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Conference and Workshop Reports  

 

 
“America’s War and the World: Vietnam in International and Comparative 
Perspectives.‖ 

Conference at the GHI, November 19–22, 1998. Conveners: Lloyd C. Gardner (Rutgers 

University), Andreas W. Daum (GHI), and Wilfried Mausbach (GHI). 

Coming almost twenty-five years after the end of the Vietnam War, this conference 

sought to place ―America's War‖ in international and comparative perspectives. The 

meeting aimed to reassess the place of the Vietnam War in the history of modern state 

and societal conflicts. The participants selected new reference points for the conflict, 

either contemporaneous or historical. In particular, the goal of the conference was to go 

beyond the war experiences of the combatants. This approach entailed viewing the 

repercussions of the Vietnam War in non-American and non-Vietnamese regional 

settings and discourses. Simultaneously, the conference scrutinized historical analogies, 

thus transcending conventional periodization. According to these precepts, the war in 

Vietnam becomes an even more complex object of inquiry that assumes multiple new 

meanings in diverse cultures and regions across the Atlantic and Pacific worlds. 

The leitmotif of diversity permeated the keynote speech by Lloyd C. Gardner. He 

described how the United States has, since the 1960s, lacked a coherent understanding of 

the Vietnam War. In spite of later attempts to recreate an overall narrative, ―America‘s 

War‖ could never serve as an ―epic tale‖ for Americans. Ambiguous interpretations of 

this war, its legitimacy and projected aims, were not only upheld by American soldiers 

and contemporary critics but also persisted after 1973/1975. In examining the 

connections between personal experiences and public discourses, Gardner focused on the 

discussions between veterans and historians regarding the New Jersey Vietnam 

Memorial exhibition; this discussion eventually led to 
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the conclusion that the acceptance of a plurality of interpretations provides the only 

common ground. Gardner argued that the war in fact represents ―many wars‖ that must 

be contextualized within Vietnam‘s ―thirty years‘ war‖ of decolonization. 

The first day of the conference began with two panels that compared the Vietnam 

War with other conflicts between ―centers of power‖ and ―peripheral states‖ in modern 

history. The introductory panel, chaired by Michael P. Adas (Rutgers University), con-

centrated on the history of the twentieth century. John Prados (Takoma Park, Md.) 

compared the American military strategy in Vietnam with the Japanese intervention in 

China between 1937 and 1945. Prados not only observed substantial similarities in war-

fare, such as the combination of conventional and counter-guerilla operations, but he also 

found striking analogies in the ways in which the United States and Japan miscalculated 

the risks of peripheral wars. In both cases such wars were conducted without sufficient 

national consensus, lacked a precise policy of war aims, and undermined key national 

security interests. Jeffrey Kimball (Miami University) added an important aspect by 

looking at historical patterns of war termination. He used the cases of the Korean War, 

the 1973 Paris peace talks, and the recent Balkan wars to develop a typology of war 

endings, namely, by decisive victory, by imposed peace, or by negotiation. Kimball 

explained how the war settlements for Vietnam in 1954, 1973, and 1975 embodied all 

these ideal types. 

Chaired by Ronald Steel (University of Southern California), the second panel 

extended the comparisons backward into the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries. Fabian 

Hilfrich (Free University of Berlin) talked about American ―Visions of Asian Periphery: 

Vietnam (1964–1968) and the Philippines (1898–1900).‖ According to Hilfrich, both 

cases reveal that the arguments of American interventionists as well as anti-imperialists 

were heavily imbued with discursive constructions of a periphery that helped to either 

legitimize or criticize foreign policy. These discursive constructions drew on enduring 

traditions of American thinking, such as the frontier myth and certain patterns of racist 

ideology. At the same time, they allowed the incorporation of new political ideas, such as 

the domino 
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theory and the pleas for strengthening American credibility in the Third World. Hilfrich 

argued that the concept of periphery was internalized in American discourses to such an 

extent that it could prescribe political decisions and turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy. T. 

Christopher Jespersen (Clark Atlanta University) took up the idea of a long-term 

comparison but applied it to two different central powers. He delineated similarities 

between the British reaction to the foundation of the United States in the 1770s and 1780s 

and the American response to the Socialist Republic of Vietnam after 1975. Although the 

American Revolution and the establishment of a unified Vietnam were two very different 

processes, both incidents raised comparable challenges for Great Britain and the United 

States, respectively. In both cases the major powers sought to curb the ambitions of the 

revolutionary movements and rely on indigenous elements for support. Both powers 

eventually failed when they attempted to reach a military solution—the Battle of Saratoga 

and the Tet offensive representing the crucial turning points. After these failures Great 

Britain and the United States tried to contain the new national states by means of 

supporting competing regional powers and confining the newcomers‘ economic 

opportunities. However, these policies could not prevent the major powers from suffering 

serious internal crises once these peripheral conflicts reverberated at home. 

The afternoon sessions were devoted to the multilateral and systemic dimensions of 

the Vietnam War. Gardner chaired the first panel, which concentrated on the economic 

and financial structures of the international system between 1960 and 1975 and on the 

impact that the U.S. preoccupation with Southeast Asia had on the world economy. Ilkka 

Lakaniemi (University of Helsinki) brought an economist‘s perspective; he embedded the 

American engagement in Vietnam in the post-World War II processes of economic 

globalization. In Lakaniemi‘s view, globalization challenged the American leadership in 

the international community, particularly because Japan was gaining economic 

importance in Asia. By the mid-1960s U.S. allies in Europe increasingly questioned 

American involvement in Southeast Asia, whereas the United States became suspicious 

about 
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the economic and political motives of West European regionalism. Hubert Zimmermann 

(Institute for Contemporary History, Bonn office) took a closer look at the impact of the 

Vietnam War on the international monetary system between 1966 and 1975, when Viet-

nam became the central argument for European critics of American monetary policy. 

Zimmermann placed special emphasis on the role of Germany as a key player in this 

debate. In the early 1960s the German government agreed to offset the expenditures of 

American soldiers stationed in Germany by purchasing U.S. weapons, thereby easing the 

American balance-of-payments deficit. Soon, inherent budgetary problems and saturated 

Bundeswehr arsenals resulted in lagging German orders. This led to a deep crisis with the 

United States, which, in the face of the mounting costs of the Vietnam War, was not 

inclined to compromise on German payments. Eventually the German Bundesbank 

agreed to relieve the U.S. balance-of-payments problem using financial mechanisms and 

to uphold the international monetary system by not converting dollars into gold, only to 

have the Nixon administration unilaterally suspend the dollar-gold standard and impose a 

―Vietnam tax‖ on imports in 1971. In the end the Vietnam War not only contributed to 

the breakdown of the Bretton Woods system but also convinced Europeans of the 

necessity for a more independent European monetary policy. 

Under the moderation of Robert Schulzinger (University of Colorado at Boulder) the 

following panel shifted the focus to the political aspects of the Vietnam War on an 

international scale. Fredrik Logevall (University of California at Santa Barbara) analyzed 

America‘s relationships with its main Western allies during the mid-1960s. He reminded 

the conference that American isolation regarding Vietnam and the absence of 

international support for a larger war are still underexamined. In particular, Logevall shed 

light on the ambiguous positions of Britain and West Germany, which harbored major 

reservations without conveying them to Washington. Even France, America‘s only 

outspoken critic in Europe, did not press the matter with U.S. officials. In addition, all 

major Asian allies except Australia held to a lukewarm position, so 
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that President Lyndon B. Johnson could claim rhetorical support and maintain the facade 

of anticommunist unity; politically, however, he failed with his ―More Flags‖ campaign. 

That the Vietnam War also reflected and even provoked clashes among communist 

countries was shown by Eva-Maria Stolberg (University of Bonn). Her paper delineated 

the changing history of Sino-Soviet differences since 1949 regarding approaches to 

Vietnam and the Vietnamese search for unity. Mao Zedong‘s concept of ―people‘s 

warfare‖ often stood in sharp contrast to the Soviet drive for ―peaceful coexistence.‖ In 

terms of concrete military support, the leaders of both countries primarily followed 

pragmatic reasoning and tried to draw the Vietnamese government to their side, 

especially after 1965 when Sino-Soviet relations rapidly deteriorated. 

The second day of the conference was just as busy as the first, this time with papers 

on the meaning of the Vietnam War for domestic politics, bilateral relations, and the 

culture of the 1960s. Nancy Bernkopf Tucker (Georgetown University) chaired the first 

panel, which highlighted the Asian Pacific theater. Peter Edwards (Australian War 

Memorial, Canberra) investigated the nearly unique Australian support for America‘s war 

in Vietnam in comparison to the Western European allies. All three Australian armed 

services and altogether 50,000 soldiers were involved in the war. Moreover, until 

Australia‘s new labor government attained power in 1972, the official policy was highly 

committed to advocating an American military presence in Southeast Asia. The 

Australian government largely accepted the domino theory but faced complications when 

regional conflicts caught the country between its major allies, as the history of the 

Malaysian ―Emergency‖ (1948–60) and the Indonesian-Malaysian ―Confrontation‖ 

(1963) demonstrated. The importance of regional powers was underlined by Arne 

Kislenko (University of Toronto), who dealt with the ambivalent role of Thailand as an 

American ally during the Vietnamese conflict. Undoubtedly, the close American-Thai 

relationship was based on firm security interests—for the Thai government, the American 

involvement in Asia protected it against an old enemy, China; for Washington, coopera-

tion allowed it to stabilize Thailand and establish a strong barrier 
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against communist influence from Laos. Despite mutual interests, however, indigenous 

cultural traditions nourished concerns on the Thai side about the American presence that 

eventually led the Thai government to distance itself from Washington, thus continuing 

that country‘s tradition of a flexible foreign policy in pursuing its national interests. 

The second panel, chaired by Andreas Daum, sought the perspective of midsize 

European countries. The paper by Leopoldo Nuti (Universita‘ degli Studi Roma Tre, 

Rome) located the Italian attitudes toward the Vietnam War within Italy‘s domestic 

history after 1945. In particular, the long-standing but ultimately unsuccessful attempts 

by Italy to find an ―opening to the left,‖ including the Socialist Party, always faced the 

question of loyalty toward the United States. Between 1965 and 1968 the new center-left 

government endorsed efforts to reach an agreement between Washington and Hanoi by 

secret negotiations, the two most spectacular of which were Operation Marigold, via a 

Polish channel, and the Killy talks, via Rumanian channels. In the 1968 elections, 

however, the Socialists were defeated; in the Italian public, concerns about the Vietnam 

War increasingly turned into massive criticism of the United States. James G. Hershberg 

(George Washington University) took up the theme of Operation Marigold, which 

involved the Italian ambassador in Saigon, Giovanni d‘Orlandi, his American colleague, 

Henry Cabot Lodge, and the Polish representative to the International Control 

Commission, Janusc Lewandowski. Hershberg related detailed information about newly 

discovered source material, particularly from the Polish side, which includes a formerly 

secret memorandum from one of the key Polish Foreign Ministry operatives, Jerzy 

Michalowski. 

With Terry H. Anderson (Texas A&M University) as the chairperson, the last panel 

of the second day focused on the various forms and meanings of antiwar protest during 

the 1960s. Günter Wernicke (Humboldt University of Berlin) focused on the World 

Peace Council (WPC) and the antiwar movement in East Germany. He emphasized the 

internal struggles in the WPC over ideological issues and the amount of support for the 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 
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struggles that often followed the lines of the Sino-Soviet conflict. Although the East 

German committees for solidarity with Vietnam clearly bear a governmental imprint, 

they were not only instruments of propaganda but also developed their own humanitarian 

agendas. Wilfried Mausbach examined the West German antiwar movement on two 

levels. He sketched the increasing radicalization of anti-Vietnam War protest, which 

culminated in 1967–68 in diverse student actions in Berlin and led to a transition from 

ideas of protest to concepts of resistance. Moreover, Mausbach demonstrated how the 

antiwar protest referred to the German past and evolved into a discourse on the lessons to 

be drawn from the atrocities of the Holocaust and the Nazi regime. The Vietnam War 

thus became a symbolic weapon in Germany‘s own memory wars—protesters reversed 

the analogy between the defense of Berlin and that of Saigon as parts of the same Cold 

War narrative that the Johnson administration was eager to uphold; they began to view 

Vietnam as a new Auschwitz. Finally, Barbara Tischler (Columbia University) embarked 

on a reassessment of relations between antiwar activism and feminism during the late 

1960s in Western countries. Tischler stressed that there was no simple shift from one 

movement to the other. Instead, a difficult process of feminist self-organization unfolded 

by which antiwar protest served as a catalyst and provided experience for women. Parts 

of the New Left failed to comprehend the value of women‘s contributions; often women 

had to choose between continuing protest alliances with men and the need to put feminist 

concerns on the political agenda. 

The final day of the conference witnessed intense debates, starting with two papers 

that focused on strategies of memorializing war in the twentieth century. Chaired by 

Marilyn B. Young (New York University), this session dealt with the remembrance of the 

Vietnam War in contemporary Vietnamese film. Since the mid 1980s, as Mark Bradley 

(University of Chicago) described, the official narrative of the Vietnam War as patriotic 

self-sacrifice has been challenged by revisionist filmmakers. These used new artistic free-

doms to claim the primacy of individual war experiences, empha- 



10 GHI Bulletin No. 24 (Spring 1999) 

sizing that family and village rather than the state were and still are the main places to 

negotiate the meanings of the war and to preserve the memory of fallen soldiers. Sabine 

Behrenbeck (University of Cologne) compared the ways in which German society after 

1918 and American society after the end of the Vietnam conflict came to terms with the 

legacies of war. Behrenbeck used the case of war memorials in both countries to study 

the integration of military defeat into the collective memory of a traumatized nation. 

Whereas a wide variety of memorials were erected in local communities throughout 

Germany immediately after World War I, there was little sculptural commemoration of 

the Vietnam War dead in the United States until the 1982 Vietnam Veterans Memorial on 

the National Mall created a model for numerous state and local monuments. Although the 

idea of a national monument had also gained currency in Germany in 1924, authorities 

were unable to form a consensus on the more than 200 proposals submitted, and they 

eventually decided to build three monuments instead of one. Behrenbeck pointed out 

some striking similiarities between one of these memorials, the ―Neue Wache‖ in Berlin, 

and Maya Lin‘s design for the memorial in Washington, D.C. However, whereas the 

latter succeeded in visualizing the conflicts of public memory in the United States, such 

conflicts proved too irreconcilable during the Weimar Republic, and in the 1930s 

Germany eventually witnessed a revival of the heroic narrative. 

Before the final round of discussion on Sunday morning, which was chaired by 

Michael H. Hunt (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill), George C. Herring 

(University of Kentucky) supplied a wide-ranging summary. He articulated some of the 

general questions that must be addressed when putting the Vietnam War in international 

and comparative perspectives. Herring emphasized that the Vietnam War was a truly 

international war, representing a culmination of ―many different wars of many different 

types.‖ The dynamics of alliance diplomacy deserve special attention in examining this 

plurality, as do the forms of war memory down to the local level, the question of the 

decisive turning point of the war, the integration of non-European and non-American 

areas, and the need 
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to develop broader analytical categories and useful generalizations. All of the issues that 

the individual papers studied resounded strongly in the final discussion. Hunt, for 

example, challenged historians to formulate new questions on how and when the Vietnam 

War started and how it ended, given that today‘s assessments offer new and diverse 

interpretations. He also reminded the group of the gap between public history and 

academic historiography and asked the participants to reflect on the specific role of 

historians in influencing our understanding of the Vietnam War. Adas even went so far as 

to ask for a complete reconfiguration of the conflict in light of global categories, such as 

the world history of interventions, integrating economic and gender contexts. 

The conference illustrated the need to study more carefully the place of the Vietnam 

War in long-term processes such as modernization and the rise of the national state. 

Several participants stressed the necessity of integrating largely unknown experiences of 

the war into a new assessment, above all, the perspective of the former South Vietnam. 

Strangely enough, the history of the Vietnam War, as Herring put it, has been written 

mainly by people on the losing side. Other participants underlined the necessity to devote 

more attention to sources from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, and to 

elaborate more on the Cold War context. New forms of contextualization would also 

question our understanding of the categories central and peripheral in dealing with 

conflicts between states that are far apart geographically and very different in size. 

Bringing together innovative approaches and perspectives such as these, the 

conference represented a diverse body of knowledge and helped to cross disciplinary 

borders in order to find new ways of thinking about the Vietnam War. 

 

Andreas W. Daum 

Wilfried Mausbach 


