
The debate over U.S. reconstruction 
aid to Indochina illuminates a larger, 
and perhaps incurable, folly 
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ftcr the Paris pcace conference for- A malizcd the cnd of Amcrican military 
intcrvention in Indochina, the normal expoctation 
would be for the United States to turn to the work 
of reconstruction, at home and abroad, and to thc 
longer-range task of peace. It is in fact committed 
to helping repair the damagc it has done in Indo- 
china; but, as we enter the Second Development 
Dccadc in the Unitcd Nations program, there is nccd 
for a much greatcr American contribution to tlic de- 
veloping nations in the years ahead. 

In estimating thc future one is instructed by thc 
past. Sincc the bcginning of the century the Unitcd 
States has cherishcd the mythos that manifest des- 
tiny has detcrmined that we shall be a Pacific powcr. 
Japan’s dcfcat in World War I1 appeared to Iiring 
the anticipated “Pacific era” closer to realization; it 
was assumcd natural that the United States, thc 
world‘s greatest military and cconomic power, would 
dominatc Loth tho era and the region of the Pacific. 

The core concept of the Amcrican Asia strategy 
as evolved after the “loss of China” was that the 
United States, as self-anointed “leader of the free 
world,” was charged with preserving “free Asia” from 
further inroads by communism (meaning Asian revo- 
lution). The United States did fight for eleven long 
years to suppress revolution in Indochina. Now Pres- 
ident Nixon is terminating the American military 
intervention-with a (Communist) Provisional Revo- 
lutionary Government in being in South Vietnam, 
where there was none when we undertook to combat 
“Cornmunist aggression,” and with the revolutionarics 
of Cambodia and Laos many times strongcr than they 
wcre when Mr. Nixon extcndd the war to those two 
countries in 1970 and 1971 respectively. 

The United States withdraws its military forces, 
but has Washington really discarded false premises 
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and shifted from a military strategy to onc in which 
political and cwnomic componcnts will havc a no- 
tably morc important role? In January the Nixon Ad- 
ministration prescntcd its 1974 defense budget; it had 
been increased by 94.2 billion over fisc;ll 1W3, to a 
total of $81.1 billion. This could only be interpretcd 
as a continuing commitment to major military pur- 
suits. In important rcspccts we remain tied instihi- 
tionally and emotiotiidly to tlic aKloChrOnistiC cold war 
s t rat egy. 

And yet tiinc has patently run out for the old policy 
of trying to supprcss Asian revolution by forcc of 
Xmcrican arms. This is cspecially triic with rcspect 
to our Indochina war. The agreeinclit and protocds 
signed by tlic four Vietnam belligerents on Jillluary 
27 commits the Unitcd States to observance of the 
basic principlcs of the 1954 Gcneva agrc:cments, nnd 
in particular to respect for the neutrality of Victimin, 
Cambodia and Laos; and the twelve-nation “Act” 
signed at Paris on March 2 fmthnr binds the Unitcul 
States, inter alia, to “strictly respcct and scrupu- 
lously implcmcrit the [January 271 agreemcnt and the 
protocols”4iat is, it efhtivcly commits it to a policy 
of nonintervention. It is to be tentatively assumed 
that Washington is rwvncilect to that commitment 
and is eagcr to avoid n ncw military advcnturc in 
Southeast Asia. 

A fresh military undcrtaking aywhere would put 
the Unitcd States at a serious disadvantage in eco- 
nomic competition; and the economic factor may well 
have priority over the mi.litary in current American 
strategic calculations. Heccnt cvents in world trade 
and international finance have amply borne out the 
President’s self-fulfilling prophecy of July, 1971, that 
thcrc would be a ncw confrontation behvccn five 
great economic powers-the United States, thc Soviet 
Union, Japan, China and the European Community. 
That cconomic confrontation is now shaping up, and 
it must be assumed that, for Washington, the in- 
crcasingly critical situation offers a persuasive rcason 
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to stily coniinittcd to tllc occupations of “yeace” cvcll 
while continuing to liurdcn the nation with the pro- 
duction of new accautrcmcnts of war. 

nut tlic Nison concqit omits ono vital element, 
iiaiiicly, the csistencc? of what is effcctivcly a sixth 
major factor in tlic world’s ccoiiomic relationships- 
tlic nccdv, rcstlcss. developing nations of thc Third 
\\‘orlcl. Idtcrally hundrcds of millions of thc in- 
habitants of tlic‘Third World are illways hungry. Thc 
iicrds of thesc developing anmtrics :ire ;i mattcr of 
growirig significance in thc \vorld economic arcna. 

Iic cvoiioinic difficulties of various Asiilli T nations hi1vc rcwntly assumed crisis 
proportions. Urifilvorable crop conditions in 1972 
Iisvc~ aggravated aIrcndy serious problems. Iridin and 
Thailand suffercc1 Iieavily from drought, the Philip- 
pines from both droiight and floods; and their p i i n  
production fcll cwrrcsponclingly. Indoncsia imported 
1.5 millioii tons of ricc to meet prcssing needs. Not 
unnaturally, the Indochinesc countries ravaged by 
tlic American w:ir machinc were in deepest distress. 
South Yictiinm rcqiiired $660 million in U.S. aid to 
kccp going; Canibodi:i, with many peasants convert- 
cxl into war rclfugces, rcilpcd a rice hanwt about oiic- 
third as largc: as that of 1%9 (the ycar before the 
Uiiitcd States extendcd thc war to that country), and 
U.S. ilid was iricreascd to approximately $200 million! 
;IS coinp:ircd with $40 million in 1970. To support 
Laos, a country of threc million people, whosc ccon- 
omy lias been disrupted by American warfare, thc 
Uiiitcd States supplics $So million annually. 

r i  iiiiinbcr of tlicsc wuntrics must be cansidercd 
\irtually destitute. The situation requires substantial 
sharing by the rich nations of technology, dcvclop- 
iiiciit capital, indristrial equipment and even accumu- 
I:itcd goods-that is, of social wealth. Pope Paid VI, 
in his 1967 encyclical On the Dewlopnwnt of Peo- 
plesI held that the duty of human solidarity rcqiiires 
rich ilatioiis to aid the‘ dcvelopiiig countrics; and I ~ C  
voiccd the iiltiinatc tliought: “Thc superfluous wealth 
of rich couiitries should be placed at the service of 
poor n a t’ 1011s. . . . 

Historically, Washington has been officially con- 
crrncd with thc sorry conditions undcr which tlic less 
forhinate scctors of humanity live. At the UN. 
Confercncc on Tradc and Dcvelopment ( UNCTAD) 
i n  1964 it was the United States that proposed that 
the developed coiintrics should eliminatc all tradc 
barriers, iiicluding tariffs and import quotas, for 
goods from thc dcvcloping nations, and that primary 
cxporting countries should bc given acccss to intcr- 
it:itional funds to offset deficits in their earnings due 
to circumstanccs beyond thcir control. The Johnson 
Administration grandly proposed that thc American 
Great Society be cxtended to Asia. 

Thc vision, if battcred by the Vietnam war, sur- 
vived up to the first Nixon Administration. In early 
January, 1969, the President’s Gcneral Advisory Com- 
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inittee on Forcign Assistancc Programs, reporting 
to Prcsiclent-elect Richard M. Nixon, said: “The 
committec? feels compelled to p i n t  out that it would 
br! ( h y p o u s  for the U.S. to ignore the development 
conccrns of thc lcss dcvclopcd countries.” It offcrcd 
n prcscicnt political analysis: 

The new Adriiiriistration faces a grave danger 
that thc Congrcss and the gencral public will turn 
so far inward that tlicy \vi11 disavow concern for 
thc less developed world. 

Thc! tenchicy to do so has increascvl in the last 
fcw years-partly bccausc of thc strains of the 
Vietnam war, 1)ilrtly bccause of a newly vivid rc- 
cognition of urgent racial and social problems in 
American life, and partly b ~ ~ n u s c  of an altercd 
political Iialancc Iietwccn tho President and Con- 
gress. 

Awnrc of the domcstic political difficulties, the Com- 
iiiittce nevcrtlieless rccommendcd that total U.S. em- 
nomic aid in all forms be restored to the 1s levcl 
of 1 pcr cent of tlic national incomc (approximately 
$3.52 billion) and warned that “if we fail to cooper- 
ate in the drive to improvc the lot of two-thirds of 
the world’s people, wc would deservc to lose the rc- 
spcwt of both poor ancl rich nations for having for- 
saken our responsibilitics.” 

The President, in cxpouncling tlie “Nixon Doctrine” 
that July, said the IJnited States should render cco- 
nomic nssistancc to help build up the economies of 
“frec: Asia.” Addrcssing thc U.N. Gcncral Assembly in 
Scptcmber, 1969, hc rcmarked that “we can sce with 
chilling clarity the gap that already exists bctwcen 
tlie dcvclopcd economies and the economies of the 
developing countries and thc urgent need for intcr- 
riational cooperation in spurring economic develop- 
ment.” H e  observed that thc United Nations, as it 
approached the beginning of its Second Development 
Dcmdc, faccd “a timc of enormous challenge but 
enormous opportunity.” 

bfr. Nixon did not, however, commit the United 
States to any expansion of its sharc of aid. And whcn 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Dc- 
velopment (OECD) in November submitted a set 
of proposals to UNCTAD for special tariff prefcr- 
ences, an American esmpe clause was attached: 
American industries that might suffcr under thc com- 
petition of products from developing countries in the 
American market might dcmand restrictions on such 
imports-with the U.S. Tariff Commission empowered 
to rule on the validity of the individual claims. 

In his first annual forei n affairs report of Febru- 

peated: The purpose of economic aid to Asia, hc said, 
“is to cncouragc sclf-reliance, not dependence.” And 
whcn, on August 15,1971, he announced drastic eco- 
nomic measures designed to force our chief trading 
partners to adjust the deficit in the American balance 
of payments, his rationale omitted any suggcstion of 

ary, W O ,  Mr. Nixon struc 1 a note that would bc re- 
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as Saigon, I’ictianc, Phnom Pcnh, Bangkok, Manila 
and always Taipei. Under pressure of a rcvclation 
that thc United Statcs in 1969 had given $157 million 
worth of ‘‘surplus’’ military equipment to Taiwan, thc 
State Department in March, 1970, admittcd that 
“idlied” govcrnments had rcceivcd $3.4 billion in such 
surplus arms over a period of ninctcen ycars. Thc 
chief beneficiaries in 1969 wcrc! Grcccc, Turkey, Tai- 
wan and South Korea. (South Victnam, doubtlcss a 
hcavy beneficiary of frcc arms, did not fi rurc in the 

United States proposecl to incrcme its aid to twenty- 
five countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America to 
hclp them dcid with subversion and gucrrillas. South 
Vietnam’s policc forcc was to be incrcascd that year 
from 100,O00 to 124,OOO men, chicfly for action in 
Operation Phoenix-charged with fcrrcting out and 
killing suspectocl Communist sympathizcrs. Givcn the 
“Communist insurgency” in Thailand, thc Unitcd 
States planned to stcp up its police aid to that coun- 
trv to a total of $9 million. 

Upon occasion tlic benevolent intent of cxisting 
law has been distorted to serve martial ends. In Jmu- 
ary, 1971, the Gcneral Accounting Oflice informcd a 
congressional subcommittee that, ovcr thc prccding 
five ycars, various foreign countrics had boen enabled 
to purchase $693 million worth of military equipinelit 
under the pooisions of the Foot1 for Peuce progrurn. 
Senator William I’roxmirc termed this weird episode 
an “Orwcllian operation.” But perhaps the most 
striking example of American military largessc OC- 
curred at the end of 19772 when Washington roshcd 
vast quantities of hcavy military equipment to thc 
Saigon regime, knowing full wcll tliat the projcctcd 
ccase-fire provisions would proliibit future qualitative 
and quantitativc increments to the armaincnts of the 
Vietnamese belligerents. One fccls safe in predicting 
that Amcrican economic rccwnstruction in Indochina 
will not be undcrtakcn with the same dispatch. 

report.) In June, 19’71, it was report 4 that thc 

concern for the poor nations. The Unitcd Statcs, it 
would appear, was thc nccdy one: “Now that other 
nations are cconomically strong, thc time has mmc 
for thcrn to bear thcir fair share of the bmrden of 
defending freedom around the world.” The argumcnt 
was, of course, addressed to other developcd coun- 
tries of thc “frcc world.” But the new 10 per cent 
Arncricaii import surchargc hit imports from devclop- 
ing nations as well, and it was estimated that tlic 
losses sustain4 by the poor nations froni devaluation 
of thc dollar might total as much as $950 million. 

he third scssion of UNCTAD, held in 
Tsan tiago, Chilc, in April-May, 1972, 

slicd clear light on the Amcrican policy. Prcsidcnt 
Allcndc of Chilc, opening thc confcrcncc, said that 
UNCTAD’s basic mission was to seek “replaccment 
of an economic and trade order which is outdatcd 
a1id radically unjust by a fairer one based on a new 
conception of nian and of human dignity, rind the rc- 
formulation of an international division of labor 
which is intolcrable for thc backward countries bc- 
cause it obstructs their progress whilc favoring only 
the rich nations.” He held that the poor countries, by 
their resources and labor, subsidized thc prospcrity 
of tlic rich. lIc camc up with some striking figures: 
The developing nations, with 60 per cent of the 
world’s population, disposed of only 12 per cent of 
the gross world product; betwc:en 1960 and 1969 thcir 
share of international tradc had droppcd from 21.3 
per cent to 17.6 pcr cent of the total. 

Thc Unitcd States was largely isolatd from Third 
World sentiment at thc third UNCTAD session. The 
generous American vision of earlier years had been 
set asidc, and the dcvclopirlg cvnntrics readily ap- 
preciated the changed situation. When President 
Nison in his sccond inaugural address admonished 
Americans that, instead of looking to the government 
for aid thcy shoulcl see what they could do for them- 
selves, it could easily bc dcduccd that his Administra- 
tion had radically amcndcd official American thinking 
also on the subject of intcrnational aid. 

Final confirmation of the rcalities of thc American 
cwnomic policy came shortly after the inauguration. 
In February the President suddenly announced an- 
other dollar devaluation and a radical ncw trade pro- 
gram designcd, hc said, to obtain for American busi- 
ness a “fairer shake” in world trade. The drivc for ag- 
gressivc trade practices and protectionism would 
operate quite as forcefully against manufactured 
goods of the poor nations as against those of the rich. 
Thc sclfish American interest would take categorical 
precedcncc over thc broad human intcrest. Let thc 
poor compete with the rich-it’s only “fair.” 

But of course there are exceptions to,the rule that 
Asian countries should practice self-reliance. Again 
elements of the old strategy emerge. The military fac- 
tor permits the United States to scrvicc the pre- 
sumed nceds of favored client regimes in such places 

’ 

ow, as tlic rcvolutionary strrigglcs in N South Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos 
are pcrrnittcd to bcconic domosticatcd, the whole 
“aid” problem takcs on a new complexion. The Unitcd 
States is chargcd by the Paris agrccmcnts with mak- 
ing a major contribution to the reconstruction not 
only of South and North Vietnam, but of Cambodia 
and Laos as well. The obli ation is in thc first in- 

thc United States wagcd war in Victnam and finally 
extended thc warfare to Cambodia and Laos-all in 
such manner that the threc countries have suffered 
widespread dcvastation. Thc obliption is also 1eg.d: 
The January agreemcnt provides that “the United 
Statcs will contribute to healing thc wounds of war 
and to postwar rcconstruction of the Democratic Re- 
public of Vietnam and throughout Indochina.” Wash- 
ington had patently desired to enlist othcr countries 
in the enterprise, thus ostcnsibly to “intcrnationalize” 

stance moral: In violation o ! both law and morality 
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tlic rnoral obligation as well as to reduce our share of 
the cconomic burden, but at the Paris twelve-nation 
conference Hanoi would have nothing to do with 
that transparcnt device, Tlie March 2 Act provided 
for no change in the projected approach to the task 
of reconstruction, not cven for a separate conference 
(as once suggested) for consideration of the prob- 
lem: the United States alone stands legally bound. 

This circumstance makes it all the morc difficult 
to get the Congress to appropriate the necessary 
funds, especially for North Vietna”. President Nixon, 
in a press conference on March 9, arbwed not unrea- 
sonably that an economic aid program for North 
Vietnam would be “in the interest of creating lasting 
~icace arid stability in the area.” Unfortunately, many 
rnernbcrs of Congress recall other official statements 
that prescnted Victriamcse affairs in a distinctly dif- 
fcrcn t light. 

An additional and important factor is that the 
United States is not the solvent, affluent economic 
power of ycstcrycar. Only a decade ago, in 1964, the 
United States enjoyed a favorable balaricc of $6.8 
billion in its foreign trade. It could meet with other 
states in the UNCTAD session of that year to study 
the needs of the developing n:itions in the growing 
conviction, as the Final Act of the session put it, 
“that the economic aims of the [U.N.] Charter would 
liest bc furthered by a bold new programme of intcr- 
national ecmomic cooperation.” 

But now, after squandering $136 billion of the na- 
tional wealth in warring against rcvolutionary forces 
in Indochina, the United States has not only lost 
prcstige and friends, it has wasted the substance of 
powcr. Its trade in 1971 ran a deficit for the first 
time sincc 1894, and in 19772 the unfavorable trade 
balance mounted to $6.3 billioti-with the deficit in 
tlic international balance of payments much greater 
still. The American dollar has changed from symbol 
of strength to a mark of national decline. 

Gonc astray both philosophically and economically, 
the United States today is not in the mainstream of 
world economics. Unconsciously rcvealing of the 
olficial set of values was tlie President’s answer on 
Xlarch 2 to the question of where the money for re- 
construction work in North Vietnam might come 
from. He said it would come out of “the national sc- 
curity budget, which will mean thc arca of forcign 
assistance and defense both.” Institutionally speaking, 
tlic two ucas of activity have become closcly linked 
in Washington’s thinking. 

At  tlie end of February the Congrcss, which had 
found itself unable to pass a new foreign aid bill in 
1972, resolved to extend temporary financing of the 
aid program through June 30. This suggests the in- 
creasing difficulty in formulating and financing 
foreign aid programs. Thc size of thc foreign aid 
commitmcnt is also significant: thc temporary fund- 

ing for fiscal 1973 provides a total of $3.6 billion. The 
budget proposal for fiscal “74 is for $1.55 billion in 
development assistancoand $1.5 billion in “inter- 
national security assistance.” As suggested above, 
American “aid” wears many dispiscs. I t  may be that, 
when the time comes, the Administration will find in 
the “national security” budget the $7.5 billion infor- 
mally suggested as the U.S. contribution toward re- 
construction in South and North Vietnam (rehabili- 
tation in Cambodia and Laos is in addition to this). 
\Vhcn and if Congress makes provision for these 
undertakings it is unlikely, given congressional con- 
cern for the fate of domestic social programs, to be of 
a mind to extend American aid to many additional 
countries, whether directly or through contributing 
to coopcrative international programs. The poor of 
the earth can perhaps reasonably hope for a grant of 
free wheat if, like Bangladesh, they face actual 
faminc; but they cannot expect development assis- 
tance from the United States on the scale proposed 
bv UNCTAD, nor even a lowering of American tariffs 
f& their exports. 

a ing in Copcnhagen in September, S” 1970, k’ to thc annual meeting of the Intcr- 
iiational Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
its president, Robert S .  McNamara, said: “It is incon- 
ceivablc to mc that the American peoplc will accept 
for long a situation in which they-forming 6 per cent 
of the world’s population but consuming almost 40 
pcr cent of the world’s resources-contribute lcss 
than their fair share to tlie dcvclopmcnt of thc cmerg- 
iiig nations.” 1 . 1 ~  noted that among countries provid- 
ing aid the United States ranked eleventh in terms 
of percentage of Gross National Product. Referring 
to the industrialized countries, hc commented: “That 
20 times morc should be spent on military powcr than 
on constructive progress appears to me to be the 
inark of an ultimate, and, I sometimes fear, incurable, 

The American “Official Dcvelopment Assistance” to 
the economic well-being of needy nations stood at 
tho low level of .31 per ccnt of the country’s GNP in 
1970; Mr. McNamara foresees that it will stand at 
about 2 4  per cent in 1975. The United States will 
doubtless channcl much of this to its Asian depen- 
dencics, to give them the oft-advertised “reasonable 
chance of survival.” It is correspondingly lcss prob- 
able that the Nixon Administration will mount brave 
new aid programs for the developing nations gen- 
erally. For this would mean an extension of intcrna- 
tional economic cooperation, even if it amounted to 
only a minuscule sharing of the national wealth. 
Washington’s present set of national priorities puts 
the expansion of armaments and the prosperity of 
American business ahead of humankind’s pressing 
need for a better life. 

folly.” 


