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CHAPTER 2

Vietnam: Rellections and Lessons

Thomas Schelling

Distinguished Professor of Economics and Public Affarrs
University of Maryland

My assigned ropic is the disastrous war in
Vieham whaL lessons. it any. came our of thdl
war and have we in fact leamed those lessons?

The overall framework for this session is
th€ Cold War in Asia, and it is fitring that my
topic comes under thdt headrng rhe mosr salienl
charactenstic of rhe lmS. engagernenr In Vietnam
ras that two U.S. administations. lhe Lyndon
Johnson and rhe Richard \rxon adnunisration",
5aw the initial Viet Cong insurgency and the
later full scale milirary engagemenr wirh Nonh
Vietoamese forces as an integral pan of rhe Cold
War. A senior member of Lyndon Johnson s
3taff explained to me lhat the lTth parallel was
an extension of ihe Polsdam agreement. We
w e r e  c o m m i t t e d  t o  h o l d r n g  l h e  l i n e  a t  t h a l
parallel just as we were committed to hold the
li.e at the Elbe or ar lhe border berween creece
atrd Bulgaria.

SEangely. Lhrs conceplion appeared toenla.
the vie$ nol only rhal rhe $aJ sar an Integral
parr of  lhe Cold war.  but rhal  Nonb vieham
was an integral pan of a monolithic and almosr
sean es( Communist block. And this qar eveu
af ler lhe splrr  bet$een Chrna and rhe So!rel
Uoion had become visible to the ourside world a!
both biiter and probably irreversible.

I doubt whether the North Vietnarmse were
much concemed $irh $helher rhey uere pan o,
lhe Cold War or not. However willing and eager
th€y were to reaeive material assistance fiom the
Sovrer Union. rhe) were unlr lel)  ro lhink or
themselves as any kind of sitellire, or even as
another Cuba. Their own relations with China
were clearl) incompar'ble wilh any fioueht ot a
Moscow-Beijing-Hanoi axis. Any interesls they

h.d in Cambodra and olher nerghbonng narion\
were surel)  intere\r(  oI  tberr owD. not inreresls
subordinate to the interests of Moscow. And
they could only have shaken tbeir  heads in
pu/,,lemenl if told rhar rhe lTth parallel creaEd
in rhe lo50s as a narional boundary was in anJ
way a cpintual deicendatrt ot rhe conrerence al

That the North Vietnamese consrrued rhc
stake. dd rhe isrues alrogerhi' ditierenrly fiom
the way lhe U.S. govemment construed thern
especially in ;dentirying the struggle in Vietnam
$rlh lhe Cold \lar, does nol  sell Invdiidale arl
American inrerpreraron.r rhe t ime thal whar
was al stale at the lTih parallel was exacdy whar
$as ar srake ar rhe l8rh paral lel  rwenr) yearr
ea-rlier. Bur ir does rarse rhe quesrion $hether
the United States was obl iged ro see rhar
conne.tion and to.espond accordingly. And it
promplr $e quesrion wherier. tf tndeed the lTth
parallel acquied de symbohc .Laru, ol rhe JSlh
parallel. it had already acquired that slalus at the
r ime lndochind udr druded In rhe Io50s or j t
had acquired thar s6rus as a consequence ol lhe
I ' S  i n ! o l v e m e n t - + ! e n  l  

 

a  r e s u l l  o t  l h e  t . S
govemment s choice to construe the struggle in
Vietnam as part of the Cold War.

Ihe i ( 'ue hele is one ol  expectatrons and
interpretations: wheiher th€ United States had to
d e t e n d  r t ,  h o n " r .  l l .  r e p u l a l r o n .  a n d  j t .
c o m m i t m e n r s  r o  a l l r e r  x r o u n d  r h e  \  o r l d  h )
defending South Vietnarn at whatever cost is
largely a maiter of whether Cermans and Gre€ks
and Soulh Korean. and Ru.sians and ahines(
per,ei !e rhe ' rruggle In rhar fashron. {rd i l  the}
did, rhat must be because the United States
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government manifested and art iculared ihar
rymboUsm and rhar inlerpretatron jur| a5 Ho Ctu
Minh aniculated the struggle as a tesr wherher a
Door Asian socialist country could oudasr a rich
Amencan capilalisr in a resr of nuhtary sramina
U.S. leaders called attentiotr to themselves at
responding lo a Cold War chal lenge ro a
seamless boundary surrounding the Sovier bloc.

I belabor the rs.ue becauie ir rs a key lo rh(
quenion whether the Uniled Slares cullrLared an
u n n e c e s s a r y  s e n \ e  o f  c o m m i t m e n t  w h e n  r r
elecred to consrrue the arremptc to .ublen and
invade Sourh VrelDam as pan of lhe Moscos
'nspjred and Moscow led Cold War. What
"escalated" in Vietnam was no1 only the
c o m m i L m e n l  o f  r e s o u r c e r  a n d  t h e  l e ! e l  o l
v 'oleoce and rhe area ol  involvement;  $hal
es€alated also were the stakes in the contest,

It is imponant to understand how the shkes
can come to be raised so high. I prceive ai least
t q o  m e c h a n r s m s ,  m e c h a n ' s m s  t h a t  w o r k
together. One is 'justification' 

, the other is

The in\ohemenl is lus0f i€d on grounds lhar
ihe conflict is not local but worldwide, lhat the
U.S. must meet ib commitnents here or bave itj
€ommitmeots doubted in other places, thar as
lsder of the liee $orld the | .S. ha: no chorce.
lhat lhis struggle has ramifications for the enlire
region through a domino process, and has
ramifications as fdj awa) as Berhn. Greece. dnd
Cuba. The deterrence dimension h $e hope of
making rr  c lear ro rhe orher s,de lhar rhe U S.
commitment is so immense aDd so obligatory
and so unavoidable that the United States has no
choice bur lo slicl, to Ihe end at whaFver cosr.
the hope being that the other side will recognize
lhe f tuir le\ .nesr o[ rr ] ing Io ourla. l  lh( I  ni(ed
States.

The Cold War is over,  and maybe we
needn't wony about repeating mistakes that our
Cold War thinking led us into. But I am nol sure
that our Cold war thinking was peculiar to rhe
Cold War. It will almosl always be the case
when the United States, or an alliance led by tbe
Uni led Slates contemplateg. or engages in,
mi l i lar)  acr ion rhar rhe icr i .n conremplared or
engaged in has to be iust i f ied; and the
just i f icat ion wi l l  a lmost certainly adduce

principles rhir  rrrnscend lhe concrete local
kluer Eralung rhose pnncrples and dedicariog
r h e  n a t i o n  r o  l h o s e  p r i n c i p l e "  q r l l  a l m o s l
certaioly enlarSe lhe stakes In the game. And
usually dl(o. to p€rsuade rhe opponenr lhar lhe
Uoited Srares musl acr unless demands are mel
or must stay in the contest until some kind of
victory is achieved, $e United Stares will have
to display and .dvertise that if it do€s not rise to
the occasion here, other aggressors wi l l  be
emboldened in olher times and places. rbrealened
nat ions wi l l  submit rather than count on
Amencan help. and an) Lnd of new wodd order
will lose its inliashrcture.

This is a genuine dilemrna. The need to
6nd jusrincarron in broad pnncrples mther rhan
local inreresls is genuine and legirinate. and rh€
importance of providing grounds for the belief
rhal rhe Unrled Slales dnd rrs alles cannor afford
ro back dosn should nor be mioimized. But
these two ne€ds are met only al gr€at.isk. I can
o n l ,  L a l l  a t e n l l o n  r o  r h e  d i l e m m a .  I  c a n n o r
resol\e ir until I kno$ $heLher lhe mxt occasro'l
is goine to be Panmunjom. the lTih parallel
Berlin, Cuba or the Persian Gulf.
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A srunning leature ol rhe war In Vretnam
sa( Ihe e\rraordinary stabilit) of U.S.-Chinese
and U.S.-Sovier relauons during thar enure war.
I  rpeor the spf log of I06J In London. reading
editor ials in The London Times and The
Financial  Times and talk ing with pedple in
govemment. The most wid€spread objection to
the bombing of North Vietnam was that the
bombing so greatly raised the probability that
Communist China would intervene: specilically
ir qas almosl uni!ersall' argued rhat if Arnencan
aircraft ever went nonh of Hanoi the Chinese
$ould bc impell€d to rnrerlene. But tbe t orted
St:l'e' 'eSularl) had nxhla4 arrcraft wrthrn 5 or
l0 seconds flying time of the Chinese border
and I believe there were al least a hundred border
(roryngs recorded In the newqpapers. dnd never
a sign that the Chinese would let themselves
be provoked into an jmprudent mi l i tary

It was during thai war that U.S. relations
$irh Chrnd rmpro\ed drdmatrcaily. And the facr
thal we were in a bitter and expensive wa{ with a
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Soviet al ly thal  lhe Soviets were mater ial ty
s u p p o r l i n g  s e e m e d  r o  h a \ e  n o  i n f l u e n c e  o n
Soviel-American relar ion\ The Soviet(  obtrped
by lryjng lo pre.enr no embanassing larger, ro
American arrcrafr  or naval \essel( ,  and borl l
sides were able to prerend rhat there was no
S o \ , e t  p e r s o n n e l  a r  N o r r h  \  r e r n a m e ( e  a n t r .

In $e ajrermath ol rhe Cuban (nyr ol 1962
l h e  e r a  o f  S o \ i e r - A m e r j c a n  o r  S o r i e l  N A I U
c r i l i l  w a s  r i m p l )  o \ e r  T h e  r n v a . i o n  o l
Czechoslova*ia In I9o8 remporarily poJrponed
SALI negot iar ions. bur rhe wri  in vrernam did
t r o t  k e e p  l h e m  l r o m  r e s u m r n g .  T h e
imperlurbabi l i ry ol  borh China and rhe So\ ier
Unron dunng tbir period r\ one ol the period s
mosl stuoning faatures.

Similarly striking and signincanl, thorgh
ml nearly so astoni.hroS. rs rh€ role rhar nuclear
eeapons did not play. Remember that early in
tbe Korean war rhe Prime Mrni\rer of  Grear
Britain flew lo \lashingron to beseech Pre<idenl
Truman not to consider using nuclear weapons in
Korea. Nobody had to imporrune Lyndon
Johnson not ro u(e such $eapon\ in Vrelnam.
W€ had come a long way since 1953. when
President Eisenhower approved a pol icy
datemenr. "ln lhe evenr of hosrilrries, fte I nheo
States will consider nuclear weapons to be as
available for use as other munitions." And in
1954, "such weapons must now be treated as in
fact having become conventional.'And in 1955,
'ln any combat where these things can be used
on str ict ly mi l i tary targets and for srr ic l ly
mi l i tary purposes. I  see no reason why rhe,
shouldn t be usediust exactly as you would use a
bullet or anything else."

Ten years lat€r, in Seplember 1964, Lyndon
Johnson .aid, 'Make no misrale The.e i .  nu
such rhing a. a conrentronal nuclear $eapon
For nineteen peril filled years no nation has
loosed the atom against another. To do so now
is a political decision of the highest order. ' I
c o n f e c r  I  d o  n o t  b e l i e \ e  t h a t  P r e r r d e n l
E'"enhower reall] meanr whar he sard. bur surelr
by the 1960s almost nobody expected nuclear
weapons lo be peninenr unless lhe war escalared
way beyond Vietnam.
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It is indeed a tribute to how far nuclear
expectdr ion,  had r 'aveled in  rhdt  decade rhdl
ha(lly anybody remarked. during Vietnam, on
the absence of  debate about  possib le use of
nuclea. weapons. Of course, there may not have
been iargels thai demanded nuclear aitacks. Bur
ifnuclear weapons were, in Eisenhower's wo.ds,
' 'as atd i ldb le for  u.e us n lher  mun, I lon. ,  uc
should have heard arguments or .epor ts  of
arguments about  targers j  means of  del ivery.
) i e l d ,  a n d  b u , . l  e l e ! a t l o n s  \ o .  t h e y  $ e r e
simply noi available.

Vietnam reminds us of how exceptionally
difficult it can be to get out of a war thal one
$ould prefer nol lo conrroue there may be \ery
lew points, if any, at which a govemment can
turn around and get oui, declaring victory (or
defeat) but getring out. Is tbere any way to
identify one of lhose rare moments? The late
.pnng of l068 may have been one. Rrehr afte'
rhe Ter offensr\e. washrngron was tul l  ofpeople
$ho had appeared enlhu.ra.ts of rhe war lor
several yea$ who were discovering that ihey had
really heen again.t rr since even before rhe Tel
offensive This was a whol ly demoral iz ing
' e t b a c \ .  p a r t i c u l a r l !  r o  t h e  a ( p i r a r i o n <  a n d
pretensions of military intelligence. It was an
e.asy tim€ to come oul and say, "I told you so '

Maybe il was unfortunate that it turned out to
have been enough of a setback for the other side.
roo. ,o thdt n,'hod) could rake ad\antage ol he
occasjon to develop a consensus and go to the
President and say it was time to get out.

Pre\rdenr Johnson Indeed pave Presidenl
\ i (on an opponunir) .  and Ni\on rcled *ronglr .
not necessari ly unwisely,  but wrongly in the
event. I think he recognized the opponunilyi but
he $anred lo do rhe r ight lh ing. and rhe r iShl
thjng meant nothing precipi tous. norhing
dispr l"eful .  onl)  gelonp out wrrh honor.  Thal
approach may be just as much of a quagmne as
getting in in the lirst place. lf you are flying in
the cloud' dnd 'unnrng our of tuel and don t dare
ro de.cend for tear lhe cloud. reach he ground.
rf you ever se€ an op€ning, divel Probably when
fiere is an opponunity to ger out of a war one
ha5 Io be grarp rt prompd). as Presidenl Ni\on
did nol.
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The lesson that may ne€d b be leamed over
and over, a lesson that possibly no one can ever
apply. is the extraordinary difficulty of pulling
out of a si tuat ion in which one has invested
heavily. Whatever the reasons why the United
Slares got into Vietnam, the ultimate reasons thal
we were there from late 1965 until the time we
final ly evacuared was that nobody could
persuasively invent a gmceful way of getting out.
Lyndon Johnson came as close as one might to
demonstating a principle rhat I have quoted
from Ernesl May on a number of occasions.
That is that "gov€mments" never surrender the
wars lhey fight. New govemments have to come
in to do the su.rendering. Lyndon Johnson let a
new government in,  and i l  fa i led to take
advantage.

I do not think ihe U.S. Govemment eve'
seriously studied the oplion of getting out of
Vietnam. The reason I do not think so is not that
I have not heard about plans but that I think
p l a n n r n g  I o r  l h d r  k r n d  o f  c o n t l n g e n c ]  i s
something that governments are almosl
const i tut ional ly incapable of,  probably al l
govemments and not just govemments like ours
in the United States. To officially and seriously
ask p€ople duriog Vieoum to make plans to pull
the rug out from under those who were over
there fighting would be terribly risky-not only
with respect to what leaks to the enemy, but what
leaks to one s own people, and to one's polilical
opponeots. To acknowledge withdrawal as a
responsible option to study plays inio the hands
of those who already want to get out and who
w a n r  a D  a d m i s s t o n  i n  p t i n c i p l e  t h a t  r l  r s  a
legi t imate opt ion, thereby giving them
bargaining power.

For thal reason. to talk about the ne€d io set
up a procedure in which you wi l l  a lways

e'{amine $ar opfion rs to ask lhe impossrble A
leader cannot permir that. Any hint that such an
option is being taken seriously could seriorsly
demoralize the military officers responsible for
conducring Ihe wdr.  Perhap( (uch sludies can
only be done unofficially. Somebody has to
volunreer ro go off  and study the problems
saying. "l know that my President could never
acquresce rn my d.rng $is at hi' reque$. I won t
e v e n  a s k  h i m  r l  h e  s a n l r  i l  d o n e ,  b e c a u s e  i l
would be lnfair to require the President to give
an answer, and his answer would have to be
negalve. '

It occurs to me as I write this that I may
incur disfavor somewhere by even hinting lhat
rhe l jnrred Srates wi l l  e ler again need to lum
around and ger out.  8ut the di f fcul t)  ol  luming
around and gett ing out should go into that
calculaiion of risks that I m€ntioned earlier, the
calcularion whelher lo raise rhe stakes lo iusdry
tbe act ion and to create that credible

Khrushchev in 1960 said that demo€racies
$ e r e  r o o  s o l r  r o  6 g h l  i n  w a r s  o f  n a l i o n a
liberaflon. Sofi r5 loo srmple a diagnosis. bul I
thrnl a do?en years later we knew whal he meant
dd grudFngly conceded he had a pornl Whal
we didn t know and what he didn't know was
rhar lhe Sovier Union s krnd.t  sociahsm and
despotrsm could pro!e jusl  as sol l .  He died
belore Arghanrstatr could show up his misplac€d

And the Soviet Union didn't even have lhe
Cold War to cement their  commitment in
Afghanislan or to justify it. Vietnam and its
man) posi monem analyses invile reexamjna[on
rn rhe hShr ot the Sovrel 6asco in AfghanisBn.
but I am not ihe one lo provide it.
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