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RE-EXAMINING OUR PERCEPTIONS ON VIETNAM

Anthony Marc Lewis

. As the post-mortems on Vietnam proliferate, and with the survival of an
independent South Vietnam still uncertain, intelligence officers as well as policy
makers and executors of policy have a compelling need to know what lessons
the record of American involvement holds. Is it possible to identify a single
aspect of this record stretching back over two decades which is likely to have
overriding importance for all officers concerned with foreign affairs? Would this
paramount aspect lie with the choices of action our leaders made, as compared
with the alternatives available to them? Should one concentrate on re-examining
the decision-making process itself? Or was the crucial factor the demonstrated
need simply for more experience in dealing with traditionalist, non-Western
societies?

A few voices have been warning that the proponents of these solutions are
missing the main point. These voices are saying Americans are "tripping over it
without seeing it"-that we must look within ourselves. The point is, most .

. Americans either have not attempted to see "the world of theVietnamese" as
the Vietnamese do, or have perhaps tried and not known how to do so. ani)'
in the past decade has an increasing minority of young Americans been edu
cated and trained for developing personal awareness of what may be the critical
factors: (1) the frequent and unconscious distortions in their-and everyone's-s
perceptions of worlds other than their own; and (2) the ways each person
individually "constructs" the reality to which he is continually reacting. I might
add that we also need to learn how to organize what we learn at random about
a foreign people from our personal experiences in contemplating them or inter
acting with them. In sum, we must learn to perceive "other peoples' words"
along a dimension which I shall call intercultural and psychological-and we
must do so systematically.·

I propose to test the finished intelligence concerning two periods of the
Vietnam story-1954-1956 and 1961·1963--for presumptive evidence of analysts'
attention or inattention to such an intercultural and psychological dimension of
the data involved. Before arriving at this main task, we shall first prepare our
selves briefly by consulting some relevant observations and guidelines of prorni
nent government leaders, educators, and researchers, as wel1 as experienced
journalists and outstanding Vietnam specialists. In addition, we shall need to
sort out our ideas on whose perceptions must concern us as we do or do not
find a text helpful for reflecting the intercultural and psychologtcal dimension
of the data discussed. This distinction will force us to examine conscious and
unconscious influences in the work environment on an analyst's perceptions,
as well as his possible and unintentional influence on his known and unknown
readers. We will need practical indicators for spotting the kinds of evidence
we are seeking in the reports. Finally, I will conclude with a brief outline of

·Princeton's Hadley Cantril. a policy adviser to four U.S. Presidents, called persistently
for collection and coordinated use of the psychological Information needed for this purpose.
See his The Human Dimension: Experiences in PoUCI! Research (Rutgers University Press,
New Brunswick, N.J., 1967), especially pp, 152 et seq.
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the means presently available for strengthening the capabilities of the analysts
to cope with intercultural problems through education and training.

The Chicago Conference, June 1968

In June 1968, 28 distinguished scholars and foreign affairs officers met in
Chicago to search out and discuss the lessons Americans should learn from the
Vietnam experience, at a conference sponsored by the Adlai Stevenson Institute
of International Affairs.* Sharp splits appeared over the kinds of lessons on which
Americans needed to concentrate. Harvard's Huntington warned of the "mis
placed analogies" which that conference itself might bequeath to future policy
makers. But Morgenthau rejected out of hand any implication that man can
learn nothing from the record of his experiences because each one is unique.
Schlesinger emphasized Americans' beliefs about their own peace-keeping role
in the world and how they have been deluded thereby. Kissinger highlighted
conceptual failures of American planners as sources of our difficulties in Viet
nam. These conceptual errors persisted because the bureaucracies "run a com
petition with their own programs and measure success by the degree to which
they fulfill their own norms." Hoffmann of Harvard presented in some depth
this casc for looking inside ourselves to find the heart of the problem:

Whereas the machinery has exhtbtted rlgldities and shortsightedness characteristic of
most modern bureaucratic establishments, the perceptions, conceptions, and criteria of
the bureaucrats can be explained only if we look beyoncl the Institutions into the Ameri
can political style as it has been shaped by American history-if we move from the
organization to the minds. The. kind of changes we may want to introduce into the
machinery ... depends on whether one believes the. heart of the trouble is mechanical,
or whether one thinks, as I do, that the reasons go much deeper .... rA) part of the
answer lies in a certain form of ignorance.... Our understanding ·of South Vietnamese
society was poor, the expertise at our disposal limited. In such circumstances we tended
to distort our analysis by reducing South Vietnam's uniqueness to elements that seemed
familiar and reassuring, to features that we had met and managed elsewhere. . .. Our
misreading of reality and our self-confidence have led one another in a vicious circle
of. ever-increasing delusions....
The broader implications of our Vietnam experience can all be summarized in one formula:
from incorrect premises about a local situation and about our abilities, a bad policy is
likely to Follow." "

Hidden Assumptions

We shall be giving much attention to various types of analysts' "hidden"
premises or assumptions as apparently reflected in the intelligence. These are
the principal keys to a person's distortions of perception-the basis or guide for
the meaning he gives to a current "happening"-as a series of stimuli aet upon
one or more of his senses. When he assigns a meaning to stimuli, he usually
does so unconsciously. This is the way the almost instantaneous perception

"Transcripts of the ora! and written contributions at this conference in June 1968· are
available in Richard M. Pfeffer (ed.), No More Vietnams? The War and the Future of American
Foreign Policy (Harper, New York, 1968). Among the participants were: Henry Kissinger,
Arthur Schlesinger, [r., Adam Yarrnolinsky, Edwin Reischauer, Daniel Ellsberg, James C.
Thomson [r., Sir Robert Thompson, Richard Barnet, Hans Morgenthau, 'Samuel Huntington,
Stanley Hoffmann. and Chester L. Cooper.

"Ibid., pp, 115-121, 193, 197. Born in Austria and educated in France, Hoffmann is Pro
fessor of Government and also Research Associate in the Center for International Affairs at
Harvard. In 1968 hc published Gulliver's Troubles; or the Setting of American Foreign Policfl,
which he wrote at the Center. for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford.
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process- works. and repeated assignment of the same meaning soon becomes
habitual. Hoffmann cites the American military view of the relevance to Vietnam
of "the Korean analogy" •• and the examples of successful counter-insurgencies
in Greece, the Philippines, or Malaysia. For our purposes here, we may usefully
cite some of his examples of the use by Americans of terms which for us have
connotations prompting hidden assumptions that distort our perceptions of the
political scene in Vietnam:

The tragedy of our course in Vietnam lies in our refusal to come to grips with those
realities in South Vietnam that happened to be decisive from the viewpoint of politics....
We failed to distinguish a sect from a party, a clique from an organization, a group of
intellectuals or politicians with tiny clienteles from a political movement, a police force,
officer corps, and set ·of rich merchants from a political class. We tended to attribute
South Vietnamese chaos to a combination of Communist disruptiveness. and reversible
South Vietnamese mistakes . . . [without realizing] that those "mistakes" were, SO to
speak, doubly of the essence.' .

In our examination of the finished intelligence about the political scene
we will want to give special attention to the kinds of "elements that seemed
familiar and reassuring" which Hoffmann cites. "Non-Communist parties," "po
litical movement," "political development," "democratic practices"-these are
examples of an unlimited variety of "mirror image" terms··· which are highly

"Research on perception phenomena has intensified in the past two decades, and the re
sulting theory for helping us understand these phenomena has been greatly expanded and
refined. Consult Bernard Berelson and Gary Steiner, Human Behavior-Shorter Edition
(paperback, Harcourt, 1967), p. 147; and Hadley Cantril, "The Nature of Social Perception,"
in Hans Toch and Henry C. Smith, eds., Social Perception (paperback, Van Nostrand, 1968).
Berelson and Steiner sum up the function and significance of the perception faculty:

The facts of raw sensory data are themselves insufficient to produce or to explain the
coherent picture of the world experienced by the normal adult sensory infonnation
does not correspond simply to the perception that it brings forth sensory impulses
do not act on an empty organism. They interact with what Is already "in" the Individual,
and what we immediately experience is the result of that interaction. We do not always
see or hear "what is there," in the environment, but also what we bring to the observing
situation.

Our perception faculty may be likened to a master switch directing and redirecting the formu
lation and coloring of our views of the world. It I7UlU uncoTl.!c/ously bend or ignore reality In
order to maintain consistency in our views of the lCorld or to preserve our commitments.

"" David Halberstam. The Best and the Brightest (Random House, New York, 1972)
pp. 171-172, emphasizes that "even the best of the American military" as represented by
Ceneral Maxwell Taylor drcw analogies with Korea "without considering the crucial dif
ference .•. the very nature of the war."

"" "These are terms which can be expected to evoke "mirror images" in persons who have
not trained themselves to check continually for the differences between the connotations of
a given term in a particular foreign culture area and in the U.S. They are called "mirror image"
terms because a person using, reading, or hearing them is apt to be really "seclng" in his mind
as he would in a mirror; hence, he is likely getting reflections of the ways the terms are under
stood in America, and not in the other culture area to which he unconsciously assumes he or
another person using these terms is making valid reference. The most elusive mirror image
terms are tbose which hold connotatio~s of our Western beliefs and values and notably those
which Americans rank especially high. Examples of such terms would include: "national
development goals," "efforts to reach a' consensus," "search for a reasonable solution," "ex
cessively cruel methods," "fair tactics." Hence, a vital step toward increasing one's awareness
of the deceptiveness of such terms is to make a close and thoughtful inspection of "what Is
typically American or Western." Consult Edward C. Stewart, American Cultural Pattems:
A Cross-cultural Perspective (Regional Council for International Education, U. of Pitts
burgh, 1971).
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likely to exert a deceptive and distorting influence on the perception faculty of
most persons. Such terms instantly trigger powerful cues to this faculty as it
invariably "reaches" for the meaning it will give to a current experience or an

.idea brought to the person's attention.

One final alert is in order before we move on: our habits, shaped by our
personal past behavior and experience, so fill our' waking hours that all of us
quite commonly miss or forget thc enormous implications of habits of perception
for our future problems of understanding the world about us. Joseph H. DeRivera,
in The Psychological Dimension of Foreign Policij," makes the point realistically:

It is difficult even to grasp intellectually the fact that Ice construcl the reality in which
we operate. We .take our perception of the world for granted.... We know what is
real. We live in this reality and we act accordingly ..•. If someone else points out that
our perceptions may be wrong, we may intellectually admit the possiblltry, but we
continue 10 act as though ollr 'perceptions were true. We are familiar with illusions but
dismiss them as interesting playthings. Our reality seems so solid. and we feel so in
touch with it, that it is impossible for us to act with the realization thnt in fact our reality
Is Inferred by us and may not match the reality which future events reveal. It is precisely
in this feeling of certainty that the danger lies. (emphasis added)

Early Warnings of Americans' "Cultural Blinders" on Vietnam

Only a few voices gained wide public attention in America in the 1960s
by their emphasis on the hidden psychological and intercultural dimension of
the Vietnam problem. One was the voice of the Frenchman Bernard B. Fall, who
gave more than a decade and finally his life as well in Vietnam in a wide
ranging search for the hidden causes and meanings of the war..... In the April
1968 Atlantic Monthly James C. Thomson, [r., one of State's Far East hands who
had joined the "Mac" Bundy team at the White House in 1961, contributed a
24.part answer to the question, "How Could Vietnam Happen?" At least half of
his reasons bear directly on the psychological and intercultural dimension of
American involvement 'in Vietnam. Some of these reasons tie into points we
shall be discussing, for example: the leadership's preconceptions of China on
the march and a monolithic Communist bloc; America's "profound ignorance
of Asian history and ... the radical differences among Asian ... societies;" and
confused perceptions of the kind of war we were fighting. Henry Kissinger,
before joining the Nixon Administration, prepared an article for Foreign Affairs
which gave prominence to America's record of neglect of the psychological
dimension on Vietnam. On the results of the Tet offensive of January 1968, which
"overthrew the assumptions of American strategy:' Kissinger wrote:

What had gone wrong? The basic problem bas been conceptual: the tendency to apply
traditional maxims of both strategy and "nation-building" to a situation which they did
not fit.... We fought a military war; our opponents fought a political one. We sought
physical attrition; our opponents aimed for our psychologlcul exhuustlon..... The Tet
offensive brought to a head the compounded weaknesses .. , of the American position.
To be sure, from a strictly military point of view, Tet was an American victory.... But

• (Merrill, Columbus, 0., 1968), p. 21.

• ·See, for example, Fall's Last Bejlections on a War (Doubleday, Garden City, N.Y., 1967).
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in a guerrilla war. purely military considerations are not decisive: psychological and
political factors loom at least as large.. , . Doth the Hanoi Government and the United
States are limited in their freedom of action by the state of mind of the population of
South Vietnam, which will ultimately determine the outcome of the conflict.

As for the magnitude of our problem. of understanding the Vietnamese mind,
Kissinger cites the "vast gulf in cultural and bureaucratic style between Hanoi
and Washington." Then he adds tersely, "It would be difficult to imagine two
societies less meant. to understand each other than the Vietnamese and the
American.">

Upon publication of the Pentagon Papers in the early summer of 1971,
former Secretary of State Dean Rusk gave an exposition on television of his
reactions to this event. At the outset of his talk, he made a highly revealing
admission-the first to be made publicly on this point by a key policy maker of
the mid-sixties-of a crucial misperception: "I personally, I think, underesti
mated the persistence and the tenacity of the North Vietnamese." **

A few journalists had already begun to analyze how such fateful mistakes
of judgment could occur at the policy level. As Stanley Karnow saw the problem:

A prime cause of America"s setbacks in the Far East has been the delusion of our
policy-makers that they understood Asia. Two ele~,ents contributed to this delusion.
The first was the conviction that there must be mcasurable Facts in Asia because. re
garding ourselves as rational. we had to operate on the hasis of facts. So in Vietnam. we
proceeded to "quantify" situations with statistics and graphs and charts that told every-:
thing except the only important reality-what the people think.... Our lack of under
standing bas also led us to miscalculate our enemies, with the result that we have been
unable to estimate their response to force or diplomacy Or a mixture of the two.···

Karnow as welI as Kissinger points up a still more basic roadblock for Intercul
tural analysis than mirror images pose, though it subsumes them: "seeing aforeign
area in American terms," that is, weighing it in~o our calculations and evaluations
as if it "ran on our time" or by our ground rules. We shall be looking at some
of the better known kinds of local ground rules-traditional beliefs, values. and
norms-which make such a practice wholly unrealistic in Vietnam 'as elsewhere
in the traditional world.

But what the local, people think is important is only one aspect of what
. we shall be calling "the hidden psychological dimension" of the scene in Vietnam.

Equally vital for helping Westerners understand "the world of the Vietnamese"
is the way they think-how they put data together and reach conclusions. This
aspect of a traditionalist people's "differentness" can totally escape a Westerner's
attention if he looks at only the measurable or tangible products of their think.
ing. For both the "what" and the "how" of Vietnamese traditional thinking we
shall be turning to the French scholar and educator Paul Mus, who has been
generally acknowledged to be the West's outstanding authority on the Viet-

·Foreign Affairs (Jan. 1969), PP. 211-212, 214, 215, 217, 220.

··The Washington Post, 2 July 1971.
···The Washington Post. 20 July 1970.
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namese society and culture." In 1966, writing at Yale in his article titled
"Cultural Backgrounds of Present Problems" in Asia, he helps us to begin to
understand the Vietnamese mind:

Happily I am addressing America, the country whose philosophy-native, genuine, "abo
riginal"-is closest to Asia, the land of pragmatism.... When an Asian approaches \IS

(Westerners) , . , he is astounded to see how we withdraw into our thinking. We remove
the man. Look at Descartes . , , making total abstractions of everything and starting from
scratch to rebuild the world on pure reason without putting anything of himself into
it. Quite .often, unfortunately, this is the view of the academicians in our part of the
world.. , .

We think in terms of concepts, They think in terms of the complete man. Confucius was
not interested in concepts because he was interested in the total-man, . , the Vietnamese
have not been trained in concepts and reasoning. They have heen trained by a Confucian
civilization which impressed upon the people the way they should behave. , .. Cnn
fucianism is not descriptive... , It is injunctive. It tells people how to behave. 00

Breakthrough by Frances FitzGerald

Frances FitzGerald, daughter of former CIA Deputy Director Desmond
FitzGerald and a former student of Mus a.t Yale, brought Mus and "the hidden
psychological dimension" of the Vietnamese scene to the American people with
eclat in August 1972. In her book Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the
Americans in Vietnam·" she aimed to telI the story of America's involvement ill

Vietnam as it impinged upon and was seen by the Vietnamese. In doing so,

oBorn in France in 1902, Mus was taken by his father to Tonkin (northern North Vietnam).
as a small child. He had his entire basic schooling alongside the Vietnamese young people, ,
became fully bi-cultural and came to know first-hand the workings of the Vietnamese mind. <,

After Oriental Studies in Paris in the early 1920s, he returned to Vietnam where he was
appointed in 1927 to the prestigious Ecole Francaise d'Extrerne Orient in Hanoi, an appoint-:
ment which led to research and study in depth of the historical background and the cultures
of Indochina. During and after World War II Mus served Free French intelligence in several
capacities in Indochina. In 1948 Mus left government service and Indochina, and took teaching
appointments at one of the "grandes ecoles"-the College de France-and at Yule, We will
be consulting Mus repeatedly in this paper. His magistral work, Vietnillll: Sociologic d'ui«:
Guerre (Editions du Seuil, Paris, 1952) has never been successfully translated. Its essential
message is, however, found in a re-worked text brought out in English-following Mus'
death in 1969, but with his blessing-by Princeton professor John T, McAlister, [r., who
was a student of Mus at Yale (McAlister and Mus, The Vietnamese and Their Ret;oll/tion,
Harper, New York. 1970), In addition, I have also used three nrtlcles by Mus in English.
which embrace a host of his themes: "The Role of the Village in Vietnamese Politics," in
Pacific Affairs (Sept. 1949); "Vietnam: A Nation off Balance:' in Yale Ret;icu; (summer
1952): and "Cultural Backgrounds of Present Problems," in "Vietnam: Evolution of the Crisis"
(symposium), in Asia, journal of the Asia Society (winter 1966.)

o0For a discussion of the contrast between Westerners' logic and Vietnamese mental
flexibility in resorting to four systems of thought, see the article by Tran Van Dinh, former
Saigon charge d'affaires in Washington and memher of President Diem's cabinet. "The Other
Side of the Table," in The Washington Monthly, Jan. 1970. Tran says:

"The Vietnamese, like most Asian's, use a paradoxical logic which assumes that A and
non-A do not exchide each other. Paradoxical logic emerges under the name nf dialectics
in the thought of Hegel and Marie. In that sense, Marxism, is nearer to the Eastern way
of thinking than (is) Cartesian logic, .. ,"

• 00The publisher is Little, Brown & Co. The review by Martin Bernal in The New York Re
view, 5 October, appears to me to be the most sophisticated and balanced, The subsequent quote
from FitzGerald is taken from a description of her by Myra MacPherson in The Washinl<ton
Post, 29 August 1972.
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she highlights the contradictions and misunderstandings which have abounded
throughout this story, as well as the contrast of cultural elements and mind
sets which go far to explain them, The book made many best sellers lists, and
almost all reviews were unstinting in their praise and approval of her work.
Martin Bernal in The New York Review says "it is the first book I would recom
mend to anyone to read on Vietnam." She herself reportedly has said:

It's not a, scholar's book, I make a whole lot of large generalities that no proper scholar
would do. Some Chinese scholars would probably huff and puff about certain things.
My idea was to sort of overemphasize the contrast [between their ~lture and Westerners'J
if necessary,

While she spent a good part of 1966 in' South Vietnam and travelled widely
through the country, Bernal observes:

Quite rightly she has relied heavily on the work of others. Many sources are referred to
both in the footnotes and in the text. But her book is largely dominated by the work
of Paul Mus, Richard Solomon, Robert Shaplen, and Otare Mannoni. ... In her chapters
on the National Liberation Front (NLF) she makes brilliant use of American intelligence
material. . '..

Appropriately, Chapter I is titled "States of Mind;" it strives to convey
some sense of the vast psychological gulf between East and West. As the United
States became increasingly involvedIn South Vietnam in the 1960s, the television
pictures of the two countries' leaders were deceiving because "they did not show
the disproportion between the two powers." Yet this "only began with the
matter of scale," American officials spoke of supporting the Saigon government
in order to defend "freedom and democracy" in Asia, while the GIs discovered
that the Vietnamese "did not fit into their experience of either 'Communists' or
'democrats:" Meanwhile, certain American analysts and officials did not see the
United States as interested in the form of the Vietnamese government or in the
Vietnamese, but rather as concerned "for containing the expansion of the Com
munist bloc" and preventing future "wars of national liberation" around the world.

FitzGerald identifies three distinct grounds for misunderstanding and mis
communication between Vietnamese and Americans: the incongruity of their
aims; American ignorance of Vietnamese problems; and the disparity of Viet
namese and American frames of reference for giving meaning to general concepts
such as "freedom," "democracy" and "national problems:' As a result of these
grounds for misunderstanding, both peoples necessarily had gross misperceptions
of the other's aims, motives, viewpoints, and expectations. FitzGerald sums up
her theme:

The unknowns made the whole enterprise, from the most rational and' tough-minded
point of view, risky in the extreme. In going into Vietnam the United States was not
only transposing itself into a different epoch of history; it was entering a world qualita
tively different from its own. Culturally as geographically, Vietnam lies half a world
away from the United States. Many Americans in Vietnam learned to speak Vietnamese,
but the language gave no more than a hint of the basic intellectual grammar that lay
beneath. In a sense there was no more correspondence between the two worlds than
that between the atmosphere of the earth and that of the sea.. , . To find the common
ground that existed between them, both Americans and Vietnamese would have to re
create the whole world of the other, the 'whole intellectual landscape.
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We shall turn to FitzGerald's text as appropriate for her vivid expositions of
the "psychological worlds" of the Vietnamese and the Americans, the incon
gruence of these two worlds, and the resulting problems.

Whose Perceptions Concern Us Here?

Ideally, for thc closest practical reading on analysts' perceptions of a given
foreign situation or problem, we would probably want to identify and talk to
the one or more analysts producing intelligence on each of thc subjects OJ"

geographic areas involved. We might expect thus to determine quite accurately
to what extent the person or persons did or did not "wear cultural blinders" with
respect to the actual viewpoints, motives, aims, or expectations of the foreign
individuals, groups, or societies involved. But for our broad discussion here we
will necessarily take readings after the fact, based on written texts. In so doing,
we can at best hope to establish only presumptive evidence of the degree of
accuracy of Vietnam analysts' perceptions as these existed, in the past, at the
time a given report was written.

In practice, of course, more than one person's perceptions become involved
in virtually all reports, by the normal functioning of the coordination process,
the supervisor's review of the draft, or the final review and approval by senior
officials. Yet the initiation and follow-through on a particular report are nor
mally the responsibilities of a single analyst. Furthermore, those unalysts who
hold "area" or "country" assignments generally have the final sayan what is
characteristic of their area or country, or "what makes it tick." Hence, at a

_minimum we shall assume that: in most instances an individual report on Vietnam
coming under our review will on the whole reflect the perceptions of a single
analyst; and in virtually all cases, any statements of what is characteristically
Vietnamese or Asian-or a consistent lack of attention to such data-will reflect
the perceptions of country or area analysts with a direct responsibility for this
aspect of the reporting.

Yet intelligence organizations need to go farther than simply to assess a
given analyst's attention or inattention to the intercultural. or psychological
dimension of his reporting. In addition, they need to take account of the bureau
cratic-sub-cultural-influenccs on analysts' perceptions which flow from the
views and drives of peers, supervisors, approval boards, agency officials. and
the nation's policy-makers. Considerable research on these influences has been
published in recent years, and selected highlights can be helpful here. First
we sum up some basic research findings on how any group can influence the per
ceptions of its individual members, and then we examine certain recent studies
of how such influences work in U.S. Government bodies concerned with problems
in foreign affairs.

Experiments publicized in 1952 by Solomon E. Asch showed that about
three-fourths of the persons he tested went along with the majority in their re
spective groups on what they perceived to be going on in the room where they

were. In subsequent tests with groups, Richard S. Crutchfield found that can
fonnity on political questions was likely to be greater, more unconscious, and

more permanent than conformity on visual perceptions. Ralph K. White, Pro
fessor of Social Psychology at George Washington University, has pulled together

8 ~ECRET

NB: Classificat~on markings reflect appropriat~ marking at time of original publication.
Readers are rem1nded to handle 1n accordance wlth current security standards if printed or saved.

f.\pproved for Release: 2014/05/19



12-00000

Approved for Release: 2014/05/19

STUDIES'IN INTELLIGENCE WINTER 1973 Vol. 17 NO.4

Perceptions on Vietnam iEEREf

lessons bearing on the Vietnam problem which may be drawn from such psy
chological research." He comments on the results' of Crutchfield's, experiments:

[The evidence I suggests that there is often a real change of attitude. Apparently, after
being told that everyone else agreed with a certain attitude item, many of the subjects
really changed their minds.

Why Early Perceptions Persist

White goes on to identify some basic psychological factors which in his view
probably helped shape and prolong the early perceptions of America's leaders
with respect to Vietnam:

1. "The virile self-Image't-s-the view that, to ensure that one's image as a patriotic defender
of freedom would be preserved, a person must not appear to be faltering on anti
Communism;

2. "Perceptuallag"-for example, for many persons the quite realistic view of the menace
of Communism in Stalin's day was not modified in step with subsequent shifts of
political alignments, leaders' intentions, and operating styles in Europe and Asia;

3. "Cognitive dissonance"-when actions arc out of line with ideas, decision-makers tend
to align the ideas with the on-going line of action (for example, in 1967 when Defense
Secretary McNamara proposed a fundamental shift of policy objectives in Vietnam
based on a re-exarninatlon of the premises of existing policy, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
sharply disagreed and urged that McNamara's paper "not be forwarded to'the Presi
dent" because it. implied such a sharp divergence from long-standing policy).··

4. "Selective inattention"-a tendency, once an attitude or course of action is firmly
adopted, "to retain thoughts that are in harmony with it and to discard others."

In White's view, the psychological significance of all these tendencies lies
"in the nearly total absence of evidence-oriented discussion" of the assumptions
behind prior policy decisions. The lack of analyses of such assumptions was a
major factor in Secretary McNamara's order of 17 June 1967 for the Pentagon's
study of the Vietnam War...•

Since the late 1960s, a host Of "revisionist" scholars have published articles
and books, pressing either or both of the' arguments that: the American leader
ship's shift in the late 1940s to a hostile stance toward Vietnam's revolutionaries
gave a definite bias to the thrust of the United States' involvement in Southeast
Asia from the mid·1950s; and "demonstrable" distortions in American popular
and official perceptions of-the potential roles of Communism in North and South
Vietnam, and of non-Communist forces in South Vietnam, were a prime cause

• Nobody Wanted War; Misperception in Vietnam and Other Wars (Doubleday, Carden
City, N.Y., 1968) pp. 210-215; "Selective Inattention" in Psycho/cgy TaMY (Nov. 1971. pp.
47,80).

"The Pentagon Papers . . . as Published by the New York Times (Bantam Books, 1970,
p. 538. The Joint Chiefs' paper of 31 May argued that the "drastic changes" of policy advocated
by the Secretary "would undermine and no longer provide a complete rationale for our presence
in South Vietnam or much of our efforts over the past two years."

, ••Among those who had earlier called attention to this critical need were Under Secretary
of State Ceorge W. Ball and Assistant Secretary of Defense John T. McNaughton (ibid., pp. 449.
510, 534). McNaughton had advised, "... the philosophy of the war should be fought out
now so everyone will not be proceeding on their own major premises and getting, US in deeper
and deeper."
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of America's failure to achieve its goals in Vietnam well into the 19705.'" We
shall want to test the intelligence reporting especially for any indications of such
distortions in analysts' perceptions of the Vietnamese Communists' and non-Com
unists' roles, as these were perceived by the Vietnamese people.

The Dynamics of Bureaucracy

Influences on individual foreign affairs officers' thinking flow also from the
dynamics of the bureaucracy within a Government agency or group, A seminal
study with this theme is Graham T, Allison's Essence of Decision: Explainins; the
Cuban Missile Crisis." The author postulates three conceptual models-not
necessarily mutually exclusive for any given situation-of how decisions in the
foreign policy field are reached. The traditional view that a nation or govern
ment works toward a calculated solution of a strategic problem is labelled "The
Rational' Actor Model." This is played down in favor of two other models. "The
Organizational Process Model" views governmental behavior "less as deliberate
choices and more as outputs of large organizations functioning according to
standard patterns of behavior ... determined primarily by routines established
in this organizations. , , ," Finally, "The Covernment Politics Model" goes
further, looking within the leadership groups of an organization:

The "leaders" who sit on top of organizations are not a monolithic group. Rather, each
individual in this group is, in his own right, a player in a central, competitive game. The
name of the game is politics: burgaining along regularized circuits am'!ng players posi
tioned hierarchically within the government. Government behavior can thus he understood
according to a third conceptual model. , . as results of these bargaining ganles, , .. Tlw
Governmental (or Bureaucratic) Politics Model sees , . , many actors as players ...
who act .. , according to various conceptions of national, organizational, and personal
goals....

The differing responsibilities of the players "encourage differences in what each
sees and judges to be important," and hence "priorities and perceptions are shaped
by positions."

While Allison writes about decision making in the field of government
policy, we wish to suggest here that the behavior patterns in his second and third
models may well be characteristic also of the processes by which analysts, super-

oIn addition to FitzGerald, see: Townshend Hoopes, TIJe Limits of TnterventiOt' (David
McKay, New York, 1969), especially eh. I, "Roots of Intervention," and ch, 5 "Official
Optimism-Public Doubt"; and John G, Stoessinger, Nations in Darkness: Cilina, Russia and
America (Random House, New York, 1971), especially chs. 5 and 6, which arc concerned with
the French and American involvement in Indochina, Hoopes was Deputy Assistant Secretary
of Defense for International Security Affairs, Jan, 1965-0ct, 1967, and Under Secretary of
'the Air Force, Oct. 1967-Feb. 1969. Stoessinger has served as Acting Director and Director of
the Political Affairs Division of the United Nations since 1967, His thesis (pp. 3-4) is that "the
struggles between the United States and China and those between the United States and Russia
were not waged solely on the basis of objective reality," but also "in the realm of imagery and
illusion." For close-up glimpses of huw preconceptions began to take shape in the minds of State
Department officers in the mid-1940s, sec the staff study for the Senate Foreign Relations Com
mittee (The United States and Vietnam: 1944-1947, Study No, 2-92nd Congress, 2nd Session,
Senate Committee On Foreign Relations, 3 Apr. 1972...,.pp, 2-5, 15.22) which wus based on the
Pentagon Papers.

o°Little, Brown, Boston, 1971, PI'. 13, 67-76, 144-146.
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visors, and senior review boards reach decisions about the proper content of
finished intelligence. He acknowledges:

Few specialists in international politics have studied organizational theory. It Is only
recently that organization theorists have come to study organizations as decision makers;
behavioral studies of Foreign policy organizations from the decision-making perspective
have not yet been produced.

But he does not expect these gaps to remain unfilled. "Interest in an organizational
perspective is spreading rapidly among institutions and individuals concerned
with actual government operations." In 1972 Abraham F. Lowenthal built on
Allison's study for The Dominican lnieroention;" which stresses how "naturally
and consistently" this intervention flowed "from ... established premises, widely
shared within the American foreign policy-making apparatus, at least in 1965."
Lowenthal asserts: "The power of preconception, reinforced by official rhetoric
and bureaucratic repetition, to determine foreign policy perceptions and actions
has rarely, if ever, been more conclusively demonstrated:'

"Groupthink"

In 1972 and 1973, Irving L. Janis published the results of his study of four
"major fiascoes" and two "well-worked out decisions" in American foreign policy
in the mid-twentieth century. His book, Victil7l8 of Groupthink: A Psychological
Study o(Foreign-policy Decisions and Ficscoes, was.followed up with an article
titled "Groupthink"in the Yale Alumni Magazine.·· Janis' "groupthink hypoth
esis" postulates "a specific pattern of concurrence-seeking behavior" in face-to-face
groups, "particularly when a 'we-feeling' of solidarity is running high." His
definition':

Groupthink refers to a deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing. and moral judg-
ment that results from group pressures. .

Drawing on the results of psychological studies of group behavior, he finds that
one's degree of susceptibility to groupthink depends on personality predisposi
tions. The resulting deterioration of mental efficiency is marked by six major
defects in decision making, some of which recur through this paper as con
tributing to distortions of analysts' perceptions. These defects include: failure to
re-examine prior decisions which later become untested hidden assumptions;
failure to "obtain information from experts who could supply sound estimates
of losses and gains to be expected from alternative courses"; and neglect of
information and judgments from persons whose views do not support "pre,
ferred policy."

Janis' analysis is closely corroborated by James Thomson:"·

... the banishment of real expertise . . . resulted fro mthe "closed politics" of policy
making as issues became hot: the more sensitive the issue, und the higher it rises in the
bureaucracy, the more completely the experts are excluded while the harassed senior
generalists take over.... The frantic skimming of briefing papers in the back seats of
limousines is no substitute for the presence of specialists....

• (Harvard U. Press.) pp. 145-147, 151-152, 155.

• 'The book was published by Houghton Mifflin, 1972, and the article appeared in Jan.
1973.

...Atlantic Monthlll, April 1968. pp. 47-53.
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Chester Cooper," former member of CIA's Board of National Estimates, con
firms the relevancy of this point in the eyes of the intelligence world:

Second-echelon and working-level specialists . , , rarely have access to top policy
makers.... Searching analyses and mid-range projections, if they Arc mad" at all, art'
likely to shrivel and perish from neglect.

One additional category of persons-the readers of the~ finished intelli
gence-must be included among those whose perceptions concern us here. Is
it possible than many finished intelligence reports run serious risks of rniscom
municating critical aspects of the intended messages because intercultural or
psychological differences in the understanding of terms are not pointed up?
We must assume that most readers of a given reports series are not in fact known
personally to the analysts preparing them, or to the review boards. In any event,
it is unlikely that analysts are very often certain of the readers' awareness of
the intercultural differences involved in particular aspects of a report.

Hence we propose the following basic guidelines:

Any written intelligence message risks misinforming and misleading
its readers if it does not alert them to the relevant local cultural and
psychological contexts of the key data reported and iudgments offered.
At a minimum, this means that it should say how the local people in
volved see, or are likely to see, the actual or anticipated situations. Addi
tionally, the message should warn readers against dangerou.s mirror
images which particular English words, phrases, or language structures
are likely to evoke unconsciously in their minds."

These guidelines may appear impractical, suggcsting endless repetitions of
burdensome "background" data and caveats, But unless we can demolish the
above premise, we must work toward practical safeguards against miscom
munication across cultural lines.

We shall be interested principally, then, in presumptive evidence of the
perceptions of: an individual analyst who, we can usually expect, drafted a given
report and "saw it through" thc coordination and discussion process, with
violence done only rarely to his perceptions of what ischaracteristicaJly Viet
namese; several analysts functioning as country and/or area specialists who
would have reviewed or coordinated on Vietnam reports in the larger produc
tion offices, though We are not likely to be able to distinguish their perceptions
from those of the originating analyst; and those unseen readers of the reports
who for the mo~t part are likely neither to be Vietnam or. Asia specialists nor
to have trained themselves to overcome the hazards of intercultural communica
tion. We would be interested also in the various ways bureaucratic pressures
work to shape or modify analysts' perceptions, but direct evidence of these in
f1uences·" will be rare in the texts of the reports.

"The Lost Crusade: America in Vietnam. (Dodd, New York, 1970), pp. 457·458.

• ·See the excellent chapter titled "Language, Perception, and Reasoning" in Glen H.
Fisher, Public Diplomacy and the Behavioral Sciences (Indiana U. Press, 1972 " pp. 94-126.
Dr. Fisher is Dean of the Center for Area and Country Studies at the Foreign Service
Institute.

•• ·For an account of one such case, see Willard C. Matthias, "How Three Estimates Went
Wrong," in Studies in Intelligence, Vol. XII No.1, pp. 31·35.
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Indicators of Analysts' Attention to "Hidden PsycJwlogical Dimension"

As we turn toward our main task. we need clear indicators for spotting
analysts' attention or inattention to the intercultural and psychological dimension
of their tasks. The following will be useful indicators for this 'purpose; they
arc consistent with the relevant behavioral science literature which we have
discussed or cited above.

1ndicators (positive or negative) of attention paid to intercultural or psycho
logical dimension of analytical tasks involving local persons, groups, and popu
lations in foreign areas

Set A-Full Indicators: (Analysts show awareness of analytical problems posed
by the differences between the local and the American cultures and psy
chologies)

I-Discuss such differences when they are a significant hazard to full com
munication;

2--Sound alert to problems such differences may pose-e.g., warn of need to
reserve judgment appropriately until local perspective on situation is as
certained;

3--Avoid mirror image terms if possible-e.g., words, phrases, language struc
tures, ways of thinking which reflect psychology of Americans but not of
local nationals being discussed;

4-Point up necessary corrections in readings of such terms and language struc
tures if better alternatives are not available for achieving more accurate
communication.

Set B-Partial Indicators: (Analysts show concern for what is on the minds
and/or what are known to be the cultural tendencies of the local persons,
groups, or population figuring in the analysis)

I-Cite the reported or assumed perspectives, attitudes, views, concerns, rno
tivations, and/or expectations of local people;

2--1ntroduce or stress the "core forces" of the culture and/or sub-culture con
cerned, i.e., the beliefs, values, commonly found priorities (rankings) of
values, norms, and ways of conceptualizing reality which predominate
within the culture or sub-culture concerned;

3--Discuss the reported or assumed perspectives, attitudes, views, concerns,
motivations, and/or expectations of local people in telation to the "core
forces" of the culture or sub-culture concerned. .

In the context of this paper, the main task of the analysts is to point up the
differences between the American readers' culture and way of thinking, on the
one hand, and the relevant foreign culture and way of thinking, un the other
hand. We thcrefure rank as "Full Indicators" evidence that the analysts are, or
are not, pointing up such differences. Yet, partial "credit" must be given for in
troducing only what is distinctive about the local culture and way of thinking;
by calling the readers' attention to generally unfamiliar foreign behavior pat
terns, analysts can often prompt the readers' own efforts to make the comparison
with American ways and perceive at least some aspects of the differences. By
the same token, the analysts' own attention to--or lack uf attention 'to-what is
on the minds of the local people or what "makes them tick" gives us clues to
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whether they are, or are not, "on the right track" for handling the intercultural
or psychological dimension of their task.

Political Realities in Vietnam, Spring 1954

To set the stage for our testing of the finished intelligence in the period
1954-1956, we summarize the political situation in the much-reduced portion of
Vietnam which the French military were still successfully denying to the Viet
minh in the late spring of 1954. With the exception of the Hanoi endave, the
areas involved here later passed from the French to the independent regime in
Saigon during and following the Geneva Conference on Indochina of 26 April
21 July 1954. We need to sketch the highlights of this scene, with emphasis
on the psychological aspects. 'This will help us-in our subsequent references to
the finished intelligence-as we seck to signal presumptive evidence of the ana
lysts' degree of attention to the psychological dimensions of their tasks.

Ngo Dinh Diem arrived in Saigon from France on 25 June 1954 under fairly
favorable international auspices but with formidable handicaps burdening his
internal tasks. With support from French and American officials, he was soon
appointed Premier of the State of Vietnam by Emperor Bao Dai, who had just
won French assent to "treaties of independence and association" on 4 June. *
The Emperor had accepted Diem's terms, which included full civil and military
powers as well as authority to determine the future status of the country and
establish a representative national .assernbly, Furthermore, in French law, the
State of Victnarn-c-i.e., "all of Vietnam"-had been a unified state since May
1949, when the National Assembly in Paris had ratified abandonment of colonial
status for Coclunchina in the South. Now, only a "provisional military dernar
cation line" to facilitate regroupmcnt of opposing military forces-not an inter
national boundary-was to be drawn at the 17th parallel by the French and North
Vietnamese military representatives at the Geneva Conference. Pending ejections
to be held in July 1956, political activities were not denied to either regime
the Communist-controlled Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) in the North,
or Bao Dai's Government in the South-in the area controlled by the other. For
the moment, the psychological impact of the fall of Dien Bien Phu on 7 May and
the continuing Communist pressure deepened the confusion and malaise in the
few areas still under the control of the French Army, notably in the vicinities of
Hanoi and Saigon. Before June was out, Diem flew to Hanoi to set up a Com
mittee for the Defense of the North and urge the local population to rally to
the South.

The Saigon regime's major campaign' that summer for inducing hundreds of
thousands of Northerners to migrate to the South reflected a major political
problem facing Diem-that of creating a popular base in the South. He was an

• A gradual transfer of authority and power had been taking place since 1948. See Bernard
B. Fall, The Two Vietnams: A Political and Militarv Analvsi. (Prueger, New York, 1963),
pp. 212-22.'3. Other principal sources utilized here are: "Lansdale Team's Report on Covert
Saigon Mission in '54 and '55," in The Pentagon Papers, pp. 53-66; George M. Knhin and
John W. Lewis, The United States in Vietnam (rev. ed., Dial, New York, 1967); and Philippe
Devillers and Jean Lacouture, End of A War: Indochina, 1954 (Praeger, New York, 1969, trans
lated from french edition published in France in 1960), which provides a French perspective
on the opening American period. On the background of Diem's coming to power, see Cooper,
op. cit., pp. 120-128.
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Annamite--from Central Vietnam-and had virtually no support in the South
upon taking power. The Frenchman Devillers writes;

He found himself isolated, threatened, and without resources. He could rely only on a
close circle of friends-a virtual clan. The French anc! their agents, the police, the admin
istrators, the soldiers. and the sects all hemmed him iii. His only real encouragement came
from a number of resident and visiting Americans, including both civilian and military
officials .... [Onel imperative was to recruit reliable and blindly loyal supporters who
would meet with the approval of American officialdom.... His political constituents
were the Catholics in the North who were about to come under the control of the DRV.
He had to bring the largest possible number of these Catholics south, no matter what
the costs. . . . They might be socially rootless, but they would owe him everything.
They could be relied upon to be uncompromising because of their fear of the Vietminh,
and their anti-Communism would recommend them highly to the Americans....•

In seeking political support, from Southerners, Diem was severely handi
capped by the French postponement until after World War II of active prepara
tions for Vietnamese self-government. A major task was to create a viable alterna
tive to the Vietminh in areas controlled by the French Army, especially the cities
and towns, but also in pockets of the rural areas inhabited by people of the
regional or "folk" religions, such as the Cao Dai, The base of this political al
ternative would be the small Vietnamese upper class which had been raised up
by French colonial institutions. The French had already found, however, that
this foundation was shaky; it lacked the coherence and strength of a well-estab
lished ruling class, and it was engaged in constant squabbling. In October, 1953,
for example, in the absence of any elected legislature, Bao Dai had appealed to
all major political leaders to attend a "National Congress" in Saigon which
might strengthen his hand in negotiations with the French. Bernard Fall, who
attended, writes: "That National Congress ... became a monumental free-for-all
in which nationalists of all hues and shades concentrated on settling long-standing
scores and in outbidding each other in extreme demands on the French and on
the Vietnamese Government,"· ...

The Role of the Villagers

The most ominous shortcoming of the Vietnamese upper class-which was
shared by Diem, as we shall see-was its insensitivity to thc need "to forge new
political links with the village population," in the words of Princeton Professor
John T. McAlister, jr. It was a shortcoming which would fatefully handicap the
United States' intervention in Vietnam and Americans' perceptions of their un
ending struggle with the Vietminh.· ... As early as 1949, Mus had pointed up the
critical importance of forging political links with' the villages. In a journal article
titled "The Role oJ the Village in Vietnamese Politics," Mus wrote:

The basic problems of Vietnam-whether they concern cooperation or resistance, nation
alism Or Communism, the programs and roles of the political parties, or similar questions
can be properly understood only if they have been appraised from the standpoint of the
villages, Since the end of the war the Frenchhave succeeded in re-establishing themselves
in certain of the cities of Vietnam, but not in the interior of the country, the stronghold

"O». cit., pp. 333-334.

··John T, McAlister, [r., Vietnam: The Origins of Revolution (Knopf, New York, 1969).
p. 7; Fall, Last Reflections on a War, p, 41.

•• ·The steps by which the United States assumed the role of protector of the Diem regime
in 1954-and American misperceptions of this task-are well detailed in Halberstarn, op. cit.,
pp. 121-154.
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of the villages. Since time immemorial these villages have held the key to the social
structure of the country and its outlook on life. . . . The conservatism of the villages
used to be contrasted with the new aspirations of those relatively few urban intellectuals
whose attitudes had been molded by contact with the French. In the present situation,
however, it is chiefly the conservative elements that seem to have congregated in the
French-held cities, while large areas of the countryside have resorted to armed resistance
under leftist leadership.... It is essential to discard at once any notion that in Vietnam
the French are dealing with nothing more than a mass of apathetic peasants who haw
been terrorized by their leaders. When the writer had occasion two years ago to travel
behind the Vietnamese [Vietminhl lines, he fuund widespread evidence of an organized
popular movement both at the front and in the rear."

We shall want to examine closely the presumptive evidence of analysts' percep
tions of this pivotal role of the countryside in influencing the political dynamics
of Vietnam. Perceptions of this role directly influence perceptions of Diem's views
and aims, and also of the political aspects of the Vietminh program and activities
in the South.

Diem's Background and Outlook

A critical handicap for Diem in his political task was the clear incongruity
between many of his principal beliefs, preconceptions, and biases, on the one
hand, and the practical requirements of the task, on the other. Diem's view of
the world and rationale for action were heavily influenced by several factors:
his family background in the mandarin Class of Hue-s-the Annamite Imperial
capital; staunch Catholic beliefs; an unyielding opposition to French political
pretensions in Vietnam; restricted personal experience as an administrator rather
than a policy maker or politician; unci a political philosophy from Europe called
"Personalism." A brief survey of these roots of his personality will help us grasp
the psychological world of this extraordinary but generally miscast ruler, on
whom for a decade America relied as the mainstay of its growing commitment
in Southeast Asia.

Diem's ancestors included some of the earliest Catholic converts in Vietnam,
dating from the seventeenth century. His father was a high official at the court
of Emperor Thanh-Thai at the turn of the twentieth century. This mandarin class
had lingered on in Central and Northern Vietnam after the French had reorganized
many institutions in the South for support of a plantation economy. Frances
FitzGerald suggests traits of the mandarin mentality, with implications for our
concern here:

The villages of northern and central Vietnam stood like small fortresses in the center of
their rice fields, closed uff from the world by bamboo hedges. When the mandarin rode
out from the stone ramparts of his citadel, he traveled quite alone, a fish out of the wat er
of the population. The mandarin was more an ambassador from the court than a governor
in his own domain. He had only the authority to negotiate with the village council. ...
H the negotiations broke down, he had no resurt except the final one of calling in the
Imperial troops and burning down the hedges of the village."

In his extensive discussion of Diem's background,u* Bernard Fall empha
sizes "a religious fierceness bordering on fanaticism, which must be fully under-

'Pacific Affairs. (Sept. 1949), p. 265.
"Or. cit., pp. 43, 81. The quotation is from Mus, Sociologic d'une Guerre, ch. 1. in a

translation presumably rendered by FitzGerald. .
•• - The Ttco Viclllams, pp, 234-252.
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