
















But by now the factors of momentum and face, both of which 
militate against any settlement which would exclude the Amer
ican presence in South Vietnam, have acquired formidable 
dimensions. 

The thing about the momentum factor which is most inter
esting is that it rests in large part on interests which have been 
created and blown up by and in the course of U.S. intervention 
itself. It has frequently been pointed out by critics of the thesis 
that the war in Vietnam has imperialist motives and aims that 
when the United States got involved American business had 
almost no interests in that country or the surrounding area. 
That was true fifteen years ago, but it is no longer true today. 
Many U.S. corporations and consortia of corporations have 
moved into South Vietnam, including the two biggest U.S. 
banks,* some of the country's largest construction firms, etc. 
And during the same years, U .S. business and finance have in
vaded and spread throughout the entire area from Thailand 
on the northwest to Australia and New Zealand on the south
east. But vested interests in the Vietnam war are by no means 
confined to Vietnam and the surrounding region: after all, 
most of the $30 billion added to the country's military budget 
as a direct consequence of the war is spent in the United States 
and nourishes in greater or lesser degree most of the country's 
military-industrial complex. Add to these facts that many states 
and congressional districts are economically and politically 
tied up with Vietnam-connected largesse and that an enormous 
bureaucracy both in the Pentagon and in various civilian govern
ment agencies is geared to the war's continuation-add all this 
up and you can begin to appreciate the fantastic momentum 
which now weighs against any drastic shifts in ruling-class policy 
toward· Vietnam. 

The factor of face is perhaps even more important. In 
1954 it would have been relatively easy for the United States to 
write Vietnam off, just as China had been written off as lo~t by 
the Truman administration in 1949. But from then on it has 
become progressively more difficult. The Saigon regime became 

See Harry Magdoff, "The Age of I mperialism," Part II, MR, 
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a U.S. puppet and as such was the recipient of all kinds of 
open and implied promises of aid and protection: any failure 
to keep these promises could not but contribute to undermining 
the relations between the United States and literally dozens of 
puppets and clients all over the globe. Still it might have been 
pc>Sfilble to wriggle out as long as the U.S. military posture 
in South Vietnam was that of adviser and helper: it could have 
been claimed, quite correctly, that the South Vietnam regime 
had shown itself incapable of using U .S. advice and aid eff ec
tively and that this released the United States from all further 
obligations. But once the war had been Americanized the whole 
problem underwent a qualitative change. It was no longer a 
weak and shaky government of a backward half-country against 
the Communists but the mighty, all-powerful United States of 
America against the armed forces of a country with about 15 
percent of the U .S. population and an infinitesimal percentage 
of the per capita income. For the United States to admit defeat 
under these circumstances-and we should be clear that with
drawal from Vietnam would be precisely that-would entail 
a loss of face on a scale the world has probably never seen 
before. The Chinese contention that the United States is a 
paper tiger would be proved to the hilt, and every radical and 
revolutionary movement around the world would be encouraged 
to believe that what had been accomplished in Vietnam could, 
sooner or later, be duplicated everywhere else. Much as the 
elders might want to liquidate the war, they could only con
template consequences of this sort with extreme misgivings and 
consternation. 

We seem to have reached a situation now comparable to 
that in Germany during the First World War described in the 
above quotation from A. J. P. Taylor: as for the dissenting 
Germans of that time, so for our unhappy elders of today "a 
peace without victory raises even more terrifying problems than 
endless war." Only, for our elders matters are even worse, the 
alternative to endless war being not peace without victory but 
defeat. No wonder they opt for endless war. 

And, make no mistake, endless war is the right name for 
the policy of the U.S. government today, as it has been for 
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the past year. The issues in the "great debate" which took place 
behind the scenes in Washington during the month of March 
1968---described in detail in two long stories in the N ew York 
Times of March 6 and 7-were not war or peace: they were 
escalation or continuation of the war at roughly the current 
level. And the decision went against escalation ( and against the 
Pentagon) because the elders saw the prospects of success as 
dim and the costs in terms of vital ruling-class interests as 
prohibitive. But so far as we know, there is not a shred of 
evidence-certainly not in the N ew York Times stories-that 
anyone with access to the levers of power has at any time 
favored ending the war in Vietnam on the only terms it can 
be ended. Neither escalation nor withdrawal : this is a formula 
for endless war. 

Not that endless war will really be endless in Vietnam 
any more than it was in Europe a ha lf century earlier. It may 
therefore be useful to recall what it was that finally brought 
Germany to the end of her rope: military defeat at the front 
and rebellion in the rear. 

We believe that it will be these same forces- and not 
costs or casualties or threats to the dolla r- -which will bring 
an end to the war in Vietnam. If we a rc right , the implications 
for the antiwar movement, and especially fo r the Ldt wit hi11 
the antiwar movement, a re both ob\'ious and profound . 

( l\ford1 10, 1%9 ) 
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