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Robert Freeman joins Scott to discuss his article “Why the US Lost the Vietnam War.” Freeman outlines the history of U.S. intervention in Vietnam dating back to the end of World War 2, details the political context in the United States immediately preceding and during the Vietnam War, and explains why Ken Burns’s Vietnam War is historical fiction.
Robert Freeman writes about economics and education. He is the author of The Best One-Hour History series which includes World War I, The Vietnam War, The Cold War, and other titles.
[See Robert Freeman's article Why the US Lost the Vietnam War directly below.]
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· War Made Easy: How Presidents and Pundits Keep Spinning Us to Death, by Norman Solomon

· Josip Broz Tito
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Why the US Lost the Vietnam War

The U.S was not simply outfought.  It was out-thought. 
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An American man and woman watching footage of the Vietnam War on television in their living room, February 1968. (Photo: Warren K. Leffler/U.S. News & World Report/via Wikimedia)

For all of the self-satisfied voyeurism surrounding the Vietnam War, it’s hard to find a concrete idea about why the U.S. lost.  For more than a decade, the U.S. had declared that it would not let Vietnam fall to the communists.  Yet, Vietnam fell to the communists.  Why?

The absence of a clear explanation is not an accident.  None of the institutions that led the U.S. into the War or prosecuted the War want to be tarred with having lost the War.   They would rather its loss be left ambiguous, murky.  Or worse, blamed on others.

But in fact, there are very specific, concrete reasons why the U.S. lost the War.  If we are to ever reach a true peace about the War—and certainly, if we are to ever stop repeating its mistakes and continuing to lose newer wars—it is essential that we understand why the U.S. lost. 

Failings occurred in state policy, intelligence, and, of course, the military.  The easiest thing to explain are the policy, or political factors.  In earlier pieces, here and here, these were dealt with these in depth.

Briefly summarizing, they began when, in 1946, Truman refused Ho Chi Minh’s request for help in evicting the French colonial occupiers.  He helped the French, instead.  This all but assured that the U.S. would never “win the hearts and minds” of the Vietnamese people.

The errors continued when, in 1955, Eisenhower set up a “South” Vietnam in order to evade the national elections that had been agreed to in settling the French defeat.  Eisenhower stated bluntly, “Our guys would have lost.”

Still more mistakes were to come.  Eisenhower foisted an alien ruler on his new country, a wealthy, Catholic, urban, mandarin from New Jersey, Ngo Diem.  The Vietnamese were poor, Buddhist, rural peasants.   Then, U.S. stood by as Diem took people’s land and gave it to his wealthy friends.  Ho Chi Minh took land from the French and distributed it to the people.

All of these moves only served to harden the Vietnamese people’s conviction that “South” Vietnam and its government were simply puppets for a different Western colonial occupier.  No such lackey regime could ever achieve political legitimacy.  And without political legitimacy, there could never be a long-term solution to the War. 

Compounding the political failings were the failures of intelligence.  The most obvious of these was the confusion of nationalism with communism.  Vietnam was first and foremost a struggle for national independence.  The Vietnamese wanted the foriegn occupiers out of their country. The Americans should have understood this.  They had once fought a war of national independence to get the foreign occupiers out of their country.

But the U.S. was fixated on anti-communism and Ho was a communist.  The U.S. believed it had “lost” China in 1949.  It had only fought Korea to a draw in 1953.  Eisenhower ominously had the “dominoes” falling through Cambodia, Thailand, Burma, all the way to India.

By perceiving all events through anti-communist lenses, U.S. leaders were unable to modify their strategies and tactics to accommodate the demand for local self-determination.  The tragedy is that in 1961 the CIA repudiated the domino theory, but it was impossible to reverse the policy momentum that its simplistic imagery had spawned.

An equally important intelligence failing was the confusion of partisan with insurgency warfare.

The U.S. concept of the War was that it was “partisan”—that it was being fought by outside invaders from the North. In fact, from the beginning, the War was an “insurgency,” fought from within the South itself, against U.S. imposed regimes.  The insurgents were the Viet Cong.

This misunderstanding totally undermined U.S. efforts since the strategy needed to fight one war was completely different from the strategy needed to fight the other.  The more the political situation deteriorated in the South, the more the U.S. bombed the North. The greater the Viet Cong hold on the rural population in the South, the more the U.S. bombed the North.

This backfired because it drove the North to enter the war in the South precisely to expel the foreign occupiers who were using the South as the staging ground for bombing the North.  That was the beginning of the end.

It cannot go without being said that intelligence reports going to Washington were worse than useless.  They were profoundly damaging.  Everything from battle reports and field-level body counts to situation assessments and reviews of strategic progress were routinely lied about.

This made it impossible to devise appropriate strategies or even perform meaningful assessments of the War’s progress.  The reason lay in the incentive structure of the military.

Military officers were rewarded for successful performance of duties, not for failing performance. So, they had a built-in incentive to embellish their reports.  Low level lies were routinely rolled up into higher-level lies, all the way up the chain of command.

Also, loyalty within the officer corps ensured that contrary voices were forced out of the service.

So, the entire hierarchy of military reporting created false reports of progress. Once begun, it proved impossible to stop.  The “light at the end of the tunnel” never seemed to go out.

But it never came any closer, either.  The lying was so entrenched it was impossible to even discover until it was too late.  And when it was discovered the liars tried to impugn the truthtellers by questioning their patriotism.
If political and intelligence failings contributed to the U.S. defeat, military failures were central to it.  Vietnam was, after all, a war.

One of the most spectacular failures was the air war.  “Rolling Thunder” was the name given the U.S. campaign of bombing the North.  The idea was to interdict supplies from the North from reaching the insurgency in the South.  But interdiction failed.  The reasons are clear and were known at the time.

First, the level of economic development of the North was very low, meaning there were few concentrations of useful targets to bomb. Second, when the air campaign began, the North dispersed even these targets throughout the countryside to protect them from bombing. Third, targets that were damaged were quickly rebuilt. Bridges over rivers were sometimes rebuilt nightly.

Fourth, and most importantly—and this cycles back on the intelligence failing mentioned above—since the War was primarily an “insurgency war,” fought by Vietnamese from within the South itself, against the South’s own government, the vast majority of the War’s material requirements were provided locally.

In 1965, the CIA reported that 31% of the weapons captured from the Viet Cong were of American manufacture!  And at the height of the bombing in 1967, the CIA estimated that even if bombing intensity were doubled, it would still only interdict 20% of the supplies flowing south.

In other words, bombing would have had to be increased ten-fold to completely shut off supplies from the North. This was not politically, economically, or even militarily possible.  Thus, it was not even conceptually possible to defeat fighting in the South by bombing the North.  The military was unphased.

Air Force general Curtis LeMay famously quipped, “We should bomb them back into the Stone Age.”  And he tried.  The U.S. dropped three times more tons of bombs on Vietnam than were dropped by all sides on all theaters of all World War II combined.  Clearly, it didn’t work.

Finally, the fundamental U.S. military strategy in the War was fatally flawed.

From the beginning of the escalation, in 1965, the U.S. military chose a strategy of attrition. Attrition means progressively destroying the other side’s forces until they can no longer fight. For attrition to work, three conditions must apply.

First, you must be able to control the timing and terms of engagement. Otherwise, you cannot ensure progressive destruction of the enemy’s forces.  Second, the enemy’s losses must exceed his replacement rate. Otherwise, he can simply replace lost troops faster than they are being destroyed. And third, your own losses, while they may be far lower than those of the enemy, must still be tolerable within your own war-making context.

Amazingly, none of these conditions applied.  Even more amazing, even though they didn’t apply and the U.S. military knew at the time that they didn’t apply, the military never changed its fundamental strategy until it was too late.

In almost 90% of the cases, firefights were engaged at the timing and in locations chosen by the enemy. Intelligence estimates during the War indicated that some 200,000 North Vietnamese young men attained draft age every year, far higher than the rate at which they were being killed.  And that still didn’t consider Viet Cong recruiting in the south.

Finally, despite killing more than nine enemy soldiers for every American lost, the costs to the U.S. became unbearable. As more and more U.S. soldiers came home in body bags and as the lying and savagery of the War became known, the American public turned against the War and demanded it be stopped.

Against the U.S. strategy of attrition, the North Vietnamese pursued a strategy of “enervation” or protracted war. This meant tiring the enemy of his will to fight. It meant dragging out the War, harassing the enemy, avoiding serious engagement except where the likelihood of success was high, withdrawing before serious losses were sustained, and counting on the American public to tire of a seemingly endless but unwinnable war.

This is the strategy Vietnam had used to defeat the French. It worked equally well to defeat the Americans.

The U.S. had almost inconceivable superiority in firepower, mobility, communications, and depth of resources—the conventional assets that it assumed would ensure its victory.  Nixon famously groused to Kissinger that his massively escalated bombings were not working: “This fourth-rate country has got to have a breaking point.”

But the U.S. approach to the War—all parts of it, political, intelligence, and military—were deeply, fundamentally, irretrievably flawed.  It could not win the support of the local population.  It could not win on the ground.    And, after the Tet Offensive in early 1968 demolished the upbeat fiction in the U.S. that the War was being won, it could not even sustain the will of its own population to continue the War. 

The U.S was not simply outfought.  It was out-thought. 

The military, which was the lead actor in the War, is quick to blame others for its loss.  It was the liberal media that turned the people against the War.  It was the pampered protesters, the college students, who soured the country.  It was the arm-chair warriors in the Pentagon who tied the military’s hands behind its back.  And so on.  And on.  And on.  Anybody but itself.

These political, intelligence, and military reasons for the U.S. loss in Vietnam are not hard to identify.  They are made of the deadly combination of ignorance, deceit, and incompetence.  We simply need the clarity of intellect and the courage of will to name them.

But steeped as they are in the still more deadly elixir of arrogance, profiteering, and denial, they all but assure that the U.S. will continue to lose its major wars.  Iraq and Afghanistan stand as examples.  There’s no way to know when or how the losing ends, but until we come to grips with the lessons of Vietnam the suspicion must be that it won’t.  That is the true tragedy of Vietnam.
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Robert Freeman writes about economics and education. He is the author of The Best One-Hour History series which includes World War I, The Vietnam War, The Cold War, and other titles.
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25d
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 skeezyks

I agree with your well written assessment. You may be interested in reading my response to the article below.
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Jack68
25d
I was drafted into the US Army in October of 1967. I was trained to be an infantryman. Known in the army as an “eleven bravo” or 11B20 which was the official army MOS number for infantryman.

I was in Vietnam from April to April 1968 - 1969. All this preliminary bullshit above just to say one thing: Robert Freeman’s article on Vietnam and why the US “lost” is probably the best one I have ever read. I agree entirely with what he wrote. I witnessed a great deal of the actions, policies and lies of the US military which he so aptly described. It was nearly all lies from the phony “body counts” on up. And we are still lying about war as we feed our young men and women into the machine for no reason at all other than it is a very profitable business for some.

You have to understand that the United States of America is no doubt the most corrupt nation in the world and has been for at least since WWII. And now we have the perfect head of government. The most corrupt, vile, moronic, pathological lying festering sore of a human being who so closely mirrors what this country really is and has been for so long.

1 Reply
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 skeezyks:

“Wow! Just WOW!  I have never seen an explanation parsed out so well. Much of this we knew on one level or another, but Freeman’s ability to arrange and display the pieces in such a short article is remark​able. It reads like a precis for a book.”
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 buffalospirits:

“Agree. A simple, concise, point by point summary of the Vietnam war.”

I also agree. Youse guys are quite right about Freeman’s exposition of the details, but the root cause is:
[image: image9.png]


 bligh:

“[We] Should have never been there in the first place!  Chinese didn’t learn either, in the brief 4th Viet​nam War in 1979. Vietnam has been fighting invaders since before the Mongols tried their hand at it in 1270.”

An observant, wise man can learn much from the mistakes of others. We don’t even learn from our own!
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 Jack68:

“You have to understand that the United States of America is no doubt the most corrupt nation in the world and has been for at least since WWII.  And now we have the perfect head of government.  The most cor​rupt, vile, moronic, pathological lying festering sore of a human being who so closely mirrors what this country really is and has been for so long.”

Ah-Yup – our just desserts!  Except that Tweetle-Dumb isn’t a dessert, he’s just the appetizer for what’s to come.   1984 IS Here At Last!   And Tweetle-Dumb is just the down-payment.  Just wait 'til he’s gone and DeVos, Pence, Prince & Sessions have taken over the reigns . . .
5 Likes



nighthawk
25d
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 skeezyks

My thoughts exactly, skeezyks. Today’s menu features a panoply of intelligent, wee-written articles.



nighthawk
25d
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 DavidDeChant

IMHO, one of the 3 or 4 greatest speeches in American history, April 4, 1967.
R.I.P. Man of Peace! I miss you.

3 Likes
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 webwalk

maybe its toxins in the hair dye.
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 PublicAdvocate

Damned straight, and now we are embroiled in several of the same genera of conflicts. What we should have learned from this failure was lost because the MIC won that one as well as each one since and I am including Somalia. Americans in body bags mean little more to the MIC than the profit derived from selling the bags.
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J4Zonian
24d
When one is in denial over a failure, and interprets it as a success or blames others for it, one is also blind to repeating the mistake. The same is true from being in relationships with abusive people to being the abusive country causing the suffering of countries full of other people. Denying that one is causing suffering makes it almost inevitable that one will cause more. Denying that one is connected to someone else makes it hard to be connected to anyone; the mechanisms of connection are corroded, then eroded. Being unable to connect with people makes one unable to connect with the rest of nature; being isolated from all of nature, one feels alone, and begins to think that struggle against a harsh universe is all that’s real. One becomes a conservative, a racist, a misogynist, a xenophobe, a holder of class prejudice, a believer in hierarchical, patriarchal religion and society; one becomes a destroyer of people, groups, nature, societies, countries, the world.

Awareness is everything. Connection needs to be rekindled. Empathy and science are equally crucial for survival; we have to feel our way into knowing and use knowing to move forward into a society that doesn’t deny its connection.

1 Like



George_Aregers
24d
“are made of the deadly combination of ignorance, deceit, and incompetence…” Wrong! Good example recently.
General Clark statement: 7 middle east countries need to be destroyed for the security of Israel. Iran is standing but not for long…



sarastro_posa
24d
Freeman is all wet. Chomsky nailed it… Vietnam was an act of Mass Terror to put the rest of the World on notice that any nation that seeks to escape the Post-War Bretton Woods system would face the same treatment as Vietnam.

It was never about “winning”, or Domino Effect etc… just impose pure terror and destruction… the same policy that continued in Central American and extends to this very day in the Middle East.

1 Like
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 PublicAdvocate

L. Fletcher Prouty nailed it in the mid '90s when he published JFK: The CIA, Vietnam, and the Plot to Assassinate John F. Kennedy.

Stated objectives of US wars – spreading stability, democracy, human rights, hegemony, even the protection of resources – are almost never achieved, but US elites are not crazy and do not repeat the same policies over and over expecting different results. Now consider the institutional imperatives of the MIC:

1. profits for arms manufacturers, other military contractors and bondholders, 2) career enhancement for military brass, civilian employees of the CIA, Pentagon, State Department, and militarist thinktanks, 3) attendant high paying jobs guaranteed by ITAR (International Traffic in Arms Regulations) for “US persons” that keep those employees loyal to the system, 4) pork for politicians and 5) blockbuster movies and sensational headlines to sell media (and also to contribute to the necessary fear and jingoism).

Measured against these institutional imperatives, our policies are a blockbuster success (many puns intended).



glitterybug79
24d
The Americans could have had Ho Chi Minh as an ally had they helped him get rid of the French from an independent Vietnam. In that brief moment as The Great Liberator, the US could have pulled it off.

But they never believed Mao would win either.



fnatodaso
24d
Most US wars are unwinnable, not for lack of power or strategy, but because bullies and tyrants can’t win, any more than a tornado or a forest fire can win. They can leave a path of destruction if they gain power, but there’s never winning.



James_Smith
24d
The Viet Cong force came from the countryside during the War. They effectively controlled it by terrorizing the peasant population into submission.

In cities of South Vietnam the only Americans most average urban Vietnamese encountered were those in either luxurious and secured compounds or in the most seedy parts of towns where many bars and night clubs were located, hence the image problems of westerners in Vietnam in particular and Asia in general.

My personal childhood memories of Americans in South Vietnam were those high-spirited, loud, and “crazy” young American soldiers piling up in open top Jeeps playfully speeding down the small streets of a quiet and peaceful town with total disregard to local pedestrians, and inhabitants.

Hollywood action movies in South Vietnam at the time enhanced the caricature of the “decadent”, “sinful”, and “evil” America. That didn’t help its alliance with South Vietnam.

South Vietnam was just barely leaving its feudal/imperial past behind and was experimenting with the democracy through trials and errors. The democratic experience in South Vietnam was an on going work-in-progress and many mistakes were made.

Geographically South Vietnam didn’t have a chance being surrounded by Mao’s China and North Vietnam in the North, Pathet Laos and Khmer Rouge in the West, and the destabilizing Viet Cong in the South.



Donald_Bacon
24d
The people demanding it stop did not result in the US pullout, it was because the US Army was “broken” including drug use, mission refusal, fragging (killing superiors), etc. which then forced a diplomatic cover for the removal of US forces. The people never have a say in these matters.



handschu
24d
Why is there no acknowledgement that



handschu
24d
Why has there been no acknowledgement that Rolling Thunder and other bombing campaigns, the activity of McCain’s ‘heroism’, were, in fact a violation of the Hague convention on deliberately target civilians, i.e. a war crime?

2 Likes



mppeace
24d
Freeman’s account is accurate on many points, but his blindspot is a major problem. The main reason the USA empire(ala Chalmers Johnson’s noted Blowback and other volumes) failed in Vietnam was that it started with an Imperialist motivation for “Full Spectrum Dominance” over the Planet. With that initial aggressive mindset–set on steroids after “the Victory” in WW II–the USA empire set out to enforce Pax Americana with the Iron Fist of Militarism and saw no reason to understand and/or compromise with all those who would not kowtow to Washington’s ambitions. That was the beginning of the long decline and debacles since Vietnam–from Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Syria et al. Until Washington begins to accept a graceful transition to a multi-polar world, the long decline will now accelerate into a “full spectrum” collapse of its Clunkered Capitalist Calamity, under T-rump and whichever new White House mouthpieces the Wall Street-Pentagon elite selects!
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 webwalk

" And Ken Burns is a propagandist for amnesia."

I could not agree more!

The Vietnam series by Ken Burns, was a documentary of what happened in Vietnam, but not why it happened. A few questions for Mr. Burns:

1. Why did only 2 Senators out of 100 vote against the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution? And none in the House?

2. How come you never listed the trillion $$$$ war profits made in the Vietnam war?

3. Why did you never mention why the US was in Vietnam? A country 10,000 miles away that was no threat to the US?
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