
Dr Christopher Coker 
Yes they were involved in military operation in little 
places like Grenada in 1983 in the Caribbean and in 
Panama in 1989, but a small Caribbean island is much 
more preferable to an enormous chunk of territory in 
south east Asia, and I think the Americans also learnt a lot 
about war. The principles that had been introduced by 
McNamara with such disastrous results in the 60's into 
American military thinking, the idea that the 60's was the 
era of systems analysis, the everything had to be 
professional and run on business lines, the idea of treating 
the military like a corporation, to the point where in the 
course of the Vietnam War you were giving American 
military units score points for the number of body counts 
for the number of enemies or people they were able to say 
they'd got either in the field or on bombing missions, that 
philosophy was discredited in Vietnam, and in the 1970's 
the US military began going back to the drawing board 
and rediscovering the necessity for tactical flexibility or 
whatever, with the result that in the80's and 90's it was in 
much better shape than it had been in the 50's and 60's. 

Tony McGrew. 
Peace with honour as President Nixon referred to the 
settlement implied an American victory, but at the signing 
of the peace agreement the report suggested otherwise. 

Radio Newsreel Archive 
Signing of the Vietnamese 
peace agreement 
Dur: 41" 
CD No: 35125 

REPORTER IAN MITCHEL 
The ceremony is being held in a very room at the 
International Conference Centre on the Avenue Playbere, 
where the Paris peace talks on Vietnam have been going 
for more than four years. The American Secretary of 
State Mr. William Rogers, the North Vietnamese Foreign 
Minister Dwen Du Trin, Madame Bin the Vietcong, and 
Mr. Tran Van Lam, the South Vietnamese Foreign 
Minister, have actually been doing the signing. Outside 
it's a cold damp morning. As the delegates arrive they 
were greeted by a demonstration of between 500 600 
people, many of them waving red flags, the flag of North 
Vietnam, waving the Vietcong banner. 



Tony McGrew. 
Peace with honour has left an indelible impact on the 
guardians of American foreign policy to this day. The 
Vietnam syndrome remains a powerful constraint on US 
foreign policy makers. What's been its impact on the 
domestic politics though of foreign policy Bob. 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
There are three things that immediately spring to mind. 
And the first is I think since Vietnam 
political rhetoric in the United States and by the way also 
in western Europe has been far less dramatic in terms of 
its promise and delivery. I think Americans since the 
1970's have a far greater sense of the constraints of 
government, and results are not nearly as highly 
publicised in political campaigns, in political propaganda, 
as they were in the 50's and 60's. 

The second one is that foreign policy now I think is 
stripped of much of the rhetoric that actually informed it 
in the 50's and the 60's. So until the fall of the Soviet 
Union in the early 1990's, after the Vietnam War, 
Communism was portrayed primarily as a threat to 
American power, it was not portrayed as an ideological 
threat that really threatened to disturb the whole fabric not 
only of American life but of international life. Thus for 
example the Americans were able to open up relations 
with China, and they could open up relations with China 
because the Chinese were no longer seen as a force of 
revolutionary zeal, but just simply a power that was 
interested in markets and arms as much as any other 
power. 

And I think the third impact it has had is that when one 
looks at the way in which foreign policy is formulated in 
the United States, successive presidents have been 
far more cautious about what they really believe that they 
can deliver politically, and I think there's been a far 
greater sense of improvisation in foreign policy, even 
during the Regan years, than there was in the 50's and 
60's, where it was deemed to be part of a consistent and 
coherent package. 

Tony McGrew. 
Christopher I mean is there such a thing as the Vietnam 
syndrome. 



Dr. Christopher Coker. 
Well there's most certainly a Vietnam syndrome because 
Vietnam was in popular mythology the 
first war the United States lost, but in fact it was the 
second. The first is that conscripts never 
again will be sent, and this increasing sensitivity at the 
loss of our boys lives, particularly in strange and remote 
and exotic places around the world 
has even translated into an acute sensitivity about 
professional soldiers and volunteers being sacrificed 
needlessly for rather bogus political 
causes. Secondly there is a belief in air power air power 
didn't die in the Vietnam war it was just the use of air 
power the way it was used, the bludgeon effect, because 
of course the American military believe it was very 
successful in 1972 when they bombed Hanoi into going 
back to the peace table, and so the Americans have put an 
increasing emphasis on the use of air power in the last 20 
years. 

And thirdly they don't like fighting wars unless they're 
coalition wars. They had a few allies in Vietnam but they 
had no significant allies and they didn't have a single 
European ally or significant Asian ally, and this is 
something that they're not prepared to do, thus whether 
it's in the Gulf or in Kosovo, you can see the Vietnam 
syndrome has certainly had an important effect. Course 
there is an irony here, that in the Gulf they got away with 
just about 140 casualties in Kosovo no casualties. 

In fact the Vietnam syndrome has been overtaken by the 
Gulf War syndrome or the Kosovo syndrome the Vietnam 
syndrome was that war were far worse than you imagine 
they are when you engage in them or begin to engage in 
them. The Gulf War or Kosovo syndrome is that they're 
much better than you can possibly imagine. 

Tony McGrew. 
Do you think that also one of the impacts of the war has 
actually been to destroy the confidence that the American 
public has in their system of government. 
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Dr. Robert Garson. 
Yes I think that's very broadly true. I think it's caught in a 
sort of curve, certainly in the 70's and 
in the early 80's this confidence, not only through the 
Vietnam syndrome and Watergate, and above all the crisis 
of the hostages in Iran in 1979 and 1980. But I think 
since then it has revived a little for a whole host of 
reasons. 

One is the relative success of the interventions in the Gulf 
and in Kosovo, and also the growing strength of the 
American economy. Americans felt pessimistic about 
their society in the late 70's and the early 80's, not only 
because of the Vietnam syndrome but because of the 
enormous acceleration in the economic progress of Asia, 
but as this has reversed itself again in the last four or five 
years, I think Americans are feeling slightly better about 
themselves. So I think we're probably on an upward 
curve. The talk about the end of western civilisation and 
the decline of American power really has sort of declined 
now, and there still is a sense that Liberalism is 
triumphant, that American economic power really can 
achieve a whole variety of goals, and that the polity is 
very much alive and well. 

Tony McGrew. 
Do you think also that one of the impacts, particularly 
after the end of the Cold War is to make America very 
very reluctant to engage or to intervene, again without 
coalition partners in different parts of the world in other 
words it in some sense is, it can no longer play the role of 
a superpower because of the Vietnam War. 

Dr. Christopher Coker. 
Well I believe it probably thinks it can play the role of a 
superpower on the cheap, and that is to 
use technology. The problem we see in these struggles is 
to go back to General Westmoreland's point about the dis-
synchronic war. The war in Kosovo on the ground was 
not the war in Kosovo in the air. The face of the Kurds 
and Marsh Arabs after Desert Storm was very different 
from the face of the coalition forces during Operation 
Desert Storm. 



Dr Christopher Coker cont. 
The Americans are increasingly reluctant to accept that if 
you wish to remain major superpower you've got to do 
things on the ground, and in that sense the Vietnam 
syndrome is still alive and living in the American 
imagination, and I think in the mid to long 
term their reluctance to accept the necessity of ground 
forces means that they will not remain a military super 
power for very much longer, they will remain an 
economic one but I don't think they're a serious military 
one. 

Dr. Robert Garson. 
Yes I think that's broadly true, they will remain 1 suspect 
a serious power in areas of the world where is very slight 

Tony McGrew. 
Well thank you Bob Garson and Christopher Coker for a 
very lively and entertaining and informative discussion. 

The Vietnam War was likened by the North Vietnamese 
leader Ho Chi Min, to a contest between a tiger and an 
elephant. Elephants we are told never forget, and for 
many Americans those memories remain bitter and 
divisive. As the last Americans withdrew from Vietnam 
in 1975, the circumstances of their leaving remains etched 
in the public imagination as a continual reminder of the 
potential arrogance of power. 

News Archive Radio archive 
Final airlift out of Siagon The helicopters are landing on the roof up there, we can 
Source BBC Public see the American marines. If we were up there we would 
Domain be on our way out of Saigon. But between the Embassy 
Ref D121/75/12M and me there's a road packed with South Vietnamese who 
Dur: 30" we already know from bitter experience will go wild if 

they see us trying to get through the gate. We don't know 
how we're going to do it. 

Well we did make it, leaving behind us hundreds of grief-
stricken and terrified South Vietnamese, who have no 
hope of getting out here even if they got inside the 
embassy but they tried until the last minute. 
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