Jessica Schubert

The Path to Vietnam, by Andrew J. Rotter


In The Path to Vietnam Andrew J. Rotter argues that from 1948 to 1950 U.S. economic and military involvement in Vietnam escalated in response to American desires for the post-WWII economic recoveries of Western Europe and Japan, and in response to the apparent communist threats of Bejjing and Moscow.  His thesis is that during these years U.S. foreign policy compromised its “liberal capitalist” ideal, which Rotter defines as a respect for self-determination (with the understanding self-determining nations will not chose communism), economic progress via private ownership of the means of production and unfettered, multilateral trade (a.k.a. the “open door”).  The coherence of this ideology was threatened by U.S. allegiances, both economic and political, to colonial regimes, and by a rigid view of Asian nationalism as vulnerable to communist penetration from Moscow.  


In Part I Rotter sets the domestic and foreign agenda in the United States as it existed in 1948-1949.  Policy during these years was dominated by two central themes:  (1) the containment of communism (characterized by the Truman Doctrine) and (2) the expeditious economic recovery of Western Europe (expressed as policy by the Marshall Plan).  Toward these ends the Truman Administration announced a plan to combat third-world poverty via private capitalization of development and the dispersion of American technical and scientific knowledge (“Point Four” of Truman’s inaugural address).  Japan and China figured prominently in the plan for Asian development.   It was the hope of the United States that the former would become the “workshop of the Far East,” a manufacturing base through which the raw materials of Asia’s undeveloped nations would flow (16).  In contrast to U.S. hopes for Japan, China, increasingly under Red Army control, was viewed with fear.  The “loss” of China as an ally in the region was meaningful, according to Rotter, on several counts.  It pushed the importance of Japan, as “a bulwark against communism,” to the fore (45).   Also, it shifted the search for Japanese trading partners away from China and toward South East Asia.  Finally, it exposed “technical assistance and toothless guarantees to private investors [Point Four] as inadequate solutions” to the problems presented by the post-WWII order (31).  Integration of the Third World would require a more aggressive policy stance.


In Part II Rotter discusses the challenges of executing an economic recovery in Western Europe and in Japan. Long-term recovery, it became clear, could not be anchored in U.S. T&A (trade and aid).  Japanese production depended on the import of raw materials and, similarly, increased production demanded the presence of foreign markets ready to absorb surpluses.  The United States could not supply Japan with raw materials, nor was it yet a major consumer of Japanese goods.  The U.S., concerned that a Japanese-Chinese trade nexus would help Red China militarize, and disinterested in working with a communist regime, created a strategy for a regional trade network, a “co-prosperity sphere,” with Japan as its manufacturing hub, surrounded by lesser-developed nations that would act as suppliers of raw materials and markets for manufactured goods.  This strategy, for Rotter, represents the first violation of the “liberal capitalist” ideal on which he centers his work.  It should be judged against a policy agenda that would have recognized individual nations’ rights to economic self-determination and multi-lateral trade (as opposed to forced integration into a semi-colonial arrangement with Japan).


 For Britain the challenge of recovery lie not in finding new trading partners but in maintaining ties with old ones. WWII made Britain a debtor not only to the United States, but also within the “sterling area,” those parts of the world that traded in pounds sterling.  British debt combined with its negative balance of trade with the United States to create an economic crisis not serviceable by Marshall Plan aid alone.  Furthermore, two features of U.S. “liberal capitalist” policy served to exacerbate the dollar gap.  In 1945 Britain agreed to allow convertibility of the pound to the dollar and to non-discrimination against U.S. exports in the empire (the removal of tariffs on U.S. manufactures) in exchange for aid.  The resulting flow of dollars out of Britain impeded recovery.


Though protectionism would be an instrument in recovery, because the U.S. lacked adquate demand for British goods, the U.S.-British trade imbalance could not be wholly cured by the artificial price depressions of protectionism.  Prior to WWII British trade with the dollar area had avoided imbalances via a triangular trade network whereby British territories received dollars in exchange for the export of raw materials.  With their dollars the territories purchased British manufactures. The dollars were, in turn, used by Britain to purchase the goods of the United States.  In order to restore balanced trade and eradicate the dollar gap Britain perceived that it must maintain its closed colonial system. In the words of one British official, “public opinion in Canada and the United States tended to assume that our current difficulties were more largely due to a drop in the volume and value of exports to dollar markets…in fact, our difficulties were more largely due to a drop in the volume and value of exports to dollar markets of primary products from the rest of the sterling area” (56).  Indeed, according to Rotter, the decline of exports to the United States from British territories accounted for a whopping two-thirds of the dollar gap at one point.  For the British the linchpin in the triangular trade system was Malaya, from which Britain received most of its dollars and the United States most of its tin and rubber (India was also important).   When a 1949 recessionary crisis further threatened British recovery the Attlee government appealed to the United States to suspend its opposition to colonialism and support protectionist bilateral trade within the Empire until recovery was assured.  It also began a campaign to persuade the U.S. of Asia’s import to global recovery.  The United States assented.  In so doing U.S. policy “began to congeal around a much different idea [than that of liberal capitalism], that certain elements of British colonialism and protectionism must be preserved if the essential objectives of British recovery and the containment of communism were to be attained” (64).  


If Britain and Japan brought the eyes of the U.S. foreign policy establishment to Asia, France narrowed their focus on Indochina.  Like British Malaya, Indochina was important to France as one of only a few colonies with which the metropole enjoyed a positive balance of trade.  For Rotter, however, the U.S. position on French rule in Indochina was one of ambivalence.  On the one hand Indochina, sharing a border with Red China, was an important threshold in the policy of containment.  The promise of continued French rule was a welcome tool in the fight against communism. 


In 1950, however, the Soviet Union detonated its first atomic bomb, spurring the United States to push for German rearmament as a safeguard against Soviet penetration in Western Germany.  The French were intensely hostile to a remilitarized Germany and would remain recalcitrant so long as the French military was not in France but preoccupied with suppressing the nationalism in Indochina.  Furthermore, the economic drain on France in Asia compromised Western European economic recovery.


At the same time, according to Rotter, there was a shift in U.S. policy toward the region.  The signing of the Sino-Soviet mutual defense pact in 1950 compounded the fears inflamed by the detonation of the Soviet A-bomb and cemented the theory of communist expansion in Asia.  There was also a growth of “regionalist” thinking by which the area became, to policy makers, monolithic.  The nationalist Ho became communist by virtue of Soviet recognition and the state department rejected the urging of consultants to work with Bo Dai.   Ultimately the decision to provide military aid to French Indochina, the first “tangible step” in the direction of direct involvement in Vietnam, was dictated by anti-communism and by precedent, the acceptance of the Dutch in Indonesia and the British in Malaya (202). 


For U.S. policy in Vietnam fears of Soviet expansion and the monolithic treatment of communism (at times even the confusion of nationalism with communism) found their expression in NSC-68.  By May of 1950, when the French signaled their acquiescence to German economic re-integration, the United States was eager for France to return its resources, military and economic, to Europe.  Distrustful of Bo Dai, Ho Chi Minh, and later Ngo Dinh Diem, and resolved that communism was a pressing threat in Vietnam, the United States determined to fill the vacuum created by the French departure with direct U.S. economic, diplomatic and military aid.   For Andrew J. Rotter, this “path to Vietnam” was marked most profoundly by the tensions created when nationalism confronted colonialism and, later, anti-communism.  The “liberal capitalist” ideal was abandoned when at each turn, as the United States ,“faced with an unambiguous choice between a policy of anti-colonialism and a policy of anti-communism, chose the latter” (202).  
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