Newsletter

CDAS

Center for Pacific and Amerlcan Studies

The University of Tokyo Center for Pacific and American Studies
Vol.16 No.1 September 2015

BIEGH

Surviving Creative Destruction: Entrepreneurial Capital-

The American War in Vietnam: Lessons Learned and

Not Learned

W. D. Ehrhart «-cccooeeeemeeemmienn.

HREIF—SmEe

Fortune Telling in the Modern United States: The Pro-

gressives and the Trade in Prophecy

—TA0qv R Ty RYY EZF -85
JEERAIE v veveeeeeeeee e
Brothers of the Pacific: America's Forgotten Filipino Sol-

diers from 1898 to the War on Terror

ism and the Expansion of Slavery in the United States

—IRD—Fk-E-N\TT4R b CZF—50NE

IJE&EEE% ............

Going Walkabout in the Pacific: Walkabout Magazine and

—OURART7— - ARY—3 EXF—5ME

T (BLER) JETE--wevvveerrrerrreemrenneenns

Australia's Pacific Neighbours
—7F - VavA Ly =8N

IRAGILIE v rerererem e 8
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, 5 ERREDBREREIRG o Q)
BRE_FIRE - SRS OPHSE 9

EEFR

The American War in Vietham: Lessons
Learned and Not Learned

(Poet, Teacher,Vietnam War Veteran)

On Memorial Day 2012, President
Barack Obama gave a major speech
announcing the 50th Anniversary Com-
memoration of the Vietnam War. Here
are a few key passages:

“One of the most painful chapters
in our history was Vietnam—most par-
ticularly how we treated our troops who
served there. You were often blamed for
a war you didn’ t start, when you should
have been commended for serving your
country with valor. You were sometimes
blamed for the misdeeds of the few,
when the honorable service of the many
should have been praised. You came
home and sometimes were denigrated,
when you should have been celebrated.
It was a national shame, a disgrace that
should have never happened.”

W. D. Ehrhart

“Because history will honor your
service, and your names will join a sto-
ry of service that stretches back two
centuries.”

“Because of Vietnam and our veter-
ans, we now use American power smart-
er, we honor our military more, we take
care of our veterans better. Because of
the hard lessons of Vietnam, because
of you, America is even stronger than
before.”

These are only a few excerpts from
the president’ s speech, yet even this
little bit is so riddled with errors, distor-
tions, and falsehoods, it is hard to know
just where to begin.

Let me start by saying that [ am a
veteran of the American War in Viet-
nam. I volunteered for the US Marine

Corps when I was 17 years old, went
to Vietnam when I was 18, and earned
the rank of sergeant at 19 & Y. I was
wounded in combat, and received the
Good Conduct Medal and an Honorable
Discharge.

I also joined the antiwar movement
after I finished my time in the Marines,
so I know something about how sol-
diers and veterans were treated when
we came home.

I returned to the United States
from Vietnam in March 1968, passing
through San Francisco and Philadel-
phia airports in full military uniform.
I repeated the same trip in June 1969
when I returned from my last posting—
in Japan, as it happens—before I was
released from active duty. On neither
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occasion was I confronted by civilians
out to denigrate and abuse me. No one
called me “baby killer” or spit on me.
When I later became active in the anti-
war movement, I never once saw or
heard any antiwar demonstrator blame
the soldiers for the war, let alone act
out verbally or physically toward sol-
diers or veterans.

As Vietnam War veteran Jerry
Lembcke documents in his book The
Spitting Image, the myth of the spat-upon
veteran is exactly that: a myth. There is
not a single documented contemporary
account of such behavior. These stories
begin to emerge only after 1975, only
after the end of the war, when many vet-
erans began to claim, “This happened to
me back then.” But psychology dem-
onstrates that people can convince them-
selves of things that never actually hap-
pened. Mostly, veterans came home to
silence, returning not to victory parades
as their fathers had done after World
War II, but one at a time to hometowns
and cities that had hardly been touched
by the events that had changed these
veterans' lives forever. It was isolating,
lonely, and without closure. But that is
not the same as being vilified, abused,
and blamed.

But powerful people saw in the vet-
erans’ pain and unhappiness an oppor-
tunity that Republican candidate for
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president Ronald Reagan seized upon in
a campaign speech in September 1980
when he said, “It is time we recog-
nized that ours was, in truth, a noble
cause.” In the post-Vietnam War, post-
Watergate era, both trust in the US
government and belief in the justice of
American military might were badly
shaken. Morale and discipline in the
armed forces, as documented in Colonel
Robert J. Heinl' s “The Collapse of the
Armed Forces,” were at an all-time low,
and very few young Americans were
eager to serve in the military. When
the attempt to rescue American hos-
tages held in Tehran by Iranian revo-
lutionaries ended in disaster, the US
foreign policy elite became determined
to restore the luster of American arms
and the legitimacy of American military
intervention.

This is the context in which Reagan
gave his “noble cause” speech, and he
was elected in a landslide victory by
Americans who did not want to believe
what they had witnessed and lived
through during the Vietnam War: the
world’ s most powerful nation pounding
into rubble an agrarian people who
plowed their fields with water buffalo
and wanted only to be left alone.

The “national shame, the disgrace,”
was the war itself, not the way returning
veterans were treated. But this was a

reality few Americans, including many
veterans, were willing to admit. Haven' t
Americans always been on the side of
right and justice? Doesn’ t the United
States only fight wars as a last resort and
only when forced to do so by aggressor
nations led by evil leaders? How could
a nation built upon “Give me liberty or
give me death” have ended up waging
a disgraceful war against a people who
had done us no harm nor ever could?

So when Reagan declared that “ours
was, in truth, a noble cause,” millions
of Americans eagerly embraced this
vision of the American War in Vietnam.
This was reinforced over the next dec-
ade by dedication of the Vietnam War
Memorial in Washington and hundreds
of other memorials erected in state
capitals, cities, and towns all over the
US along with “Welcome Home" pa-
rades belatedly honoring Vietnam vet-
erans; by Hollywood movies such as
Born on the 4th of July and Rambo; the
vilification of the antiwar movement;
and the transformation of the Ameri-
can soldier from the instrument of a
bankrupt foreign policy into an unap-
preciated, much-abused victim.

The first of the Welcome Home pa-
rades took place in New York City on
May 7th, 1985. I watched part of it on
television, and found it pathetic and
sad, but many of my fellow veterans
were happy to accept these accolades,
however belated and cynical.

While this transformation of the
veteran from unwitting perpetrator to
American hero was taking place, pol-
icymakers were steadily reasserting US
military intervention as a legitimate in-
strument of foreign policy. Reagan’ s
intervention in Lebanon ended in disas-
ter when hundreds of American Marines
died in a suicide bombing, but Reagan
was smart enough to displace that set-
back with his successful invasion of
the tiny Caribbean island of Grenada,
claiming falsely that the Cubans were
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building an airfield for Russian bomb-
ers and the lives of American medical
students were in jeopardy. This ridic-
ulously lopsided affair was hailed as a
great victory.

By the time George H. W. Bush in-
vaded Panama in 1989, few Americans
questioned what Bush called “Operation
Just Cause.” And when Bush committed
over 500,000 US military personnel
to put the Emir of Kuwait back on his
gold-plated toilet, most Americans
didn’ t bother to ask why the US am-
bassador to Iraq had said to Saddam
Hussein in August 1990 that the US
had “no opinion in your Arab-Arab dis-
putes.” Or if Saddam’ s claims were
true that the Kuwaitis were slant drilling
and stealing Iraqi oil. Or why the US
had supported Saddam all through the
1980s if he was such a tyrant. Operation
Desert Storm might more accurately
be called Operation Desert Stomp,
so lopsided was this brief war, but it
was celebrated with a massive victory
parade in Washington, DC, and dem-
onstrated to all the world that US mili-
tary might was once again a force to be
reckoned with. As Bush triumphantly
declared, “By God, we' ve kicked the
Vietnam syndrome once and for all.”
Sadly enough, as the 2nd Gulf War,
our endless war in Afghanistan, and
interventions in Somalia, Libya, Yemen,
Pakistan, and elsewhere make clear,
Bush seems to have been right.

This rehabilitation of American mil-
itary legitimacy was, as I said, depen-
dent upon rehabilitating the image of
military service and the American ser-
viceman (and now woman, too). By the
late 1960s and early 1970s, as detailed
in such powerful documentaries as
Sir! No, Sir!, the junior ranks of the
US military were in something close
to full revolt against those who were
ordering them to fight in a hopelessly
wrongheaded and perhaps even crim-

inally insane war. What Americans saw

on television in the late 1960s and early
1970s was not returning veterans being
denigrated, but thousands of veterans
in the streets protesting the war they
had fought, challenging the falsehoods
foisted upon them and the American
people, even hurling their medals onto
the steps of Congress.

The draft, by this time, had been
discredited as grossly unfair, and within
the military itself, a large portion of the
blame for the breakdown of authority
was attributed to the young men who
were in the military against their will.

The solution to this problem—the
lesson learned, if you will, by the mili-
tary and the foreign policy establish-
ment—was to replace the draft with
an all-volunteer army. It took a decade
and a half to build a new loyal and
unquestioning military, but in conjunc-
tion with other efforts such as the re-
habilitation of the Vietnam veteran as
noble hero and the recasting of the Vi-
etnam War as noble cause, the effort
succeeded. The US now has a relatively
small military made up of a high per-
centage of careerists whose loyalty is
to their armed service, whose ethos is
defined by their unit identity and sense
of comradeship, and who have minimal
contact with the civilian society they are
supposedly serving. Moreover, a high
percentage of these soldiers are drawn
from the lower economic strata, those
groups with the least voice and the least
clout in the American political system.

Toward the end of the American War
in Vietnam, policymakers discovered
that most Americans didn’ t really care
about the death and destruction of oth-
ers so long as it was not American kids
who were dying. The lesson was learn-
ed too late to apply to Vietnam, but the
Reagan administration applied the prin-
ciple to its wars in Central America,
spending millions of dollars a day to
crush popular revolutions in El Salvador
and Nicaragua.

And now we have the modern mira-
cle of drone warfare and Hellfire mis-
siles, enabling us to kill anywhere in
the world without having to put US sol-
diers’ lives in jeopardy or do anything
more than, literally, lift a finger. Thanks
to the lessons of the Vietnam War, the
US government has learned how to
wage war with minimal domestic polit-
ical opposition. Is this what Obama
meant when he boasted that “the true
legacy of Vietnam” is that “we now use
American power smarter” ?

To my dismay, few of my fellow
citizens seem to be asking themselves
this kind of question. I think it is be-
cause they have been gulled into be-
lieving a version of history that is large-
ly fiction. Indeed, if one goes to the
Vietnam War Commemoration website
itself, prepared and sponsored by the
US Department of Defense, one will
find that the timeline for the Vietnam
War begins only with Ho Chi Minh' s
declaration of Vietnamese indepen-
dence on September 2nd, 1945. There
is nothing about the 80 years of brutal
French colonial rule. Nothing about
Ho' s attempt to meet with Woodrow
Wilson in 1919. Nothing about US col-
laboration with Ho during the Pacific
War. Nor about Ho' s letters to President
Truman in 1945 and 1946. Nor about
the French bombardment of Haiphong
in November 1946.

A search of the Department of De-
fense website for references to Martin
Luther King, Jr., and his 1967 speech
“Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Si-
lence” turns up nothing. A search for
Daniel Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers
turns up nothing. The most powerful
antiwar movement in the history of our
nation is all but invisible in the gov-
ernment’ s official commemoration of
the Vietnam War. The entire website
is riddled with such oversights as well
as distortions, misrepresentations, and
falsehoods.
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The American War |
in Vietnam

Lessons Learned
and Not Learned
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Poet, Teacher, Vietnam War Veteran
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The point, of course, is to white-
wash what happened in Vietham—what
the US did to the Vietnamese—and
focus only on the nobility, heroism, and
sacrifice of America’ s Vietnam War
veterans, who, as Obama says in his
speech, “did your job. You served with
honor. You made us proud.”

During my thirteen months in Vi-
etnam, I witnessed and participated
in the destruction of civilian homes,
brutal interrogations of civilians, and
the killing of men, women, and chil-
dren along with their crops and live-
stock. The people we were supposedly
defending in fact hated us because we
destroyed their forests, burned their
fields, flattened their villages, and called
them gooks, chinks, slopes, and dinks,
turning their sons into shoeshine boys

and their daughters into whores. Is this
what the president meant when he said,
“You made us proud” ?

The American poet Walt Whitman
once said, “The real war will never get
in the books.” He was referring to the
American Civil War, but it pertains
equally to just about any and every
American war. Thus, most Americans,
if they think about the Vietnam War at
all, are content to accept the fallacy that
it was a noble cause fought by valor-
ous young men who sacrificed for the
greater cause of freedom against an evil
communist enemy hellbent on conquest,
and who were unfairly abused and unap-
preciated by unpatriotic cowards when
they returned home.

Meanwhile, the wrong people learn-
ed that by removing most Americans
from any responsibility for or conse-
quences of US foreign policy, by placing
the entire blood burden of US foreign

policy on the shoulders of a small and
largely voiceless segment of the Ame-
rican population, the American military
industrial complex that President Eisen-
hower warned against, but did nothing
to derail, can do whatever it wants to do
in the world without fear of domestic
political consequences.

The one lesson that no one in power
in Washington seems to have learned
is that no amount of military might can
achieve goals that are unrealistic and
incompatible with the beliefs, desires,
and cultures of those at the other end
of the rifle barrels and Hellfire mis-
siles. If the Vietnam War did not drive
home that lesson, certainly subsequent
US forays into Iraq, Somalia, Afghani-
stan, Libya, and now Syria should have
made that lesson clear. But there really
is such a phenomenon as “the arrogance

of power,” and we are daily watching it

1n action.
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Fortune Telling in the
Modern United States:
The Progressives and
the Trade in Prophecy
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On January 9, 2014, David Goodman,
Professor at School of Historical and Philo-
sophical Studies, University of Melbourne,
gave a lecture at the Center for Pacific and
American Studies (CPAS), the University of
Tokyo. Professor Goodman has discussed
a range of topics on cultural history and
social history; his first book, Gold Seeking:
Victoria and California in the 1850s (1994)
examined the meaning of gold at that time by
comparing gold rush in California and that in
Victoria, Australia; his second book, Radio’s
Civic Ambition: American Broadcasting and
Democracy in the 1930s (2011) suggests his
curiosity about communication, mundane
practice, and citizenship, which may have
fruited into this lecture, “Fortune Telling in the
Modern United States: The Progressives and
the Trade in Prophecy.” Professor Goodman
described the history of fortune telling in
three phases: from the colonial period to the
1880s, from the 1880s to the 1940s, and after
World War I1. The public attitudes toward folk
beliefs shifted from tolerance to intolerance
to indifference and he related this story to
“changing ideas of rationality, modernity and
citizenship.” He argued that, the regulation of
fortune telling in the Progressive Era illumi-
nated a modernisation process. In that sense,
Professor Goodman challenged the dominant
view in American history since postwar con-
sensus historians: America was exempt from
the necessity to be modernised.

Why did the history of the fortune telling
seem unfamiliar to the audience? On one hand,
historical scholarship in the US and other
Western countries has showed strong inter-
ests in spiritualism of elites in the context
of intellectual history. On the other hand,

low-priced, storefront, or fairground fortune

telling has drawn limited attention from his-
torians. However, Professor Goodman em-
phasised that commercial practice of fortune
telling “certainly touched the lives of more
Americans than spiritualism.”

Until the late 19th century, fortune telling
was embedded in American life. People went
to fortune tellers for advice in decision mak-
ing and even for medical treatments. For-
tune telling can be a mixture of folk beliefs
brought by British colonists and prophetic
traditions of African Americans and American
Indians. From the 1880s to 1940s, the au-
thority started to regard fortune telling as
a threat to the rationality and modernity.
“The Progressive war on fortune tellers”
brought the illegalisation of such acts or the
introduction of expensive licenses in many
cities and states. World War I spurred the off-
icial control of this folk practice. Moreover,
professionalisation in the Progressive Era
excluded fortune tellers from the sphere of
medicine, psychology and counselling. In face
of such difficulties and less respectability,
American fortune tellers gradually found their
place in entertainment, instead of professional
healing. After the Second World War, the
practice of fortune telling was increasingly
associated with foreignness and exoticised
ethnic identities. Therefore, the trade in
prophecy was no longer a threat and the ban

on fortune telling became invalid. In paral-

lel with the development of mass media
including radio, television and the Internet,
American life “reinvented” exotic fortune
telling and its long Anglo tradition fell into
oblivion.

Professor Goodman' s insightful analysis
engaged many questions and further discus-
sions; on the relation between fortune telling
and Christianity or spiritualism; on the level
of fortune tellers’ respectability; on ethnicity
and gender; and on the role of mass media
in excluding such folk beliefs. Professor
Goodman illustrated not only the uniqueness
of US case but also parallels with the cases in
other regions such as China and Japan. This
comparison also caught attention from the
audience.

It is obviously not easy to deal with such
discursive materials as fortune telling. Never-
theless, Professor Goodman provided a com-
pelling story on modernity and the pleasure of
cultural history and social history. Besides, he
mentioned the meaning of pursuing American
history from outside the US because scholars
based in Australia and those in Japan have
shared some dilemmas as well as interests.
Such a transnational perspective was very
inspiring and encouraged me to imagine other
cohorts from different shores, not just in the
United States.
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Brothers of the Pacific:
America’ s Forgotten
Filipino Soldiers from
1898 to the War on
Terror
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Magazine and Austra-
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