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Iraq: The Next Vietnam?

An analysis of resemblances and divergences 
between these two military interventions.
“In the long run it means that we will much more clearly understand ourselves in the future as being human beings with human problems rather than as some kind of specially gifted race whose business, institutions, and ideas were supposed to have been handed down from Mount Sinai.”

“Two years from now only the Brits may be with us…At some point, we may be the only ones left.  That’s okay with me.  We are America.”


Everyone has heard, at one time or another, the comparison of Iraq as the next Vietnam.  Sometimes it is made by lay people with little or no information about either intervention, but sometimes it is made by leading political analysts and others who must be taken more seriously.  While it is easy and sometimes helpful to look at historical analogies in order to make sense out of the present, there is also the possibility that such analogies only confuse our understanding of current events.  It is important to realize that these two interventions are not the same.  Iraq will never be Vietnam; these wars took place in different times, different places, and under different administrations with different motivations.  However, such differences do not mean there are no similarities which may help us learn from our mistakes or better understand the current situation.  Through an analysis of the origins, nature of each intervention, the domestic and international response, and most importantly the consequences of each war we can see the similarities and differences and begin to draw conclusions about the usefulness of making the analogy of Iraq as the next Vietnam.  Thus, as will be shown, while Iraq has many similarities to Vietnam, it is still in an early enough stage that the protracted engagement of U.S. forces that occurred in Vietnam can be avoided if policy makers learn the necessary lessons and avoid the same pitfalls. 

The origins of the Vietnam War can be traced back to the Cold War.  The fear of the spread of Communism and particularly the new Communist policy to support “wars of liberation” directly led to United States involvement in Vietnam.
  This fear manifested itself when Secretary of Defense McNamara stated that the real reason we were in Vietnam was that, without an American military presence, China would dominate Southeast Asia, in essence creating a “Red Asia.”
  The “domino theory” was still driving foreign policy in the 60’s. It seemed commonsensical that if Vietnam fell to the Communists, it would only be a matter of time until all Asia fell as well.
  Further, the importance of Vietnam to American interests became blindingly clear on both an economic and a political level when President Kennedy asserted, “[Vietnam’s] economy is essential to the economy of all of Southeast Asia; and her political liberty is an inspiration to those seeking to obtain or maintain their liberty in all parts of Asia.”
  The desire for free markets and thwarting the expansion of Communism were at the heart of why America saw Vietnam as being such an important player in global affairs.  In a more general sense, the origins of U.S. involvement were  suggested by President Johnson, when he spoke of “our great responsibility in the world,”  pointing out that “we did not deliberately seek this position,” but rather had it thrust upon us by the course of history.
  As did many others, Johnson believed that it was our duty and obligation as one of two world powers (along with the USSR) to create a world which resembled the U.S.  Loren Baritz has labeled this type of thinking America’s “superior moral claim” which he contends makes us assume we would be embraced in Vietnam and the people would desire to become just like us.
  By making the world safe for democracy, Johnson thought he was simultaneously providing for a safer U.S. while improving the condition of the world’s downtrodden people.  

The origins of the Iraqi war began quite surprisingly with the U.S. aiding Saddam’s regime during the Iran-Iraq war, to maintain a balance of power in the region, by selling illegal arms to the dictator.
  As Bush Sr. explained, having access to “Persian Gulf oil and the security of key friendly states in the area are vital to U.S. national security.”
  Thus early on, the importance of cultivating a relationship with Saddam and Iraq was important to U.S. Middle East foreign policy.  However, when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, the U.S. saw the tremendous power Iraq would gain by controlling more of the oil in the region, which would in turn disrupt the balance created after the Iran-Iraq war.  This concern led to the Gulf war where the U.S. quickly forced Saddam out of Kuwait but stopped short of continuing to Baghdad and overthrowing the dictator.  
After September 11, the new Bush administration began talking of a possible invasion of Iraq.  On January 29, 2002 in his State of the Union address Bush Jr. placed Iraq in a group of rogue states referred to as the “axis of evil” and announced the removal of Saddam Hussein as a “cornerstone of American antiterrorism policy.”
  The benefit of removing Saddam from power would be to “reorder the Middle East in America’s interest…using control of Baghdad as the lever.”
  As cited in the “Authorization for the Use of Military Force against Iraq Resolution of 2002”, the government claimed the existence of a “nuclear weapons program,” “stockpiles of biological and chemical weapons,” and a connection between those responsible for September 11 and Iraq.
  In addition to these reasons, there was the belief that a democratic Iraq, instated with U.S. help, would force the surrounding countries to consider the transition from authoritarian rule to democracy—a type of reverse “domino theory.”
  Thus, the three publicly stated reasons the Bush administration gave for this war were to (1) eliminate WMD; (2) diminish threat of terrorism; and (3) promote democracy in Iraq and surrounding nations.
  The fourth and largely unstated reason was oil.  By 2020 the U.S. will need to import about two-thirds of its oil from abroad. While currently Saudi Arabia is willing to fill the demand, a friendly Iraq would allow the U.S. to avoid dependency in the future on a country it cannot control.


In looking at the origins of each of these two interventions, there is a striking similarity in that, with each, the U.S. wanted to uphold democracy in the country.  While Vietnam was more about stopping the spread of communism and Iraq was about trying to spread democracy, in the end the motivations for these actions were surprisingly similar.  In each of the interventions, free markets and democracy abroad were seen to be important domestically.  Also, each nation was seen as vital to the respective surrounding area—Asia and the Middle East.  What happened in Iraq and Vietnam was suspected to influence all of the neighboring states.  However, there are a few key differences regarding the origins of these two wars.  Besides promoting democracy, Iraq was about removing WMD, stopping international terrorism, and looking out for America’s oil interests, issues that had nothing to do with Vietnam.  Further, Vietnam was not a country that we had dealt with much in the past, whereas with Iraq we had already gone to war there once.  Thus, while the origins of these two interventions have similarities that should not be overlooked, they also have important and different causes.
The U.S. began its intervention in Vietnam by simply placing military advisors in the country to help prepare the South’s army and prop up Diem’s government.  However, the U.S. quickly found itself engaged in a long and messy war with no end in sight.  Vietnam was a war in which the “enemy and the civilians were indistinguishable” and thus forced the U.S. into guerilla-style combat.
  Our “conventional armies and advanced technology were nullified by guerilla warfare” where we never knew who was the enemy.
  The U.S. was not prepared for a war with no front lines and an invisible enemy who “chose the time and place” to attack.
  The goal of the Viet Minh was the same as it had been under France’s rule: “To win back the independence and unity of the country.”
   The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution passed by Congress in 1964 gave the President “all necessary measures” to repel an attack against U.S. troops.
  Operation Rolling Thunder began a long-term bombing campaign against the North Vietnamese who were believed to be at the heart of the National Liberation Front’s (NLF) involvement in the South.  While the systematic bombing of Vietnam (and surrounding countries) was commonplace, the U.S. began to realize that ground troops were going to be necessary to win the war, and continued pouring troops into this tiny country.  The U.S. hoped to encourage Diem’s Regime in South Vietnam to continue fighting as U.S. personnel began to leave.  This policy, known as “Vietnamization” under Nixon was never successful, and left the South completely unprepared to defend itself.
  In 1973 a peace treaty was signed, concluding the longest engagement of U.S. troops in history.
With the conclusion of the first Gulf War, Saddam was forced back into Iraq but during the 1990’s there were frequent air raids on his country—bombing alleged weapons sites.  This approach apparently was not satisfactory and in 2002, after giving Saddam an ultimatum to leave his country, the U.S. with the allied support of Britain (and a few other nations) began an operation to “liberate” the Iraqi people.  As part of Bush’s new thinking regarding preemptive action against states who pose a threat, the U.S. passed a congressional resolution granting the President “necessary and appropriate” force to “defend the national security of the United States.”
  Bush and his hawks believed it was necessary to “stop rogue states…before they are able to threaten or use weapons of mass destruction against the United States.”  This action taken against Saddam and his brutal regime was the first “preemptive” strike against a state that appeared to pose no direct and immediate threat to the U.S.  While the real “war” ended with both bombings and ground troops, the U.S. is now engaged in a type of guerilla war against “terrorists” that are nearly impossible to find and continue striking American forces.  The involvement in Iraq began in 2002, but there is no telling how long we will need troops stationed there.
Comparing the nature of each intervention, there are many interesting similarities but a few key differences.  Both conflicts involve a type of “invisible” enemy, although in Iraq the strikes are labeled terrorist attacks, even though they closely resemble guerilla warfare tactics.  Both conflicts forced a re-definition of conventional warfare, and also made the superior weapons of the U.S. nearly meaningless.  Further, the resolutions past by Congress authorizing the Presidents to act in each intervention are nearly identical and placed limitless power at the president’s disposal.  One key difference is the objective of resistance, with the Viet Minh fighting to reunite their country, while at this point we are unsure of the exact motives behind the fighting going on in Iraq.  Another main difference is that in Vietnam we were supposedly trying to train another army to defend themselves, whereas in Iraq we are basically engaging in the brunt of fighting with no desire to pass the war off to someone else.  Also, at this point there have been many fewer troops sent to Iraq, and the length of the Iraq war to date is substantially shorter.
  Importantly, these differences need to direct U.S. policy in regards to the nature of the intervention, before Iraq becomes the next Vietnam.

Vietnam is remembered as the most actively protested war in American history.  As the war continued, the effects on the American populace were great.  Vietnam began to “polarize Americans at home” as peace demonstrations swept across the United States.
  By August of 1968, 53% of Americans believed it had been in a mistake to intervene in Vietnam, and by 1972 this percent had risen to nearly 66%.
 
 Iraq has had a similar reaction from the American public.  In August 2002, 41 percent of Americans opposed the war in Iraq.
  Interestingly, however, where these two wars differ is in the amount of negative international reactions the Iraq war has generated.  As the Bush administration planned to carry out its war plans, “most states around the world reject[ed] the idea” of beginning this pre-emptive war.
  France, Germany, and Italy, our Western European allies, refused to cooperate with a war they believed was not necessary. Even Britain, our main ally in Iraq, showed in an August 2002 public poll that a majority of British citizens did not agree with the war.
  Thus, making the comparison between these two wars as the most actively protested wars in American history is valid, but it is important that Iraq became an international issue whereas Vietnam remained mainly a national issue.  Baritz observes “Americans, as others, need to perceive the enemy’s threat, and the threat needs to be real enough to frighten them, and the fright needs to be metabolized into anger.  Then they will support the war.”
  While the administrations tried to strike fear in the public in each of the wars, the masses were not so gullible. They searched for their own facts and judged Vietnam and Iraq as needless wars.  The democracy we were supposedly trying to bring to both Iraq and Vietnam allowed U.S. citizens to show their contempt and disgust at the government by taking to the streets for what they perceived as immoral wars.

With the conclusion of the Vietnam War, more than 58,000 American military men and women had been killed and the U.S. had spent more than $175 billion in Southeast Asia.
  This led to uncontrollable inflation by 1971, which began to cripple the American economy.
  Also as a result of the Vietnam War, Congress tried to regain some of its powers by revoking the Gulf Of Tonkin Resolution and passing the War Powers Act in an effort to limit presidential powers.  Throughout the war, the administration kept the public largely in the dark in regard to body counts and the developments of the war.  After Vietnam, a major consequence of this secrecy was a massive outcry of distrust of government.  Finally, the U.S. left the Vietnamese “poisoned water, dead land, and a corrupted southern population,” not exactly outcomes designed to foster a long-term positive relationship.


While it is difficult to assess the consequences of the war in Iraq because it is still going on, there are a few important consequences that have already begun to materialize.
  Already the public perception in most of the Arab world and the world at large is that of the U.S. as an imperialist tyrant imposing its will on others.
  Even more importantly, if the U.S. is serious about preventing terrorism, policy makers should take a close look at the “psychological humiliation” America’s action is inculcating in the new generations of young Arabs.
  Further, as the war progresses and nuclear weapons are not found, the American public feels it has been deceived and will begin to think seriously before it places its trust in the government again.  In addition, the new Bush doctrine that emerged from this war is a doctrine “without limits” or accountability and will allow for future cases of intervention preemptively in the name of eradicating terrorism.
  In a uni-polar world of power, Bush has placed the U.S. in a position as “planetary policeman,” which will in the end overextend America’s power and vastly decrease its defense, thereby increasing the possibility of terrorism.
  Finally, thus far it appears the government has “no coherent postwar plan” for reconstructing Iraq, and could end up leaving the country in shambles.
 

While the consequences for the Iraqi intervention are still to be determined, there are certain consequences that are already quite similar to Vietnam.  In both cases, one result is the public’s loss of trust in governments that lied, dissembled, or misled them. Also both wars cost a lot of money and have led to a poor economy.  A few key differences are that when the U.S. left Vietnam it was not perceived as an imperialist country bent on world domination, but now this is the view many take after U.S. actions in Iraq.  Another difference is that when the U.S. left Vietnam, the country was in shambles; while Iraq is currently a disaster, the U.S. still has a chance to make things right before leaving.  Also, the total amount of U.S. fatalities in Iraq is much lower at his point compared to Vietnam.  In each case the intervention has had negative consequences for the U.S., but at least in Iraq there is still hope that policy will be created to minimize these consequences.

Looking back at the two quotations with which I began this paper, it is important to realize that although Iraq is not Vietnam yet, it has the potential to quickly become a distressingly similar situation.  The first quote by a New York Times columnist was written after Vietnam in the hope that the war was not entirely a waste.  Juxtaposing this quote with President Bush’s quote, it appears that Vietnam taught the U.S. nothing.  However, it is not too late for policy makers to learn from their mistakes in Vietnam and begin to formulate new policies to handle the Iraqi situation—before Iraq does become the next Vietnam.
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