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By Hoang Ngoc Nguyen 

Throughout this year, The New York Times has been running a series of articles 

called “Vietnam’67”, giving an opportunity for many people to remember, in 

their own ways, a war which has long been no longer very burdensome in the 

minds of many people.  

It was 44 years ago when the United States signed the Agreement on Ending the 

War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam, bringing home the remaining troops who 

had been fighting in this “Southeast Asian outpost of the Free World”. The war 

was not ended then, because the signatories had never meant seeking for 

peace.  We all knew something like a self-deceit right at the beginning. It has also 

been 42 years since the war was actually ended in a tragic way for the South 

Vietnamese people. Ever since, the Vietnamese people only have unity and 

democracy in dreams under the stubborn one-party rule of totalitarianism.  

But times have changed. 

Those Vietnamese who still have something heart-gripping about the Vietnam 

war to remember should be at least 60 – born in 1957 and aged 18 when the war 

ended. But as a rule most of them are more concerned about the struggle to 

survive the changes they have been undergoing rather than with a past they have 

definitely left behind.  

And the Americans? How many people below 60 know anything for certain about 

the war they were not involved. Even for older Americans who had some fighting 

experience in this war, how many still really think that there were war wounds of 

a long-distant past to be healed in this country. Or the war is being taken 

historically granted.  

The United States is vast. The world is immense. We have witnessed so many 

exciting historical developments in our country as well as world-wide. We also 

have many new problems domestically and internationally to understand and find 

ways to deal with. Do we really have time for the Vietnam war? Do we really 

need the Vietnam war to learn from the past in order to find way for the future?  

The Vietnam war was at the peak of the cold war in which the United States was 

the leader of the Free World trying to contain the expansion of the International 

Communist movement in both Europe and Asia – not to say America. If South 

Vietnam fell some time after Johnson succeeded President John Kennedy, what 



could have happened consequentially to the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, and 

Thailand, which had been under Communist pressure for many years? Could 

there have been Nixon’s visits to China and Russia in 1972, paving the way for 

détente until the fall of the communist world in 1990? Now the real threat to the 

world’s peace and order comes from not only extremist Muslim terrorist forces 

but also China plus North Korea in the East Sea and Russia in Eastern Europe 

and the Middle East. 

The United States used to be an unchallenged economic power in the twentieth 

century. It is now under constant menace of competitive globalization that our 

president has to raise the slogan “Hire America, Buy America” although he 

actually “fires America”. Politically, after our courageous venturesome 

experience with the first black president, we now have to pay the price by having 

the first white supremacist chief executive. We must beware of the 35% who say 

yes to him, not to think that 60% who say no is enough.  

How could the Vietnam war be recalled in such a time if we don’t make a lot of 

noise? 

The New York Times pointed out that 2017 is the best year to reflect on the 

Vietnam war as it is the 50th year “anniversary” of 1967, a history-making year 

of the conflict. The war was reaching the peak of mortality as U.S. forces were 

pushing hard the “search and destroy” operations with considerable success, and 

the North Vietnamese communists were struggling desperately for survival by 

sending more troops to the south through the Hochiminh trail and trying to inflict 

more death casualties to Allied troops in the South at any excessive cost for them. 

The anti-war movement in the U.S., was gaining momentum. In the South 

Vietnam, political normalcy was returning with elections for the presidency and 

Congress of the Second Republic being held.  

It’s justifiably worth wondering why the Times did not have this 50th anniversary 

of the war in 2014, 50 years after the Tonkin Gulf incident; or in 2015, to 

commemorate the year of 1964, when President Lyndon Johnson decided to send 

combat troops to South Vietnam to counter the threat of take-over of the south by 

the North Vietnamese communists. Why doesn’t this paper wait until 2018, 50 

years after the militarily suicidal 1968 Tet Mau Than offensive, one that the U.S. 

Army in Vietnam and the Saigon government must have and could have stemmed 

to avoid the catastrophic consequences in the United States (Johnson would not 

run for another term and had to implore the enemy to the peace table; Nixon 

entered the White House with a tricky “Vietnamization of the war” scheme). We 

only need to remember that by the first month of 1968, the U.S. Command in 

Vietnam and the Saigon government took firm control of the war in all four 

military zones, and the communists suffered heavy casualties in the two 

offensives they staged that year. In the battle of Hue only, around 5.000 

communist troops were killed in action. In retaliation, they stirred up the horrible 



massacre of at least 6,000 civilians living in the former imperial city of Vietnam 

– about 15% of Hue’s population.   

More than four decades have passed since the war ended, and it is just so easy not 

to change the views about the war, as though we were still living in the 1960’s or 

the 1970’s of the last century. But it’s really hard to understand why such views 

could survive the change of time.   

Kevin Boylan, a military historian at the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh, 

wrote about “the war’s unpleasant truths” in his article “Why Vietnam War was 

unwinnable”: “…South Vietnam’s government was an autocratic kleptocracy, 

that its military was reluctant to fight, that much of its population willingly 

supported the Communists, that North Vietnam was matching our escalation step 

by step, that Johnson had committed the country to war without having a plan to 

win it and that the Pentagon had no real idea when it would be won. And Johnson 

knew full well that if the public turned against the war, it would reject his 

leadership and cherished Great Society domestic agenda as well”.  

In the least, there are more reasons to this “unwinnability”. To be less reckless or 

less gratuitous, we must say that some of the “unpleasant truths” are only half-

truths. When we talk about South Vietnam’s “autocratic kleptocracy”, please look 

at the political state of other Southeast Asian countries at present! The Philippines 

with Rodrigo Duterte, Thailand with the junta’s Prayut Chan-o-cha, Malaysia 

with Najib Razak, Campuchea with Hun Sen… Not to say those in Hanoi who 

have been insisting in the past four decades: “One party is enough for the 

people!”. And please remember that the Saigon government then still had strong 

opposition in both the Lower House and the Senate. And there was an anti-war 

and anti-government movement (a real movement) which was inspired, if not 

supported and directed, by the enemy. An author in this NYT series wrote that 

“there was also an anti-war movement” in Hanoi, leaving us wondering about the 

definition of a “movement” (A “movement” without any noticeable movement). 

Saigon’s military was not reluctant to fight, but its soldiers still remembered that 

they had families to take care. Meanwhile, Hanoi made it very clear it was ready 

to sacrifice its people to a man for victory. It sent hundreds of thousands of its 

young men to the south, who had to fight for survival – reluctant or not. Does Mr. 

Boylan have any real evidence that “much of its population willingly supported 

the Communists”? In the 1967 presidential elections of Saigon, the communists 

supported a candidate advocating for “peace talks with the other side”. But 

Truong Dinh Dzu eventually got only 17% of the votes! 

We did fight an unwinnable war because we did not learn from the Korea War 

lesson: you must convince the enemy that they could not win by showing your 

readiness for an all-out war and determination to drive them back to the wall. 

Some war critics wrote that we did not win because we did not understand the 

South Vietnamese people enough to win their hearts and minds. No, what we 



failed to understand was that communist leaders like Le Duan, Le Duc Tho were 

fiercely crazy, having only one thing in their minds: the war! 

    There are still some questions we have failed to raise properly, the answers to 

them probably shedding new light into what we need to understand more about 

the war. 

For the purpose of so-called national unification, was this civil war waged by 

Hanoi one of necessity or one of choice. Could there be a more peaceful and 

democratic way for Hanoi to attain this goal? Or simply there was a fear that in 

the long run it could not win if the people from both sides of the country could 

make their choice freely. 

Did the war reflect the will of the people from both sides of the country, taking 

into account the way there were living in the north and in the south? 

In the second half the fifties, Hanoi was problem-prone. Murderous mistakes in 

the land reform drives and rampant death persecution of land-owners; the 

suppression of the Nhan Van Giai Pham literary movement of writers advocating 

for freedom of speech, creativity and human rights; and the bloody uprising of 

Catholic people in the district of Quynh Lưu, Nghe An province (the home 

province of Ho Chi Minh). Famine seemed to be returning to North Vietnam, 

whose model of socialist economic building resulted in only worsening 

impoverishment. The war was really needed because it al least provided an excuse 

to poor economic performance. 

When deciding to wage a war of liberation in South Vietnam, could Hanoi (or Vo 

Nguyen Giap, for instance) estimate or project the human cost it should bear once 

confronting such a formidable enemy like “American imperialism”. If they could 

not understand fully, they must have had some ideas how many people would 

perish their lives and how long the war would persist and the people would have 

to live in scarcity. But Ho Chi Minh already made it clear: “As long as we still 

have the country and the people, we’re still determined to defeat the American 

aggressors”. The economy and the well-being of the people? Wait until the war 

ends to think about this. 

If we don’t raise proper questions, it’s easy to call the war unwinnable and scatter 

the blame irresponsibly. We have been enlightened enough owing to what have 

happened in the past several decades. At least, we should be resigned to the fact 

that there can be no more talk of reconciliation in a demagogic way when only 

one hand tries to clap. 

 


