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 As the title suggests, Kaiser's study, crafted

 mainly from FRUS (Foreign Relations of the

 United States) volumes and materials recently

 declassified by the presidential libraries, looks

 at this international engagement from a

 strictly American angle. Within that frame it

 supplies a highly detailed and microscopic

 chronicle of policy debates conducted at the

 highest levels of the U.S. government during

 the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson presi-

 dencies. Few scholars are likely to disagree that

 this is the most meticulous account to date of

 Washington's decision to enter, and then esca-

 late, the conflict. Kaiser's one-sided narrative,

 however, so unlike Fredrik Logevall's Choosing

 War (1999), perhaps unintentionally high-

 lights the appalling parochialism of the

 thought processes of America's leaders. If those

 who stood for the best of American traditions

 and the ethos of the GI generation were indeed

 so myopic and inattentive to the disfiguring

 effects of their power and resources on an alien

 society, it was, truly, an American tragedy.

 Kaiser's account does offer at least one clear

 hero and plenty of villains. John F. Kennedy

 shines through the book as an American sage

 who courageously stood against a dangerous

 and costly escalation, while Lyndon B.

 Johnson, cloistered in circles of misguided ad-

 visers, looms as the one who powered the

 downward spiral of America's fate in Vietnam.

 Despite the copious documentation Kaiser

 provides on behalf of his fallen hero, this

 Manichaean representation fails to persuade.

 Argument without End delivers a wealth of

 information about how a war that no one re-

 ally wanted could have begun and persisted to

 the detriment of all parties concerned. The

 book draws on the results of six rounds of

 meetings of U.S. and Vietnamese scholars and

 former officials held in Hanoi between No-

 vember 1995 and February 1998. It includes

 transcripts of the sessions, the coauthors' ana-

 lytical commentaries, and biographical

 sketches of conference participants that serve

 to contextualize their contributions. Reflect-

 ing Robert S. McNamara's determination to

 learn the lessons of the past, the volume

 abounds in counterfactual speculations and

 second-guessing. The central question of this

 retrospective self-interrogation is, how could

 both sides have so grossly misread the conflict?

 The candid confessions and admissions, inter-

 spersed with well-meaning but meaningless

 recriminations, go a long way in illuminating,

 belatedly, the limited vision of leaders and

 strategists on both sides and the outer bounds

 of their systems' abilities to see and act on the

 world they faced. The dialogue lays bare the

 difficulty American leaders had in compre-

 hending the constraints, both domestic and

 international, under which their adversary was

 operating. While the North Vietnamese lead-

 ership faced challenges that simply over-

 whelmed the structural capacities of its gov-

 ernment, America's complex and specialized

 foreign policy bureaucracy proved incapable

 of empathetic understanding of just why these

 postcolonial leaders, despite their clear dis-

 trust of Beijing and Moscow, could not see

 distancing themselves from those allies as a vi-

 able policy. With unflinching faith in diplo-

 macy as a route to conflict resolution, Ameri-

 can leaders failed to comprehend that for the

 North Vietnamese leaders, burned by the

 Sino-Soviet betrayal at Geneva, diplomacy

 was a dirty word.

 As the oral histories compiled by David

 Chanoff and Doan Van Toai for Portrait of the

 Enemy (1986) show, the temporary and then

 permanent partition of Vietnam arranged at

 the Geneva Conference was an enormously

 disruptive and dislocating force within Viet-

 namese society. What the American elite of

 the midcentury saw as political agitation, mil-

 itary mobilization, or infiltration was nothing

 but migration, relocation, and construction of

 a workable social and political unit in the eyes

 of the Vietnamese. Argument without End's

 examination of numerous "missed opportuni-

 ties" for a negotiated settlement also points to

 the collective failure of the international com-

 munity to limit the conflict. Despite allies' in-

 terjections and the network of informal feelers

 that floated backstairs information, the world

 proved incapable of channeling "real" inten-

 tions and signals to either side of the confron-

 tation. The Vietnam War, indeed, was a trag-

 edy and a failure on a gargantuan scale.

 Sayuri Shimizu

 Michigan State University

 East Lansing, Michigan
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