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1- Some false assumptions 

Who lost the Vietnam war?  
Forty years after the event, the facts on that question have been 
increasingly challenged by a series of myths. Those alternative 
histories come in several variations, but in general, they 
minimize America’s failure in Vietnam and create a new 
narrative that is more consistent with our self-image as a 
righteous, successful nation. As we approach this spring’s 
anniversary, we’re likely to hear quite a bit of that revised 
narrative, so this is a good time to remind ourselves of the actual 
historical record. 
 

 
Here are some facts that should be remembered: 
 
— The United States did not, as is often alleged, cut off aid to South Vietnam after American troops left. In a 
series of votes in August 1974, lawmakers cute back but did not end Vietnam’s military assistance 
appropriation, reducing it from a little over $1.1 billion the previous year to $700 million for FY1975. (These 
figures do not include economic aid.) That was not an insignificant cut, but not a complete cut-off of funds. The 
reduced aid budget was a contributing factor, but not the only one and almost certainly not the most important, 
in South Vietnam’s collapse in the spring of 1975 — at which time, incidentally, South Vietnamese forces were 
still vastly better armed and equipped than their Communist enemies. 
 
— The votes to reduce aid were not the work of antiwar activists, left-wing radicals, and other forces of 
defeatism and disloyalty. In 1974, with the U.S. war over and the military draft a thing of the past, the mass 
protest movement was a spent force. But the country as a whole was overwhelmingly relieved to be done with 
Vietnam and wary of anything that might lead to further involvement. Once American soldiers were no longer 
engaged in Vietnam, Americans had little concern for what happened there. That mood was reflected in 
Congress across both parties and the whole span of political beliefs. The voice expressing the national 
sentiment was not that of a long-haired war protester chanting “Ho ho ho, Ho Chi Minh is going to win!” It was 
(to give one of many possible examples) the voice of Senator Norris Cotton of New Hampshire, a Republican 
of the kind that used to be called rock-ribbed, who declared a few months after the last U.S. troops came home 
that he no longer had any reason to support hostilities in Southeast Asia. “I think perhaps it has a little more 
significance for me to say it than for some of my friends who have been fighting the battle all back through the 
years,” Cotton went on. “They have been doves all the time. I have just been a dove since we got our prisoners 
back.” In the coming debates over military aid for South Vietnam, it was the votes of those new doves, not the 
old ones, that were decisive. 
 
— The claim advanced by some historians (call them the “we-really-won” school) that U.S. forces 
accomplished their mission and successfully beat the enemy in Vietnam has been welcomed by many 
veterans, along with more recent soldiers and others who like to think that American wars are always just and 
victorious. But that claim stretches the facts beyond the breaking point. It rests on false assumptions, 
beginning with a false definition of the U.S. mission in Vietnam. The revisionist argument is that Americans 
“won” because they beat the Viet Cong insurgency in the South, so the Communist victory had to be ultimately 
achieved by regular forces from North Vietnam. The claim of defeating the Viet Cong is a considerable 
overstatement, but even if it were completely accurate, it still would not mean American forces accomplished 
their mission. The legal and strategic basis of the U.S. intervention was that South Vietnam was the victim of 
foreign aggression — that is, from North Vietnam. The U.S. role was to defend its ally against those 
aggressors. (The South Vietnamese insisted that the Viet Cong didn’t exist, that there was no southern 
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insurgency and that the enemy forces were all invaders from the North. The United States did not go quite that 
far, but consistently took the position that the Viet Cong was not a separate combatant force but wholly owned 
and controlled by the Communist government in Hanoi.) Thus, the U.S. military objective was never defined as 
defeating the southern guerrillas but to beat back the North Vietnamese. Clearly, that did not happen. 
 

2 - How it really ended 

 

Here are some more facts to remember about the final chapters of the Vietnam war and the allegation that South 
Vietnam’s defeat was solely caused by Congress and the peace movement, not faulty U.S. policies or failures by South 
Vietnamese leaders: 
 
— While deliberating on the 1974 aid budget, Congress was receiving stunningly inaccurate assessments of 
South Vietnam’s situation from Nixon administration officials. Henry Kissinger, the most prominent spokesman 
on Vietnam, repeatedly assured lawmakers that the previous year’s Paris ceasefire agreement had brought 
“peace with honor” and that major fighting had ended. Other officials were equally upbeat. “We do not put a 
high probability on an all-out offensive,” Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger declared in June 1974, 
adding that “the armed forces of South Vietnam are giving an excellent account of themselves when there are 
flare-ups of hostilities.” Consistent with those messages (and with their flawed representation of the facts), 
administration reports for many months understated South Vietnam’s post-ceasefire casualties by more than 
half, an error that was not corrected until well after the aid votes. In fact, the fighting in 1974 was heavier 
than in almost all previous years of the war, and more South Vietnamese soldiers were killed than in 
any year except 1972. If Congress underestimated Vietnam’s needs when it voted on the 1974 aid 
appropriation, the administration’s rosy and wildly inaccurate assessments surely bear some of the blame. 
 
— South Vietnam’s strategy following the Paris agreement made the effects of the 1974 aid reductions much 
worse than they needed to be. President Nguyen Van Thieu’s policy after the ceasefire was exactly the 
same as it was at the height of the U.S. war: to maintain his government’s control over every foot of 
ground its army could occupy. Without U.S. troops and firepower, that goal was far less tenable. But 
Thieu and his generals never tried to come up with a more realistic strategy. Instead, they continued large-
scale offensive operations for many months after the ceasefire (which was also ignored by the Communist 
side), occupying even more positions of no strategic value and that clearly could not be defended 
against the next major enemy attack. Many were enclaves that could only be supplied by air, a major drain 
on South Vietnam’s diminishing resources. In the closing months of 1974, as the tide of battle shifted against 
the government forces, many of those outlying positions were overrun. With them were lost thousands of men 
and mountains of ammunition, weapons and supplies that could have been conserved to defend more 
important areas. Those losses, coming while Thieu and his commanders were vociferously lamenting the 
shortfall in U.S. aid, were as predictable as they were unnecessary. There is no record, by the way, of any 
meaningful effort by U.S. officials to encourage a more realistic policy. 
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— To bring the aid story to its close: in April 1975, with South Vietnam’s army already in its final catastrophic 
retreat and defeat just a few weeks away, the Ford administration asked Congress for an additional $722 
million in aid (expanding an earlier request for $300 million, the amount that had been authorized but not 
appropriated for the fiscal year). The $722 million request was patently symbolic, since almost no one in 
the administration or out really thought any of the additional arms or supplies would ever reach 
Vietnam. Before Congress acted, the war ended. The official who most energetically pushed that eleventh-
hour aid proposal inside the administration was Henry Kissinger, author of the failed peace agreement and a 
man not known for indifference to his public image. It is difficult not to think that one of his motivations was to 
set the stage for putting the most possible blame on congressional Democrats for the impending defeat, and 
the least possible on his own actions. If so, judging by how widespread that impression is today, he succeeded 
beyond his wildest dreams. 

3- Not a lost victory 

 

Did we really win in Vietnam? Some more facts to remember about the final years: 
 
— Beside the claimed victory over the Viet Cong, the other key premise of the we-really-won narrative is that 
South Vietnamese forces on the ground and U.S. forces in the air decisively defeated the major North 
Vietnamese offensive in 1972, proving that the policy of Vietnamizing the war had worked. In that telling, 
the war on the ground was effectively won when the January 1973 peace agreement was negotiated. But that 
claim is not supported by the facts. The South Vietnamese recaptured the one province capital that was 
occupied by the enemy (though completely destroying it in the process) and managed to defend the two others 
that were threatened. But they permanently lost a chain of bases in the mountainous hinterland, leaving 
the Communists more strongly entrenched than ever in their traditional base areas. And South 
Vietnamese casualties, nearly twice as many as in any previous year of the war, were so high that some 
divisions, including several of the best ones, had still not recovered in morale or combat effectiveness 
by the time of the next and final Communist offensive in 1975. Casualties and destruction also permanently 
depressed civilian morale. At the same time, the Communist side also fell far short of its goals despite huge 
losses. Far from the decisive victory pictured in revisionist myth, the bloody 1972 fighting only recreated the 
old stalemate at a higher level of violence, in which South Vietnam’s national will and fragile institutions 
continued to weaken over the next three years. 
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— A key question the revisionists don’t answer is this: if things were so peachy at the end of 1972, why did 
the United States, after insisting for five years that any peace settlement must include withdrawal of 
North Vietnamese troops from the South, have to drop that demand (over the desperate resistance of 
its ally in Saigon) in order to get an agreement? If we really had the war won, why couldn’t President Nixon 
and his negotiator Henry Kissinger settle on their terms without making such a major concession? The 
question answers itself: by definition, the compromise on that issue means the war wasn’t won after all. 
On the other side, Hanoi met Washington’s concession with an equally fundamental one of its own, 
dropping its long-standing demand that the South Vietnamese regime be disarmed and dismantled as 
part of the ceasefire process. That is to say, they hadn’t won either. 
 
— Once the Paris agreement was signed, the revisionist accounts put all or nearly all the blame on North 
Vietnam for its failure to bring peace. But the truth, obvious to anyone who was there and was not completely 
blinded by ideological loyalty to one side or the other, is that the agreement’s breakdown was an entirely 
mutual affair. Neither side observed the letter or spirit of the ceasefire. Neither took a single step toward 
carrying out the agreement’s political provisions, which were supposed to lead to free national elections and 
eventual reunification. Both continued to deny all political rights to their opponents and to outlaw the 
expression of opposing ideas. On other issues, one might sympathize more with one side than the other. But 
by any possible reading of the facts, the blame for destroying the peace agreement falls equally on both. 

4- Facts are important 

Closing thoughts for this trip down Vietnam memory 

lane: 
 
— A key fallacy in the we-won mythology is that it 
pictures the war as an American event, whose 
outcome was decided entirely by American actions 
and decisions. It gives no weight to the character, 
strategies, strengths and shortcomings of either our 
enemy or our ally. It ignores relevant Vietnamese 
realities such as the endemic corruption that 
drained away South Vietnam’s political and 
military strength — for example, the diversion of 
huge amounts of fuel, medicine and other 
supplies sold off on the black market (with 
significant quantities ending up in enemy hands), 

or the common practice of keeping dead and wounded soldiers or deserters on official rosters so that 
commanders could continue pocketing their salaries. As a result of those practices, the real number of 
troops available for duty in many units was half or less than was listed on charts at higher headquarters, 
while supplies — fuel in particular — were often not available where they were supposed to be. Corruption 
undermined leadership, too. With command positions regularly purchased and used for personal gain, 
promotions were not based on courage and military competence but often, exactly the reverse. 
 
— Similarly, the revisionists ignore the economic catastrophe — equivalent in its effects to America’s Great 
Depression — that demoralized South Vietnam in 1973 and 1974. That downturn had almost nothing to do 
with the cuts in U.S. aid. It reflected a disastrous combination of events: the loss of hundreds of thousands of 
jobs with the closing of U.S. bases, while successive years of poor harvests and the Mideast oil embargo led to 
sharp rises in rice and fuel prices. Skyrocketing living costs brought hardship and hunger to both soldiers and 
civilians. Desertions soared in the army, where a soldier’s pay was no longer enough to buy rice for his 
family. So did black-market sales of military supplies. The devastated economy was another major 
factor in the 1975 collapse, but almost always goes unmentioned in the revisionists’ tunnel-vision history. 
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That history, and the “Congress lost Vietnam” myth that derives from it, brings to mind a story about 
Confederate general George Pickett’s response when he was asked why the South lost the Civil War. 
According to historian Ronald Spector, Pickett supposedly answered: “Well, I kinda think the Yankees had a 
little something to do with it.” The Vietnamese, both our allies and our enemies, had a little something to do 
with the American shipwreck in Vietnam, too. 
 
It is not hard to understand why a fictitious, feel-good history has taken such hold in America’s memories of 
Vietnam. Putting all the blame on Congress, war protesters and left-wingers for the defeat exonerates those 
who were actually responsible for U.S. policy and those who conducted the war; not surprisingly, that makes it 
a popular argument among former U.S. policymakers and military commanders. The myth that not only were 
U.S. military forces not defeated in battle (true, more or less, but also irrelevant, as a North Vietnamese officer 
told an anguished American in the war’s last days), but that the American military effort was actually 
successful, and that U.S. troops left Vietnam having beaten the enemy they came to fight, is comforting for 
veterans and for a country that wants to admire and respect its soldiers. But making ourselves feel better is not 
a valid reason for remembering a false history. 
 
The factual record shows beyond any reasonable doubt that America did not win in Vietnam. Nor was 

the war lost because a successful effort was undermined by opposition at home. The defeat was due to flawed 
policies rooted in a profoundly faulty understanding of both our enemy and our ally, a consistent refusal to face 
unwelcome facts on the ground, and a highly unrealistic idea of what military force can accomplish. Also 
beyond doubt is that four decades later, remembering those painful truths is not just a matter of seeing the past 
more clearly. They are unmistakably relevant to today’s conflicts as well. The more we refuse to see the facts 
of those earlier mistakes, the more we risk repeating them — in wars where the stakes are far higher and 

failure carries far greater dangers than Vietnam ever did. 
THE END 
 
 
Thomas E. Ricks covered the U.S. military for the Washington Post from 2000 through 2008. He can be reached at 
ricksblogcomment@gmail.com.  
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