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A

s if to prove Lord Acton's dictum that "the strong man with the dagger is followed by the weak man with the sponge," a remarkable
rewriting of the Vietnam war's history is under way. It is especially remarkable
because the new revisionists are either ignorant of American policy in the conflict or have chosen to forget past policies in order to mold present opinion.
More generally, they are rewriting the record of failed military interventionism
in the I 950 to I 97 5 era in order to build support for interventionism in the I 98os.
More specifically, the new revisionists are attempting to shift historical guilt
from those who instigated and ran the war to those who opposed it.
Immediately after South Vietnam fell in 1975, Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger urged Americans to forget the quarter-century-long war. That advice
was no doubt related to his other concern at the time: committing U.S. military
power to Angola and the Horn of Africa. Congress had fortunately learned
from experience and stopped Kissinger from involvingthe country in an African
Vietnam. The next year, however, influential authors began to discover that
Vietnam's history was more usable than Kissinger had imagined. General
William Westmoreland, who commanded U.S. forces during the worst months
of fighting in the 196os, set the line when he argued in his memoirs and public
speeches that the conflict was not lost on the battlefield, but at home where overly sensitive politicians followed a "no-win policy'' to accommodate "a misguided
minority opposition . . . masterfully manipulated by Hanoi and Moscow." The
enemy, Westmoreland claimed, finally won "the war politically in Washington."
Part of Westmoreland's- thesis was developed with more scholarship and
cooler prose by Leslie H. Gelb and Richard K. Betts in The Irony of Vietnam:
the System Worked. It was not the "system"-that is, the Cold War national
security establishment-that failed, the authors argued. Failure was to be
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blamed on the American people, who never understood the war and finally tired
of it, and on the Presidents who supinely followed the people. Thus the "system"
worked doubly well: the professional bureaucrats gave the correct advice, as
they were paid to do, and the Presidents followed the public's wishes, as
democratic theory provides that they should.
Westmoreland's argument that the antiwar groups wrongly labeled Vietnam an illegal and immoral conflict was developed by Guenter Lewy's America
in Vietnam. Lewy, however, was so honest that his own evidence destroyed the
thesis. Although he wrote that U.S. soldiers followed civilized modes of war
even though this sometimes meant virtual suicide, Lewy also gave striking examples of how the troops ruthlessly destroyed villages and civilians. "It is well to
remember," he wrote, "that revulsion at the fate of thousands of hapless
civilians killed and maimed" because of American reliance upon hightechnology weapons "may undercut the willingness of a democratic nation to
fight communist insurgents." That becomes a fair judgment when ''thousands"
is changed to "hundreds of thousands." Lewy nevertheless held grimly to his
thesis about the war's morality and legality, even as he reached his closing pages:
"the simplistic slogan 'No more Vietnams' not only may encourage international
disorder, but could mean abandoning basic American values." It apparently
made little difference to Lewy that those basic American values had been ravaged at My Lai, or at Cam Ne, where a Marine commander burned down a
village and then observed in his after-action report that "It is extremely difficult
for a ground commander to reconcile his tactical mission and a people-to-people
program." Lewy's conclusions, not his evidence, set a tone that was widely
echoed, particularly after the foreign policy crises of late 1979.

T

he Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was seized upon with almost audible
sighs of relief in some quarters. Commentary, which had publicly introduced Lewy's argument in 1978, published a series of essays in early 1980 that
developed some of his conclusions, especially the view that if the Vietnam experience inhibited future U.S. interventions, it "could mean abandoning basic
American values." In an essay that thoughtfully explored the meaning of his
own antiwar protests in the 196os, Peter Berger nevertheless drew the conclusion
that the American defeat in Vietnam "greatly altered" the world balance of
power, and that "American power has dramatically declined, politically as well
as militarily." Charles Horner condemned President Jimmy Carter's early belief
that Vietnam taught usjhe limits of U.S. power. "That view," Horner claimed,
"is the single greatest restraint on our capacity to deal with the world, and that
capacity will not much increase unless the view behind it is changed, thoroughly
and profoundly." 1 Horner did his best to reinterpret the meaning of Vietnam,
1 Charles Horner, "America Five Years After Defeat," Commentary, April 1980. Horner was
special assistant to Senator Daniel P. Moynihan.
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but it was Commentarys editor, Norman Podhoretz, who best demonstrated
how history could be rewritten to obtain desired conclusions.
"Now that Vietnam is coming to be seen by more and more people as an imprudent effort to save Indochina from the horrors of Communist rule rather
than an immoral intervention or a crime," Podhoretz wrote in the March 1980
issue, "the policy out of which it grew is also coming to be seen in a new light."
He believed that the "policy-of defending democracy [sic] wherever it existed,
or of holding the line against the advance of Communist totalitarianism by
political means where possible and by military means when necessary," was
based on the Wilsonian idea that "in the long run," U.S. interests depended on
"'the survival and the success of liberty' in the world as a whole." This revisionist
view of Vietnam, Podhoretz argued, is helping to create a "new nationalism"the kind of outlook that "Woodrow Wilson appealed to in seeking to 'make the
world safe for democracy' and that John F. Kennedy echoed."2
Podhoretz's grasp of historical facts is not reassuring; the essay has three
major errors in its first three pages. 3 George A. Carver, Jr.'s essay subtitled "The
Teachings of Vietnam," in the July 1980 issue of Harpers, only adds to that
problem. An old C.I.A. hand who was deeply involved in Vietnam policy planning, Carver is identified in Harpers only as "a senior fellow" at Georgetown
University's Center for Strategic and International Studies. That identification
is nevertheless of note, for the Center serves as an important source of personnel
and ideas for what passes as Ronald Reagan's foreign policy program. In the article, Carver set out to "dispel Vietnam's shadows" so the United States could
2 Norman Podhoretz, "The Present Danger," Commentary, March I98o.
3 (I) "The ... Cold War began in I947 when the United States, after several years of acquiescence in the expansion of tlJ.e Soviet empire, decided to resist any further advance. . . . Up
until this point the Russians had enjoyed a free hand." They actually did not enjoy a "free
hand" in parts of Central Europe (for example, Germany), or even Eastern Europe. In 1946 the
United States exerted strong pressure to get the Russians out of Iran, then helped the Iranians
renege on the deal that the Soviets had accepted in return for agreeing to leave. The United
States also sent warships to the Eastern Mediterranean in 1946 to reinforce its policy that Russia
should not have new rights of control over the Dardanelles. The United States certainly was not
passive in I945-I946. (2) "The Korean War [broke] out as a result of American encouragement"
to the Communists "in the form of an announcement by Secretary of State Dean Acheson
seeming to suggest that the defense of South Korea was not a vital American interest."
Podhoretz is referring to Acheson's speech of January I 2, I 950. That speech clearly announced
that the United States would help defend such areas as South Korea "under the Charter of the
United Nations" -which is what the United States did in the Korean War. (3) "In refusing to do
more in Korea than repel the North Korean invasion ... Truman served notice on the world
that [the .United States] had no intention of going beyond containment to rollback or liberation." In truth, of course, Truman did change containment to attempted liberation when he
ordered U.S.-U.N. forces across the thirty-eighth parallel and into North Korea in late summer,
1950. That order proved to be a disaster; it produced the overwhelming majority of the war's
casualties, led to war with Chinese arinies, and produced a new McCarthyite response in the
United States.
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again exercise great power and influence. When he mentioned earlier policy,
Carver simply postulated that South Vietnam fell to North Vietnamese conventional forces, not to "any popular southern rebellion," and that "the press and
media, and their internal competitive imperatives" misrepresented the real progress the U.S. forces were making in the war. Beyond that, the analysis consists of
empty generalizations (Americans are encumbered in their foreign policy by
"theological intensity" and "childlike innocence"), and it climaxes with the insight that "the world is cruel."
Read closely, Carver's warning about the dangers of ''theological intensity"
contradicts Podhoretz's call for a new Wilsonianism. But in the wake of the Iranian and Afghanistan crises, few read these calls to the ramparts of freedom
very closely. The essays were more valuable for their feelings. than for their
historical accuracy. The new revisionists wanted to create a mood, not recall an
actu~ past, and their success became dramatically apparent when that highly
sensitive barometer of popular feelings, commercial television, quickly put
together a new sitcom on the war, "The Six O'Clock Follies." One reviewer labeled it a "gutlessly cynical comedy," signaling that "suddenly we are supposed to be able to laugh at Vietnam."4 As the Washington Posfs critic observed,
however, since the conflict has "been deemed a safe zone ... all three networks
have Vietnam sitcoms in the works" for 1980-1981. Television was placing its
seal of approval on a revisionism that promised to be commercially as well as
ideologically satisfying. 5
Given this new mood, it was natural that those who wielded, or planned to
wield, power were also prepared to help wring the sponge. In 1978 Zbigniew
Brzezinski had lamented privately to Senate staff members that the floundering
administration needed a Mayagilez incident so Carter, as Ford had in 1975,
could get tough with Communists (preferably, apparently, from a small country), and rally Americans behind a battle flag. By the end of 1979, Carter had not
one but two such opportunities with the Iranian hostf}ge issue and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and as usual Americans indeed closed ranks behind the
President. In mid-December, Brzezinski observed that the country was finally
getting over its post-Vietnam opposition to military spending and overseas intervention.
Three months later, Ronald Reagan, in his only major foreign policy
speech prior to the Republic Convention, urged a return to Wilsonianism-what
one reporter characterized as a belief that Americans have "an inescapable duty
to act as the tutor and protector of the free world in confronting . . . alien
ideologies. " 6 To catty out this mission, Reagan proclaimed, "we must rid
4 Washington Post, April 24, 1980, p. D15.
5 Future plans for Vietnam sitcoms are also noted in Washington Post, April24, 1980.
6 John M. Goshko, "World Speculates on Nature of a Reagan Foreign Policy," Washington
Post, July 12, 1980, p. AS.
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ourselves of the 'Vietnam syndrome."'7 He of course meant the old "syndrome,"
not the new syndrome of the revisionists that the war was to be admired for its
intent if not its outcome. A frustrated job seeker at the Republican Convention
best captured the effects of the new revisionism. A reporter teased Henry Kissinger about his prediction in the early 1970s that if the war did not end well for
Americans there would be a fierce right-wing reaction. "It turned out just about
the way I predicted it would," Kissinger replied. 8 The former Secretary of State,
however, contributed to the mood that threatened to confine him to acadeinia.
In recent writings and speeches, Kissinger has argued that if the Watergate scandal had not driven Nixon from office, South Vietnam would not have been
allowed to fall. His claim cannot, of course, be completely disproved, but it is
totally unsupported by either the post-1973 military and political situation in
Vietnam, or the antiwar course of American policies, including Nixon's, that appear~d long before the Watergate scandal paralyzed the administration.

T

he arguments of the new revisionists-or the new nationalists, as some
prefer to be called (in perhaps unconscious reference to the New Nationalism of Theodore Roosevelt and Herbert Croly that pledged an imperial "Big
Stick" foreign policy)-doininated the foreign policy debates and, indeed, the
Carter-Brzezinski foreign policies in early 1980. Because those arguments rest
heavily on interpretations of the Vietnam conflict, their use of the war's history
deserves analysis. This can be done on two levels: the new revisionists' explicit
claims, and the events they choose to ignore.
The most notable explicit theme is captured by Westmoreland's assertion
that the war was lost because of pressure from a "misguided minority opposition" at home, or by Peter Berger's more careful statement that "the anti-war
movement was a primary causal factor in the American withdrawal from Indochina." Since at least the Inid-196os, detailed public opinion polls have existed
that show that Americans supported a tough policy in Vietnam. In this, as in
nearly all foreign policies, the public followed the President. As Herbert Y.
Schandler concluded after his careful study of public opinion between 1964 and
1969, "If the administration is using increasing force, the public will respond like
hawks; if it is seeking peace, the public responds like doves." 9 When Lyndon
Johnson tried to convince doubters by whipping out the latest opinion polls
showing support for the war, he did not have to make up the figures. George
Ball has testified that the antiwar protests only "dug us in more deeply" and in7 Quoted in ibid.
8 Robert Kaiser, "Kissinger Keeps His Distance from Reagan on Foreign Policy," Washington .·
Post, July 16, 1980, p. Au.
9 Herbert Y. Schandler, The Unmaking of a President: Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, I9TJ), p. 179, fn.
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tensified the administration's determination to win. Ball, who served as Under
Secretary of State under Johnson, rightly calculated that "only late in the day
did widespread discontent ... appreciably slow the escalation of the war." 10
Even those who dissented in the I96os were more hawk than dove. Richard
Scammon and Ben Wattenberg's analysis of the I968 election concluded that a
plurality of the Democrats who voted for Eugene McCarthy in the primaries
supported George Wallace in November, and that finding is corroborated by
polls revealing that a majority of those who opposed the conduct of the war also
opposed protests against the war. Westmoreland's "Inisguided minority opposition" was of significantly less importance than a much larger group that wanted
him to have whatever he needed to end the war. It simply is not true, as Barry
Goldwater claimed at the I 980 Republican Convention, thatthe "will" to win the
war was missing in the I96os.
By I 970- I 97 I, antiwar opposition had increased, but it did not stop Nixon
from expanding the conflict into Cambodia and Laos. One statistic stands out:
before Nixon sent in the troops, 56 percent of college-educated Americans
wanted to "stay out" of Cambodia, and after he committed the forces, so percent of the same group supported the Cambodian invasion. When Nixon carpetbombed North Vietnam two years later and for the first time mined the North's
ports, 59 percent of those polled supported the President, and only 24 percent
opposed him, even though it was clear that the mining could lead to a confrontation with the Russians and.Chinese, whose ships used the harbors.
The effectiveness of the antiwar movement has been greatly overrated by
the new revisionists, and the movement has consequently served as the
scapegoat for them as well as for the national security managers whose policies
failed in Vietnam. Given the new revisionist arguments, it needs to be emphasized that the United States lost in Vietnam because it was defeated militarily,
and that that defeat occurred because Americans could not win the war without
destroying what they were fighting to save-or, alternatively, without fighting
for decades while surrendering those values at home and in the Western alliance
for which the cold war was supposedly being waged. The antiwar protesters only
pointed up these contradictions; they did not create them.
The new revisionists argue that the nation has largely recovered from the
disaster. Carl Gershman writes that "as the polls reveal, the American people
have now overwheliningly rejected the ideas of the new [Carter-Vance-Young]
establishment. " 11 The strategy of the post-Vietnam "establishment" is to con-

IO Quoted in New York Times Magazine, April I, I973· p. 43·
I I

Carl Gershman, "The Rise and Fall of the New Foreign Policy Establishment," Commen-

tary, July I98o. Gershman is executive director of Social Democrats, U.S.A.

LaFeber I The New Revisionists

99

tain communism only in selected areas, and by using nonmilitary means if possible. The polls actually reveal considerable support for this strategy. In January
1980, after the invasion of Afghanistan, a CBS/New York Times survey showed
that about two-fifths of those polled wanted to respond with nomnilitary tactics, two-fifths wanted to "hold off for now," and less than one-fifth favored a
military response. 12 Lou Harris discovered that within six weeks after the seizure
of the hostages in Iran, support for Inilitary retaliation dropped off sharply. 13
Quite clearly, if the new nationalists hope to whip up public sentiment for using
Inilitary force wherever they perceive "democracy" to be threatened, they have
much work yet to do. Most Americans have not overwheliningly rejected nonmilitary responses, even after being shaken by the diplomatic earthquakes of
1979-1980. And they appear too sophisticated to agree with Podhoretz's Wilsonian assumption that "American interests in the long run [depend] on the survival and the success of liberty in the world as a whole." A majority of
Americans seem to agree with that part of the post-Vietnam "establishment"
represented by Vance and Young that it is wiser to trust nationalisms in the
Third World than to undertake a Wilsonian crusade to rescue those nationalisms for an American-defined "liberty."

T

here is a reason for this confusion among new revisionist writers. They
focus almost entirely on the Soviet Union instead of on the instability in
Third World areas that the Soviets have at times turned to their own advantage.
Such an approach allows the new revisionists to stress military power rather than
the political or econoinic strategies that are most appropriate for dealing with
Third World problems. The new nationalists, like the old, pride themselves on
being realists in regard to power, but their concept of power is one-dimensional.
Once this military dimension becomes unusable, nothing is left. A direct
military strategy is appropriate for dealing with the Soviets in certain cases-for
example, if the Red Army invaded Western Europe or Middle East oil fields.
That strategy, however, has existed since the days of Harry Truman; the Vietnam war, regardless of how it is reinterpreted, has nothing new to teach us about
that kind of massive response. A quarter-century ago, when the United States
took its first Inilitary steps into Vietnam, Reinhold Niebuhr warned that the
policy placed "undue reliance on purely military power" and therefore Inissed
the fundamental political point: aU .S. military response was incapable of end-

12 "The Hardening Mood Toward Foreign Policy," Public Opinion, February/March 1980,

p. 13.

13 Ibid.
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ing "the injustices of [Asia's] decaying feudalism and the inequalities of its recent
colonialism. " 14 Niebuhr's advice was of course ignored. The supposed realists of
the day proceeded to commit military power in Vietnam-to contain China. For,
in the mid-196os, China was the villain for the national security managers, as the
Soviets are now for the new revisionists.
The reason for the failure ofU .S. military power was not that it was severely limited. Lyndon Johnson bragged that he put 1oo,ooo men into Vietnam in
just one hundred and twenty days. Those troops were supported by the most
powerful naval and air force ever used in Asia. Laos became the most heavily
bombed country in history, North Vietnam's ports and cities were bombed and
mined almost yard by yard, and Nixon dropped a ton of bombs on Indochina
for every minute of his first term in the White House. Neither the will nor the
power was missing. As Michael Herr wrote in Dispatches, "There was such a
dense concentration of American energy there, American and essentially adolescent, if that energy could have been channeled into anything more than noise,
waste and pain, it would have lighted up Indochina for a thousand years." Vietnam provides a classic lesson in the Inisuse of military power, but that lesson is
being overlooked by the new revisionists.
And if they have misunderstood the conflict's central political and military
features, so have the new revisionists lost sight of the historical context. They
stress that Vietnam caused the decline of American power. It is quite probable,
however, that when historians look back with proper prospective on the last half
of the twentieth century, they will conclude that U.S. foreign policy problems in
the 1970s and 198os resulted not from the Vietnam experience, but more generally from political misperception and from an overestimation of American
power. The hubris produced by the American triumph in the Cuban Inissile crisis contributed to such Inisestimation, but the problems also resulted from the
failure to understand that U.S. power began a relative decline in the late 1950s
and early 196os. It was during those earlier years thatthe American economy
and international trade began a decline that only accelerated-not started-in
the 1970s; that such important allies as Japan and West Germany directly attacked American markets and helped to underinine the dollars; that the Western
alliance displayed its first signs of slipping out of Washington's control; and that
the Third World rapidly multiplied its numbers and decided-as the creation of
OPEC in 1960 demonstrated-that it no longer had to join either one of the superpower camps. Future historians will consequently see the Vietnam war as one
result, not a cause, of the relative decline of American power that began in the
late 1950s. They will also probably conclude that space ventures, and the
achievement of independence by nearly one hundred nations in the Third
14 Reinhold Niebuhr's 1955 essay "The Anatomy of American Nationalism" is reprinted in his
The World Crisis and American Respq_nsibility (New York: Associated Press, 1958), pp. 61-63.
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World, were of greater historical significance than the Vietnam conflict or the
U.S.-USSR rivalry that obsesses the new revisionists.

E

ven with their narrow focus on the lessons of Vietnam, it is striking how
much the new revisionists omit from their accounts of the war. They say
relatively little about the South Vietnamese. The war is viewed as an eyeball-toeyeball confrontation between Americans and Communists, and the turn comes
when the Americans, undone by what Carver calls their "childlike innocence,"
blink. This approach resembles watching two football teams but not noticing
the ball that is being kicked and passed around. The new revisionists have downplayed the inability of the South Vietnamese to establish a stable and effective
government amid a massive U.S. buildup, the Vietnamese hatred for the growing American domination, and the massive desertions from the South's army in
1966-1967, even when the U.S. forces arrived to help. As early as 1966, nonCommunist student leaders accurately called the country's presidential elections
"a farce directed by foreigners." 15 By 1971, a Saigon newspaper ran a daily contest in which readers submitted stories of rape or homicide committed by Americans. As Woodrow Wilson learned in 1919, some people just do not want to be
saved-at least by outsiders with whom they have little in common.
The new revisionists also overlook the role the allies played in Vietnam.
There is a good reason for this omission: of the forty nations tied to the United
States by treaties, only four-Australia, New Zealand, South Korea, and
Thailand-committed any combat troops. The major European and Latin
American allies refused to send such forces-. We later discovered that the South
Koreans, whom Americans had saved at tremendous cost in 1950, agreed to help
only after Washington bribed them with one billion dollars of aid. The key
Asian ally, Japan, carefully distanced itself from the U.S. effort. This was
especially bitter for American officials, for Truman and Eisenhower had made
the original commitment to Vietnam in part to keep the area~s raw materials and
markets open for the Japanese. Relations between Tokyo and Washington
deteriorated rapidly. When Lyndon Johnson asked whether he could visit Japan
in 1966, the answer came back, "inconceivable." 16 An article in the authoritative
Japan Quarterly stated that if the United States became involved in another war
with China, divisions in Japanese public opinion "would split the nation in two"
and lead to "disturbances approaching a civil war in scale." 17
As Jimmy Carter admitted in early 1980, the United States needs strong
support from allies if it hopes to contain the Soviets in the Middle East. It would
15 Quoted in New York Times, October

10,

1967, p. 6.

16 Quoted in George R. Packard III, "Living With the Real Japan," Foreign Affairs, October
1967, pp. 200-01.
17 Quoted in New York Times, January

22,

1966, p.

1.

102

Explorations

be well, therefore, to note carefully the allied view ofU .S. policy in Vietnam and
elsewhere before embarking on a Wilsonian crusade to make "democracy" safe
everywhere. Having chosen to ignore the lesson that Vietnam teaches about the
allies, the new revisionists resemble traditional isolationists, who, as scholars
have agreed, were characterized by a desire for maximum freedom of action,
minimum commitment to other nations ("no entangling alliances"), and a
primary reliance on mlitary force rather than on the compromises of political
negotiations.
Finally, these recent accounts neglect the war's domestic costs. The new
revisionists stress the decline of the American "will" to win, but they say little
about how the economic disasters and a corrupted presidency produced by the
war influenced that "will." As early as January 1966, Lyndon Johnson admitted
that "Because of Vietnam we cannot do all that we should, or all that we would
like to do" 18 in building a more just society at home. As the phrase went at the
time, Americans-those "people of plenty" -suddenly discovered they could not
have both guns and butter. The butter, or, more generally, the Great Society
program, was sacrificed. A Pentagon analysis drawn up under the direction of
Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford after the 1968 Tet offensive faced the problem squarely. It concluded that militarily the war could not be won, "even with
the 2oo,ooo additional troops" requested by Westmoreland. A drastic escalation, moreover, would result not only in "increased defiance of the draft," but in
"growing unrest in the cities because of the belief that we are ignoring domestic
problems." A "domestic crisis of unprecedented proportions" threatened. 19 If
the new revisionists and Reagan Republicans plan to manipulate the war's
history to obtain higher defense budgets and unilateral commitments overseas,
they should discuss this crucial characteristic of the war's course: it was determined less by campus protesters than by the growing realization that the costs
worsened the conditions of the poorest and most discriminated against in
American society until an "unprecedented" crisis loomed. Clifford turned
against the war after businessmen he respected suddenly became scared and
dovish. Clifford learned, but there is little evidence that the new revisionists
understand the choices that were embedded in what they dismiss as the "Vietnam syndrome."

A

s persons who attack centralized power in the federal government, the
new revisionists and the Reagan Republicans should at least discuss the
effect of Vietnam on the imperial presidency. They could note, for example,
that nothing centralizes power more rapidly than waging the cold war militarily,
unless it is waging hot war in Korea and Vietnam. In 1967, Under Secretary of
18 Quoted in Walter LaFeber, America, Russia, and the Cold War, 1945-1975 (New York:
John Wiley, 1976), p. 262.
19 Neil Sheehan et al., The Pentagon Papers (New York: Times Books, 1971), p. 614.
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State Nicholas Katzenbach told the Senate that the power given by the Constitution to Congress to declare war was "an outmoded phraseology." In 1969-1972,
Nixon used "national security" as the rationale for ordering a series of acts that
resulted in nearly forty criminal indictments. Vietnam raised the central question in American foreign policy: How can the nation's interests be defended
without destroying the economic and political principles that make it worth defending? In their extensive study of Vietnam, the new revisionists have chosen to
ignore that question.
They have instead concentrated on an objective that is as simple as it is potentially catastrophic: the removal of the restraints of history, so that the next
war can be waged from the start with fewer limitations. They are offering a particular interpretation of the last war, so the next war can be fought differently.
This purpose helps explain why these writers stress the narrow military aspects
of the war and ignore the larger problems of historical context, the Western allies, economic costs, and political corruption. Westmoreland again set the tone
with his remark that "If we go to war ... we need heed the old Oriental saying,
'It takes the full strength of a tiger to kill a rabbit' and use appropriate force to
bring the war to a timely end. " 20 In his reassessment of the tragedy, Ambassador
Robert Komer condemned the "institutional factors-bureaucratic restraints"
that made success impossible. 21 Lewy argued that the struggle was considered a
mistake at the time because of "the conviction that the war was not being won
and apparently showed little prospect of coming to a successful conclusion." If
only the restraints had been lifted, the new revisionists imply, the war-which
they consider morally and politically justified-could have been fought to a successful conclusion. This inference is drawn with little attention to either the inherent contradictions in Vietnam military strategy (for example, that villages
had to be destroyed to be saved) or the nonmilitary aspects of the conflict. It
comes perilously close to an end-justifies-the-means argument.
By trying to make the last war more acceptable, the new revisionists are asking us to make the next war legitimate, even before we know where it will be or
what it will be fought for. A Chinese official once told Henry Kissinger that
"One should not lose the whole world just to gain South Vietnam." 22 Nor, it
might be added, should men with sponges try to legitimize their global cold-war
policies by whitewashing the history of the war in South Vietnam.

20 The remarks were reprinted in Congressional Record (Senate), March 5, 1979.
21 Komer's views are given in Willard Scott Thompson and Donald D. Frizzell, eds., The
Lessons of Vietnam (New York: Crane-Russak, Co., 1977), especially pp. 266-68.
22 Quoted in Theodore Draper, "Kissinger's Apologia," Dissent, Spring 1980, p. 248.

