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VIETNAM: A HISTORY 
by Stanby Karnow 
(Viking Ress; 750 pp.; $20.00) 

William E .  Colby 

This blockbuster of a book, both in size and 
scope-Vietnam from prehistory to to- 
day-marks a major advance in writings 
about America’s tangled and tragic involve- 
ment in that turbulent country. During the 
war a host of books appeared, some re- 
porting various facets of the situation, some 
trying to give coherent meaning to the jum- 
bled and contradictory facts that swirled 
through the news accounts and official re- 
ports; Frances Fitzgerald’s Fire in the Luke, 
David Halberstam’s The Best and the 
Brighest, and Bernard Fall’s and Robert 
Thompson’s series of reports and critiques 
are only a sampling. As Americans, and 
particularly servicemen, returned from 
Vietnam duty, some of the more articulate 
among thqn produced fictional or factional 
accounts of the combat experience, such as 
Michael Herr’s Dispatches and the film 
Apocalypse Now. We continue to be flooded 
with now-ittan-be-told books based on 
hitherto classified material or giving alter- 
nate interpretations of particular develop- 
ments; among these are, of course, thePen- 
tagon Papers, now including the negotiating 
volumes edited by George C. Herring, re- 
cently published by the University of Texas 
Press as The Secret Diplomacy of the Viet- 
nam War. Even better known are the mem- 
oirs of President Nixon. Henry Kissinger, 
General Westmoreland, and others. Then 
there are Peter Braestrup’s analyses of me- 
diacoverage of the 1968 Tet attack; William 
Shawcross’s polemic on Cambodia, Side- 
show; Frank Snepp’s Decent Interval on the 
fall of Saigon; Archimedes Patti’s Why 
Vietnam? regretting that the United States 
dropped the option of dealing with Ho Chi 
Minh as a Tito in 1945; and Arnold Isaac’s 
Without Honor about the final months of 
America’s involvement in Vietnam. 
Among all these, Karnow’s Viet” leads 

the field in the effort to provide a compre- 
hensive account of that controversial war, 
in part by reaSOn of the unique assets he 
brings to the task. Kamow’s concern with 
Viemam began in the early 195Os, when he 
was reporting from Paris the French agony 
over Dien Bien Phu. It continued for twenty 
years, during which time he served as a 
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correspondent in Asia for Time-Life and 
later for the Washington Posr. His book 
benefits from his research and from con- 
temporary interviews and reports of visits 
both to battlefields and to the scenes of the 
various coups. Karnow visited Vietnam 
again for seven weeks in 1981 to interview 
many of America’s erstwhile enemies, find- 
ing them surprisingly frank in their admis- 
sion of North Vietnam’s deliberate program 
not only to take the South but to manipulate 
American opinion to make that goal pos- 
sible. Finally, his reportorial skills were 
reinforced by the experience of working 
simultaneously on the book and on a thir- 
teen-part television show aired by the Public 
Broadcasting System in the fall of 1983. 

The result is a remarkably readable book. 
Out of the incredible tangle of people and 
events in settings as diverse as the muddy 
outposts of the Mekong Delta and the Oval 
Office, Kamow weaves an interesting tap  
estry. His clear word pictures, sharp selec- 
tion of dialogue, and faithful reflection of 
the flow of events keep the reader’s anen- 
tion focused on the drama of debate, dis- 
pute, and ambiguity. without miring him in 
the swamp of stultifying detail that often 
suffocated contemporary participants. He 
lays bare the frustration of Lyndon Johnson 
over the North Vietnamese refusal to be 
diverted from their stubborn belief in ulti- 
mate success, despite the devastating power 
of the United States and the huge costs to 
both peoples. He gives full play to h e  drama 
of decision-making in Washington, which 
was profoundly complicated by the recal- 
citrance or the weaknesses of the South Vi- 
etnamese as well as by the struggles for 
position and the problems of conscience 
among the Americans involved. Kamow’s 
book will be the benchmark against which 
subsequent attempts to explain the Amer- 
ican experience in Viemam will be judged. 

And yet one must admit to flaws-which 
stem perhaps from the very source of the 
book’s strength: its journalistic nature. The 
structure is dramatic. Karnow devotes about 
half the volume, some three hundred pages. 
to the buildup period from 1960 to 1968 
and only a hundred to the seven years that 

followebincluding the withdrawal of the 
Americans, the tests of strength of the South 
Vietnamese, and the final fall. Karnow’s 
postwar interviews lead to an even-handed 
recognition of North Vietnamese failings 
and harshness, but the disdain for South 
Vietnam’s governments and armed forces 
that was prevalent among journalists during 
the war continues unabated. This is in spite 
of the postwar evidence that many in the 
South preferred their rule to that of the vic- 
tors-even to the extent of risking death in 
fleets of leaky boats. Despite Kamow’s dis- 
claimer, there is a tone of inevitability to 
the account rather than a focus on the critical 
decision points at which different outcomes 
might have occurred. This leaves the reader 
vaguely dissatisfied: Can the enormous ex- 
penditure of blood, treasure, effort, and 
prestige have left us no real lesson except 
not to do it again? If we are to improve on 
that sort of simplistic conclusion from the 
years in Vietnam, it appears we must await 
more reflective analyses of the experience. 
From these we may derive more refined 
judgments of what was wise and what was 
not. IVY 
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Joseph A .  Varacalli 

Twenty years after the book that made him 
famous, Harvey Cox has “come to believe 
that the great era of modem theology, of 
which what is loosely called ‘liberal the- 
ology’. . .was the most characteristic expres- 
sion, is drawing to a close, just as the mod- 
ern era itself is ending.” Where, he asks, 
do we go from the Secular City? The answer 
depends on which paradigm of social change 
underlies one’s thought. 

Of the numerous paradigms available, 
two are presently vying for supremacy: the 
Marxist and the “classical European.” Those 
who, likc Cox, believe that the internal con- 
tradictions of late capitalism will soon bring 
us to a new stage in world history must 
answer the question with a compatible 
“postmodern” theology. Those who, like 
the present reviewer, are skeptical that 
Western civilization is in its death throes 
will answer: Nowhere in particular. There 
aren’t many opportunities for stepping to 
right or left in the classical paradigm, es- 
pecially as formulated by Max Weber. The 
movement from “traditional” to “modem” 


