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CHAPTER 9

1950s-1960s: Monopoly Capitalism, Cold War

The U.S. wars in Korea and Vietnam were part of the Cold War. And they were
humanly and socially devastating. (Both wars are given a lengthy discussion.)
There were also other U.S. Cold War interventions during this period in, among
other countries, Cuba and Iran. These will be noted as we go along.

As the 1950s ended, the USA entered the most chaotic 10 years of our history.
So before we settle down on its major elements— that is, the solidifying of both
monopoly capitalism and the Cold War—it is useful to provide a brief calendar
of those tumultuous years, some of whose matters will be discussed at length
later on.

A BRIEF CALENDAR OF THE SIXTIES
1960

Black students begin the first sit-downs at store counters in Greensboro,
NC. These become a major stimulus for the unfolding civil rights
movement.

November 9 — Democrats take over the White House. Kennedy-Johnson
(JEK-LBJ) narrowly defeat Nixon-Lodge. Kennedy becomes the youngest
president in U.S. history.

1961

General/President Eisenhower leaves the White House with a warning
about “the military industrial complex.” This speech is given just after
the USA breaks relations with Cuba (after its revolution of 1959).

April — The Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba begins and quickly fails.
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December — For the first time, JFK openly sends hundreds of U.S. troops
(Green Berets) to Vietnam.

1962
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) is formed.
James Baldwin’s essay, “The Fire Next Time,” an eloquent an prophetic

warning of the nature and depth of the racial crisis, is published in The
New Yorker.

October — The Cuban missile crisis takes hold, prompted by the U.S. Bay
of Pigs invasion of April and the Soviet response with ships carrying
nuclear missiles. Nuclear war is narrowly averted.

Here is what Robert McNamara (Secretary of Defense at the time) wrote
about that in 1992 after a meeting with reps from the USA, the USSR,
and Cuba:

By the conclusion of the third meeting in January 1989, it had become
clear that the decisions of each of the three nations immediately before
and during the crisis had been distorted by misinformation, miscalcula-
tion, and misunderstanding. (From his Foreword to the book of Chang
and Kornbluh; also see McNamara.)

1963

The women’s movement is energized by Betty Friedan’s book The
Feminine Mystique.

Martin Luther King (MLK) leads a march in Birmingham. He is attacked
by police dogs. (The mauling is directed by local Sheriff Bull Connor.)

June — civil rights worker Medgar Evers is murdered in Mississippi.

August — King gives his “I Have a Dream” speech at the March on
Washington.

September — Four black girls die in a church bombing in Birmingham.
November 22 — JFK is assassinated, and LBJ assumes office.

With LBJ in office, U.S. military presence in Vietnam is escalated.



1950s-1960s |

1964

The mutilated bodies of three civil rights workers in Mississippi who
had been missing for 44 days— James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and
Michael Schwerner—are discovered. The murderers include and are
led by the Sheriff’s Department. Found guilty, they are each sentenced
to 10 years “for having violated the civil rights” of those they murdered.

August 10 —With only two negative votes (Senators Morse and Gruening),
the U.S. Senate passes the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, “legitimizing” the
U.S. invasion of Vietnam (which had begun many years earlier; see the
lengthy Appendix on the War in Vietnam at end of this chapter).

1965
February 7 — The bombing of North Vietnam “officially” begins.

February 21 — Malcolm X is assassinated in New York.

Civil rights march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, takes place
under protection of National Guard. Three days later, a marcher from
Michigan, Viola Luzzo, is murdered in nearby Lowndes County.

Riots erupt in Watts District of Los Angeles.

1966

April — The USA begins to bomb Hanoi and Haiphong (cities in the
northern Vietnam). For first time. U.S. troops in Vietnam now
outnumber those of South Vietnamese army.

1967

April 15 — Martin Luther King gives a speech against the Vietnam War.
There is massive draft card burning in Central Park, New York City.

July — Riots in Detroit and Newark leave 69 dead. H. Rap Brown says,
“Violence is as American as apple pie.”

October — The “March on the Pentagon”

1968

January — The Tet Offensive of the National Liberation Front (NLF) (so
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called because the attacks beginning during Tet, the long Vietnamese
Lunar New Year) stuns the U.S. military and the home front. Though
the Tet Offensive itself was a military failure, the fact that the attacks
could occur all around the country, coupled with U.S. Gen.
Westmoreland’s disingenuous responses, made for a huge propaganda
victory for the North. This is later seen as the turning-point of the war.

March — LBJ withdraws from the presidential race.
April — Martin Luther King is assassinated.
June — Bobby Kennedy is assassinated.

Week of August 25 — At Democratic Convention in Chicago, police
(“the Blue Meanies”) stage a riot, attacking without mercy. There are
many casualties. Mayor Richard Daley approves of the outcome: “The
policeman isn’t there to create disorder, the policeman is there to
preserve disorder.”

November — Republicans retake White House. Nixon-Agnew defeat
Humphrey-Muskie.

1969

Black students at Cornell University (Ithaca, NY) occupy the Student
Union. After armed white students try to attack, guns are smuggled
inside. The students are victorious over the administration: Their
demands for equal treatment are met.

July — Nixon announces “Vietnamization”; that is, the removal of U.S.
ground troops (to be replaced by Vietnamese) and increased bombing,
which exceeds total U.S. bombing of World War II.

August — Woodstock
September — The Chicago Eight conspiracy trial

October 15-November 15 — Combined demonstrations against the war
take place in many U.S. cities, among them the largest demonstration
ever: 20 million in the streets.
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November — Lt. William Calley is charged with multiple murders of men,
women and children at Song My in the My Lai Massacre.

December — A sleeping Fred Hampton is killed in his Chicago apartment
by federal, state, and local law enforcement. Another Black Panther is

killed in the same 4 a.m. raid.

Then came the 1970s.

While all of those uprisings, assassinations, and warfare were going on both at
home and abroad, major social and economic changes were taking hold within
the USA. Continuing after the 1960s, they have been among the most impor-
tant shaping forces of our time —first, the solidification of monopoly capitalism,
then, the deepening and spread of the Cold War, two sets of processes that were

in constant interaction.

CONTEMPORARY CAPITALISM IS
MONOPOLY CAPITALISM
Contemporary capitalism was given the name monopoly capitalism in 1966 in
the book Monopoly Capital: An Essay on the American Economic Social Order, by
Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy.

As will be seen, the capitalism of the nineteenth century analyzed by
Marx—whatever its negative meanings— was merely monkeys playing games
(with their economies and wars). Even though those monkeys broke all records
set in previous centuries, they were merely leading up to the King Kong-like
gorilla coming into view as World War II erupted.

In the chapter on capitalism (Chapter 3), it was noted that the essence of capi-
talism is “uninterrupted change in all social conditions.” That observation was
made in 1848, when industrial capitalism was in its infancy. As capitalism grew
up, both the pace of change speeded up, and what was changing reached out
increasingly into all corners of the world and its social existence.

So, of course, even in the few decades since the Baran and Sweezy book ap-
peared, monopoly capitalism (hereafter: monocap) has changed greatly. By
now, as its main elements worked together and interacted, they almost totally
transformed the ways in which we work, eat, think, and feel—and are ruled. To
understand all that requires a long look. It will get one in what follows.

Monopolistic arrangements are older than capitalism itself, but with
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industrialism they became more essential, more profitable, and easier to arrange.
In one variation or another such arrangements were common in all industri-
al capitalist nations by the end of the nineteenth century. (See Arnold; Brady
[1943].)

It is the very nature of monocap that monopolistic arrangements have steadily
accelerated and become more far-reaching in what was monopolized, and
where—and even why they could occur.

In the nineteenth century they were called combinations and (in Europe)
cartels. As the twentieth century went on, they have come to be called mergers
and acquisitions (“M&As”). (See Ravenscraft and Scherer.)

M&As have varied in degree and kind from country to country and time to
time, but they all have the same aim in common: an always greater concentra-
tion of economic and political power in the hands of an always smaller group of
giant companies.

Its leading companies are annually listed with much information about profits,
sales, workers, etc. in Fortune Magazine’s 500. Check out the Top Ten: Those ten
(GE, GM, et al.) dominate the 500 just as the 500 dominate the U.S. economy.

As the twentieth century ended, M&As within and between industries, sectors,
and nations had become explosive, and the most important companies had
become MNCs and TNC’s (multinational corporations and transnational
corporations), dominated by finance.

Capitalism has always been a social system, not just as an economic system;
it has always meant more than the existence of privately controlled markets
for goods or services. But monocap goes well beyond that. It requires and gets
always more pervasive subservience to business power of all of society, in one
way or another.

Now we put together a summary of monocap’s SiX major areas of power and
control. Each of these must itself be seen as a cluster, a tightly knit family, ruled

over by giant business.

THE SERIOUS SIX

1. Enormous Corporations
2. A Friendly Giant State

3. Consumerism

4. Globalization
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5. The Military-Industrial Complex
6. The Media

Each cluster is intricately complicated in itself, and each depends to a critical
degree upon the existence of and interaction with all of the other five in an
always more integrated world economy.

Both separately and taken together, The Serious Six were able to come into
being and then to be strengthened by always advancing technological and
organizational developments late in the twentieth century.

Sitting at the center of The Serious Six is No. 4, globalization. In earlier
chapters, I have stressed the importance of the capitalist world economy for the
success of each and all of the participating national economies.

In the decades after World War II, with the displacement of Britain by the
USA as the dominant national economy, the functioning of the world economy
became even more important—in both useful and harmful ways. It is important
to pause here to show which was which and how and why the harmful has come
to outweigh the useful.

GLOBALIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

As some will know, that is the title of a recent (Nobel Prize-winning) book by
Joseph Stiglitz. Because he was the effective head of the World Bank (IBRD) and
the chief economic advisor to President Clinton—and because, as his book’s
title indicates, he is an insider critical of the functioning of today’s world
economy— his opinions should be taken seriously.

Essentially, his position is that by the 1980s, globalization had already meant
all too much trouble for all too many people. Plus, as it is now organized and
functions, much worse is on it way.

Here we will deal with only globalization through the 1960s. What has gone
on since then will be given serious attention in later chapters.

Since World War II, the numbers of those who must be seen as victims of
globalization —originally the poor people of distant societies— continues to
rise. Now must be added the once well-paid workers in the rich societies. Finally,
as will be seen in later chapters, not only many workers of rich nations, but
also nations themselves are wrestling with troubles brought on by “successful”
globalization.

The reasons for this set of changes are many. Here is a summary list of the
most important, including some history:
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1. To go back no further than the late 19th century and its imperialism, the
relationships between the imperializing and the imperialized societies were static.
The stronger societies got raw materials very cheaply from the weak societies
and then, in factories in the rich societies, made industrial products from those
cheap materials. The factories themselves stayed at home.

2. Then, as early as the 1920s, and looking only at economic matters (that
is, setting wars aside), it came to be profitable for some big companies in the
industrial nations (Britain, France, the USA) to set up factories in other also rich
societies (Ford in Germany, for example) so they could sell their products there
and avoid tariff barriers. After World War II, and especially in the 1960s, such
companies came to be called MNCs (multinational corporations).

3. As several related technologies— transportation, communications, and
machinery—took big leaps ahead, it became possible and profitable to outsource.
That is, entire factories could be set up abroad, with the finished industrial prod-
ucts being sold both back home and in other countries. That outsourcing soon
was transformed into going the whole way—so that an auto company would
have the whole car produced with the cheap labor in another country (as with
the maquiladoras in Mexico). (See Cypher.)

4. As will be seen later, the latest stage has once nonindustrial countries, such
as China, developing their own, locally owned and controlled factories.

5. In this chain of processes, what had initially been a situation in which both
the workers and the industrial companies could benefit from cheap raw materi-
als and cheap labor abroad has jumped to where it is now. Both workers and
their companies find it increasingly difficult from to compete with once-poor
countries’ own factories, which are using the latest technology and the cheap-
est labor and shipping cheaply and quickly via today’s abundant and cheap
transport facilities.

Item: In recent decades, GM, once the largest auto manufacturer in the
world, has cut its labor force by more than half. GM itself is now edging toward
bankruptcy.

The big companies involved in that evolution began as simply big companies
(for example, a big sugar company). Then they became big international com-
panies (MNCs). Now they have become enormous transnational companies
(TNCs), which in addition, are usually companies combining what once were
industrial, or trading, or financial companies into one monster company.

It is possible to see a bright side to all this—that is, to say, Ah! but the once
poor workers in the poor countries are now better off, aren’t they? Some are,
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probably. As some may have been better off, perhaps, amid 12-hour days and
falling life expectancies in Britain’s industrial revolution.

In the this twenty-first century, China is becoming (or has already become)
what Britain was in the nineteenth century.

As will be seen in a later chapter, as China for the past 25 years has exploded
from being a nonindustrial to now a leading industrial nation. (It is No. 4 —after
the USA, Japan, and Germany. It is, therefore, “greater” than today’s “Great”
Britain. (See Wang Hui.)

China has done that by processes which—in a total population of 1.3
billion people—300 million now have well-paying jobs. But those same pro-
cesses pushed more than 600 hundred million peasants off the land and into
desperation—and anger.

Item: The Chinese government has revealed that in 2005 there were 74
thousand demonstrations (each with thousands of participants) by rural people
against those land policies; in 2006 the rate has accelerated.

Among the many consequences is that the joint powers of big business and
the giant State have been recast. Now the economy is able to function to the
satisfaction of big businesses only if and when all of social existence—no matter
what—is increasingly shaped to meet the needs and desires of capital, in their
nations and over the globe.

The various steps of all of that will be taken up in more detail later. Now we go
back in time for a while to examine the emergence and nature of monocap.

Most of the analysis and the data to follow will center upon the United States.
We have been the dominant and pace-setting power of global capitalism and, as
well, of today’s cultural and political processes. Up to now.

As will be seen in later chapters, it is almost as though we were imitating the
rise and fall of Britain— with many differences, the most important of which is
this. U.S. monocap dominates not just with its economic and military power, but
with its ways of thinking. The State itself is dominated—not by some hundreds
of relatively small manufacturers and bankers (as with Britain) —but by a few
hundred giant companies.

Now a bit of that history.

FROM SMALL, TO BIG, TO BIGGER, TO GIGANTIC

In the entire industrializing world after 1860, the tendency toward always
enlarging companies speeded up, so much so that industrialization came to
mean big firms.
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As industrialism took hold, businesses had to get bigger in order to take
advantage of the economies of large-scale production. Then they both wanted and
needed to become bigger still, to fend off competition from others.

The USA led that particular parade. One reason was that we were so rich in
industrial resources; another was that we could and did quickly adopt the latest
technological advances from elsewhere (principally Germany and France after
1850).

Add to that something else, the timing of which favored only the USA The
wars of the 19th and early 20th centuries did not serve as vital stimuli for British
industry. However, the U.S. Civil War, World Wars I and I, in sharp contrast, were
critically important for U.S. business profitability. In the USA there were (and
are) close relationships between war, industry, and big business. The war stimuli
were many, including those requiring greater size and strength for companies.

That effect took hold first in the industrial and transportation sectors during
the U.S. Civil War. As noted earlier, subsequently, even more stimulating (and
profitable) were the economic needs of the two world wars.

And then there were the huge direct and indirect economic consequences
of the Cold War. It meant lots of jobs (and purchasing power—that is, more
money to the workers). Because they got good jobs, most workers gave their
active support for at least two horrible and totally unnecessary wars (in Korea
and in Vietnam [see Appendix]) and offered substantial opposition to those
against the wars, including beating up peaceful (and peace-loving) protestors.

Then, add to that the great chunks of very profitable Cold War business for
the few giant corporations that got—and still get—a vastly disproportionate
amount of business. Then 100 companies got two-thirds of all war contracts in
World War II. Now ten companies get one-half of all war contracts. (See Cypher,
1998; Melman, Pentagon Capitalism.)

But now, let’s get back to the step-by-step evolution of monocap.

Unevenly, and rapidly or slowly, its main elements took shape as the late 1940s
moved toward and into the 1950s and 1960s. As each of those elements grew in
strength it depended upon, fed, and was fed by the strengthening of the others.
Among the many shaping elements these the most important were the increase
of power and political influence of huge corporations.

The vast increase in both the absolute and the relative power of supercorpora-
tions and their use of that power made it easier for an equally striking increase in
those corporations’ political influence. These huge corporations used their clout
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in both the quantitative and qualitative roles of the State, in all functional areas
(economic, social, military), and in all geographic areas (at home and abroad).

Given that the burgeoning corporate power and political influence added
up to a major departure from traditional U.S. ideology of what was good and
proper (the fictional “free market”), it was essential for the maintenance of
socioeconomic stability that vigorous economic expansion be assured. This
was made possible by the achievement of the remaining four elements of The
Serious Six:

1. [Enormous corporations]

2. [Afriendly giant State]

3. Consumerism— The strengthening and spread of consumerism

4. Globalization— Therebirth, transformation, deepening,and energizing
by the United States of an expanding global economy

5. The Military-Industrial Complex— From the 1950s on, the economic
stimuli of the U.S. military-industrial complex and the Cold War that
rationalized it

6. The Media— Selling the populace on the supposed benefits of the
military-industrial complex and the Cold War

None of economic, social, political, military, national, or international devel-
opments could have reached the levels or taken the form they had achieved by the
1960s without the always-improving techniques of mass communications— for
selling both products and politics. (Indeed, these days, politicians are sold in the
same manner as soap powders.)

The media have been an indispensable lubricant of monocap’s ways and
means, as in the selling of the Cold War. Like its huge military expenditures, this
stream of propaganda seems destined never to end, whether as “Communist,”

“Cold War,” “War Against Terrorism,” or the next focus-group-tested buzzword
or phrase that will suit the ongoing needs of The Serious Six.

As was noted earlier, although such a set of pressures could be seen as a
conspiracy, in reality, no conspiracy was needed. What the mutual support of
The Serious Six of monocap represents is a meeting of minds, a harmony of
interests, with much to be gained by those in each of those realms, and little to
be lost— except a meaningful democracy, and a safe and sane society.

But with or without a conspiracy, the results are pretty frightening.

All of The Serious Six will be discussed at least briefly in this chapter and,
because the pace always speeds up and the kinds of change reach out always
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further, what is put forth here must and will be brought up to date in later
chapters.

We now move to a necessarily detailed discussion and analysis of what came
to be called the Cold War. As noted earlier, it has always been more hot than cold.
Plus, the Cold War has been able to have most of its costs paid for by the weak
people of our own and other (mostly poor) societies. Injustice triumphs. Once

more.

THE COLD WAR: “CRY HAVOC! AND
LET SLIP THE DOGS OF WAR”

There is many arguments about how and why the Cold War began. The dispute
is understandable. After all, as noted before, it started very soon after World War
II ended—Dbut our new enemies (the USSR and China) had been our allies;
while our new allies (Germany, Italy, and Japan) had been our enemies. Very
confusing, until one recalls that both of our new enemies were Communist,
whereas our new allies had recently downshifted—from fascism back to
capitalism.

As was noted at the end of the preceding chapter, the Cold War began in 1945
in Vietnam. It was not formally announced until 1947, when Churchill stood
next to President Truman on a platform in Missouri to declared that the USSR
was divided from the rest of Europe by “an iron curtain.” (Flat on its back at the
time, the USSR must have borrowed the iron from the West.)

To see the Soviet Union as a military threat in the late 1940s required imagina-
tion. It was a fantasy and a fabrication, given the virtual destruction of the Soviet
economy by World War IT and its 29-t0-30 million civilian and military deaths by
the war— the worst for all of Europe. (See Frumkin.)

And the threat from China? Also a fantasy and a fabrication. China had been
devastated for decades by Japan, whose invasions of China had begun as far back
as the early 1930s.

The Cold War, made up of supposed “low-intensity conflicts” was hot and
bloody — high-intensity— for many countries. Some have been discussed (for
example, the Congo and Korea). The first U.S. intrusion in Iran (1953) will be
discussed toward the end of this chapter, as will our war against Vietnamese
independence (in the Appendix). Guatemala and Cuba will be discussed below.
Iran will be looked at again in the chapter on the 1970s, as will Chile.

No foreign country in the world was a military threat to the USA when our
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Cold War efforts began. All those we targeted presented political or ideological
threats to capitalism —large or small.

When the Soviet Union and China finally became military threats—and both
did —it was only years after the Cold War began, and the process could easily
be justified by both as defensive. Or, to put it differently, they would have been
stupid not to have become militarily strong.

Among the most disgusting cases were those where, as in Guatemala, if there
was any threat, it was a threat to just one U.S. company—the United Fruit
Company. Both that and our other bloody interventions in Central America (El
Salvador and Nicaragua) were political and economic, not military, threats. (See
S. Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala: Rebels, Death Squads, and U.S. Power.)

The many invasions and interventions of the USA in Central America were
damaging and deadly to many of those countries’ people. But our 1961 invasion
of Cuba, meant to overthrow Castro, was something else. It took the world
within a hair’s breadth of nuclear war. There is no reason to believe that the
USA learned a lesson that time. It could easily happen again—in fact, it may
be happening again in the Middle East. If only for that reason, such invasions
deserve a serious look.

CUBA: AFOOT ON THE THROAT

Our tortured and torturing relationship with Cuba began just a year before
President Monroe issued his warning to the European colonizers to keep out of
“our” hemisphere.

In 1822 our armed forces set foot on Cuban-Spanish soil four times, in search
of —well, something or other. We returned in 1899, presumable to support the
Cubans’ struggle for independence from Spain. The Cubans having beaten the
Spanish, the USA took it upon itself to protect and to police Cuba from 1899 to
1902.

Then, in 1902, we forced an amendment to the new Cuban constitution — the
Platt Amendment. Among other onerous provisions, it confirmed the right of the
USA to intervene militarily if the political situation “deteriorated.” The upshot
was that the U.S. owners could own and control lush economic possibilities in
Cuba (first, sugar; later everything— up to and including, power and telephone
facilities).

In 1934 that amendment was abrogated in favor of a trade agreement. In the
interim, U.S. Marines intervened militarily four times—in 1906, 1912-13, 1917,
and 1933. One result of the Platt Amendment remains (over the protests of the
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Cuban government), a strategic U.S. military base at Guantanamo Bay and what
we call Camp X-Ray— geographically convenient and well-hidden from those
who think there is something wrong with torture.

Asanewlyindependent society in 1900, with most of its people of slave families,
Cuba quite naturally became home to political struggles aimed at democracy. For
the USA (that is, the U.S. State), however, democracy is something best confined
to voting. The great majority of Cubans were Very poor, and as a result, they came
to have a broader and deeper view of democracy in mind —a socioeconomic, not
just a political, democracy.

Our Guy Batista — The Dictator

So there was intermittent political turmoil. To put an end to that, the USA
installed the dictatorship of Army Sgt. Fulgencio Batista. Batista (by now Col.
Batista) ruled with an iron fist, torture, and a bulging pocketbook from 1933
through 1944.

Distracted by World War II and its clarion calls for democracy, from 1944
through 1952, two less ferocious governments were allowed; but our postwar
Cold War politics led the USA to reinstall Batista in a coup d’etat (following an
election where he placed a distant third).

If Batista had taken any lessons in politics, they were from Hitler and Mussolini.
More likely, his natural viciousness and greed served as his guidebook. He was so
vile that in 1957 the USA did two extraordinary things:

1. Tt cut off its normal supply of arms to Cuba.
2. (Get this!) It encouraged the resistance movement of one Fidel Castro.

Fidel Castro, Then and Now

A few words about Castro himself, before going on. Son of a comfortable middle
class family, by the early 1950s Fidel Castro was thinking and acting very much
as many young people would in the 1960s in the USA and Europe—
idealistically.

Castro was just 25 in 1953, when he led a failed assault on Bastita’s Moncada
Barracks. Arrested and sentenced to prison for 2 years, Castro gave what became
his gave his later famous “Speech to the Court.” (See Huberman and Sweezy.)

It is a justly famous, humanistic and, for many, an inspiring document.
Reflecting on his words in that speech, and on the needs and possibilities of
Cuba after the successful revolution of 1959, one cannot help but wonder how
uniquely wonderful Cuba would almost certainly have become had the USA not
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done every damned thing it could to bring back the glorious days of Fulgencio
Batista.

The conventional critique of Castro’s Cuba is that in turning toward the Soviet
Union and China Castro was also becoming a threat to the Western Hemisphere,
and not only as a proxy military base for the Soviets and Mao.

Turn toward them Cuba did, and in doing so, necessarily, it also developed
friendly political relationships with them. But the original impetus came from
the USA—not from Cuba. As we had with the new Soviet Union after World
War I and the new Red China after World War II, the USA responded to the new
Cuba with economic, military, and political hostility. (See Zinn.)

The first move was when Cuba’s sugar exports to the USA were blocked. They
were Cuba’s most vital, pretty much its only export and source of income. The
blocking was at the request of U.S. sugar growers. At the same time, the USA
began the embargo that endures still against Cuban imports and exports—with
strong pressures to participate on our allies. From that point on, one thing
followed another, most dramatically the Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961.

It was a spectacular flop and was blamed on Kennedy. The blame that should
have fallen on him was that he did not cancel an invasion organized by Nixon
when Eisenhower was still president.

Cuba was one of many not only obscene, but stupid, CIA capers. True to form,
the CIA had assured, first Eisenhower and then Kennedy, that if we armed and
trained the Cuban opposition to Castro (which was secretly done in Guatemala),
then on the basis of CIA intelligence, a relatively small invasion at the appropri-
ately named Bay of Pigs would be followed by spontaneous uprisings against
Castro, and then...why, hearty congratulations! Cheering crowds! Bouquets of
flowers! (All of this repeated almost word for word 40 years later for the invasion
of Iraq.)

The CIA was wrong about the warm reception. Nothing of the sort happened.
The CIA’s intelligence wasn’t intelligent enough: We now know that those the
CIA questioned were among that small minority of relatively rich Cubans (most
now in Miami) who were dead set against Castro, no matter what.

In addition, the CIA somehow failed to notice that the revolution had been
popular with the overwhelming majority of Cubans, and its popularity increased
for many years afterward — despite, as will be noted, reasons for dissent. There
was a good reason, too, for the popularity. The Cuban Revolution promised
and soon began to deliver a better life to the almost all Cubans (most of whom
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were black), in terms of clothing, food, shelter, education, and health care, and a
offered a look to a better future in terms of dignity and hope.

Castro rules as an autocrat, to be sure, and under his rule a significant if small
number of Cubans have been treated badly—to the point, recently, of execu-
tions. It was clear from his first public appearances that Castro had a compelling
ego, and in recent decades what was once compelling may now be seen as manic.
But two matters should be brought to the table, the second one a question:

1. A better life for everyone Certainly in material and probably in many
nonmaterial realms, the Cuban people now are having far better lives
than any prior Cuban generation and, better than most of the people in
the world—all that despite living in a small country with limited
resources and under embargo against help from other countries

2. Maybe leave Cuba to the Cubans? The USA must answer this question:
Had we left Cuba alone (to say nothing of had we assisted them), who
can say with reasoned arguments that the Castro of 1959 rather than
the Castro of 2004 would not have prevailed? That is, it is Castro him-
self who both creates and reflects the defects of today’s Cuba, but it is
the treatment of Cuba by the USA that has produced the Castro of today.
Guantanamo and Camp X-Ray show why.

Camp X-Ray
For those who can get away with it, resort to the double standard is normal. The
entire history of U.S.-Cuban relations, if viewed honestly, can be seen as a series
of outrageous mistreatments, with variations.

Given the history noted above, our behavior regarding Cuba’s Guantanamo
Bay then would rank high on any list of imperialist excess. That an enormously
rich powerhouse of a country would stoop to demanding of a newly independent
and very small nation such as Cuba that it must allow the giant to occupy and
use a valuable portion of its land in perpetuity or take the military consequences
was, is, would always be, outrageous.

It would be interesting to poll the people of the USA on the following
proposition:

Spain has demanded that the USA give up 1,000 acres of eastern Florida for a
Spanish-controlled naval air station. jAhora!

Or how about this one:
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The British have demanded we relinquish a portion of Long Island for a military
outpost for the exclusive use of the Queen’s troops. U.S. residents will not be allowed
in or near the facility. Ever.

And let’s not forget the West Coast:

The Nepalese demand we turn over much of the central coast of California (from
Monterey to Santa Barbara), because being landlocked, Nepal has no ports for its
nascent navy. The Nepalese government will neither confirm nor deny whether their
ships will be carrying nuclear weapons. No U.S. inspections will be permitted.

So Mr. and Mrs. America, what say you?

What our government has said is measured by what it has done. Our people’s
silence is our answer, with only now and then a dissent such as the following:

For a year and a half, the United States has held hundreds of people captured
during the war in Afghanistan as prisoners in Guantanamo Bay without access
to family, lawyers or any semblance of due process. The Department of Defense
has held more than 600 male prisoners, some as young as 13, and of 42 different
nationalities, including citizens of our closest allies, in a concentration camp.
They have been declared ‘unlawful combatants’ in order to deny them the
protections of the Geneva Convention, incarcerated at a naval base in Cuba,
over which Cuba has no control, to put them beyond the reach of the law. The
military set no limit on their detention, and it declared that if they were brought
to trial, the proceedings would be before special military tribunal, which can
act in secret, and their only appeal would be to the president—who stripped
them of their rights in the first place. (“The Guantanamo Scandal,” Editorial,
NYT, 2003-05-15)

Cuba was neither the first nor the last of our stupid and criminal Cold War
interventions. Now we turn to some of our history in the Middle East.

We did not begin to dip into the longstanding turmoil and European (mostly
British) occupation of the Middle East until after World War II. The Middle East
is, of course, the richest region in the world for petroleum. Also, as the Cold War
began, its location made it vital to control for strategic ends, as well.

A substantial discussion of that region’s oil and strategic value will come up
many times in following chapters. Here a very brief look at our first involvement
with Iran, in the early 1950s (to be resumed in the discussions of the 1970s and
up to the present).
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IRAN: SO WHO NEEDS DEMOCRACY?

The Shah: Authoritarian Rule

After the decades of turbulence both preceding and following World War 1,
Colonel Reza Khan managed a coup in 1925. He installed himself as Shah,
changed Persia’s name to Iran, and ruled until 1941, when he dubbed his son
Mohammmed Shah-in-Shah of Iran. (We will meet the Shah-in-Shah again, in
the 1970s.)

While Hitler was strengthening his power in the 1930s, Reza Khan found his
ways and means admirable; indeed, Iran when translated into English is Aryan.
It was such Nazi leanings (and, just maybe, oil) that led to a joint Anglo-Soviet
[!] invasion of Iran in the early stages of World War II (Fall 1941). Their joint
occupation of Iran lasted until 1946. Both Britain and the USSR were terribly
weak by 1946. When they had to exit Iran, the stage was set for the entrance of
the USA.

The CIA Coup

As the young Shah took power, and like his father, he was severely autocratic.
Despite and because of an always more restive population—to the point of
assassinations—Iran held an election in 1951. It was generally deemed to be
fair.

It was won by an old man, the understandably popular Dr. Mohammed
Mossadegh. He won because his political goal was the overthrow of the Khan
dynasty and his economic goal the nationalization of Iran’s oil resources.

Depending upon who you were, that was either an excellent or plain awful set
of ideas. The USA thought it was awful.

We were quick to provide assistance to the Shah to put an end to that
Mossadegh nonsense. The CIA began its plottings. In 1953 a 4-day military
coup enabled the young Mohammed Reza Shah to arrest and jail Mossadegh (a
preview of the Congo and Lumumba in 1961), and the young ruler turned the
screws to prevent anything like another Mossadegh from ever happening again.
(See Powers; Everest.)

Then all was right with the world, except that from that point on—and this
was not only for the Iranians— for the people all over the Middle East, the USA
became what to them it still is: The Great Satan. (Draper; Kinzer; Kornbuhl/
Byrne)

The Shah-in-Shah worked closely and happily with the USA. In Iran, he,
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those close to him, and U.S. oil companies all gained from what were called
“modernizing” projects—as, meanwhile, the lot of most Persians steadily
worsened. Poverty and illiteracy and repression were rampant.

The Shah Is Deposed

In the 1970s, all hell regularly broke loose. And the most effectively organized
hell was that of the zealous Ayatollah Khomeini. Thus it was that In 1979, The
Shah of Iran was deposed, overthrown by a popular revolt fueled by nationalism,
anti-American sentiment, and fundamentalist Islamic rhetoric.

During the coup, the American embassy was overrun by insurgents, and the
American diplomats within were taken hostage. For 444 days they were held,
bound and blindfolded, to be paraded before cameras broadcasting the humili-
ation of America around the world — thus assuring continuing enmity between
Iran and America. The matter of the hostages was central in the electoral defeat
of then-president Carter by Reagan in 1980. (Pitt and Ritter)

Iran-Contra: Reagan’s Dirtiest Trick

Ronald Wilson Reagan was and remains much loved and admired by a large
majority of the people in the USA, despite all. In that all must be included both
his means of getting elected and of defeating democracy in Nicaragua. In
Nicaragua, there the Reagan forces pulled off the second of two of our really
rotten acts, in Nicaragua and Iran, at the same time. They came to be called Iran-
Contra.

Reagan’s way to the presidency was paved for him in part by (Democratic
Party stalwart) Pres. Jimmy Carter. His resolute lack of conviction conveniently
combined with his also being a conservative Democrat— one who, by the way,
had been the commander of a nuclear submarine not many years earlier.

Carter had the misfortune of being President in 1979 during the Iran hostage
crisis. During the 1980 U.S. election campaign, President Carter was pushed to
send rescue helicopters in a badly failed mission.

Reagan was Carter’s rival in the 1980 election. While attacking Carter as a
wimp, Reagan was also arranging a covert deal with the Ayatollah Khomeini to
provide military help to the Iranians (in their war with Iraq). If he was elected,
they would then (and only then) give us back the hostages, and we would allow
Iran to buy U.S. weaponry—including 1,000 TOW missiles (antitank weapons
systems eventually used against Iraq in their 1980s war). Plus (get this!) the
proceeds were to be given secretly to the Nicaraguan “Contras.” (They were
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a particularly nasty group of thugs, backed by the USA, who were seeking to
overthrow the elected government.)

Note that to harm Carter, Reagan needed the Iranians (as their part of the
deal) to keep the hostages kept captive until after election day. They were. When it
was announced Reagan had been elected, the hostages were released within min-
utes; and after Reagan’s inauguration, Iran got its promised military aid. Really
dirty work; but Reagan was good at really dirty work. (See Wills.)

All of that really foul play occurred, even though—or, more accurately,
because— Congress, not yet having forgotten similar tricks in Vietnam, had
expressly prohibited any and all actions in assistance of the Contra insurrection.
(Draper)

As this came to light in the Congressional Iran-Contra inquiry. When Reagan
was confronted with it, this is what he said:

I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages. My heart and my
best intention still tell me that is true, but the facts and the evidence tell me it
is not. (Wills, 1988)

And he got away with it.

Orwell’s doublethink in his book 1984 had the people being watched, intimi-
dated, and bewitched by Big Brother. What occurred during that series of events
was the President of the USA bewitching everyone —lying to himself first, then
to us.

Some of us might do something like that ourselves now and then. In personal
matter that’s bad enough. When it entails war and slaughter, is done to steal
an election, and happens again and again, it needs to be seen as considerably
worse.

Most of us also find it very difficult to criticize our country, the more so the
greater the offense. So in that case, as was generally true with Vietnam, we look
the other way or find excuses, or simply echo my-country-right-or-wrong. For
shame.

U.S. MIDDLE EAST STRATEGY

In Chapters 11, 12, and 13, our involvement in Iraq will be traced out from its
beginnings in the 1980s Iran-Iraq war, to the first Gulf War, and then into the
ongoing new quagmire. All of that—and our throwing our weight around in
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Iran— was a product of the interaction of monocap and the Cold War. That is,
the USA sought two types of control in the area:

1. Control of and immense profits from Middle Eastern oil for U.S. oil
companies

2. Control overthestrategicareathattouchesorreachesthe Mediterranean,
Eastern Europe, South Asia and the Far East, and Africa

The Middle East has the petroleum reserves. Control is crucial.

THE MILITARIZATION OF U.S. SOCIETY

Now we return to the nature and consequences of the Cold War on the U.S.
economy and politics. The political controversies over the Cold War will never be
settled, but one fact is indisputable: From 1946 to this day, the direct and indirect
economic aspects of the Cold War were the main basis for the economic recovery
of the capitalist nations and the rebirth of the global economy for several decades
after World War II.

Military Expenditures: Entirely
Wasteful, Usually Inflationary

How so? A good part of the answer may be found in the usually understated
official data of the annual Economic Reports of the President of the United States:
Military expenditures between 1946 and 1980 (that is, after World War 1II)
exceeded $9 trillion—which (with all the zeroes) is

$9,000,000,000,000
and which, more than coincidentally, is approximately the amount of today’s
national debt. (For a running daily total of the national debt, see:
http://tinyurl.com/bbp.)

Standing alone, those numbers are neither the beginning nor the end for
understanding the meaning of military expenditures (hereafter milex). For
example, since a government expenditure of $1 leads to increased consumer
spending of $3, to get the effect of this spending of more than 40 years, you
should triple the $9 trillion —and get $27 trillion ($27,000,000,000,000). So
that’s good, no?

No, those enormous (and ongoing) milex could have had much more benefi-
cial effects if they had been used for things we badly need: more schools, more
federal housing, more health care, public transportation, and so on. Also, some
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of the developments originating in or stimulated by milex, but not as harm-
ful, were likely to have come about without war, if not as soon as they did; for
example, those in electronics and transportation.

But clearly harmful were two important economic consequences from
never-ending massive milex: They are (1) entirely wasteful and (2) usually
inflationary.

They are wasteful because they serve no economic or social function that could
not be had by the expansion of the needed programs for people just noted. They
were inflationary (as in the 1970s; see next chapter) because they lifted incomes
but did not add to the supply of marketed goods and services.

Social Costs of the Cold War

Less obvious but at least as important regarding milex were their harmful
political and social accompaniments and requirements and consequences— for
the United States and the rest of the world.

We can only imagine what the United States and either its friends or its targets
could have become without the Cold War. But we can identify the main injuries
done by the militarization of the U.S. economy, its politics, and its culture after
1945.

Here just a few examples:

Running for president in 1964, this is what Sen. Goldwater (Rep., AZ)
said—anticipating the Bush Administration’s PA.T.R.I.O.T. Act, and torture,
among other policies: “I would remind you that extremism in the defense of
liberty is no vice!” (Within a decade, even the very conservative Sen. Goldwater
criticized the degree to which that extremism had already gone.)

Even as Goldwater spoke, and for many years before and after, dissident
Americans were being spied on and mistreated, and CIA and U.S. military agents
were operating covertly in the USSR, Cuba, Vietnam, Chile, and elsewhere.

Politics based on anti-communism did not begin with the Cold War nor in
the United States, of course; but their earlier scope and damages in the United
States were minor when compared to the years after 1946. Then, as noted earlier,
it escalated into McCarthyism, with many serious and lasting consequences.

Also some really stupid ones...

Story: In the 1970s, after all the secretive and nasty doings of the Nixon
administration, Congress passed the Freedom of Information Act. It provided
that all citizens could ask for all the information governmental agencies had
collected on them. I was persuaded to ask about myself. I wrote to the FBI. They



1950s-1960s | 155

wrote back and said, yes, I could have my file, at 10 cents a page. And they said
they had 2,500 pages on me. (Me—dangerous little old me!)

What dangerous actions of mine had the FBI been following? Well, I taught
and wrote and taught against McCarthyism and the Korean and Vietnamese
wars. And my son and daughter had done likewise. Pretty dangerous stuff. Any-
how, I wrote back and enclosed a check for $25, thinking I should sample the
goods. Good thing I didn’t ask for all 2,500 pages. Every page of the 250 they sent
me was entirely blacked out, except for my name at the top. But the USA was
safer, no? And we taxpayers got what we paid for, yes?

The Cold War, in giving a boost for McCarthyism that continues now (in
the name of anti-terrorism), clamped down seriously on politics and politi-
cians at all levels, on trade unions, on teachers, and (among other areas), in the
entertainment fields. (See Navasky.)

The strength and penetration of those processes were such that the American
people (among others) slowly but steadily learned to look the other way regard-
ing their social process, allowing what had never been clean to become always
dirtier, more strident, more corruptible, sleazier. The USA, fabled “land of the
free and home of the brave,” was converted into a society with always sharper
edges, shrugging off our millions in poverty, our deteriorating public schools, our
rising costs of health care, and our deepening and spreading corruption — while,
at the same time, increasingly seeing violent means as acceptable and using them
for questionable ends. And the USSR and China, our main targeted enemies in
the Cold War, in those same years moved along the same path and also became
increasingly militarized societies.

Would they have become militarized without the Cold War? We can never
know the answer to that question or the other “what if’s?” raised in this book. We
can say, however, that from the end of the war (or, in the case of China, after its
1949 revolution) we made it hard for them to do otherwise.

Militarization of the U.S. economy not only helped it to stave off depression
and strengthen the global economy, it also very much weakened the Soviet
Union’s already weak economy— which, in later years, the CIA proudly stated
had been our conscious aim. (See Powers.)

In the process, any chances that might ever have existed for a reasonably demo-
cratic, reasonably efficient, reasonably prosperous Soviet or Chinese socialism
were wrecked. But that was only one of many harsh instances of a group of our
aggressive policies.

More obviously and horribly devastating were the Korean and Vietnamese
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wars. Taken together, those two wars meant the deaths of at least 6 million sol-
diers and civilians in those two small countries and some multiple of that in
terms of the wounded, the towns, villages, and lives destroyed.

When those two wars broke out, nothing even close to true reasons why were
known by the people of the USA. Now, several decades later, few indeed know
anything at all, either about what happened or why. To tell all that should be
known will take many pages, because not only could they happen again, they are
happening—right now in the Middle East.



APPENDIX

The War in Vietnam

As was noted earlier in this part, there was systematic misinformation in the USA
concerning why and when we became involved in the war in Vietnam. The why
was not because a U.S. naval ship was attacked by North Vietnamese, and the
when was not 1965, after the Tonkin Resolution of Congress.

I repeat here that the when was in December 1945, and the why had its origins
in the U.S. decision to violate an agreement made by President Roosevelt in 1944
to assist the Vietnamese drive toward independence. This decision to renege
allowed the French to wage war against the independence movement, which,
when the French lost that war, was then secretly taken up by U.S. funds and
secret military forces. (Best known were the Green Berets.)

A NOTE ON SOURCES

Because we have been flooded by anything but the truth over the years, and
because what follows is so controversial, I think it useful here to say something
about my main sources (other than my own experience).

There are four books involved. I rely mostly on two books of George M. Kahin
(then head of its Southeast Asian Studies Program at Cornell University): The
United States in Vietnam (1968), and Intervention: How America Became Involved
in Vietnam (1986). I also rely on The Vietnam Wars: 1945-1990, by Marilyn Bratt
Young, New York University. Finally, I have also found very useful Secrets: A
Memoir on the Vietnam War and the Pentagon Papers, by Daniel Ellsberg.

REASONS AND RATIONALIZATIONS

The USA put itself squarely into what would happen in Vietnam in 1945. From
then on, the story that unrolled is one of one disaster after another. It is a long
and complicated story, one which—after we finally got out in 1975 (30 years
later) — it was believed never could or should happen again.

But it is happening again, in Iraq. So, what follows is indeed long, but also
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essential to know and understand—what? To understand that this wonderful
country has done and can do really horrible and terribly dangerous things— for
no good reason. There could not be a good reason for such actions.

The Pentagon Papers

I begin with a quote from Daniel Ellsberg, who, in addition to having been a
Marine Captain in Vietnam in 1965-66, was a top official in the National Security
Council, as the USA escalated the war.

Although initially in favor of the war and (hoping there would be limited
bombing and civilian casualties), Ellsberg became increasingly upset at what he
observed in Vietnam and; for example, the nature and effects of air strikes on

villages:

The lead plane fired rockets with white phosphorous warheads at the village,
perhaps to mark the target for the others, which dropped bombs and napalm.
White phosphorous explodes like a blossom. It spreads out brilliant white
petals...with crimson tips. It’s a gorgeous site. When [it] touches human flesh,
however, it burns down to the bone. In Vietnamese civilian hospitals...I'd seen
children who had been burned by it and others who had been burned by
napalm, which leaves a different kind of scar. You can’t put napalm out with
water either. I'd seen both of these in the Marines...and I know they are very
effective weapons. We think of them as saving the lives of our troops, especially
when we’re the only side using them, as in Vietnam, but when I was a marine,
didn’t want to be saved by them, any more than I wanted to be saved by nuclear
weapons. (Ellsberg, 2002)

It was his anger with such cruel slaughter, and with his participation in what
he came to see in the White House as a combination of deep corruption and
tragedy that in 1971 led Ellsberg to mimeograph the 7,000-page Pentagon Papers
and, at risk of imprisonment, to give them to the New York Times (and Senator
Fulbright).

Customary Explanations
In her Preface, Young summarizes the customary explanations for the USA’s role
in Vietnam:
1. To bribe the French [as noted under earlier]
2. “To provide Japan with Southeast Asian substitutes for the China trade
the United States had embargoed...”
3. “Because Vietnam was a crucial part of the U.S. enterprise of
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reorganizing the post-World War IT world, according to the principles
of liberal capitalism.”

As time went on, the official reason was to secure the freedom of the Viet-
namese from an assumed Communist, USSR-controlled totalitarianism. As time
went on, the successive regimes in South Vietnam themselves became always
more totalitarian and oppressive to their own people, reaching the depths with
General Nguyen Cao Ky—an open admirer of Hitler. It then became less embar-
rassing for the official reason to become saving Vietnam from being handed over
to the Chinese Communists—with the totally mistaken belief that the North
Vietnamese and the Chinese were allies. (In fact, China had invaded the north
repeatedly for at least a thousand years, and mutual enmity was strong—and
remains only slightly less so today.)

Or, we may summarize U.S. goals in the words of a 1965 Defense Department
document, as revealed in the Pentagon Papers (published by the NYT in 1971), I

quote:

US aims: 70% — To avoid humiliating US defeat (to our reputation as guaran-
tor). 20% — To keep SVN [South Vietnam] (and then adjacent) territory from
Chinese hands. 10% — To permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better, freer way
of life.

All the above-noted arguments were made in public statements and repeated
in the media, although with the percentiles very much reversed in favor of
“freedom.”

Teach-Ins: From Applause to Boos
to the Empty Chair

The government was invited to make its position clear in the teach-ins that began
in 1964 and became widespread by 1965. They were organized by a few dozen
university professors knowledgeable about Southeast Asia. Typically a teach-in
involved two speakers, one representing the CIA, the State Department, or the
Pentagon, against one of us, opposed to the war.

At first, the audiences were small and inclined to accept the governmental
positions.

Item Noam Chomsky has noted that in the beginning (I'm paraphrasing here),
to speak against the war, “You'd give a talk in somebody’s living room. There
would be maybe five people—and three of them would want to kill you.” At the
time, the anti-war position looked pretty hopeless.
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Then the teach-ins grew bigger and bigger crowds. By mid-1965, the
student audiences became huge— doubtless influenced by the threat of being
drafted —and the governmental speakers came to be booed.

Story An experience with one of the booers when I was present is worth citing:
In a 1965 teach-in at Ball State, a college in Muncie, Indiana, after I had argued
that our aims in Vietnam had very little to do with freedom, my opponent, the
U.S. Consul in Saigon, in exasperation said, in effect, OK already, what we are
there for is to prevent China from taking over all of Asia—and that is vital!

As the meeting ended, a U.S. Marine approached me and got in my face:

“Goddamn you, Dowd! I’'ve done two tours in 'Nam and am on way back for a
third, and now I learn I'm being fucked over!”

“Don’t blame me...,” I started to say— but he was already gone.

By early 1966, having been repeated exposed as liars, the government refused
to provide speakers for the teach-ins. After a few arguments against an empty
chair, the teach-ins were replaced with mass demonstrations, organized by the
Mobilization Against the War in Vietnam (“the Mobe”) —a coalition, ultimately
of more than 250 groups against the war.

The teach-ins were intended to show the many ways in which the government’s
arguments for the war were false, whether as regards what might be seen as best
for the Vietnamese, the people of the USA, or for world peace and well-being.

The Underside

What I see as the underside of ‘Americal” was all too well represented in the

Vietnam war:

1. Our racism

2. Our militarism and penchant for indifferent violence

3. Our greed for power

4. Our steady descent into corruption, dishonesty, and hypocrisy as
required, if that war was to be supported and to be conducted in its
ferocious manner

5. Our utter disregard of the human, social, and environmental disaster
we were creating

6. Our arrogance in assuming that we had the right to decide what was
best for the Vietnamese, no matter what—epitomized by the U.S.
colonel who said “We had to destroy the village [of Ben Suc] in order

to save it.”
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All of those elements interacted as the war lurched ahead. In following they
will all be found.

FIVE PRESIDENTS, ONE POLICY

When the Japanese were defeated in 1945, they had occupied Vietnam for 5 years.
In those years, they “had devastated the economy, creating a famine in the North
that killed between 1.5 and 2 million people,” as the continuing French
administrators looked on (until the last weeks of the war). (Young)

This brutal occupation only strengthened the determination and energies of
the Vietnamese to have their freedom. The first efforts were those in the North
who, led by Ho Chi Minh, had been in resistance for decades. As noted earlier,
when Roosevelt was still alive, through the U.S. OSS agents (later the CIA) in the
North, he promised that Indochina would move toward independence.

Unfortunately for the Vietnamese, Cambodians, Laotians and U.S. GIs killed
or wrecked by the war—and much more—FDR died before the end of the
Pacific war. When he died, so did his aims regarding the freeing of Indochina
from the French.

Truman: The Militarist

In the presidential election campaign of 1944, it was well known that FDR was
fatally ill, so the choice for vice president was more than usually important.
FDR’s vice president since 1932, Henry Wallace, was very much in accord with
the domestic and foreign policies of the relatively liberal FDR. Precisely for that
reason, the conservative wing of the Democratic Party, dominated by the ultra
racist Solid South, dumped Wallace and made Harry S Truman the candi-
date—and thus, within less than two months after the inauguration, the
president.

Truman had a small haberdashery shop when he selected for political service
by the notorious “Boss” Tom Pendergrast’s corrupt machine (in Kansas City,
MO). He was not so much elected as placed in the U.S. Senate.

Whatever else may be said of Truman, good or bad, all agree that his war
xperience had led him to admire, even to cherish, the military. He was went
along with Hiroshima without blinking an eye, and was an early enthusiast for
the Cold War and McCarthyism.

Accordingly, Truman had neither the understanding nor the inclination
to resist his foreign policy advisors as we shoe-horned the French back into
Indochina. Then, as the French presence and ferocity produced an always rising
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Vietnamese resistance and then a full-fledged war in the 1940s, Truman went
along with financing and arming the French. He advanced into the quagmire,

without looking back.

Eisenhower: The Domino Theory

As 1946 became 1950 and then 1952, the USA had also become embroiled in the
war in Korea (see Chapter 8), which it could not win. The new president, Eisen-
hower, had argued for us to get out of Korea and (partly for that reason) was
elected president in 1952. He nevertheless continued our policy of increasing
assistance to the French in Vietnam, even as their casualties continued to
mount.

Instead of taking the position he had urged for Korea— Get out!— he became,
instead, a leading spokesman for the domino theory, arguing that the French must

hold out in Indochina.

The loss of Indochina, Eisenhower told a press conference...would bring in its
train the loss of Burma, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaya; threaten Japan, Formosa,
the Philippines, Australia, and New Zealand. In economic terms it would
deprive ‘the world” of Southeast Asian tin, tungsten, and rubber. Finally, Japan
‘must have [that region] as a trading partner or Japan, in turn, will have only
one place in the world to go—that is, toward the Communist areas in order to
live. The French were assured that every resource, save only American combat
troops and nuclear weapons, would be at their disposal. Before the war ended
[20 years later], some American officials were ready to offer both. (Young)

As will be seen, that was especially so as our own involvement wore on, up
to and after the shock of the Viet Minh’s Tet Offensive of 1968. The Geneva
accords of 1954 had provided for reunification elections to take place through-
out Vietnam. In Saigon, President Ngo Dinh Diem had taken control with our
assistance. He refused to have reunification elections— quite sensibly, from his
point of view, because it was evident he would lose. Any free and fair election
would result in a reunited Vietnam presided over by a democratically elected Ho
Chi Minh.

Diem’s always more repressive regime gave rise to the National Liberation
Front (NLF) in the South. Although fighting the same fight as the Viet Minh,
initially they had no ties with them. The NLF was forced to function under-
ground — for some of the group, literally underground, in increasingly elaborate
honeycombs of tunnels north of Saigon. They soon became an effective guer-
rilla force (called the Viet Cong by the USA) and the main target of what would
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become a decade or more of U.S. efforts to root them out and destroy them, by
any means.

As will be noted below, the means the USA used were unspeakable: constant
heavy bombing— considerably more on the South than the North, and the
use of weaponry aimed at civilians, all of which should be considered under
the heading of war crimes. (see Young.) It was also in those years that the USA
invented the term collateral damage to delicately report civilian casualties. Thus,
in the prettified world of spin, human deaths— civilians killed by soldiers—are
glossed over as sheer irrelevancies.

Kennedy and Johnson: U.S. Military
Activity Increases

As that was evolving, the U.S. presence in all of Indochina was rising, much of it
overtly in South Vietnam, all of it covertly in the North and, as well, in Laos and
Cambodia. There were Green Berets, CIA agents and their agents (and their
Golden Triangle heroin trade [McCoy]), and the U.S. Military Assistance
Advisory Group (MAAG), whose operations had begun as early as 1950.

By 1960, five years before we officially went to war there, admitted U.S. military
personnel in Vietnam stood at just under 1,000. When JFK was assassinated in
1963, there were more than 16,000.

By that time MAAG had been upgraded to become MACYV, the U.S. Military
Assistance Command — more than a mere shift of terminology. There were now
simply too many troops for a mere advisory group to organize. (Young)

In the same years as this increase in U.S. military activity, Vietnam also began
to serve as a laboratory for counter-insurgency techniques and weapons. In the
spring of 1961, a joint U.S.-Vietnamese testing center was established whose first
project was an evaluation of herbicidal warfare: the use of chemicals to poison
food crops and strip the foliage in areas in which guerrillas were thought to
operate.

The names for our military activities became disgustingly cute for those
purposes—for example, Operation Ranch Hand, its motto “Only We Can
Prevent Forests.”

Operation Ranch Hand started flying and destroying in January 1962. Over
the next 8 years, 100 million pounds of herbicides were dropped on over 4 million
acres of South Vietnam, their aim to intimidate the peasants from cooperating
with the Viet Cong. (Young, my emphasis. And note, that was only one operation,
for South Vietnam.)
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Item Even today, 30 years later, the forests of South Vietnam have not recov-
ered. The place of the luxuriant indigenous trees, which were wiped out by Agent
Orange, has been taken by short, ugly scrub. And what would appear to be many
natural ponds throughout the fields are water-filled bomb craters.

All of that and much more was happening 3 years before we an admitted
military presence in Indochina. From then on, it would expand both qualitatively
and quantitatively, with the years before and after our official entry overlapping.
A major element of that overlapping was the general pacification program.

Item One of pacification’s main elements were the strategic hamlets. The
practice was to bulldoze innumerable villages suspected to be guerrilla strong-
holds and to herd all of their former inhabitants into a spot where new “houses”
surrounded by barbed wire and guard towers were constructed —to be paid for
by the villagers themselves. (Young)

This strategy was meant to intimidate the villagers and to get rid of the
NLF—who simply went into nearby territory, to return when they wished. Not
the best way to win the hearts and minds of the people. (Young)

Whether in MACV or in the army, U.S. personnel commonly called them
gooks. Had they seen the Vietnamese people as human beings rather than as
gooks, they might have understood that such steps would only increase Viet-
namese opposition both to the puppet South Vietnamese government and to its
master —as indeed happened.

Diem, as head of government in those early years, did not of course wish to be
seen as a puppet. His main means of proving that, he thought, was to disallow
the official use of U.S. troops to subdue the NLF—while nonetheless allowing
the other official activities just noted. Meanwhile, the morale of the USA-paid-
for, MACV-trained, Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) was low, as was
its competence—and unknown numbers of ARVN were secretly with the NLE

By early 1962, the growing weakness of ARVN relative to the NLF caused the
USA to consider organizing a coup to overthrow Diem. Two weeks before JFK
was assassinated, Diem was overthrown, and he and his brother killed. (Young)
It is believed that JFK was in on it. Whether or not JFK was, we may be certain
the USA was: We wanted Diem out and he was duly overthrown.

Subsequently, one corrupted government after another was created and
wobbled its way along the paths cut out for it by the USA, always costing more
lives for both ARVN and NLF soldiers and villagers (and, doubtless, many
unadmitted U.S. lives), while—while, at the same time, ruining Vietnam’s
economy, its land, and people. (Kahin, 1968 and 1986)
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In the years following JFK’s death, his close advisors revealed that he very
much wanted out of Vietnam in 1962 and 1963, but feared that if he pulled the
us out, he would be accused of being “weak on communism,” and lose the 1964
elections. In one variation or another, the same came to be true of LBJ, who
replaced him. In his memoirs, he said “Losing the Great Society was a terrible
thought, but not so terrible as the thought of being responsible for America’s
losing a war to the Communists. Nothing was worse than that.” (Kahin, 1986).
Really—nothing?

Nizon: Nuke 'Em

And so Nixon moved into the White House. He tried some peace efforts to wiggle
out of Vietnam and failed. His efforts involved leaving Vietnam divided, with the
South independent of the North and dependent upon the USA, a solution unac-
ceptable to both the North and the NLE. When finally we did get out in 1975, it
was only because in the chaos and disgust following Watergate (which caused
Nixon to resign in order to avoid being impeached).

Thank goodness for the resignation. As Ellsberg (who had top clearance in the
National Security Council) verifies, if the choice came down to losing the war or
using nukes, Nixon’s NSC had made up its mind: Nuke Vietnam!

The irony there is strong: Fate and arrogance in 1972 led Nixon to be caught
in the crude illegalities that led to the Watergate investigations, one of which was
Nixon’s use of goons to steal Ellsberg’s files from his psychiatrist’s office. Tricky
Dick had done himself in.

SENSING A NEED FOR FULL PARTICIPATION

In 1963 the Vietnam disaster had only begun. What followed after our official
entry in the war in 1965 made the previous decade seem almost easy.

After Diem’s assassination, one South Vietnamese government after another
came into being and either fell or was pushed out. Thus, in 1964, a General
Khanh engineered a coup and took over. His inadequacies were so obvious that,
to save face, U.S. Ambassador Lodge took it upon himself “to coach the General
in the art of the fireside chat, boasting that he had done the same for General
Eisenhower.” (Young)

Meanwhile, newly installed President Johnson in 1964 authorized “OPlan 34-
A>Tt was an even more ferocious stage of the pacification program. It entailed an
increase in the pace of covert actions against Hanoi and an increase in the overt
actions in the South: stepped-up air and naval surveillance, commando raids
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against bridges, railways, and coastal fortifications. Plus, taking the war into Laos,
it increased the bombing and strafing (by U.S. pilots) of positions held by the
Pathet Lao (the NLF of Laos), and of North Vietnamese villages on the Laos
border, in order to discourage support for North Vietnam.

Reminder We were not at war— formally, that is—although, as noted earlier,
in November 1963 there were already 16,000 (admitted) U.S. military personnel
in Indochina. When, after 1965, we were at war, as will be seen below, all the
foregoing was intensified, throughout Indochina; first Vietnam, then Laos, then
Cambodia. (Young)

In January 1964 General Nguyen Khanh’s government was seen by his U.S.
advisers as “sliding into terminal demoralization,” and deemed to need a big
victory to boost morale. In 1967, the Pentagon historians summarized the logic
of the moment for Defense Secretary McNamara:

Khanh would not be able to feel that assurance of victory until the U.S.
committed itself to full participation in the struggle, even to the extent of co-
belligerency....The problem for U.S. policy makers, therefore, was to find some
means of breakthrough into an irreversible commitment of the USA.

However, President Johnson was advised, ““Co-belligerency’ must await some
overt act of war against the USA on the part of Hanoi,” and none seemed to be
forthcoming. (Young) Then, as if by magic, the 1964—65 Gulf of Tonkin scenario
began its run. Belatedly, those deeds having been done, we discovered (Ellsberg)
that the script had been touched up in all of its critical scenes.

The Gulf of Tonkin, A War Drama in Three Acts
[Lights! Music! Action!]

Act |
August 2 and 4 — U.S. destroyers Maddox and Turner Joy report an attack
by North Vietnamese patrol boats.

August 3 — Hanoi endorses Soviet call for reconvening the Geneva Con-
ference (where the division of Vietnam was approved at the “suggestion”
of the USA).

Act 1l

August 5—7—Congress discusses and passes the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution,
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authorizing the USA to go to war against North Vietnam. The Tonkin
Resolution is described by Under Secretary of State Katzenbach as “the
functional equivalent of a declaration of war”— finally!

Act 11

December 1965 — Overt bombing of the Ho Chi Minh trail and North
Vietnam. Intensified bombing continues in the South.

THE TONKIN GULF RESOLUTION:
DISHONESTY AND DOUBLETALK

Although it seems certain the USA would have continued and increased its par-
ticipation without the casual approval of Congress (Senate: 88—2, House 416-0),
the Resolution gave a certain legitimacy for what would become always more
devastating and costly to one and all:

The U.S. troop figure of 23,000 just noted rose to an average of over 500,000 for
most of the next five years, almost 60,000 of whom were killed. But the num-
bers of Vietnamese, Laotian, and Cambodian dead by 1975 added up to more
than three million dead (to say nothing of many more than that wounded,
displaced, their lives ruined). (Young)

It is important, therefore, to show at least some of the dishonesty and double-
talk that underlay the Tonkin Gulf Resolution. (The details and documentation
of the foregoing and what follows are found in both Young and Ellsberg).

The presumed Tonkin Gulf incidents and congressional action all took place in
August 1964, before which, as has been discussed above, we had been aggressively,
even ferociously involved.

Item On July 30, 1964, South Vietnamese commandos, accompanied by Amer-
ican “advisers,” used U.S.-financed gunboats to conduct heavy raids against two
islands in the Gulf of Tonkin (offshore from the northern parts of North Viet-
nam). The next day, the U.S. destroyer Maddox itself arrived there and exchanged
gunfire greetings with the North Vietnamese gunboats as they were returning to
Danang.

Item On August 2, the destroyer again cruised close to the offshore islands,
which were again under attack by the South Vietnamese commandos. That
time, the Maddox was pursued into the middle of the Gulf by three North Viet-
namese patrol boats. They veered toward the destroyer, and did not fire; but the
Maddox did, with its very large 5-inch guns. The North Vietnamese held course,
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still without firing. Captain Ogier of Maddox subsequently reported that he was
pleased. Why?

“Of course, you know;” he said, “if they had just turned and run away after we’d
started firing at them, we could have been in real trouble, because they could
have said ‘Here we are in international waters and you went and fired at us. But
they came on and fired torpedoes at us, which was good.”

Quite apart from the fact that the U.S. ship had fired at them, there is another
problem: It just didn’t happen that way.

Item John B. Stockdale, a Navy pilot overflying the entire action said that “with
the best seat in the house from which to detect boats,” he failed to see anything at
all. “No boats, no boat wakes, no ricochets off boats, no boat impacts, no torpedo
wakes—nothing but the black sea and American firepower.” Plus, Commodore
Herrick, on board the Maddox, reported to his superior that “Review of the
action makes many reported contacts and torpedoes fired appear very doubtful...”
(Stockdale; Young)

Nonetheless, the next morning, August 5 (the day the Resolution came to Con-
gress), Stockdale and his fellow pilots were ordered to “retaliate” against targets
in North Vietnam. Saying to himself “Retaliate for what?” Stockdale nevertheless

“led this big horde of airplanes over there and we blew the oil tanks off the map.”
(Stockdale) Then, two days later, the Resolution was passed.

Not quite Pearl Harbor, but “policy makers had found a means to break
through into the needed irreversible commitment of the U.S.” (Kahin, 1986.)

Keep in mind the actions of the USA from 1945 up through 1964 as you now
read the opening words of the Congressional Tonkin Gulf Resolution:

Whereas naval units of the Communist regime in Vietnam, in violation of the
principles of the Charter of the United Nations, and international law, have
deliberately and repeatedly attacked United States naval vessels lawfully present in
international waters....[and]

Whereas the United States is assisting the peoples of [S]outheast Asia to protect
freedom and has no territorial, military or political ambitions in the area, but
desires only that these people should be left in peace to work out their own
destinies in their own way...(Young)

Except for the two senators who voted against, my mother would have made
all of them wash their mouths out with soap—and then spanked them. They
deserved worse, from the Indochinese and the GIs who did the dirty work and
their families.
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TOWARD THE LIGHT AT THE END
OF THE 1968 TUNNEL

“The light at the end of the tunnel,” was predicted by one of our generals in 1968;
it was soon learned that the light was the headlight of an oncoming train: the Tet
offensive of 1968.

It began at the siege of Khe San and ended at Hue. The North Vietnamese lost
great numbers of men and women in that battle and would lose still more in
years to come, but it was there and then that they also won the war.

After Hue, the USA mumbled and stumbled, arranging more than one peace
conference, withdrawing our ground forces with Vietnamization, and continuing

“only” with safe and easy carpet bombing— of Laos and Cambodia, as well as
Vietnam. In 1969, there were over 3,000 high-level carpet bombing missions in
Cambodia alone. (Shawcroft)

“Nothing lost save honour,” when you drop ‘em from B-52’s at 32,000 feet: only
a mix of insanity and obscenity.

Those were the years of always more numerous and larger demonstrations
against the war in our cities and, perhaps even more pointedly, the years when
returned war vets organized themselves into the understandably very effective
Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) and, even more pointedly, when
the grunts still in ‘Nam began to rebel in one form or another: by soldiering
(GI talk for goofing off) and by fragging (shooting or blowing up) their officers.
(Young)

In the States, one fall day in 1969, the two leading coalitions against the
war — the Moratorium and the Mobe— combined forces to produce a national
demonstration in which at least 20 million people stood in the streets to demand
an end to the war.

The people of Indochina and of the USA had to wait until 1975 for peace to
break out (and not even then in Cambodia), had to wait until the monstrous
morons on top did themselves in. They had brought enormous human, eco-
nomic, and social cost and waste to the Indochinese and their own peoples, but
little or no damage to themselves. And they’re at it still.

Young quotes the French journalist Bernard Fall—with many years of
experience in Indochina behind him —as having said, in December 1965, “The
incredible thing about Vietnam is that the worst is yet to come.” And he was
right.

Between 1965 and 1973, we dropped on Indochina more than four times
the bomb tonnage we dropped on all of Europe and Asia in World War II. And
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among those bombs were the infamous daisy-cutters, used against peasants in
rice paddies (along with white phosphorous and napalm), and the deadly cluster
bombs, with which a pilot could “lawnmower” anyone on a path several hundred
feet wide and many yards long. (Shawcroft)

The terminology used to categorize our military actions in Vietnam are
perhaps more revealing than they were meant to be: “search and destroy”;
“pacification”; “clearing operations”; “uprooting”; “Operation Masher”— which,
as Commanding General Westmoreland belatedly realized, made for very poor
public relations with the people of Indochina.

The basic problem for the USA was in not being able to distinguish friend
from foe. It wasn’t so much that to the Yanks all the Indochinese looked alike, but
that there was reason to believe that virtually all of the Laotians, Cambodians,
Vietnamese, even in the South, seemed quietly or dangerously hostile to our
presence.

And why not? For both military and nonmilitary U.S. personnel to see the NLF
and Viet Minh forces as gooks was bad enough. But few Vietnamese in ARVN or
in bars or in “cathouses”—whoever, wherever—could believe that the rough
and aggressive Yanks ever saw even their Indochinese allies as fully human.

Throughout the war, both before and after Tonkin Gulf, there was a distinct
lack of enthusiasm on the part of most of the ARVN to exert themselves mili-
tarily, let alone to take great risks— whether because they distrusted their own
government or ours; or, for who knows how many, because they had always been,
or soon became, silently on the side of the NLF or the Viet Minh.

In short, in pushing its way into Vietnam the USA had embarked on a
path strewn with land mines of its own making—literally and figuratively.
By November 1965, there were already 220,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam, with
another 110,000 on their way, and many more to come in ensuing years: more
than 5 million before 1975.

Without knowing it, the USA was repeating the experience of the French that
led to their defeat at Dienbienphu in 1954, though on a much larger and more
destructive scale for all concerned. What was central to the failures of both the
French and the USA was their inability to understand that as they stepped up
their attacks, their opposition always grew even more—not only in numbers,
but in its ability to second-guess and outwit us.
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DETAILS OF WAR: AGENT ORANGE,
TECHNOLOGY, MOTIVATION

The use of Agent Orange is a case in point, and more than that. Agent Orange is
a poisonous spray (used also in U.S. agriculture, and elsewhere), a herbicide and
defoliant, containing dioxins, known to cause cancer in humans. It was to sprayed
from the air to destroy the foliage of the areas covering the Ho Chi Minh trail,
among other paths and places, such as the Cu Chi area (above the tunnels) north
of Saigon and jungles of the Mekong Delta.

(We say nothing here about the thousands of U.S. GIs still suffering “collater-
ally” from the effects of Agent Orange. Or the thousands of Vietnamese who
have Agent Orange-induced birth defects—gnarled or missing limbs, distorted
faces, palsies, mental deficiencies...)

The U.S. military was then and even more so is today, technologically oriented
from beginning to end. It was never able to grasp even how the NVA (North
Vietnamese Army) and the NLF supplied themselves, let alone how they so often
managed to inflict more casualties on our troops than vice versa, despite our
overwhelming ground and air fire power; or, where we were able to inflict more
than we suffered —“killing at a distance” (Slater) —how they would not only
rebound, but do so in greater numbers. (Ho Chi Minh reputedly said, “You will
kill 10 of my men, I will kill one of yours, and you will tire of it first.”)

At the root of such misunderstanding lay another vital difference: The Viet-
namese fighting against us knew very well what they were fighting for and
against; the Vietnamese “on our side” and the U.S. GIs may be forgiven for being
confused; so were their leaders.

DANGEROUS IDIOCIES

Enough about the ugly details of the war. If the Vietnam experience had any
virtue to it all, it could be found in what it might have taught us about the
dangerous idiocies of U.S. foreign policies, still today making their way with only
slight modifications of rhetoric, but with much the same, possibly even more
horrific consequences.

A final note: Robert McNamara, Defense Secretary for both JFK and LBJ, put his
memoirs together in 1995. In them he reflects on both Cuba and Vietham —and
indicates how dangerously wrong-headed he and the USA were in those days.
Evidently nobody in today’s White House inner circle is inclined to listen. Here

a short summary of his criticism as he gave it at a speech at the University of
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California (Berkeley) in 2004 (remembering that he was at the top of the list of
dangerous fools):
1. The Vietnam war was wrong from the beginning and became always
more so, and we knew it.
2. McNamara had serious misgivings about our invasion of Iraq and its
aftermath.
3. McNamara drew the line at directly criticizing his counterparts in the
White House.
His conclusion: “Birds of a feather stick together.”
Let’s make that turkeys.
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