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The Vietnam Conflict should never have escalated from the beginning of French colonization to a military war involving six political governments, killing untold numbers of military people and innocents alike.  The French began this conflict when it colonized the area of what is now Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.  The fighting began in 1858, when France invaded the region, and fighting existed in the region until the Communists took over the last South Vietnamese “strong hold” in 1975.  Over 100 years of conflict devastated a government, a country, a culture, a way of life, and people.  The Vietnamese people in 1858, living in peace, rich in culture, economically stable, and self governed within their own communities, lost everything to other countries, except their will to rule themselves.  Citizens that had fled their own country to survive genocide, assassinations and other atrocities and who wanted to return to their own free nation were spread like seeds in the wind.  The blood that painted the land and took innocent lives indiscriminately was the result of greedy imperial power and expansionism.  In the end, the economically defunct nation, whose people were scorned by many nations, was undefeated by the scientific technology of the wealthy western world. 

The Vietnamese have been ruled by foreign governments for hundreds of years.  Small in size, 1,000 miles north to south to 100 miles east to west, the Vietnamese peninsula was invaded by the French in the late 1800’s for the purpose of colonizing and expanding French borders.  In 1858, France invaded and controlled by force the countries later known as Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.  

The French set up a government that would benefit themselves with little regard for the people of the region.  They made many changes to Vietnam’s economy, with the intent to control the wealth produced by abundant rice fields, coal mines, and rubber.   Imported materials now primarily suited the upper classes and included cars, perfume, textiles, and other domestic comforts.  The French kept control of the sales of opium, alcohol, tobacco, and salt until World War I.  The best of Vietnam’s natural resources where exported, and the profits where controlled by the French.  The French taxes were designed to pay for all costs to run the colony and the French colonial administration.  The taxes were an extraordinary burden to the already poor citizens.  The Vietnamese landowners began to loose their land because of their inability to pay taxes or meet high rents now forced on them by the French.   

The Japanese invaded French-controlled Vietnam in 1940, and occupied until the end of World War II.  Both the French and Japanese rule was oppressive to the Vietnamese people and this inspired resistance.  The League for Independence of Vietnam or the Viet Minh was a secret coalition formed by Ho Chi Minh.  They used the slogan: “Neither the French nor the Japanese as Masters!”
  

On September 2, 1945, Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnam independent.
  He established the Provisional Government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.  He was the voice of the people for the first time in Vietnam’s history.  However, even as Ho Chi Minh was speaking, the British were planning to help the French return to colonial power in Vietnam.  As a result Saigon remained free only for three weeks after Ho Chi Minh’s Declaration.  The French signed an agreement with Ho Chi Minh granting Vietnam’s independence within the framework of the French Union.  The French broke their own agreement and bombed the port of Haiphong.  Ho Chi Minh rallied the people to protect their new republic, but they where out numbered and over powered by French troops who took over Hanoi.  Ho Chi Minh asked the United States for support to break away from French colonization and remain a free nation.  He reminded the U.S. about their own similar conflict with the British while trying to establish their own independence. 

 The French found maintaining control of this colony was more difficult than expected.  Ho Chi Minh reverted to guerrilla warfare because the Vietnamese were outnumbered and out armed.  The Ho Chi Minh army created such resistance to colonization that “between 1947 and 1954 France increased her forces until 250,000 Frenchmen were fighting in Vietnam.”
  In the meantime the United States, under the policy of containment, cut her loses and declared that no further aid would be given to the Chinese government to continue their fight against communist rule.
 

While the French were fighting the Vietnamese, China became a Communists nation in 1949, changing the balance of political influence in the Far East.  The communist ideology was gaining strength and more and more people were being ruled by communist regimes.  The United States became increasingly concerned about the growth of communism.  The U.S. did not want to help the French recolonize by joining France in a war in Vietnam, but the U.S. did not want to see communism continue spread.  When France granted independence to Vietnam, the United States was able to help the French with arms and money to continue their fight, without supporting colonialism.  The “independence” of Vietnam under the French guidance was deceiving.  The President of Vietnam, appointed by the French, was the former “figure-head” for the Japanese when Japan ruled.  He was hated by his own people.
  The French were able to politicize their intent and redefine their purpose as fighting communism rather than the desire to colonize.  Vietnam began to be the geographical barrier against further communist aggression in the world.

The United States was able to justify its involvement in Vietnam.  To stop communism the U.S. established a military advisory group in Vietnam to help the French with military arms in August 1950.
  The Viet Minh, fighting for its own political identity was most successful in the north and continued to bleed the French in the south.  “Eighty percent of the financial costs of the conflict was provided by the United States.”
 The United States therefore allowed France to continue their quest when otherwise they would have had to abandon Vietnam.  The U.S. supplied the French “a total of 3 billion dollars during the war”
 until 1954, when the French were finally defeated at Dienbienphu.  A change of leadership in France along with pressure from her citizens and pressure from China and Russia supporting the end of military aid to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam provided the background for France to withdraw. 

The conference, held in Geneva in 1954, included nine powers concerned with Indochina.  The countries involved were the United States, the Soviet Union, the republic of China, Great Britain, France, Laos, Cambodia, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, led by Ho Chi Minh, and the Bao Dai regime (supporters of France in the southern region of Vietnam).  At the conference, the 17th parallel was the provisionary military demarcation line that each party would regroup behind until military withdrawal was complete.  Neither side was to receive military help from the outside nor could either side make international alliances.  “By 1956, a general election throughout Vietnam would be held to decide on a unified government.”
  Everyone at the conference accepted the agreement except the United States and the Bao Dai regime.  Though the 17th parallel was not intended to divide the country into two parts, the United States wanted to keep the southern part of Vietnam as a separate non-communist nation.  “There was a victory of sorts that Vietnam was divided, temporarily in the minds of her people, although permanently in the minds of the leaders of the Western governments.
  


The United States willfully and perhaps foolishly stepped forward to place its powers in Vietnam.  The French told Bao Dai to appoint Ngo Dinh Diem as Prime Minister to continue both the influence of France and maintain the financial support from the U.S.  When that was accomplished, Diem pushed Dai out of power and became President and Minister of Defense as well as Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam.  No public election was held.  Back room negotiations put Diem in control with the backing of The United States and France.  The Vietnamese people were never considered or consulted regarding this new régime.  The Vietnamese army would receive no further aid from the U.S. unless Diem was supported, and so the Vietnamese army complied.  The Diem régime was quick to suppress any opposition to his appointment and position.  “Diem never succeeded in winning the peasants and tenant farmers over to his side.”
  


The National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, a resistance movement, was met with widespread support of the people.  It was a shadow of a government set up by Ho Chi Minh for the purpose of seizing control of the country.  The NLF issued a 10-point program.  The military arm of the NLF was called the Vietcong.  “The Vietcong supported from the beginning by North Vietnam, the Soviet Union, and Communist China, was joined by many peasants who did not support Diem because of his authoritarian policies.”
  The NLF gained “support of many peasants because of its promises of land and it came to control large parts of the country.  Much of this support however was built upon terror by using tactics such as ambushing… deadly booby traps… assassinations…kidnapping, torture, decapitation and wholesale murder.”
  


Neither the Viet Cong nor the South Vietnamese Army (which was set up by the United States) was able to make great military gains.  The fighting continued and the general population on both sides experienced inhuman conditions.  In 1961, the United States Government developed plans to help the South Vietnamese military become more successful.  The United States would take over operational control.  Despite the actions of the U.S., the South Vietnamese military was failing greatly.  Much of the munitions were falling into the hands of the Vietcong, and they were able to intensify their guerilla warfare.  The U.S. military increased its number of troops, resources, and new strategies to fight this conflict.  The U.S. citizens were unaware of the military involvement thinking that the U.S. was in an advisory position only.  The U.S. decided that Diem would never be able to be successful and withdrew their support of him in power.  He was almost immediately assassinated.  The U.S. looked for another person to take his place who could be militarily successful against the National Liberation Front.

The people of Vietnam wanted a complete change in the government, not just a few social reforms as promised by the U.S. through the “puppet-leaders” who were chosen and supported by the U.S.  The Vietnamese wanted to be in control of their own government.  The United States did not take into consideration, the strength of nationalism, which empowered “an unsophisticated, intimidated, poorly trained, unmotivated, ill-equipped”
 group of people that overthrew one of the greatest military powers in the history of the world.

Colonialism and Racism


“By 1600, Portugal, Spain, Holland, Great Britain, and France had begun to compete for territory, trade, and Christian converts in the area”
 of Vietnam.  The need for more land led to colonialism.  Similar to Great Britain’s colonization of India, the colonizing country would occupy and enforce the governing from “the mother country.”  The people of the colony would be bound by the occupiers and would not be allowed to have “in-put” into any aspect of how their country was run.  When France invaded Vietnam in the late 1850’s, they wanted to take the natural resources of rubber, coal, and rice to benefit France and convert the Vietnamese people to Catholicism.  


The French agenda was publicized as a charitable effort.  France had a flourishing society, large army, established national religion, and sound economy.  The French wanted to portray to the world how much they were helping to raise the standard of living for the “poor”,  “backward”, “uneducated populous”.  “As with all wars, the terror of life and death promoted a racist contempt that served to dehumanize the enemy [the Vietnamese] and make killing morally defensible.”
 It was easy to see the biological and physical differences between the French and the Vietnamese people, and due to the common beliefs that non-European races were physically and intellectually inferior, gave France the justification to invade.

 France initially tried to force the Vietnamese emperor to accept the French as their protectorate from other possible occupiers.  In time, the French spread their protectorate over additional provinces.  The French were spurred buy their own economic needs and they sought to open Asian countries to Western commerce.  “The French had come to the east primarily for political domination and economic profit.”
  They initially did several things to help the people of Vietnam, however, these activities supported the French rulers first.  “They drained marshes, cultivated areas, built roads and railways, modernized political and social institutions, and introduced the country to international economy.”
  While France continued to promise to help the native people become more politically independent and educated, that same independence would ultimately end France’s colonialism.  What was promised could not be granted without terminating France’s stronghold on Vietnam.  Once France colonized Vietnam, they had no intention of leading the Vietnamese people to independence.  The colonial governors knew that would be political suicide.  Therefore, the French sought to give a little and take a lot.  The greed of the French ruled Vietnam.  A small elite group of people consisting of French and highly educated, wealthy Vietnamese, who were alienated from the poor, began to rule Vietnam and the indigenous people.


The French looked on the Vietnamese people much as America looked on the blacks bought in the market places.  They were to be slaves in the fields and workers for their owners.  There was no regard for the Vietnamese society and culture, which the French negated.  As long as the Vietnamese people remained “just barely human,” the French did not have to think about any obvious moral responsibility toward them.  The French dominated the Vietnamese in every way possible.  The Vietnamese people who had superior jobs were replaced by the French with their own “elite”.  As long as the Vietnamese peasants remained as servants to the French occupiers, and did not object in any way to the occupation of their lands and killing of their people, everyone could all live in relative peace.  When that did not happen, and there was any kind of insurrection towards the French, the French armies quickly retaliated and killed or eliminated those involved to restore peace and sent notice to others that the French were in charge and would remain “in charge”.


Later, after the United States entered the war, the racism increased.  It was impossible to tell which Vietnamese people were Vietcong and which were supporters of the Vietnamese Army.  The Americans, after fighting guerrilla warfare, began destroying anyone and everyone that “looked” of Asian decent.  They destroyed their villages regardless of who the people in those villages were.  They destroyed “the enemies” rice fields, their food supply, killed their children and old people.  It became a purge of all Asian people in the region out of frustration, anger, and the backlash of the killing machines they had become.  “If it’s dead and it’s Vietnamese, it’s VC.”
  When the Asians were all “lumped” together, easily seen as a race, and dehumanized as a people, they could be eliminated and the Americans would be justified. 


If France had not been so greedy, wanting more land and economic wealth, they would not have invaded Vietnam in the first place, the process of colonization by the French over the Vietnamese would not have created the overwhelming resistance to the French occupation, and without racist aggression towards the Vietnamese, the French and U.S. conflicts would not have escalated to the enormous mass killings and wanton destruction of the land and food supplies.  The Vietnamese people, without French and American occupation, would not have experienced the kinds of fear towards their race while determining their own nationalism.  They may have experienced fear involved in war, but not the racial fear they were subjected to with western domination.

Economics


Vietnam was mainly an agrarian population.  The initial impact of the French occupation was good for the people in general.  The French used the people to build and change the country into a more capitalistic entity.  The Vietnamese who helped the French develop their international import trade and those that worked in the mines and cultivated the natural resources became supporters of the French colonization.  Taxes and high rents to support colonialism began to impact the rest of the country leaving people landless and poor.  The French rule was very damaging.  The imports into Vietnam, made the French and the elites more comfortable and allowed them to live a lavish life style.  The elite of the country became richer and the poor became poorer.  “In the late twenties, rice, coal, and rubber represented three-quarters of the exports, while three-fifths of the imports consisted of cars, perfumes, textiles, and domestic items”
 Hospitals and education were limited to the Vietnamese people because the French were spending far more money on opium than for the total combined expenditures of libraries, schools and hospitals.  Communism was beginning to appeal to more and more of the poor and displaced Vietnamese. 


The rise of Russian communism under Stalin was unsettling to the United States.  After World War II, China wanted to re-establish itself in the Asian countries, and France wanted to re-establish French rule in Vietnam.  Russia could obviously see the benefits of establishing a large communist block to affect world power.  When the French re-entered Vietnam, communist Russia began to send much needed aid in the form of military arms to help Ho Chi Minh and his Vietcong fighters.  Although Russia was not sending its men to Vietnam, the stakes for achieving communist victory in that region became very important. 


After the Geneva Conference of 1954, when France was pulling its troops out of Vietnam, the United States realized that the entire region would become communist if the United States did nothing to stop it.  The United States had to act quickly to establish a “southern” government with a Vietnamese Army to fight against communism.  The position was more a position of stopping the spread of communism rather than a positive position for the benefit of Vietnam and its people.  Therefore, the war in Vietnam became a war of communism versus capitalism.  “Because the threat of nuclear escalation prevented all-out conventional war between the two superpowers, the Soviet-American contest was fought in the form of arms races, covert action, ideological campaigns, economic embargoes, and proxy wars …”
  


France destroyed the economic balance of Vietnam.  Then Russia and the United States competed for their own form of government, which also was their own form of economics.  There was little left for the people of Vietnam to survive with.  The Vietnamese were no longer concerned with their place in the world economy.  Their concerns were centered on daily survival.  Again, greed and self-interest motivated interference in a country weakened by years of colonialism and devastation of natural resources.  

Women in Vietnam


The women in the Vietnamese agrarian society worked side by side with their male family members to eek out a living and provide for their families.  Families were usually extended to more than one generation together forming tight bonds for the benefit of self-survival.  The cultural norms were like those of China, and a woman was to remain chaste until marriage and committed to one partner within that marriage.  


With the War destroying the land and uprooting families, there continued to be a major migration to the cities.  Women were often forced to take on the role of earning enough money to care for the entire family.  There was a “bond” that was adhered to among prostitutes.  The “bonds” were marked by gender referring to men without women.  Women entered into these “bonds” only through the relationship defined by the brotherhood.  The relationships within each brotherhood were defined by that particular brotherhood and their own understanding of what a relationship should be with a woman.

 The American soldiers were viewed as sex-crazed barbarians, viewing sex in an overindulgent, exaggerated way.  In addition, their sexual appetite was never fulfilled.  The American soldier was overt in his actions and needed his sexual needs met often.  Therefore, the Vietnamese men hated the “westernization” of their women.  They felt their women were turned into prostitutes and the women became “a degradation of their race and culture.  Some saw in it the prostitution of their entire country by the Americans”

The Vietnamese men were angry with the Americans and the treatment of the Vietnamese woman.  Many Vietnamese men refused to sleep with Vietnamese women after they had been in contact with American men.  Supposedly the American troops were fighting a common enemy and instead they were taking the Vietnamese women away from the Vietnamese men.  Chaplain Falabella reminded “the troops in the field that an added reason for refraining from playing around with the Vietnamese women was to lessen the reason for the VC and North Vietnamese to fight with such stubbornness.  It is one thing to fight for some political principles and another to fight to vindicate your manhood.”

The Americans continued to affect the economy of Vietnam by their soldier’s money and their ability to pay for commodities the Vietnamese could not afford.  With the American soldiers appetite for similar comforts of companionship and food they impacted not only the economic instability, but the sociology of the family and Vietnamese relationships.  “The American presence has created isolated pockets of prosperity widening still furthering the economic gap between cities and the countryside”
 Again the American dollar affected the Vietnamese people and the continuing struggle of the prosperity of this nation.  It enhanced the desire of the Vietnamese men to eradicate all foreigners from their boundaries. 

Migration

When the French colonized, they took over in the large cities.  The Vietnamese people were forced from their jobs and were soon left homeless and unable to support themselves.  Many moved back to families and extended families that were living on the land.  At least living on the land, their families would not starve to death.  As the grip of colonialism intensified, and the French wanted more and more of the rice crop for their own economic gain, the Vietnamese were heavily taxed or simply killed to obtain the ownership of the land for the French.  The French wanted the Vietnamese to pursue working the land, but receive little for their work.  The export of rice yielded very big profits for France in the world markets.

Many of the people were no longer tied to the land.  The newly established “north” Vietnam (1954) began to see a large exodus of people to the south.  These people were looking for a place to live in peace.  What they quickly discovered was there was no peace in their country.  For a while, there was some peace in Cambodia and Laos, but these regions also became overrun with people without ways of supporting themselves and later became victims of warfare as well.  “By 1971, estimates of refugees produced by the war ranged from 4-6 million out of the total population of between 17-18 million people.”
  Some of these numbers represented urban dwellers, but most of these refugees were from the countryside and needed to run for their lives.  Some of these people were victims of natural-disasters.  The military aggression between the Vietcong and the U.S. was left to escalate.

The exodus to large cities where there was less bombing simply found refugees herded into large camps with little food, minimal shelter, no sanitary provisions, and little or no hope for those who remained there.  As the migration of the peasants who had lived and worked the land increased, food and shelter for the Vietcong became more difficult.  The United States military was continually fed, clothed and housed by the monies supporting this action, i.e. the American people.  This money included support of the Vietnamese Army as well.  

The “Boat People” became just one way to escape the tyranny in Vietnam.  These people sought political exile and departed in massive numbers.  They fled to Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Thailand, and the United States.  The United Nations set up refugee camps in host countries and financially supported the camps.  In most countries the illegal immigrants were only welcome to dwell in the “camps” and would only be able to stay as long as the United Nations assumed and continued their financial aid to the host country.  

The Boat People, as they came to be known, used any transport possible.  Some took small vessels, others large ships, and frequently others were forced to take unsafe boats to transport as many people as possible as far as they could go.  They referred to themselves as political exiles, unable to return to their country for fear of political reprisals.  They knew the Vietcong or communists would execute them if they tried to go back to Vietnam.  It is estimated by some that “ten to fifteen percent of refuges who attempted the ocean passage drowned.”
 

The United States military was backed by a large wealthy country.  The American people were taxed so that the military could provide both arms and supplies to continue endlessly.  The Vietcong was backed also by a large wealthy country, the USSR.  The people of Vietnam were backed by no one.  They had to take care of their own.  They had to feed, clothe, and meet their own needs for provisions.  They were landless, homeless, and powerless.  This war was destined to go on indefinitely.  Because of the racism, the long struggle of fighting, and the horrors inflicted on the Vietnamese people, left them with few choices but to flee their own country which was being destroyed by outside forces.  Again, choices were made and actions taken with money as the base foundation.

Science

All wars promote the development and use of technology.  American forces had made enormous developments in technical warfare.  They had the most highly developed weaponry in the world and the only place to truly test these weapons of devastating destruction was on the battlefield.  The air force not only had the most developed bombing machines, but their helicopters were second to none in the world.  In addition, the U.S. had money to continue to develop new and better missels, field artillery, hand weapons, and short-range bombs.  This technology made the U.S. even more arrogant, believing the American troops would prevail quickly over those with inferior tactics and weaponry.

A very important aspect of the military was the ability to use their technology to set up camps quickly, place ground troops in strategic places, and remove them after the fighting or move more troops in while taking wounded out.  This technology decreased the number of men needed to do the work.  Building roads was aided by the ability to move materials in and out and to make roads passable for trucks and troops.  

The U.S. military plan was to kill the Vietcong so quickly that they would eventually have no replacement troops.  Unfortunately, the Vietcong did not fight this war like any previous engagement that the U.S. had experienced.  They used the elements of surprise, “hit and run”, and the jungle warfare of hide-attack-kill-hide.  “These methods were used to undermine the morale of the U.S. forces and exhaust the American people.”
  The U.S. was able to develop chemical bombs that reduced crops and jungles to nothing with defoliation capabilities using herbicides (to more easily see the enemy), bombs that sucked the oxygen out of the air, and bombs that devastated by burning and throwing metal in every direction.  It was not enough to win the war.  “As Premier Phan Van Dong explained to Bernard Fall, they [Vietcong] were willing to fight for decades, even centuries as they had done against the Chinese.  He predicted the U.S. would become frustrated with a long inclusive war and eventually give up, thus the NVA/VC did not have to win but mearly keep from loosing.”

Unfortunately, having the technology did not win the war for the United States.  “Colonel Harry G. Summers Jr. [U.S. Colonel] …turned to his North Vietnamese counterpart, Colonel Tu, and with only slight exaggeration reminded him, “You know, you never defeated us on the battlefield.”  Colonel Tu thought for a moment and replied, “That may be so, but it is also irrelevant.”

America failed because they did not understand the people they were fighting.  They invaded a land and tried to eliminate a way of life that had been part of a people for hundreds of years.  The United States never developed an overall U.S. strategy to attain U.S. objectives in Vietnam.  “In the absence of that strategy, it became difficult for troops and their commanders to decide how and when to use their high-tech arsenal most effectively.”
  Although its long-term engagement was short to the total length of fighting in this area, the U.S. was receiving the depth of hatred manifested over the length of time that the French had previously occupied their land.  The U.S. was naive or unwise to think that this small piece of land would truly make a difference in the defeat of world balance between communism and capitalism.

Nationalism

Nationalism is the “political or social philosophy in which the good of the nation is paramount.  The word is used loosely to imply excessive zeal for the national welfare [and] may imply to nationality both the political and the cultural sense.”
  Each country evolves from a gathering of peoples with a like thought base to evaluating how they are going to respond to themselves and the peoples without.  For centuries, Vietnam was an extension of China, politically, philosophically, culturally, and socially.  With the invasion of France and the exposure to western thinking and education, Vietnam was impacted with a whole new thought process about how they as individuals thought about their country, and how they viewed themselves within their country.  The awakening of “nationalism” began to bud and eventually blossom.  The occupation of Vietnam by France helped the Vietnamese people realize that the land was their own and that their country was a nation, belonging to them.  France was a foreign entity and the French did not have a right to come to Vietnam, take it, use it, and exterminate their people.  

In the end, nationalism helped defeat the United States as well.  “In Vietnam the U.S. committed itself and its technology to just such a limited war yet faced an enemy that had made a total commitment to victory.”
  The U.S. failed to recognize the depth of commitment of a people to their land. 

The term revolutionary guerrilla warfare was never used by the communists; instead, the communist used three types of classifications for war: general, limited, and national liberation.
  “The process to defeat an imperialist force in an basic agricultural region involves: (1) gaining the support of the rural masses, then (2) turn the unorganized masses into efficiently organized forces, (3) then build a great united and powerful force out of the disorderly masses and (4) then convert the decentralized and scattered troops into a well-organized force under a single command.”
 This is exactly what they did, and the Vietcong were successful.  They defeated two very powerful, rich countries with the support of one very powerful, rich country.  They took over the tiny, weak, war-riddled country of Vietnam by using a very simple plan.  The Vietcong were simply willing to outlast the invaders and then take over the “spoils”.

In 1945, while the French were busy with the conclusion of World War II, Ho Chi Minh declared independence for the Vietnamese people.  The declaration is actually very similar to the Declaration of Independence of the United States.  He established the DRV, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and declared to the world that Vietnam has a right to be a free and independent country.

When the Geneva Conference set up a “cooling off” period and established the 17th parallel as a dividing line between the north and south, the dividing line was to be tempory.  The French were to remove their ground forces and leave the country as agreed to by the Geneva Conference.  The “time out” allowed Ho Chi Minh to establish the Democratic Republic of Vietnam with Ho as its President.  In March 1946, Vietnam became an independent country, with all of the rights and privileges of a people with its own government.  In 1946, the French signed the agreement to allow Vietnam to be free under the framework of the French occupation.  This is not what the people of Vietnam wanted.  They had founded their own country after years of occupation.  They wanted the freedom to develop their own culture, religion, society, and way of life.  With the French and the rest of the world ignoring Vietnam’s Declaration of Independence, the attitudes of the Vietnamese people changed.  This was now becoming a war against their “nation” not just a take-over of the people.  Nationalism became a strong, deep, feeling for the Vietnamese people who never really lost sight of wanting their own nation to be recognized.  “The power of small nations has grown relative to that of larger nations, and their leaders have learned how to use the powerful force of nationalism to resist great power encroachments.”

The ironic part of this desire was that a communist supporter, Ho Chi Minh, was the long-term leader and aggressor to establish Vietnam’s independence.  When he was finally able to declare Vietnam as an independent nation, he was referring to all of Vietnam.  There was no north or south.  When it became apparent that France was not going to allow the Vietnamese to exist in their own country, the people became enraged.  “We are not fighting for freedom and independence.  We are fighting because we are free and independent.”
  Various groups of Vietnamese people continued to rebel and attack the French to make the French withdraw from their country.  

The government of Vietnam, set up by the French in the now newly declared “south” area of Vietnam, with the U.S. support, after the Geneva conference, was a puppet government legitimizing the invasion of the U.S. to save Vietnam from the “communist” take-over.  Ho Chi Minh was always a communist.  Had the people been allowed in 1946 to establish their own nation, at the time that they declared independence, Vietnam would have been a communist country.  Instead, it took 25 plus years, for their nation to be recognized and by then it was a bitter victory.  Those Vietnamese who fought and supported the United States, were now in jeopardy of losing their lives to the “take-over” of the communists.  

In conclusion, historians, after twenty-eight years of studying this very complex, ugly, dark period of history, contends that the United States got tied up in the “prism of the cold war ideology as between communism and capitalism.  For most Vietnamese, however, race and nation were much more important forces.”
   

Prior to the Vietnam conflict the United States had always been involved in victorious military actions.  The inability to conclude this military action successfully has left an indulable mark on American history and the minds of all America’s people.  They now fear similar military actions and are reluctant to engage out of that fear, rather than analyze carefully which engagements are necessary with a strong understanding of the people where they might occupy.

The fatal error of the United States was to under-estimate the enemy.  While U.S. goals were reasonable, perhaps the military leaders did not know its enemy very well.
  The military leaders knew their own arsenal, but never took into consideration the tenacity of a people who wanted their own nation.  The leaders of the United States did not think about their own county’s history and apply that knowledge to the Vietnam engagement.  The United States used any and all means possible to defeat the British nation in the late 1770’s during the American Revolutionary War.  There was a specific way to fight a war and rules of combat.  The United States did not follow those rules.  They were a poor group of colonies that wanted to be in charge of their own lives, free to develop their own government, and establish a nation with their own destiny.  The United States has always been sympathic to those desires. 

 Unfortunately, in 1945, the United States was tied up in the Cold War.  The American leaders were neglectful of a full understanding of this Asian area of the world.  Fearful beyond reason of an ideology called communism and its impending “spread” which could establish an “imbalance” in the world powers, the United States made some very poor choices and decisions.  

“Nations have long memories.  Vietnam will continue to have a powerful influence on American foreign policy until some other cataclysmic event replaces it.  It is therefore urgent that we study and learn from it.  In doing this, we must remember that history does not yield precise, explicit answers to today’s most pressing questions.  Indeed, when used improperly, history is a mischievous guide.  We should be wary of those who justify present day commitments and strategies on the basis of what was done or not done in Vietnam.

No country in this small world can act as a total independent.  When a country does act, it needs to consider not only its own history, as well the history of whomever it might affect.  Each engagement whether military, or political, must be carefully considered, both as an historical event, and a new unique experience.  
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