
Tony McGrew. 

Here with me today is Dr. Robert Garson, Reader in 
American Studies at Keele University, and Dr. 
Christopher Coker, Reader in International Relations at 
the London School of Economics. 

We're going to be discussing the Vietnam War, and in 
particular its impact on American foreign policy. We'll 
be looking at how the United States came to fight a war in 
Vietnam, and it's lasting consequences for America's 
national identity, it's sense of national purpose. 
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Adlai Stevenson. 
And if anyone has the illusion Mr. Chairman, that my 
government will abandon the people of Vietnam, or that 
we shall weary of the burden of support that we are 
rendering these people, it will be only due to ignorance of 
the strength and the conviction of the American people. 

We all know that south east Asia has been the victim of 
almost incessant violence for more than a decade and a 
half. The ink was hardly dry on the Geneva Accords in 
1954 before North Vietnam began to violate them 
systematically with comradely assistance from the regime 
in Peking. 

If arms are being used in Vietnam today, it is only 
because a political solution has been violated cynically 
for years. The military offensive of recent days must be 
seen as an outright attempt to destroy by violence what 
the whole structure of the Geneva Accord was intended to 
preserve. It is quite clear that the Communist regard the 
Geneva Accord of 1962 as an instrument which in no way 
restrains the Communists from pursuing their objective of 
taking over Laos as well as South Vietnam. 
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Tony McGrew. 
That was Adlai Stevenson, US Ambassador to the United 
Nations, addressing the UN Security Council in 1964, just 
after the North Vietnamese had allegedly attacked US 
ships in the Gulf of Tonkin. 
Bob, how did the US become to be entangled in Vietnam 
in the first place? 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
Well after World War II neither France nor Britain was 
able to really wield the kind of power it had wielded in 
Asia before the war, and the United States increasingly 
began to play a role, but it became increasingly clear 
particularly after the fall of China in 1949 to Mao Tsung's 
communists, and then the outbreak of the Korean War a 
year later, that the United States would become the 
principal standard bearer of western ideas in Asia, and so 
in a large number of areas of Asia the United States began 
to pour aid. 

Vietnam became a particular area of American interest 
after the war, because actually the United States had a 
degree of control there through occupation, and very 
rapidly Vietnam was established as a sort of experiment 
for western democracy and eventually western economic 
ideas as well. 

Tony McGrew. 
Christopher I mean one of the explanations for America's 
involvement was also this notion of the 'domino theory' 
that Vietnam falls the rest of the south east Asia might 
fall do you think that was important in the entanglement 
of the United States in Vietnam. 
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Dr. Christopher Coker. 
Yes I think the two important aspects in all of this were 
first of all a speech that was given by the Russian leader 
Nikita Kruschev the national liberation wars which 
President Kennedy was so impressed by that he sent a 
copy to every one of his government officials and to 
every embassy in the United States, and time and time 
again in the 60's during Congressional questioning, 
members of the administration would say we have to 
show that the national liberation war model is not one that 
can be pursued successfully we have to show that you 
cannot win wars of liberation if you happen to be a 
Communist fighting wars of liberation so Vietnam was 
the great test case. 

But at the same time we have in President Kennedy a man 
whose rhetoric, he once said the United States was the 
'watchman' on the wall of freedom, and his rhetoric was 
very confrontational in the sense that we have to show 
that the United States rides the wave of the future. He 
had a Secretary of State who in his inaugural introduction 
to the Senate, said the United States had no interest, it 
only had responsibilities. And it was in this language 
coupled with the very high ambitions and expectations of 
the Soviet Union in their time, that was becoming for the 
first time a world power not merely a European power, 
and that I think was the context within which the ante was 
going to be raised as the 60's progressed. 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
I think particularly in the case of Kennedy it has to be 
remembered that in the first two years of his 
administration, he'd had a number of foreign policy set 
backs, I think particularly of the Bay of Pigs in Cuba, and 
also in Berlin with the Berlin Wall, and by 1962 Kennedy 
was fairly desperate for some kind of success somewhere, 
and Vietnam seemed apparently manipulable to the 
Kennedy administration. So I think Vietnam became a 
test case because in those first two years there were more 
setbacks than there were victories. 

Tony McGrew. 
Of course the war escalated fairly rapidly in the 1960's I 
mean particularly after Kennedy's death, what do you 
think drove that escalation. Christopher. 
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Dr. Christopher Coker. 
Well in part the fact that no American president could be 
seen to lose Vietnam, the Truman administration had 
almost been destroyed by the loss of China, and Kennedy 
wasn't about to become the first president - nor Linden-
Johnson who followed him - were about to become the 
first presidents to lose another country. So in that sense, 
and this goes back to the domino effect, 
Vietnam was an extremely important domino, because it 
was assumed that if Vietnam fell, then its neighbours 
would fall, and that would include Thailand it would 
include Malaya, it would include perhaps even Indonesia. 
And so it became increasingly more and more important 
in the eyes of the American administration. 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
I think there was also an extraordinary optimism in the 
early 60's. One has to remember that this 
is a period where the American economy was expanding 
very fast, Americans were talking about and finally 
succeed in landing a man on the 
moon, and it was very much a part of the political and 
economic culture of the early 1960's that anything was 
achievable, and surely it was possible to save this small 
peasant economy from Communism. So I think another 
reason that Kennedy and later Johnson put so much store 
into Vietnam, was that it proved or it could prove to be a 
laboratory of America's 'can do', the ability to generate 
results. 

Tony McGrew. 
How did they get round though getting the American 
public on board because this was a major undertaking 
really in a way particularly the escalation after the Gulf of 
Tonkin. 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
Yes well the American public is as too often forgotten 
supported the war really almost up until the Tet offensive, 
and I think they supported the war for two reasons. The 
first is in the earlier phase they weren't aware that the war 
was as ravaging as it was, and thus like most people who 
don't know what's going on just agree if by sign of 
consent. 
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Dr Robert Garson cont. 
The second reason that the American public went along 
with it is that until the adverse developments of the war 
the Americans refused to believe that they could not 
achieve the results that they set out to try and achieve, so 
it was an enormous sense of optimism that really this war 
could be brought to a rapid conclusion. And let's 
look at the odds, America's fire power, America's 
economy, enormous extent of its intellectual and natural 
resources, surely they could overcome a very very small 
country far away in south east Asia. 

Tony McGrew. 
Some people argue Christopher that I mean the Gulf of 
Tonkin was actually a pretext for the escalation of the 
war, 1 mean do you agree with those kinds of arguments. 

Dr. Christopher Coker. 
No I don't think it was a well it was a pretext but it wasn't 
in any sense a catalyst in that sense, the administration 
was already committed I think to sending ground forces 
sooner rather than later, particularly when it was clear that 
North Vietnamese ground forces were actually in South 
Vietnam for the first time in 1964. They never managed 
to sell that to the American people indeed they to a certain 
extent disguised the extent of North Vietnamese 
involvement on the ground in South Vietnam until the 
late 60's. 

But that was really the defining time at that point you 
were either going to continue the fight, or you were going 
to give it up, and say we'll find other theatres of conflict 
in which we're likely to have greater success or perhaps 
other theatres of conflict which are more important to us 
strategically or economically than this chunk of territory 
in Indo-China that was in fact quite frankly not 
strategically terribly significant, either at the time or 
indeed subsequently. 

6 



Dr Christopher Coker cont. 
But there was also of course a very important thing called 
the 'limited ward option' that had been introduced in the 
1950's and this was the belief that where the US had 
failed in Korea to achieve more than a stalemate it could 
achieve success in Vietnam it could do that because it had 
a huge infrastructure of military bases around the world, 
where essentially it took an American soldier a week to 
get to Korea in the 1950's it took 72 hours to get to 
Vietnam in the early 60's it was possible to fly aircraft to 
Indo-China with refuelling from the United States 
which had not been possible in the Korean War, and there 
was also the belief that Korea, which had been heavily 
populated, was not the type of terrain that the United 
States should have fought in the 50's whereas this was 
jungle country, and the fact that there are practically no 
jungles in Vietnam is neither here nor there they thought 
it was jungle country, they felt that there were no great 
centres of population, and therefore you could use air 
power, which was very important. 

You could have an advantage that the enemy simply did 
not have, and air power was seen to be very much the 
icing on the cake of America's supremacy, and this was 
going to be - particularly from the point of Robert 
McNamara - a technology war, one in which US sheer 
know-how would prevail.' 

Tony McGrew. 
Some people would argue that this was - and did argue at 
the time - that this was McNamara's war I mean to what 
extent do you think that was the case? 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
I think it became McNamara's war as more and more ground 
troops poured into South Vietnam. I think in that early phase I 
don't think that was the case at all, really up until Tonkin it has 
to be remembered there were very very few troops on the 
ground. At the time of Kennedy's assassination there were 
some 16 thousand special forces there, it was regarded as a 
limited holding operation, and the American administration 
seriously believed that if there was sufficient military pressure 
applied selectively and carefully in various spots, then the 
North Vietnamese would eventually get to the negotiating 
table and sort out some kind of deal for coalition government 
in Vietnam. It only became McNamara's war as the ground 
troops really began to pour in in late 65. 
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