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Chapter 9

Excerpt from American History: A Survey by Alan Brinkley
Getting the Picture
As you learned in chapter 9, the Vietnam War was highly controversial, especially as the war escalated and the death toll for soldiers increased. The following selection from a U.S. history textbook explains some of the reasons that writers have given as to why the U.S. government fought in Vietnam. 
Brushing Up on Vocabulary
altruistic—having an unselfish concern for the welfare of others
Great Society—President Johnson’s comprehensive domestic program that included the Civil Rights Act, Medicare and Medicaid, provisions for providing aid to schools, and the Voting Rights Act
The Vietnam Commitment
1) 
In 1965 the Department of Defense released a film intended for American soldiers about to embark for service in Vietnam and designed to explain why the United States had found it necessary to commit so many lives and resources to the defense of a small and distant land. The film was entitled Why Vietnam?—a question many Americans have pondered and debated in the decades since. The debate has proceeded on two levels. At one level is an effort to assess the broad objectives Americans believed they were pursuing in Vietnam. At another is an effort to explain how and why policy makers made the specific decisions that led to the American commitment.
2) 
The Defense Department film itself offered one answer to the question of America’s broad objectives, an answer that for a time most Americans tended to accept: The United States was fighting in Vietnam to defend freedom and stop aggression; and it was fighting in Vietnam to prevent the spread of communism into a new area of the world, to protect not only Vietnam but also the other nations of the Pacific that would soon be threatened if Vietnam itself were to fall. This explanation—that America intervened in Vietnam to defend its ideals and its legitimate interests—continued to attract support well after the war ended. Journalist Norman Podhoretz’s 1982 book Why We Were in Vietnam argued that America was in Vietnam to “save the Southern half of that country from the evils of communism” and that the tragic events in Indochina since 1975 have proven the essential morality of the American cause. Political scientist Guenter Lewy contended, in America in Vietnam (1978), that the United States entered Vietnam to help an ally combat “foreign aggression.” R.B. Smith argued that Vietnam was a vital American interest, that the global concerns of the United States required a commitment there. And historian Ernest R. May stated: “The paradox is that the Vietnam War, so often condemned by its opponents as hideously immoral, may well have been the most moral or at least the most selfless war in all of American history. For the impulse guiding it was not to defeat an enemy or to serve a national interest; it was simply not to abandon friends.”
3) 
Others argued that America’s broad objectives in Vietnam were less altruistic, that the intervention was a form of imperialism—part of a larger effort by the United States after World War II to impose a particular political and economic order to the world. “The Vietnam War,” historian Gabriel Kolko wrote in Anatomy of a War (1985), “was for the United States the culmination of its frustrating postwar effort to merge its arms and politics to halt and reverse the emergence of states and social systems opposed to the international order Washington sought to establish.” Economist Robert Heilbroner, writing in 1967, saw the American intent as somewhat more defensive; the intervention in Vietnam was a response to “a fear of losing our place in the sun,” to a fear that a communist victory “would signal the end of capitalism as the dominant world order and would force the acknowledgement that America no longer constituted the model on which the future of world civilization would be mainly based.”
4) 
Those who looked less at the nation’s broad objectives than at the internal workings of the policymaking process likewise produced competing explanations. Journalist David Halberstam’s The Best and the Brightest (1972) argued that policymakers deluded themselves into thinking they could achieve their goals in Vietnam, suppressing, or dismissing that information that might have suggested otherwise. The foreign policy leaders of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations were so committed to the idea of American activism and success that they refused to consider the possibility of failure; the Vietnam disaster was thus, at least in part, a result of the arrogance of the nation’s leaders.
5) 
Larry Berman, a political scientist, offered a somewhat different view in Planning a Tragedy (1982). Lyndon Johnson never believed that the American prospects in Vietnam were bright or that a real victory was within sight, Berman argued. Johnson was not misled by his advisers. He committed American troops to the war in 1965 not because he expected to win but because he feared that allowing Vietnam to fall would ruin him politically. To do otherwise, Johnson believed, would destroy his hopes for winning approval of his Great Society legislation at home.
6) 
Leslie H. Gelb, an official in the Defense Department in the 1960s, produced another, related explanation for American intervention, which saw the roots of the involvement in the larger imperatives of the American foreign policy system. In The Irony of Vietnam: the System Worked, published in 1979 and written in collaboration with political scientist Richard K. Betts, Gelb argued that intervention in Vietnam was the logical perhaps the inevitable result of a political and bureaucratic order shaped by certain ideological assumptions. The American foreign policy system was wedded to the doctrine of containment and operated, therefore, in response to a single, overriding imperative: the need to prevent the expansion of communism.
7) 
The United States, Gelb maintained, stumbled into a commitment to a shaky government in South Vietnam in the 1950s, and the unvarying policy of every subsequent administration until 1975 was to do what was necessary to prevent the collapse of that government. They were doing so not because they anticipated victory but because they saw no alternative. However high the costs of intervention, they believed, the costs of not intervening, of allowing South Vietnam to fall, would be higher. At every step, American presidents did the minimum they thought necessary to stave off the collapse of South Vietnam. In the 1950s and early 1960s, that meant modest economic and military assistance. In the mid-1960s, as the military situation worsened, the same commitment required the introduction of American troops in large numbers. Only when the national and international political situation had shifted to the point where it was possible for American policymakers to reassess the costs of the commitment—to conclude that the costs of allowing Vietnam to fall were less than the costs of continuing the commitment (a shift that began to occur in the early 1970s)—was it possible for the United States to begin disengaging.
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Multiple Choice
_____1. The purpose of this selection is to

a. convince the reader that the U.S. government should not have been involved 
 
in Vietnam.

b. discuss various points of view as to why the U.S. government fought in 
Vietnam.

c. convince the reader that the U.S. government should have tried to win the war 
in Vietnam.

d. persuade the reader that in the future the U.S. government should not become 
involved in a similar war.
_____2. The predominant pattern of organization for the selection is

a. chronological

b. definition

c. examples and illustration

d. classification or division
Matching
Match the statement with the individual who is most likely to have expressed it. Place the correct letter on the line.
a. Leslie H. Gelb 

e. Robert Heilbroner
b. Ernest R. May 

f. David Halberstam
c. Norman Podhoretz 
g. Guenter Lewy
d. R. B. Smith 

h. Larry Berman
_____ 3. The United States fought in Vietnam to help an ally fight foreign aggression.
_____ 4. The United States fought in Vietnam to prevent the spread of communism.
_____ 5. The United States fought in Vietnam because President Johnson felt a military 

loss in Vietnam would doom his Great Society legislation.
_____ 6. The United States fought in Vietnam for moral and selfless reasons.
_____ 7. The United States fought in Vietnam to save South Vietnam from communism. 
_____ 8. The United States fought in Vietnam because the region was vital to American 
interests.
_____ 9. The United States fought in Vietnam because foreign policy leaders in two 
administrations were committed to the ideas of activism and success.
_____10. The United States fought in Vietnam to prevent the fall of capitalism as the 

dominant world order.
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