The Defeat of America

American scholars are increasingly asking themselves
the question that German scholars have been asking for the
past quarter century: How explain the catastrophe? For
while the American involvement in Southeast Asia is ma-
terially catastrophic, chiefly for Asians, morally it is a catas-
trophe for the American people analogous to that which so
profoundly disturbed thoughtful and historical-minded Ger-
mans such as Meinecke or Gerhard Ritter or Theodor Litt.

A basic difference in the inquiry is that while the
German conscience could not find expression until after the
ultimate defeat—a form of catharsis not very helpful to the
victims of the Nazi terror—the American conscience—
thanks to the still surviving freedoms of inquiry and of
criticism, thanks to The New York Times, thanks to such
congressmen as Senator Gravel, and to such civil servants as
Danie] Ellsberg, and to universities which still shelter dissi-
dent scholars—prospectively rather than retrospectively may
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be effective in mitigating the ravages of American policies.
It is perhaps a measure of the iniquity of this war that the
upsurge of conscience against it is more pervasive and more
vigorous than in any previous wars, even misguided wars
like those with Mexico, Spain and the Philippines. That is,
however, small comfort to the victims of American terror.

No other war in which we have ever been engaged,
except possibly the Civil War, poses so many or such difficult
problems to the historian as does our ten-year war in South-
east Asia, With all the others the causes have seemed com-
prehensible, the conduct unexceptionable, the objectives
plausible. The Vietnam war alone seems to be the product
of willful folly, hysteria and paranoia, lacking in logic, pur-
pose or objective, and waged with insensate fury against
victims with whom we had no quarrel and who are incap-
able of doing us any physical or even any philosophical
harm, waged for its own sake, or for the sake of “honor”
which we have already forfeited or of “victory” forever
elusive. What dramatizes and magnifies the demented
quality of the war is that it was fought with mounting fury
after whatever rationale it ever pretended to have—that of
“containing” China—had been officially abandoned.

The psychological and moral questions which this war
poses will probably never be fully answered. Why did the
United States transfer the cold war from the Soviet Union
to China? Events of 1972 demonstrate that there never was
any logic—except domestic political logic—behind this; we
could just as readily have accepted Communist China in
1952 as in 1gy2. Why did American statesmen ever suppose
that we had either the right or the competence to be an
Asian power? We would, after all, censider any Chinese
statesman who thought that China should be an American
power bereft of his senses. If we were prepared to fight an
ideological war in Asia, why did we pick on Laos and Viet-
nam as our enemies instead of China itself? If our purpose
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is to establish an outpost of freedom and democracy in Asia,
why do we support one of the most ruthless dictators and
one of the most corrupt and reactionary regimes in Asia, and
why, for that matter, did we rally to the support of a totali-
tarian Pakistan rather than a democratic India?

Why have we grown increasingly callous to crimes
against humanity which we ourselves outlawed at Nurem-
berg and Tokyo, and why are we indifferent to the destruc-
tion of a small country onto which we poured the equivalent
of two Hiroshima bomb loads every month? Why did we
persist in a war which President Johnson by his cessation of
bombing and President Nixon by his rapprochement with
China acknowledged to be pointless? And how did it happen
that after popular disillusionment with the war persuaded
one President to retire and another to come into office with
a promise to “end the war,” we continued the war for four
more years, in the process dropping more bombs on North
and South Vietnam than ever before?

If the war violates the logic of politics and of morals, it
violates just as flagrantly the logic of our history, and, if we
may use the term, of our character. Perhaps, to be sure, we
have deceived ourselves about that character all along;
doubtless the American Indians would say this, and Ameri-
can blacks as well. But there is an almost perverse inconsis-
tency in the spectacle of a people about to rededicate
themselves with great fanfare to the “principles of seventy-
six” devoting themselves so contumaciously to making
shambles of those principles.

Traditionally the United States has been committed to
the principle of negotiation rather than the resort to force
in international disputes. We did, after all, arrange the first
international negotiating commission at the time of the Jay
Treaty, and we were chiefly instrumental in setting up the
Hague Tribunal. But in our relations with Vietnam we have
ignored the provisions of the United Nations Charter and a

THE DEFEAT OF AMERICA ] 85

series of overtures from U Thant, refused to submit our dijs.
pute to outside arbitration and frustrated all meaningful
negotiation by insisting that we negotiate on terms palpabl
unacceptable to North Vietnam because based on thz
premise that we have defeated it.

Traditionally we have avoided involvement in the in-
ternal affairs of Asia—a policy confirmed by the futility of
our long championship of Chiang Kai-shek. Instead of takin
heed of our own experience, and of the experience of thg
French in Vietnam, we permitted ourselves to be drawn intg
a conflict in many ways the most costly in our history, cer-
tainly the most frustrating, the most divisive, and morall
the most indefensible. -

We had ourselves been the first colony to throw off the
yoke of colonialism, and we were the first nation to get rid
of colonies altogether (we called them states instead), and
outside our own hemisphere we boasted a long record of
hostility to imperialism and colonialism—a hostility which
Franklin Roosevelt concentrated heavily on European na-
tions with colonies and empires in Asia. Yet we allowed our-
selves to act first as surrogate for French colonialism in Viet.
nam, and then took over completely from the French. We
tried to create all along the periphery of China a system of
satellites, or puppet states, analogous to that of the puppet
states which the Soviet maintains along her western borders
—among them South Korea, the Philippines, Taiwan, Thaj-
land, Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. Will Mr. Nixon
invite representatives from these states to participate in our
bicentennial celebrations as the Russians invite representa.
tives from their puppet states fo participate in celebrations
of the triumph of Communist ideology?

We had traditionally supported revolution—in Latin
America, in France, Greece, Italy, Hungary, even in Ireland
though not in Russia—that was probably the turning point’
Now we associate revolution with communism and opposé
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it, unless it is reactionary or military. Thus we s:uppor'ted
Balaguer in Santo Domingo, Chiang Kai-shek in China,
Franco in Spain, Salazar and Caetano in Portugal, Colonel
Armas in Guatemala, the Colonels in Greece and the Gen-
erals in Brazil, and, of course, Thieu in Vietnam. The nation
which fought the first revolution and which carried through
a peaceful domestic revolution as well has become the lead-
ing opponent of revolution throughout the globe. .
We had a record going back to the Civil War of trying
to mitigate the ravages of war by the establishment of hu-
mane standards for civilians, and at Nuremberg we under-
took to outlaw as crimes against humanity such acts as
indiscriminate bombing of nonmilitary objectives, mistr_egt-
ment of prisoners, and reprisals against whole communities
for the alleged misdeeds of individuals. We are now lzfomb—
ing rural hamlets and villages indiscriminately (that“1s _the
meaning of a “free fire” zone), dropping napalm ancii _élalsy-
cutter” bombs whose only use is the killing or maiming of
civilians, using defoliants and herbicides guarax}teed to im-
pair the ecology for a century and destroying Vietnam with
an overkill prohibited by the laws of war which we ourselves
prescribed. We had established the principle of accoun?a—
bility for “aggressive war” and for crimes against. humanity
at the German and Japanese war trials, convicted over
500,000 Nazis of crimes, hanged a score of them, and sen-
tenced 720 Japanese officers to death. But so far the only
war criminal to be brought to accountability in this war, for
activities which cover the span of lawlessness from the de-
struction of villages to the massacre of civilians, is a lieutenant
whose punishment is hardly that meted out to General
Yamashita or to Karl Franck, hanged for the massacre at
Lidice.
We had written into our Constitution the principle of
the supremacy of the civilian over the military authority.
The constitutional provision still stands, but has been in
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large part circumvented by the willing acquiescence of two
successive Commanders in Chief in the exercise of inde-
pendent authority by the Pentagon and the CIA in areas
heretofore thought to be the domain of civil authority. Much
of the emergence of military power has been the conse-
quence of drift rather than of calculation. When Washington
became President the United States Army consisted of fewer
than 1,000 men and officers. Now ours is the largest and most
powerful military establishment in the world. It absorbs one-
third the budget, maintains its own foreign-affairs policy,
and even instigates wars and supports revolutions without the
knowledge of the Congress to whom is assigned the au-
thority to declare war. There has been no formal repudiation
of the principle of the supremacy of the civilian over the
military, but we delude ourselves if we think the principle
still means what the Founding Fathers supposed it to mean.

The generation that made the nation considered secrecy
in government one of the instruments of Old World tyranny
and committed itself to the principle that a democracy can-
not function unless the people are permitted to know what
their government is up to. Now almost everything that the
Pentagon and the CIA do, and much that the President does,
is shrouded in secrecy. Not only are the American people not
permitted to know what they are up to but even the Con-
gress and, one suspects, the President (witness the “unau-
thorized” bombing of the North in the fall and winter of *71)
are kept in darkness.

Even more serious is the practice of evasion, distortion,
and duplicity, which has become the almost official policy
of the government from the White House down through the
whole executive departmegt and military establishment, a
policy whose dimensions and character are documented in
those Pentagon Papers whose full publication the govern-
ment so desperately resisted. Certainly the most conspicuous
feature of the Vietnam landscape today is not the millions of
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craters which make the land look like the surface of the
moon but the fog of deception and lies that hangs over it.

The Nixon administration did not formulate this violent
departure from and repudiation of tradition. Still it has
eagerly welcomed it—welcomed, that is, the rejection of the
pragmatic approach to politics and the uncritical embrace
of absolutes, When William James said, “Damn the Abso-
lute,” he spoke for most of his countrymen. Through most
of our history the axiom “Theory may mislead us, experience
must be our guide” has been controlling. The one major
departure from it, the state sovereignty theories of the ante-
bellum South, led to disaster. But much of the cold war, and
the entire logic of the Vietnam war, is the product of abstrac-
tions and of absolutes, from the early theories about Chinese
infiltration, or the domino theory, or the American commit-
ment, to the theories of “Vietnamization,” of “peace,” and
of “honor.”

How are we to explain this almost convulsive break
with what we considered to be our most familiar habits and
our most deeply held convictions? Have the pressures of the
cold war—a war which eventually encompassed most of the
globe and thus for the first time gave us an opportunity to
feel paranoid—worked fundamental changes in the Ameri-
can character in the past quarter century, or have those in-
gredients of interest and emotion and character which led
us into the cold war in the first place and then persuaded
us to plunge into the quagmire of the Vietnam war been
latent in our character all along?

Mr. Barnet in his The Roots of War draws on both these
explanations, but relies chiefly on the first. War, he submits,
is a social institution and cannot be understood outside the
social structure of which it is an integral part. This is a
somewhat circular argument, but perhaps none the worse for
that: a particular social culture nourishes war, and war in
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turn transforms the social culture. Certainly the American
culture since 1940 is in considerable part a product of World
War II and, even more, of the responsibilities and oppor-
tunities created by that war, of the unique position assigned
by circumstances to the United States, of changes in tech-
nology and in the structural relations of the military with
the economic interests that emerged out of the war, The
postwar culture was, in turn, the setting of the cold war and
of its almost Strangelovian by-product, the war in Vietnam.

It was increasingly not only a war economy that flour-
ished after 1945 but a war psychology. War had taken com-
mand—the fear of war, the prospects of war, the require-
ments of war, the conduct of war, and, in the end, the ardor
for war. We had always thought of ourselves as the most
successful of nations; now war required that we be Number
One in a very hard sense, not only as against any other nation
but as against any combination of nations. Fear of war
(which was quickly institutionalized into the cold war) re-
quired that we build up alliances everywhere—NATO,
SEATO, CENTO, OAS (it was a kind of compulsive busy-
ness)—and that we insist that neutrals be either with us or
against us. War psychology in turn justified extending the
subversive activities of the CIA into scores of countries. It
required hundreds of bases around the globe—eventually
some 400 major bases and almost 2,000 minor installations.
With these we might have echoed Horace Walpole’s boast
after the peace of 1763, “Throw away your Greek and Roman
books, histories of little peoples.” War made insatiable de-
mands on the economy, on the budget and on the intelli-
gence establishment, War required ever tighter “security”
measures, for who knew what enemies might be lurking at
home? War pleaded the cause of military, not civilian, needs,
and chose for the highest positions military, not civilian,
leaders. The psychology of war even more than its material
requirements shifted the center of gravity from the State
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Department to the Pentagon, perhaps from the Congress to
the Pentagon, possibly even from the White House to the
Pentagon. .

To take care of all of this there emerged a new security
bureaucracy made up for the most part of the most dis'-
tinguished men, recruited from the most distinguished umi-
versities, the most successful law firms, the richest banks, the
most powerful corporations. They had too, for the most part,
impeccable social credentials. If not all of them were Dea-n
Achesons, that great gentleman was their ideal and their
model, and every President except Franklin Roosevelt—who
was an even greater swell than Acheson and who was 1.10t
bemused by social pretensions—was duly impressed by him.
For all their education and their sophistication, their high
sense of personal integrity and personal honor, these security
bureaucrats adopted uncritically the war psychology and ?ent
their great talents not to devising ways of reducing tensions
and avoiding war, but to ways of exacerbating tensions and
preparing for war and—when it didn’t come fast enough—
making war. With so much going for war, it inevitably came,
and thus the security managers were triumphantly vindicated
in their apprehensions and their prophecies.

Those who prepared for war, and then embraced it,
were not conscious war mongers; they were leaders of a
bureaucracy which operated impersonally and almost me-
chanically, and which, in the end, had a life of its own. That
is the way we have fought our ten-year war, impersonally
and mechanically, For in this Alice-in-Wonderland bureau-
cratic world you achieve peace through war, order through
chaos, security through violence, the reign of law through
lawlessness; you preserve honor by dishonorable acts, and in
the end you save Vietnam by destroying her.

Mr. Barnet’s Roots of War is an enlarged, modernized
version of the thesis which E. A. Ross propounded in his
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brilliant but neglected book Sin and Society back in 1go7;
that the most immoral acts are committed not by hardened
criminals but by impeccable gentlemen who preside affably
over great corporations, and who sin impersonally and at a
great remove in time, in space—and in law—ifrom the con-
sequences of their crimes. Neither the iniquity nor the law-
lessness of their conduct ever obtrudes upon them—the
bribing of fire inspectors, or the selling of adulterated goods
or habit-forming drugs, sending children down into the mine
shafts, condemning girls to work twelve hours a day in sweat-
shops, bribing policemen, corrupting legislators, profiting
from war.

“Those responsible for these crimes never think of them-
selves as criminals,” Ross said, “nor are they ever punished,
even by public disapproval. On the contrary they sit on the
boards of foundation and accept honorary degrees from uni-
versities, they are welcomed into the best clubs and the most
fashionable churches,” “Those who plan do not kill,” writes
Mr. Barnet, “and those who kill do not plan,” so all can have
peace of mind. There was something of this in Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, to be sure, but never before in history has a
nation been systematically destroyed as Vietnam was de-
stroyed, by high-minded gentlemen animated more by sorrow
than by anger as they directed their computerized tech-
nology to deliver their surgical strikes. “Upon their gentle-
manly presence,” as Ross wrote, “the eventual blood and
tears do not obtrude themselves.”

And if the ultimate verdict on the security bureaucracy
is that they debased the moral standards and tarnished the
honor of their country by their crimes, the immediate verdict
must surely be that they did not even achieve the ends they
sought. As Barnet writes:

The generation in which the United States spent 1,500
billion dollars on armaments witnessed a sharp increase
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in threats to national security, an erosion of United .States
military and political power, and serious cracks in the
United States corporate cconomy itself. The very lon-
gevity of the national security managers h'as helped t‘o
compound and finally to enshrine their failures. There
was no room in the official orthodoxy even to contem-
plate the changes in the political organization of tbe
planet that are needed for survival, and no interest in
trying to bring them about.

On all this what Woodrow Wilson said to Frank Cobb‘ on the
eve of the First World War is still valid: “What does it mean
to go to war? It means an attempt to reconstruct a peace-
time civilization with war standards, and at the end of the
war there will be no bystanders with sufficient peace stan;
dards left to work with. There will be only war standards.

The second major interest which nourishes th«? roots of
war, and war itself, is economic—a new Vers‘ior'l, this, of t.hat
nineteenth-century cliché, economic impenahsTn. Classical
mercantilism had dictated expansion and empire and war
where that was necessary for reasons of state. Originally such
mercantilists as Colbert, Frederick the Great, or Hamilton
regarded the profit of trading companies or of indiv'i(.iuals as
incidental to the national purpose. Now mercanhhsr'n has
come full circle. Where business expansion, colonies, alhe‘mces
were designed to strengthen the state, now the st:'rce is re-
quired to build armaments, maintain enormous armies, make
alliances, subvert governments, launch overseas ventures, be
prepared for wars and on occasion fight them in order to sus-
tain the economy and to support those great corporate enter-
prises that dominate the economy. :

It is a familiar story, this partnership of government and
business in the conduct of foreign policy. But certainly the
alliance is more intimate now than it was in the days when
Henry Demarest Lloyd wrote Wealth Against Common-
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wealth and David Graham Phillips published his exposé The
Treason of the Senate and William Jennings Bryan thundered
vainly against Wall Street—more intimate because more per-
vasive, more sophisticated, and more profitable.

The military-industrial complex of Eisenhower’s last
public speech has become a military-industrial-labor com-
plex. It has enlisted not only such likely senators as Henry
Jackson but less likely ones such as Hubert Humphrey; it
has even enlisted George Meany himself, whose zeal for the
war may not be wholly disinterested. More, and more som-
berly, it has made an alliance with universities and research
institutes, which are thus more and more dependent on the
military for financing, and whose ultimate by-products may
be beneficial to man but whose immediate products often
are not. Perhaps the greatest tribute to the astuteness of
American capitalism—an astuteness far less overwhelming in
the economic than in the political arena—is that it has
learned how to make everybody profit from war except its
victims and later generations.

But do Americans really profit from war and preparation
for war? Surely profit is an illusion here, as victory in war is
an illusion. For the cost of war and of preparation for war is
far higher than the 15 hundred billion dollars which we
have spent in the last thirty years. It includes the tangible
burdens, such as payment on the debt, which is saddled on
fuutre generations—Nixon’s business-minded administration
managed to add almost 100 billions to that debt in four years
—or the increased cost of everything, or the ceaseless waste
of the natural resources of the entire globe. It includes im-
palpable but ultimately more costly things, such as the waste
of talent and of labor on the work of destruction rather than
their application to the work of construction; the distraction
of the best minds of this and other nations from the tasks of
true statesmanship; and the steady deterioration in the
quality of life for the majority of the American people, not
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