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 Constructing the Vietnam War:
 A Review Article
 GREG LOCKHART

 Following Ho Chi Minh: Memoirs of a North Vietnamese Colonel.
 By Bui Tin. Translated from the Vietnamese and adapted by Judy Stowe
 and Do Van with an introduction by Carlyle A. Thayer. London: Hurst
 and Co., 1995. 202 pp.

 In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam. By Robert S.
 McNamara with Brian Van De Mark. New York: Random House, 1995.
 404 pp.

 The Bunker Papers: Reports to the President from Vietnam, 1967
 1973. Edited by Douglas Pike. Berkeley, CA: Institute of East Asian
 Studies, University of California, 1990. 3 vols., xvii, 899 pp.

 These three works, one Vietnamese and two American, offer comple
 mentary views of the Vietnam War.

 On the Vietnamese side, Bui Tin was a soldier and journalist who
 enjoyed many high-level government contacts before he defected from
 the communist regime in September 1990 and wrote his Memoirs in
 Paris. On the American side, Robert S. McNamara wrote In Retrospect
 on the basis of his experience as U.S. Secretary of Defence between
 1961 and 1968. Ellsworth Bunker wrote his Papers as ninety-six
 regular messages on the conduct of the war to Presidents Johnson and
 Nixon while he was U.S. Ambassador in Saigon between 1967 and
 1973. If only because they are all so well informed, both volumes of
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 memoirs and Bunker's Papers would be of interest to students of the
 Vietnam War. But this is all the more so when the political-literary
 context of each work offers good reasons for building them collectively
 into a global construction of that conflict.

 Bui Tin's book is, indeed, one of only four or five that really give
 us an inside view of the secretive workings of the Vietnamese com
 munist regime since it came to power in 1945. The first of these is
 Hoang Van Chi's 1964 publication, From Colonialism to Communism.
 It describes Ho Chi Minh's repressive, Maoist style administration in
 the 1950s and was for this reason read widely in the West during the
 Vietnam War.1 However, this was also because the Hanoi regime was
 so tightly closed that English readers did not have another inside view
 of it until 1982 when General Tran Van Tra published his explosive
 work on The Conclusion of the Thirty Year War.2

 This book, which mentions Bui Tin (p. 26), and which Bui Tin
 says he "encouraged" (pp. 80-81), criticized the conduct of the 1968
 Tet offensive. It also revealed the workings of a Politburo meeting for
 the first time, and showed that, rather than anticipate the collapse of
 the Saigon regime in 1975, the General Staff had not imagined victory
 before 1976 (pp. 160-61). Tra was not seriously punished for his criti
 cism because he was protected by the enormous prestige he had gained
 as Commander of the Southern Zone during the war. Nevertheless, his
 book did anticipate two other rare post-war exposes which were pro
 duced by writers in exile in 1986.

 One of these is Hoang Van Hoan's Revolutionary Memoirs, which
 was published in Beijing. It highlights the disharmony of the Vietnam
 ese leadership under Le Duan and its failure to acknowledge Chinese
 military support in the 1950s and 1960s.3 The other work, published
 in London, is Truong Nhu Tang's Journal of a Vietcong. It tells much
 about the resistance regime in the south and the tension between it and
 the Hanoi government.4 Although he mentions Hoan in passing, Bui
 Tin does not refer either to his writing or to Tang's. Nevertheless, by
 filling out the very short list of genuine Vietnamese political exposes,5
 the writings of these two remind us that, in Vietnam, exile is more or
 less a precondition for a book like Bui Tin's.

 In obvious ways, the U.S. Government has not been as effective
 as the Vietnamese in containing political discussion about the war.
 Indeed, the first major American work to break the web of official

 wartime secrecy was the monumental 7,000-page U.S. Defence Depart
 ment's documentary study of America's relations with Vietnam from
 the 1940s to the 1960s: The Pentagon Papers.6 This radical work, which

 McNamara was initially responsible for compiling in the Defence
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 Department,7 was leaked under dramatic circumstances to the New
 York Times by Daniel Ellsberg in 1971, and since then vast archival
 sources, innumerable secondary analyses and many more memoirs
 have become available. Nevertheless, as recent works by key figures in
 the conflict, McNamara's In Retrospect and Pike's edition of The Bun
 ker Papers do provide us with an interesting gloss on the nature of
 power as they look back to the catastrophe of the Vietnam War through
 the prism of thirty years.

 What we find, of course, is that nothing much has changed. Even
 though McNamara repudiates the military involvement in which he
 played such a major role in orchestrating, In Retrospect essentially de
 scribes the original failure of U.S. policy. Although Bunker's Papers
 report the forced U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam as it actually took
 place, Bunker died in Vermont in 1984 still believing, as Douglas Pike,
 his editor, continues to believe today, in the illusion of a righteous U.S.
 cause. Yet it is precisely this inability of failed, though presumably
 well-meaning, wartime officials to escape their past that highlights the
 limitations of their former power.

 Since Bui Tin's Memoirs offer a fractured view of the regime that
 won the war, one thus assumes that all three works are flawed by the
 nature of power. Yet one also assumes that no description of power can
 be entirely trusted. What this article does, therefore, is to show how a
 global view of the war tends to come into view when the fragmented
 truth of each work is arranged around the cracks in the others.

 The cracks in Bui Tin's Memoirs are not necessarily apparent at the
 beginning. In Chapter 1, he simply emerges from the shadow of
 his high-class Confucian background with a modern French education
 and great "enthusiasm" for the struggle against French colonialism.
 There seems to be no contradiction between his elite background and
 the "revolution" of 1945 (p. 1). He just sets off on a career of shining
 "firsts". He becomes a member of "the first military class" of the Demo
 cratic Republic of Vietnam, and was also "one of the first" cadets to
 be trained at the Ho Chi Minh military school (p. 4). As the story
 develops, however, doubts about the nature of Ho Chi Minh's regime
 gradually shade his career.

 After the "elating and heroic" (p. 13) years of the anti-French
 resistance war, he says he was troubled in the 1950s by the errors of
 the land reform campaign, and the repression of "individual" freedom
 (p. 37). He also became critical of Ho Chi Minh's failure "to develop a
 significant measure of democracy" (p. 66). Nevertheless, he main
 tained hope that the situation would improve and, unlike some other
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 Vietnamese intellectuals,8 still had no doubt that fighting American in
 tervention in the 1960s was necessary.

 During the anti-American war Bui Tin was an army journalist who
 again demonstrated an unusual capacity to be in the right place at the
 right time. After many years in dangerous places, he was actually the
 "first" (p. 84) senior officer to enter Independence Palace in Saigon
 once the T-54 tanks crashed through its gates and ended the Vietnam

 War on 30 April 1975. After this, he joined the editorial board of the
 People's Daily, and from this position his post-war career brought him
 into contact with Secret Police chiefs, ambassadors, and political and

 military leaders at the highest level. So why, then, did such a suc
 cessful man defect at the age of sixty-three?

 Part of the answer was Bui Tin's growing disgust in the 1980s with
 a government that had produced nothing but "poverty and despair" for
 the people (p. 170). On this point his eloquence is arresting:

 Walking around Hanoi in recent years, I have felt continuous
 mental torture. The children look thin and frequently speak in
 obscenities. The women are gaunt and anxious. Sewage spills here
 and there. Sometimes arguments explode, abuse is hurled and
 knives are brandished. The city teems with gamblers, thieves, pick
 pockets, prostitutes and opium smokers (p. xv).

 At the same time, however, it is important to emphasize that there
 was a clash between Bui Tin's position in the communist hierarchy
 and his elitist sense of his own importance. Despite his excellent con
 nections, he complains that as a Grade 8 journalist with the rank of
 Vice Minister, he still had to have his articles vetted. In many passages,
 he also reveals contempt for the country's most illustrious leaders.
 We find, for example, that Truong Chinh was "a Confucian" who
 "belonged to a tradition where everyone kowtows and agrees" (p. 103).
 Le Duan "scarcely ever seemed to write anything down", "he also
 stammered a lot" and "spoke ungrammatically" (p. 105). Do Muoi is
 presented as "a worker" with "little education" (p. 100). In the small,
 closed world of the Vietnamese ruling elite, the foibles of Bui Tin's
 superiors had, by the 1980s, clearly gotten under his skin. And in terms
 of the psychopathology of defection in Vietnam, it is interesting to note
 that his feelings were close to those of Truong Nhu Tang, whose Journal
 refers to the "physical revulsion" that drove him away from the regime
 that was installed in Saigon in 1975 (p. 290).

 Accordingly, the Memoirs gradually narrow its initial sense that
 the world was once so wide. This does not mean that, though long in
 the making, his decision to defect was inevitable. Yet certain tensions
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 at the end of the book finally tear the seamless web of its beginning.
 Bui Tin finally says that, "in certain ways", defecting from the regime
 "was like returning to my past because I was French educated"
 (p. 169). We see that, like other intellectuals, including Hoang Van Chi
 and Truong Nhu Tang, Bui Tin fled a regime to which he had long tried
 but failed to adapt.

 Yet there is still one aspect of Bui Tin's defection that demands
 our attention. In summing up his reasons for it, he says:

 I had taken many major steps in my life like leaving home in my
 youth to join the Resistance and the Communist Party. I had also
 embarked on several hazardous trips down the Ho Chi Minh Trail as
 well as being at the forefront of our troops entering Saigon and later
 Phnom Penh. Going to France seemed to me no less of an adventure,
 perhaps the last in my life (p. 169).

 Here, he clearly describes his departure in the same way as he describes
 his revolutionary career, as an "adventure". Moreover, in criticizing
 the regime for its "adventurism" in Chapter 6, he reveals both the
 unflattering side of his decision to leave Vietnam and the shaky basis
 on which he had constructed his brilliant career: the failed political
 opportunism that welled up with intensified aversion for the govern
 ment in his breast.

 Hence, the need for self-justification which manifests itself in Bui
 Tin's criticism of the elite and also in his construction of his career.
 Hence, also, for much of his book, the light-headed tendency to over
 look the successes of the regime ? especially, its victory in the war.
 At the same time, however, we must not forget the genuinely moral
 sources of his work ? his frustrated desire for reform, his "continuous
 mental torture" in the streets. Given his role as a kind of secretary to
 the small, arbitrary power hierarchy of the Vietnamese communist
 regime for many years, he also had great knowledge of it. Taken as a
 whole, therefore, Bui Tin's ambiguous narrative can, with careful
 handling, tell us a great deal about the nature of the regime that won
 the Vietnam War.

 Although much of it operates at the level of tittle-tattle, Bui Tin's com
 mentary on the regime often cuts quite close to the bone. Rightly or
 wrongly, for example, his disclosures about how Ho Chi Minh had two
 wives and used pseudonyms to write two of his own hagiographies is
 bound to create a strong impression of the hypocrisy of the communist
 leadership (p. 17). Other stories, such as his account of Le Duan's grandi
 ose building programme, reveal its incompetence (p. 103). Moreover,
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 although Chapter 3 is the only one with a sharp focus on "war", a good
 deal of convincing gossip about the Hanoi High Command is scattered
 throughout the book.

 We see how Vo Nguyen Giap and other intelligent generals were
 excluded from the decision-making process towards the end of the War.

 We learn that General Nguyen Chi Thanh, the architect of the 1968 Tet
 Offensive, was not killed in a U.S. bombing raid in the south in 1967,
 as legend has maintained. In fact, he died in Hanoi while planning the
 offensive, probably of a heart attack, after a bout of heavy drinking on
 the night of 6 July 1967 (pp. 61-62).9 Meanwhile, Bui Tin's comments
 on General Van Tien Dung, the Army Chief-of-Staff who commanded
 the final spring offensive in 1975, yields some riveting scandal. Not
 only was Van Tien Dung's famous book on the spring offensive10 actu
 ally "ghost-written by Hong Ha" (p. 80), but Bui Tin also implies that
 he had two other generals murdered in 1986 to maintain his power
 base in the army (pp. 140-44).

 Such dark rumblings are certainly remarkable. Of more enduring
 interest, however, is the way Bui Tin highlights certain structural fea
 tures of the regime and to appreciate how he does this it is necessary
 to stress that the Memoirs are the work of a modernist. For no matter

 how his need for self-justification may distort his analysis, it is basically
 his modernism that shapes his view of the "family feudalism" (p. 66)
 of the communist regime and so gives the Memoirs their main ideo
 logical thrust.

 Nowhere is Bui Tin more penetrating than when writing about the
 period after 1975, he discusses the workings of the Politburo. He first
 says that its methods "really remained Confucian, given the way they
 deferred to one another to preserve harmony and discipline". He adds
 that they conducted their affairs "within a traditional village or family
 hierarchy" (p. 105). Then he makes the following observation:

 The office of the Party Central Committee is located in what was
 formerly the Albert Sarraut School on Ba Dinh Square. There the
 Politburo and the Party Secretariat have a large conference hall. But
 the members of the Politburo still all work in their own homes

 which are often quite far apart. Each home consists of a private vil
 lage which has been expanded to accommodate the family, offices,
 secretaries, chauffeurs and security guards. The office usually con
 tains six to twelve people. There is a chefde cabinet and his deputy,
 an official secretary and a secretary in charge of appointments and
 activities, as well as those responsible for correspondence, the
 press, economics and foreign affairs. Then there is the personal
 photographer and majordomo who organizes the domestic house
 hold, the cook and the servants (pp. 105-6).
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 This very interesting passage goes on to explain how, to obtain an offi
 cial decision or advice, a party bureaucrat might have to visit thirteen
 or fourteen different homes to take notes, circulate ideas, and finally
 get some kind of consensus. He also says that this extraordinary lack of
 co-ordination stems from an inability to change the practices of the old
 days when ministers were "guerrilla leaders" (p. 106).

 Unfortunately, however, such excellent analysis seems to break
 down in relation to military affairs. In fact, especially when it is mar
 ried to his need for self-justification, his modernism highlights the
 "military failures" of the "feudal" regime when, of course, the salient
 point about the war is the success of the "guerrilla leaders". Bui Tin's
 handling of the 1968 Tet Offensive may then be taken to demonstrate
 the confusion that his work creates for itself.

 At first glance, his gloss on the Tet Offensive seems acceptable.
 To begin with, he tries to depict a command system in which the plan
 ning apparatus was very remote from the military action. Despite great
 loss of life, both the main aims of the first wave of the assault in Feb
 ruary failed: the American Embassy was not finally occupied, and the
 Saigon radio transmitter was not captured. Next, Bui Tin stresses the
 ineffectiveness of the command system as the Tet Offensive faltered.
 This was especially so when American forces counter-attacked around
 Hue, and a "confusing series of orders" emanated from Hanoi. Finally,
 Bui Tin depicts a military system which was in any case unresponsive
 to all disaster. After the first-wave of failures in February, he emphas
 izes the even more controversial military fiascos that occurred when
 the offensive was pushed into the futile second and third waves of

 May and September (pp. 62-63).
 The problem with this analysis, however, is that it is not neces

 sarily revealing what it appears to be. Basically, Bui Tin's critique of
 the various command breakdowns assumes the prior existence of a
 "High Command" [Bo chi huy toi cao) or a "General Staff" [Bo tong
 tham muu) that functioned within a modern centralized system of a
 political-military command with the capacity for detailed intervention
 in local strategy. But this assumption is only partly warranted.

 The Tet Offensive was so major that it had to be planned and
 authorized at a "high", national level ? as the less than heroic cir
 cumstances of General Nguyen Chi Thanh's death in Hanoi show.
 Nevertheless, a conceptual compromise is necessary as the "military
 failures" that Bui Tin attributes to the "High Command" may also be
 interpreted as the inevitable outcome of a "feudal" military regime that
 never had the capacity to exercise global control of the forces in the
 first place.11 Indeed, it is clear that without a factionalized regime in
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 which strong men with local ties and a large degree of autonomy could
 exercise regional command ? and this is what Bui Tin means by
 "feudal" ? and given the lack of a planning apparatus, there would
 have been no way of mobilizing the people and resources for a regional
 offensive like that of Tet in 1968.

 In these "feudal" terms, it is thus meaningless to offer a modernist
 critique of the inefficiency of its "military failures". In so far as Bui Tin
 actually describes an absence of a High Command, it is also useless
 to highlight its apparent inflexibility and "feudal" approach. Clearly, it
 was as impervious to the loss of life as it was to its own destruction ?
 and we will see later that Bui Tin does acknowledge this. However,
 because he never deals with the contradictions that are thrown up by
 his modernism, some analysis of it has been necessary to show what it
 can also teach us by default, namely, that the "feudal" approach was
 essential to winning the war ? but rarely a battle ? in the face of mod
 ern American forces.

 As the thrust of Bui Tin's Memoirs thus elides the Vietnamese wartime

 success, it is interesting to see how McNamara's expose elides the U.S.
 failure. Basically, McNamara's book, though far from dull and, there
 fore, a cut above most other "well informed" American memoirs on
 Vietnam,12 is an analogue of the blind faith in superior technological
 capacity that originally led American leaders to become involved in a
 war that they eventually lost.

 At the very beginning of the work, moral fervour prepares us for a
 replay of the first spectacular failure: "I want to put Vietnam in con
 text", says McNamara. "I truly believe that we made an error not
 of values and intentions but of judgements and capabilities" (p. xvi).
 Furthermore, he assumes the moral virtue of his fellows and their
 cause in the face of all disaster. This then drives him into a brilliant,
 but limited mechanistic discussion of how the U.S. power apparatus
 failed to do its job.

 A recurring theme of In Retrospect is that at all stages of the
 engagement there were serious, even "violent" policy "splits" and
 "disagreements" among presidential advisers. Partly because of accu
 rate CIA reporting, some saw the essential weakness of committing
 American forces to the survival of a government in Saigon that could
 not have survived on its own. Yet, once the engagement began to
 escalate after its misty origins in the 1950s, a powerful lobby always
 emphasized that withdrawal would lead to a catastrophic loss of
 American prestige in the face of world communism. These differences
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 then paralyzed the decision-making process because they were never
 seriously raised and resolved.

 Three bureaucratic factors deepened this paralysis. The first was
 the institutionalized ignorance about Vietnam that stemmed from the
 decimation of East Asian expertise in U.S. government circles by the
 anti-communist purges of the McCarthy era. Because of this, "we ...
 certainly ... badly misread China's objectives ... We also totally under
 estimated the nationalist aspect of Ho Chi Minh's movement" (p. 33).

 The second was a lack of time. With domestic and international
 events of bewildering variety and gravity pressing on the President
 and his Cabinet, McNamara offers an interesting gloss on how many
 "ill-founded judgements" were allowed to pass without critical debate.
 President Kennedy's fateful decision to encourage the coup that led
 to the assassination of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963 was far from the least
 of these.13

 Thirdly, with America's Vietnam policy "gravely flawed" (p. 33)
 from its inception, McNamara explains how its problems were com
 pounded by accidents. After offering a fascinating new gloss on the
 Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964,14 for example, he tends to
 persuade me that neither the American nor Vietnamese governments
 wanted the incident that had such an important bearing on the escala
 tion of hostilities (p. 141).

 But if this was a product of bureaucratic pressures and fateful
 mistakes, it was also a product of presidential dissimilation. When on
 8 February 1965 President Johnson authorized Rolling Thunder, the
 strategic bombing offensive over northern Vietnam, McNamara shows
 that the President did not tell the truth. He says that Johnson character
 ized the new bombing offensive "as a step to defeat aggression without
 escalating the war" (emphasis added), but that:

 At best, this was an understatement that thoroughly ignored the
 magnitude of the change in U.S. military operations the programme
 entailed. Johnson knew this, but, fearing the public implications
 [as he prepared for the forthcoming presidential elections], he chose
 to stilt his comments and, hopefully, the comments of others ...
 (p. 172).

 Almost as soon as he raises the issue of official deceit, however,
 McNamara deflects it. Three pages later, in relation to the escalation
 of ground combat forces, he says:

 All of us should have anticipated the need for U.S. Ground Forces
 when the first combat aircraft went to South Vietnam ? but we did
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 not. The problem lay not in any attempt to deceive but in a signal
 and costly failure to foresee the implications of our actions. Had we
 done so we might have acted differently (p. 175).

 Here, McNamara has surely forgotten his earlier analysis. For it is diffi
 cult to see how U.S. officials could ever have foreseen the implications
 of actions that were a product of generalized bureaucratic paralysis and
 presidential deception ? especially as it was the escalation of air
 power that had originally led to the commitment of ground troops.

 This crack in McNamara's argument then widens as he shows how
 the U.S. military commitment finally came apart. In fact, by the time
 he resigned in February 1968, McNamara had fully realized that the
 strategic conduct of U.S. forces in Vietnam was awry.15 As he demon
 strates so clearly, the bombing offensive had failed to prevent northern
 Vietnamese forces from resupplying and reinforcing those in the
 south. Contrary to the claims of U.S. generals, the Vietnamese had also
 just demonstrated the failure of U.S. forces to prevent them from
 unleashing massive military actions in the Tet Offensive. But what, in
 sum, is McNamara's response to all this? As we have seen, it is to
 blame bureaucratic bungling and say "sorry". This is surely not enough.

 The great limitation of In Retrospect is that McNamara never asks
 how people like him and Johnson were able to overlook the lies and
 other shortcomings of the bureaucracy and commit massive destruct
 ive capacity to a war about which they knew so little? He does not even
 see the need to explain how it was that, until about 1968, high-level
 U.S. officials simply thought that in Vietnam they could do what
 they liked.

 In the early part of the book, he does point out that his was a
 confident generation, one that came of age when the power of the
 American empire was at its height. He also tells of his membership of
 the "Whiz Kids", a group of ten talented former army officers who ran
 the Ford Corporation after World War II ? most of whom went on to
 high office. What he misses, however, is that, given the global indus
 trial and technological power of their country, U.S. officials like him
 simply could not imagine the possibility of losing a war with a poor
 country like Vietnam. This is why, initially, they had so little time for
 it, and why, at first, the strategic conduct of the war was permitted to
 develop into the catastrophe it became.

 McNamara sets out to provide an institutional analysis of how
 "reality collided with expectations" (p. 207) in the formulation of U.S.
 policy in Vietnam. He says "we were wrong, terribly wrong" (xvi).
 But the lesson of his mechanistic discussion of the U.S. bureaucracy
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 under stress is what it shows by default: that the original decep
 tions and delusions of U.S. policy are built into the very structure of
 his book.

 Before building the hubris of the post-1945 American empire into
 a global construction of the war, it will now be helpful to see how Bun
 ker's handling of the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam puts a different
 light on it.

 If Bunker had written his memoirs, his close identification of White
 House policy after Tet '68 would certainly have made them "well
 informed,, and dull. But because his Papers were written as contem
 porary summaries of weekly or fortnightly events, they actually give us
 a good glimpse of U.S. policy in action during the protracted period of
 the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam. Indeed, the special interest of The
 Bunker Papers is that, now passed over by history, their message
 reveals the extent to which powerful people can rationalize failure.

 This is especially so, given the editorial treatment by Douglas
 Pike. Basically, Pike, a former wartime official in the U.S. embassy in
 Saigon for many years, says that he has presented the documents to
 redress what he felt were various uninformed views about Bunker's
 performance as Ambassador. For Pike therefore, the issue is Bunker's
 performance. For him, the documents add to the accumulation of facts
 that will, one day, provide the answer to a burning question: was it
 only after Bunker's departure from Saigon that defeat was snatched
 from the jaws of victory? "History", we are told, "has yet to make its
 judgement" (xvi). However, the Papers show us that Pike's positivism
 is beside the point.

 As indicated, Bunker wrote the 96 messages to keep the President
 informed of the progress in the task of establishing democratic insti
 tutions in southern Vietnam and, thus, stabilizing the political and

 military situation there. Given the fall of Saigon, however, Bunker's
 reports reveal an honest attempt to deal with a situation that was
 riddled with wishful thinking.

 What are the main themes of the Papers?
 Apart from routine information on military, economic and admin

 istrative matters that constitute a formidable mass by page 899, there
 are three main themes: first, Bunker's optimistic belief in progress,
 tempered by frustration and setbacks; second, the attempt to develop
 democratic institutions in the face of political factionalism; and third,
 from May 1968, foreboding in the Government of the Republic of Viet
 nam (GVN) about U.S.-Hanoi negotiations.
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 In the first message, Bunker draws a lesson from the recent pro
 gress in the running of the Saigon port: "I am already convinced", he
 writes, "that the key to most of our problems here (not only in ports) is
 motivation towards better performance on the Vietnamese side" (p. 6).
 This was not an idle conviction. In Bunker's view, U.S. support for the
 GVN was "obviously indispensable" (p. 23), but U.S. power was also
 finite. The United States could assist in the birth of democratic insti
 tutions, but much had to be done "by the Vietnamese themselves"
 (p. 23). At least, some of the hubris is gone. The constitutional reforms

 which the Ambassador constantly urged on GVN President Thieu and
 monitored for Presidents Johnson and Nixon all reflect his belief in
 this mission. Thus, in message ninety-six, Bunker was still reporting
 that projected administrative reforms would "meet the natural desire
 of local communities for control over their own affairs" (p. 860).

 Pike's editorializing about the "enormous institutional progress"
 (xiv) of the GVN under Bunker therefore has some foundation. The
 Papers refer often to the judiciary, legislature and inspectorate that
 were set up. They refer also to some quite democratic presidential
 elections. By 1969, the armed forces of the GVN were performing
 well in some battles. By 1972, American-sponsored land reform was
 under way. And, yet, for every advance that the messages heralded,
 a new set of "important shortfalls, weakness, and hazards" (p. 638)
 were reported.

 Corruption comes up time and time again. So too does the
 destabilizing rivalry between Thieu and his Vice President, Ky. The
 ability of the enemy to disrupt the GVN's pacification programme even
 after the American military victory during the 1968 Tet Offensive con
 tinues to be haunting. Moreover, from at least 1969, the messages refer
 frequently to the fundamental weakness of the GVN: the absence of a
 democratic party system, or any other workable political link with the
 society it claimed to represent. In January 1969, for example, Bunker
 reported that "very little progress has been made towards the develop
 ment of a strong and united nationalist political organization" (p. 638).
 And, four years and four months later, the last message reported that
 there was still "factionalism among non-communist groups" (p. 859),
 just as we have seen among communist groups in the Politburo and
 High Command.

 In any case, what the Papers confirm in great detail is that the
 so-called institutional progress under Bunker bore little, if any, rela
 tion to Vietnamese political processes, and that the GVN therefore
 never enjoyed popular support. Perhaps it is possible to argue that,
 given time, democratic institutions could have been consolidated.
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 A problem with this argument, however, is that the Papers also offer
 detailed confirmation that it was not only in the bureaus of the White
 House and the Pentagon that U.S. officials never had the time they
 needed for Vietnam.

 The fundamental limitation on U.S. involvement in Vietnam is well

 understood: by late 1967, America's National Security Council had
 already signalled the need for a scaling down of the U.S. military effort
 in Vietnam, because of U.S. commitments in other parts of the world,
 and its prohibitive cost. In April 1968, after Washington's readiness to
 negotiate with Hanoi was announced,16 Bunker thus made his first
 report on the "apprehension and uncertainty" in the southern republic.

 This soon "leads to a continuing fear that we may force a set
 tlement on Vietnam, which will result in an ultimate communist
 takeover" (p. 411). We learn that in November 1968, a "crisis atmos
 phere" (p. 624) prevailed in U.S.-GVN relations over the Paris Peace
 initiatives held earlier that month. And from that time, much of the
 Ambassador's attention was turned to soothing GVN fears of the
 ultimate betrayal, and urging President Nixon not to be too hasty in
 withdrawing U.S. troops.

 From early 1969, however, Bunker increasingly referred to the
 "accelerated" (pp. 629, 658, 680) progress that was being made on all
 fronts, even though "many serious weaknesses" (p. 656) were still
 acknowledged in the GVN. A strong element of wishful thinking is
 thus apparent when the word "Vietnamization" (p. 673) is first used in

 May 1969, and this is maintained until the final message. In May 1973,
 Bunker was concerned about the "danger in the present political scene
 despite its surface calm", and, yet, he still declared resoundingly that
 "Vietnamization has succeeded" (pp. 858-59).

 Like the memoirs of Bui Tin and McNamara, the Papers thus
 demonstrate the reverse of what they were intended to show. This was
 that with neither a popular political base nor the time to develop one,
 the American involvement in Vietnam could never have succeeded.

 No matter how one evaluates Bunker's performance, there was nothing
 he could have done to change the outcome of the war.

 It is remarkable therefore that, in all three cases, the work does not
 define the war, the war defines it. Bui Tin's book is skewed by his re
 vulsion for the victorious regime. McNamara's work is less complexly
 limited by the vanity of power. Bunker's is riddled with the illusions
 of high office. We not only see, then as now, how partial and limiting
 high office can be, but also, most interestingly, the inability of both the
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 Vietnamese and American governments to control the strategic course
 of the war.

 Yet as a function of this same inability to comprehend the chaos,
 the fragmentary perspectives of these authors do suggest the main
 elements of the conflict: the hubris of American power and the un
 flinching feudalism of the Vietnamese regime. Both because Bui Tin
 experienced the effects rather than the formulation of U.S. policy, and
 because of his ambiguous relationship with the Vietnamese regime,
 the best way to integrate these elements into a global view of the war
 is then to return briefly to his Memoirs.

 As previously indicated, there is a point in Chapter 3 where he
 momentarily forgets his modernism. At this point he has observed
 how under the impact of U.S. bombing, "factories collapsed, bridges
 were broken, roads torn to bits, schools and hospitals raised to the
 ground". Moreover, he has bared the hubris of U.S. policy in his con
 clusion that the Americans "aimed through their war of destruction to
 cause such enormous losses that their enemy would be brought to its
 knees". Finally, this leads him to reveal something quite close to the
 "feudal" nature of the Vietnamese regime. In Vietnam, he says, the
 forces of U.S. technology were doomed because "the enemy was poor
 and had little to lose" (p. 64).

 Poverty and feudalism are not necessarily the same. But the
 poverty which was induced by the American war of destruction
 certainly helped to maintain the pre-modern or, for the purposes of
 this discussion, "feudal" nature of the Vietnamese communist regime.
 But even more than this, American destruction reinforced the forces
 of Vietnamese "feudalism". Despite his antipathy for the post-war
 regime, Bui Tin still acknowledges that the American military:

 inspired us to affirm our fundamental sense of nationhood ... At
 that time the leadership and the authorities were at one with the
 people in being morally and ethically dedicated. Therefore, the peo
 ple were at ease. It was almost as if there were no thieves and no
 bribery" (p. 64).

 In this ancient vision of the perfect order, or what is usually referred
 to in Confucian terms as "the great unity under heaven" [thien ha dai
 dong), we see the effect of America's Vietnam policy in the clearest
 possible terms. This was not merely to preserve, but more actively, to
 promote the regime it sought to destroy. As Bui Tin's falling-out with
 the regime in the 1980s indicates, it was only after the "victory" that
 widespread disenchantment with its corruption and incompetence
 set in.
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 Such is the global construction of the Vietnam War which a com
 posite reading of the above three works most reasonably suggests.

 NOTES

 1. Hoang Van Chi, From Colonialism to Communism, with an introduction by P.J.
 Honey (London: Pall Mall, 1964). Hoang Van Chi came from a family of Confucian
 scholars who were unsympathetic to French colonialism. In the anti-French resist
 ance war between 1946 and 1954 he made coins and printed paper money for the
 resistance. After the Geneva Accords, he left the Ho Chi Minh regime. From Colonial
 ism to Communism was later published in Vietnamese as Tu thuc dan den cong san.

 2. Tran Van Tra, Ket thuc cuoc chien tranh 30 nam, Tap 5, Nhung chang duong lich su
 cua B2 thanh dong (Ho Chi Minh City: NXB Van Nghe, 1982). Tra was, of course,
 the commander of the southern zone during the spring offensive of 1975, and his
 book offered such an independent account of that campaign ? with flashbacks to
 others ? that it was as promptly banned by the Vietnamese government as it was
 translated into English by the American CIA. Bui Tin criticizes Tra for understating
 the "massive" northern contribution to the final victory. However, he still reveals the
 frustration that motivated his own writing when he deplores the banning of Ira's
 work. According to Bui Tin, politicians who do not understand that "autobiography
 is a valid form of self-expression" are "ridiculous" (pp. 80-81).

 3. Hoang Van Hoan, Giot nuoc trong bien ca (hoi ky each mang) (Beijing, 1986). This
 work has not, to my knowledge, been translated into English. Hoang Van Hoan, a
 former Deputy President of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), had fallen
 out with President Le Duan in the 1970s, and in 1979, around the time of the Sino
 Vietnamese War, he defected to China with a death sentence on his head.

 4. Truong Nhu Tang, Journal of a Vietcong (London: Jonathan Cape, 1986). Tang wrote
 this work in English with the assistance of David Chandoff and Doan Van Thoai.
 As far as I know there is no Vietnamese version of it. Tang was a high-ranking south
 ern cadre who worked as a "Vietcong urban organiser" during the war and then, in
 1976, preferred exile to the heavy-handed northern occupation of the south.

 5. Another work that may be added to this list has not been translated into English:
 Kim Nhat, Bong toi di qua [The Shadow Falls], 3 vols. (Saigon: Hoa Dang, 1970-71).
 Kim Nhat was a journalist who wrote this work in close co-operation with one Vu
 Hung, whose memoir it turns out to be. Vu Hung had been a member of the Viet Minh
 who settled down to a peaceful life and law studies in Saigon after 1954. In 1962 he
 was then pressured to join the Viet Cong. Written with Vu Hung as narrator, the work
 tells the very interesting story of the 1287 days Vu Hung then spent in the "High
 Command" (Bo ch huy toi cao) of the National Liberation Front.

 6. The Pentagon Papers: The Defence Department History of United States Decision
 Making on Vietnam, edited by Senator Gravel, 5 vols (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971).

 7. In In Retrospect, McNamara writes that in June 1967 he ordered a Defence Depart
 ment subordinate "to start collecting documents for future scholars to use". Tell
 your researchers not to hold back", he instructed, "let the chips fall where they
 may" (p. 280). As McNamara belatedly realized, the U.S. Administration was not
 formulating policy from the large store of knowledge it had available about Viet
 nam ? from quite accurate CIA reporting and other sources. It was fighting blindly
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 on the self-fulfilling thrust of anti-communism sentiment. This is surely a comment
 on the nature of power. Yet it is also a mark of McNamara's liberal conscience that,
 having left the Johnson Administration in February 1968 when he realized he could
 no longer work with it, he was still trying to solve the problem in In Retrospect by
 letting the chips fall where they may.

 8. Since the mid-1980s there has been widespread criticism of the government for
 failing to fulfil the promise of the propaganda they used to motivate the war effort.
 Some even argue that it was unnecessary to fight the anti-American war at all.
 While there is usually agreement that fighting the French was necessary, it is some
 times said that it would have been possible to negotiate with the Americans.
 As indicated, Bui Tin does not agree with this argument, which also seems naive to
 me. But it is worth noting that Bui Tin's Memoirs come from an era when wide
 spread questioning of the government and the war was focused by the novels of
 such prominent writers as Duong Thu Huong and Bao Ninh.

 9. Bui Tin knows this because he was ordered by General Le Quang Dao to write
 Nguyen Chi Thanh's false obituary for the press. In terms of the need for military
 security, General Daos' order is understandable in wartime. But it still leads to the
 fiction of Thanh's more heroic death.

 10. General Van Tien Dung, Our Great Spring Victory: An Account of the Liberation of
 South Vietnam (London: Monthly Review Press, 1977). The original Vietnamese
 title was Dai thang mua xuan.

 11. And when the mobilization of people and resources for a campaign of such pro
 tracted ferocity as Tet would have been impossible without a high measure of local
 initiative, combat planning, and support.

 12. Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1979);
 and William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (New York: Doubleday and Com
 pany, 1976) are certainly quite dull. Meanwhile, apart from McNamara's, one of the
 few American non-fiction tales that really comes to life is Frank Snepp, Decent
 Interval: The American Debacle in Vietnam and the Fall of Saigon (Penguin, 1980).
 It tells of Snepp's time with the CIA in Vietnam. Tobias Wolff, In Pharaoh's Army
 (Picador, 1994) is a recent example of a number of readable memoirs by former
 American soldiers.

 13. There is much writing on this decision which was based on the mindless proposi
 tion that there would be a popular non-communist government capable of replacing
 Diem's in Saigon. When the desired government did not materialize, official com
 plicity in the coup and the death of Diem then left the U.S. government wedded
 more strongly than it might otherwise have been to the need to defend successive
 unpopular southern regimes.

 14. We have known for many years that on 30 July and 4 August 1964 South Vietnamese
 commandos, backed by the CIA, made various raids into islands within Hanoi's
 jurisdiction in the Gulf of Tonkin. These raids were a part of an orchestrated, but not
 very effective, sabotage operation known in the CIA as Plan 34A. Meanwhile, on 31
 July, two U.S. warships appeared in the Gulf of Tonkin on electronic surveillance
 missions that were known as the DESOTO patrols. Reports of Vietnamese patrol
 boat attacks on the U.S. warships on 2 and 3 August then provoked immediate U.S.
 retaliation and, more importantly, led Congress to pass the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu
 tion whereby President Johnson was voted unlimited powers to prosecute the war
 as he saw fit. Two important questions have thus been raised by critics of the U.S.
 government: were Plan 34 A and the DESOTO patrols linked? And did Vietnamese
 patrol boats actually attack the U.S. warships?
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 McNamara says that the first attack was "indisputable", the second one "prob
 ably" occurred, but was "not certain". More interestingly, however, he shows that
 the DESOTO patrols, whose role was to collect radio transmissions from southern
 China as well as Vietnam, simply strayed across the path of CIA-South Vietnamese
 sabotage operations. In other words, Plan 34 A and DESOTO were not connected or
 co-ordinated in the U.S. Defence Department ? when they certainly should have
 been. The point is that each mission strayed across the path of the other but, under
 standably assuming they were linked, the government in Hanoi responded by
 attacking the U.S. warships, at least once. McNamara thus quotes another official
 who said that "Washington did not want the incident, and it seems doubtful that
 Hanoi did either. Yet each misread the other and the incidents happened (141)".

 15. Very briefly, at the height of the war between 1965 and 1968, U.S. strategy revolved
 around the idea of intensive bombing and attrition in the ground war. The obvious
 problem which many understood at the time was that it was impossible to win a
 war of attrition when the enemy was able to decide when to fight and so control the
 rate of casualties. Meanwhile, given the agrarian nature of the Vietnamese economy
 and war effort, there was never any compelling evidence that bombing would break
 the northern capacity to wage war or to stop the flow of people and supplies from
 the north to the south. It was in fact McNamara's realization of this that mainly led
 to his break with Johnson in February 1968, although in that month the Tet Offens
 ive was also taking its toll on U.S. public opinion.

 16. McNamara mentions in In Retrospect that, in tandem with the inauguration of
 Operation Rolling Thunder and the escalation of the ground war, at least token
 attempts were made to open negotiations with Hanoi as early as 1965.

 Greg Lockhart is an Australian Research Fellow at the Australian
 National University.
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