
I N S I D E  T H I S  

I S S U E :  

2014  SACEI Man of the Year 1 

How I Began to Teach VN War 2 

VOA Will Not Cooperate with 

VOV 

6 

Paris 1968-1975 7 

The Pentagon & the VN War 9 

Dr. Tom Nguyen 10 

Political Order & Political Decay 10 

  

  

  

To Research, Document & Promote Vietnamese-American 
N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 4                    N E W S L E T T E R  #  7 3  

A  C O U N T R Y  

S T A Y S  A L I V E  

W H E N  I T S  

C U L T U R E  I S  

A L I V E .  

H O P E  N E V E R  D I E S  

I N  T H E   

I N D O M I T A B L E   

V I E T N A M E S E  M I N D  

¶ SACEI Newsletter 

updates you on the 

latest news about 

Vietnamese -

America.  

¶ It serves as a LINK 

between SACEI 

members and those 

who are interested 

in the Vietnamese 

or Vietnamese -

American culture.  

www.sacei07.org  

Disclaimer: The listing in this newsletter of a book title or a film does not mean endorsement or approval by SACEI. All rights reserved. 

Dr. Keith W. Taylor, Professor, Department of Asian Studies, 
Cornell University, Ithaca, New York is commended for his 
scholarly mastery and knowledge of Vietnamese history. He 
has published many articles and five books, of which the two 
most significant ones are: The Birth of Vietnam and A History 
of the Vietnamese (www.sacei07.org/Newsletter61.pdf).  фΦрέ CŀŎŜǘŜŘ CƭŀƳŜ !ǿŀǊŘ 
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In January of 1972, about six months after I returned from Vietnam and was discharged from the U.S. Army, I began my 
graduate studies at the University of Michigan, specializing in Vietnamese history. The immensity of the war at that time was 
too much for me to press into an academic framework, and so I focused on ancient times, which was a comforting escape 
from the confusion of my personal experience of the war in Vietnam. In later years, as I taught Vietnamese history, I inevita-
bly had to spend two or three lectures on the U.S. Vietnam War, but I always dreaded doing so, because talking in public 
about the war usually produced in me a sensation of nausea. It was 25 years before I began to understand that this nausea 
came from the dissonance between the interpretive grid I had acquired for the war and what I felt in my heart. This essay is 
about how I began to teach about the war and how my ideas about the war changed to become my own. 

I will discuss three axioms in the dominant interpretation of the U.S.-Vietnam War 
that were established by the antiwar movement during the late 1960s and subse-
quently taken up by teachers at most schools and universities as the basis for ex-
plaining the war. These are that there was never a legitimate non-communist gov-
ernment in Saigon, that the U.S. had no legitimate reason to be involved in Vietnam-
ese affairs, and that the U.S. could not have won the war under any circumstances. It 
took me many years to step free of these axioms and to see them as ideological de-
bris of the antiwar movement rather than as sustainable views supported by evi-
dence and logic. What enabled me to do this was that I finally came to terms with 
my own experience. 

I received my B.A. in May 1968, and within two weeks of graduation I received a no-
tice from my draft board to report to the nearest induction center for a physical ex-
amination. After the so-called Tet Offensive of that spring, the draft quotas were 
especially high, and many of us who expected our student deferments to last longer 
than the possibility of being drafted suddenly faced the war personally. As I recall, 
there were five options that came to mind. One option was to find a way to fail the 
physical examination, and there were many ways to do that. I dismissed that imme-
diately because it violated my sense of honor. Another option was to apply for ex-
emption as a "conscientious objector," which required one to argue that one's reli-
gious beliefs did not allow military service. I dismissed this because my religious beliefs were not of that kind. 

Another option was to go to jail, and I could see no point in doing that, for I did not believe that the war was at a moral level 
sufficiently low to require civil resistance. The war, as I understood it then, was not in itself an evil; if there was evil, I thought 
it was in how ineptly it was being conducted and in the consequences of this ineptitude. At the age of seven, I had seen my 
brother-in-law return from Korea in a coffin, and I had acquired a sense of civic duty to my country that was not deterred by 
the vicissitudes of poor leadership. When I looked into myself, I knew that I would remain faithful to a code of personal honor 
attached to what I understood as the ideals of my country's form of government rising above the confusions of political and 
military leadership. This became explicitly clear to me when I was interviewed by an army officer in the procedure to obtain a 
security clearance. He asked me what I thought of the war, and I recall telling him that I thought it made no sense to try to 
defend South Vietnam so long as the border areas of Laos and Cambodia were conceded to the enemy. I had no quarrel with 
resisting the spread of communist governments, but I could see no strategy being applied that had prospects of success. Nev-
ertheless, I remember telling the interviewer that my patriotism was stronger than my unhappiness about poor leadership. I 
did not see why I should go to jail because I disagreed with how the war was being fought, particularly since I had no argu-
ment with the general purpose of the war itself. 

A fourth option was to go to Canada, which was at that time still being encouraged by the Canadian government. This was 
the option taken by my best friend in 1967, and I gave it serious consideration because of him, even visiting the Canadian 
embassy and speaking with someone there who encouraged me to emigrate. But, for reasons I have already mentioned, I did 
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not find this option attractive. Even if I might have imagined some selfish advantage in doing it, I nevertheless knew that such a 
choice, my own convictions aside, would bring much embarrassment and pain to my parents, and I was not prepared to do that.  

The fifth option was to serve my country and to accept my civic duty as I had been taught to do, and this is what I did. But, proba-
bly from the conceit of having obtained a certain measure of education and from the sense of pride and the illusion of autonomy 
that arose from that conceit, I had a strong desire to retain as much control over my life as I could, and I did not like the feeling 
of powerlessness that came from the prospect of simply being drafted and sent wherever to do whatever. So when a recruiter 
explained that instead of being drafted I could enlist and in doing so could choose my job assignment in the army, I decided to 
seize whatever vestige of control I might be able to exert over my life in this situation and I applied to enter army intelligence. 

I spent the next two years in training: basic combat training, intelligence training, and Vietnamese language training. Until I was 
assigned to study the Vietnamese language, I had entertained hopes of avoiding the war altogether. After all, I had friends and 
acquaintances who were assigned to Alaska, Korea, Germany, and Panama. But once I was sent to study the Vietnamese lan-
guage, my only hope was that the war would be finished before my year of study was completed. It was not, and I was finally 
sent to Vietnam in 1970 with the rank of buck sergeant. 

What I encountered in Vietnam was an army in process of demoralization. After public 
opinion turned against the war in 1968, the antiwar movement penetrated the army in 
Vietnam. All the stereotypical problems of drugs, racial conflict, atrocities, fragging, and 
insubordination were in evidence and were affecting the morale of the army, and these 
were, at least as I understood it, related to the fact that, as a consequence of poor leader-
ship, the country no longer supported the war, yet we were still being expected to fight it. 
Army leaders, both uniformed and civilian, realized the necessity to "redeploy" the army 
out of Vietnam as rapidly as possible to prevent this spirit of disaffection from spreading to 
other commands around the world. Meanwhile, we were being asked to take our chance at 
being "the last man to die in Vietnam." 

Although I carried out my assignments with professionalism and sincerity, I was definitely 
affected by this spirit of disaffection. It seemed to me that the war was being lost and we 
were simply an expendable rear guard. I did not like that. I became suspicious of my superi-
ors, sensing that the debacle in which we were participating at least gave them a chance to 
advance their careers, while for the rest of us it was little more than a question of life or 
death. I was medevacked back to the U.S. in 1971 and emerged from the army dazed and 
disoriented. At the University of Michigan I was surrounded by students and professors who 
espoused the three axioms mentioned above as if they were self-evident truths. I was angry 
about having sacrificed my youth to the incompetence of old men, and, to the extent that I 

thought about the war at all, I simply subscribed to the dogmas of the antiwar slogans then fashionable in Ann Arbor. 

For many years, my war experience remained like a huge undigested lump in the back of my mind. I did not know what to do 
with it. I began a career of teaching and writing about Vietnamese history, which for me meant before the twentieth century, 
and I imagined that in some way I was turning my unpleasant military experience into something positive by trying to teach oth-
ers about this place that was a country and not just a war. 

In the early 1990s, while living in Vietnam, I encountered many Vietnamese who, when confronted with an American who had 
been a soldier in their country and who could speak their language, expressed anger and anguish that I could easily understand. 
In the north, it was from having suffered years of bombing. In the south, it was from having been betrayed. Either way, the 
American legacy in Vietnam was a sore memory to them and to me. But one thing I learned from spending a couple of years liv-
ing and working in Vietnam is that the country suffers from a tyrannical, corrupt, and impoverishing form of government, and I 
began to appreciate what many Vietnamese refugees have told me: if Americans had kept their promises, southern Vietnamese 
might now be enjoying prosperity and democracy similar to what has developed in Taiwan, South Korea, and Thailand. It became 
very clear to me that I am not among the self-loathing Americans who notice people in other countries looking to us for leader-
ship and see nothing but neocolonialism and imperialism; I accept the premise that the United States has a legitimate, even ines-
capable, role to play in the world today. 

To accept the axiom that the governments in Saigon from 1954 to 1975 were illegitimate or not viable is the same as to say that 
since 1945 the only legitimate or viable Vietnamese government was the one proclaimed by Ho Chi Minh, which is simply a foun-


