse, the seeds of sedition are
sown. We now reap the bitter harvest,
manifested in angry uprisings on campuses from coast to coast.. . .
Whenever the limb is shaken, all
tho leaves tremble. Once the inoral
authority of the government is rejected, on an issue so fundamental as
a wrongful war, every lesser institution of authority is placed in jeopardy.
Every sacred principle, every traditional value, every settled policy becomes a target for ridicule or repudiation. Cauldrons of anarchy soon begin
to bubble and boil.
So it has happened that our country
is coming unstuck. The ferment distorts every issue; perspective is lost.. . .
I am convinced that we must end
the war-or at least our participation
in it-before we can begin to stick
this country back together again. Then
we must have the help of men like
you, men who haven’t abandoned a11
faith and who regard the job as worth
doing.

Even now there is one thing in which
we can take hope, and that is the great
force of our American moral traditions.
Out of all the dissent and disruption, we
have l e a r n e d something a b o u t ourselves -that we still believe in our own
values, that Jefferson’s idea of liberty

and Lincoln’s idea of equality and Woodrow Wilson’s idea of a world community
of law are still capable of moving us and
guiding our behavior. We have learned,
to be sure, that we are capable of violating our traditional values, but we have
also learned that w e arc not capable of
violating them easily, or permanently,
or indeed without setting in motion the
regenerative forces of protest and moral
reassertion,
There will be time enough, when
peace is restored, to contemplate the
“lessons of Vietnam.” Perhaps, if peace
comes in the way that I believe it must
come, some of our recent and present
leaders will take it as the war’s “lesson”
that America has shown itself unworthy
of world leadership. Others will conclude that we must develop more sophisticated techniques of intervention, or
t h a t w e must improve o u r “social
science,” or substitute political and
economic for military means of intervention. Still others, at the opposite extreme, will probably judge that we must
never again involve ourselves in war on
a distant continent. All of these propositions, and variations upon them, will
undoubtedly be put forth as the “lessons” of Vietnam, but my own hunch is
that none of these will stand as a definitive “lesson” or as a reliable guideline
for the future.
It may be that there is no lesson in
Vietnam other than the modest one suggested by James C. Thomson, Jr. of Harvard: “Never again to take on the job of
trying to defeat a nationalist anticolonial
movement under indigenous communist
control in former French Indochina.”
Or the equally modest lesson: that we
must for a time-not necessarily forever-tend to neglected matters at home.
Or perhaps w e will have learned nothing more than that we are a people with
a moral tradition, a people who discriminate among their wars and who do not
easily act against their own traditional
values.

Because of a large number of advance orders, we a r c ablc to make reprints of this article availablc
at ten cents pcr copy.
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IHOS'TILE DEATHS IN SOLJ'I'IIEAS'I' ASIA, BY AGE AND MILITARY SERVICE

Hostile deaths through
ati aiiied
age:

August 19G9

.........
19. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
20. . . .
.....
21. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
22. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
23. . . . . . .
24. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
25 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
26 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
27 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

28.

..............

29.. . .
......
30 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
31. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
32
..........
33 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
34. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
35. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
36. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

39.

U.S.

~

..............

41. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
42. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
43. .
.....
44 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4 5. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
47 .

..............

49.
50.

..............
..............

Unknown . . . . . . . . .

U.S.
Navy

Total

Army

9
2,349
6,151
10,007
6,350
3,171
2,331
1,745
1,300
800
51 6
423
395
316
332
261
257
241
239
22 1
155
118
89
61
42
34
25
17
0
17
12
2
5
9
0

7
000
2,884
6,491
4,4638
2,226
1,732
1,322
981
673
369
281
276
213
238
185
166
179
159
165
140
113
76
62
39
263
25
18
9
3
8
7
2
3
5
0

0
8
95
241
2 19
141
03
72
636
47
23
24
14
23
18
21
11
6
21
14
0
10

30,307

24,415

299

11
10
3

U.S.
Coast
Guard

u.s

us.

Marine
Corps Air Force

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

2
1,461
3,165
3,257
l,F47
776
482
313
204

1

129
03
70
63
42
50
59
44
35
29
34
40
11
14
7
7
8
5
1

0
0
0
0

0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
0
0
0

4

0

1

0

1
1
0
1
0
0
0
1
0

0

0
0

1
3
3
0
1
1
0

1,208

4

12,049

2

0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
7
18
24
20
24
30
48
30
41
48
42
38
34
34
40
363
32
26
32
21
17
10
12
4
3

5
5
4
5

2
0
I
2
1
71 1

-Statistics from the Department of Defense.
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