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 Intended as a follow-up to his controversial 1995 publication, In Retrospect, Robert
 McNamara's latest work on the U.S. war in Vietnam reports on what happened when
 he led a team of Vietnam era civilian and military officials and current scholars to
 Hanoi and (in one case) Italy between November 1995 and July 1998 for a series of
 seven meetings with Vietnamese counterparts. Six of the eight chapters deal with
 areas where McNamara argues that both sides missed opportunities for better
 diplomacy; they include such topics as "Enemies: Washington and Hanoi's Mindsets
 in 1961" and "A Neutral Solution: Was It Possible?" In these chapters, introductory
 and concluding comments by McNamara wrap selected dialogues between the two
 sides. The other two chapters consist of an introduction and a set of "lessons for the
 21st century," while additional appendices discuss whether a different U.S. military
 strategy could have been successful, and what the authors believe these discussions
 have added to the historical record. All this, McNamara freely admits, easily meets
 Pieter Geyl's definition of History as "an argument without end."

 The Vietnam war was unnecessarily bloody, McNamara argues, in part because
 of U.S. mistakes. Vietnam was not simply a puppet of the Soviet Union or China,
 and hence "Hanoi in and of itself was never a strategic threat to Indochina; neither
 did it intend to be a pawn used by China to knock over the dominoes in Indochina"
 (p. 378). Not realizing that much of Vietnam's fighting was initiated by ill-informed
 local commanders, he continues, Americans reacted too strongly to incidents such
 as the first attack on U.S. shipping in the Tonkin Gulf or the bombings of the U.S.
 barracks in Pleiku. President Johnson then engaged in a confusing "fandangle" of
 multi-faceted peace efforts rather than establishing a single quiet and more fully
 informed contact with Hanoi. The United States thus went to war for the wrong
 reasons, failed to see that Hanoi's essential requirements for peace talks (the so-
 called Four Points) were more flexible than they appeared, and could not grasp that
 the establishment of a politically neutral coalition government in South Vietnam
 was possible. Part of the "tragedy" of Vietnam, in short, was that the United States
 knew so little about its enemy.

 Yet it is a central theme of this book that the Vietnamese must also share some of
 the blame. Why could they not realize that President Kennedy's inaugural promise to
 "bear any burden" was not a mandate for aggression, but rather a defensive response
 to Nikita Khruschev's speech defending wars of national liberation? If the Vietnamese
 leaders were prepared to stay out of the global Cold War, why not tell the Americans
 that? Isn't their refusal to negotiate while being bombed for fear of appearing to be
 weak unfortunate? And if the National Liberation Front's program for South Vietnam
 did not have to be "the"-as opposed to "a"-program for the future, why not make
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 clear? Here too, McNamara argues, we can see how mixed signals and bumbling
 bureaucrats made it all but impossible to find out just how close Hanoi and Washington
 really were to avoiding some 3 million casualties.

 Surely these claims have some merit. Common sense dictates that when the United
 States is concerned about a local conflict, it should remember that the local authorities
 might easily misunderstand American intention, fail to establish a reliable "back
 channel" to clarify signals, and mistake negotiations for a sign of weakness. Our
 military should also recognize that force has its limits, and that even the most savage
 bombing in history helped stiffen the morale of the enemy. And trite though it seems
 when repeated, it is probably a good thing for all of us to be reminded that our basic
 premises about other nations must be constantly challenged, and our policy statements
 tempered by an informed consideration of how they will be viewed by others.

 Yet this sort of single-minded focus on bureaucratic mistakes runs the risk of
 downplaying the more fundamental causes of conflict. Note first that McNamara's
 delegation had no other senior U.S. officials, no Johnson era Hawk and no one from
 the Nixon administration. Might not the addition of someone like Henry Kissinger
 have offered a good deal more insight into the difficulties of negotiating an end to the
 war? Colonel Schandler's notion that a military solution was not possible fits nicely
 with McNamara's thesis (and that of General Giap who makes a token appearance),
 but it ought to be challenged by General Westmoreland or a member of his staff.
 Equally telling is the fact that McNamara's delegation had no representative from the
 former South Vietnamese government. Despite the fact that the failure of the fractious
 and constantly changing Saigon regimes to curb corruption and implement badly
 needed social reforms was one of the gravest problems that American policymakers
 faced, McNamara's book barely discusses the issue. The problems surrounding the
 government we ostensibly went to help are surely worth at least one major "lesson."

 Consider also the fact that it is the Vietnamese side that has to insist on a conference
 session dealing with pre-1961 history. To his credit, McNamara now seems to realize
 that the Vietnamese saw themselves as fighting a centuries-old struggle against
 imperialism, that they were adamant that Vietnam is one country-we Civil War buffs
 ought to understand those passions-and that, having felt themselves betrayed by
 the Russians and the Chinese in the 1954 Geneva settlement, they held out little hope
 for a settlement involving either diplomacy or the major powers. Some of the book's
 most interesting parts, indeed, come when the leader of the Vietnamese delegation,
 Nguyen Co Thach, passionately insists that his government was committed to freeing
 Vietnam from the yoke of Western imperialism. If independence came at a high price,
 he angrily asserts to a stunned crowd, that was the price History required the
 Vietnamese people to pay.

 Finally, there is the question of Communism. Throughout this book, there is little
 or no discussion of the fact that Communists and Capitalists have markedly different
 views of what constitutes a just society. Vietnam was surely a holy war, in which past
 tradition and twentieth century ideology combined to create two competing
 governments, each of which mixed a sort of religious righteousness into their political
 system. Neither saw much good in the other. Neither tolerated political dissent. The
 Vietnamese claim that a neutral coalition government in South Vietnam might have
 lasted for some 10 to 20 years is thus open to dispute. So too is McNamara's statement
 (quoted above) that the Vietnamese posed no threat even to their neighbors.

 This book is thus a wonderful read for historians. It is valuable both because it
 sheds additional light on key events such as the Tonkin and Pleiku attacks, but far
 more crucially because it shows the continuing, passionate differences between
 American policymakers such as Robert McNamara, and various feisty old Vietnamese
 warriors. As a comprehensive account, on the other hand, it has problems ranging
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 from the fact that it is written topically rather than chronologically on through the
 methodological and ideological issues raised above to McNamara's blithe assertion
 that President Johnson could have sold a compromise agreement to the American
 people. That better trained U.S. and Vietnamese bureaucracies could have dramatically
 changed the course of events, is, I suspect, rather wishful thinking. Yet it is worth
 pondering, not least so that we can make progress toward meeting McNamara's
 admirable goal of avoiding yet another ghastly slaughter.

 PETER FROST is Professor of History at Williams College.

 Kim R. Holmes
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 William J. Perry. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999, 243 pp., $24.75
 paper.

 Averting the Defense Train Wreck in the New Millennium, by Daniel Goure and Jeffrey
 M. Ranney. Washington, DC: CSIS Press, 1999, 142 pp., $18.95 paper.

 Defense planning in the United States has fallen on hard times since the end of the
 Cold War. What was once a fairly a serious exercise has become largely irrelevant to
 the development of military strategy and forces. Notwithstanding numerous internal
 Pentagon strategy reviews and countless academic treatises and think tank studies,
 the evolution of today's armed forces is driven not by planning, but by funding
 considerations, service and industrial interests, technology, and politics. Every few
 years or so the Department of Defense releases a strategic review that sidesteps difficult
 questions and is ignored the moment it is released. Lacking leadership and support
 from the top, particularly from the President, military planners do the best they can,
 but U.S. armed forces continue to be underfunded, overcommitted, and unsure of
 their mission and goals.

 There are many reasons for this state of affairs. National defense is a low national
 priority. Neither Congress nor the Clinton administration is eager to spend more on the
 armed forces. But a critical factor is that America's leaders (and hence the defense
 planners) have not yet come to terms with the end of the Cold War. A decade after the
 collapse of the Soviet Union, the Clinton administration and Congress have little if any
 idea, not to mention agreement, of what the purposes and goals of American power
 should be. To be sure, there have been many strategic reviews, national strategy reports,
 and Clinton doctrines, but none of them have taken hold. We should not be surprised
 that the professional defense planners themselves are divided and unsure of themselves.
 Cautious and deferential to conventional wisdom, defense planners have tended to fall
 back on familiar patterns of thinking common during the Cold War.

 Some of these familiar patterns can be seen in Preventive Defense: A New Security
 Strategy for America, by Ashton B. Carter and William J. Perry. Perry was Secretary of
 Defense, succeeding Les Aspin in February 1994 and continuing at his post until
 January 1997. Carter was Assistant Secretary of Defense for international security
 policy from 1993 until 1996; he was responsible for policies regarding weapons of
 mass destruction and proliferation, nuclear strategy, and arms control. This book is
 the result of collaboration between Carter and Perry on what they call the Preventive
 Defense Project, a joint research project at Harvard and Stanford.

 The authors argue for a new national security strategy based on what they call
 preventive defense. U.S. national security policy should focus more on preventing a
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