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The Gothic Underside of U.S. Imperialism

John D. Blanco
JOHN D. BLANCO is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Litera-
ture at the University of California, San Diego.

Think not that I am come to send peace on earth:  I came not to
send peace, but a sword.  For I am come to set a man at vari-
ance against his father, and daughter against her mother, and
the daughter in law against her mother in law.  And a man’s foes
shall be they of his own household.

—Matthew 10:34-36 (King James version)

The forty-year commemoration of the inauguration of U.S. overt
military intervention in Vietnam, coinciding as it has with the
past year’s U.S. military invasion and occupation of Iraq, dredges
up all the false promises and banal laments of lost U.S. innocence
that have emerged in its many wars of aggression in the past
two centuries.  In both the press and last year’s presidential elec-
tion, arguments for and against the comparison of the Iraq quag-
mire with the Vietnam war have raged, even as military leaders
have hastened to review the hard lessons learned by the U.S. on
guerrilla warfare and the insurmountable failure to win the “hearts
and minds” of the people they butchered and showered with
napalm.  A number of astute observers have traced the compari-
son of wars and post-war reconstruction efforts to even earlier
wars, most notably the Philippine-American war (1899-1902
[1916]) and the Pacific war against the Japanese (1941-1945).  In-
deed, turning the pages of Frederick Jackson Turner’s nineteenth-
century treatise on constant expansion of America’s western fron-
tier as the very foundation of U.S. society and culture,1 one would
have to concur with William Appleman Williams’ argument that
from the very beginning, “empire” has constituted America’s “way
of life.”  In imperial fashion, the question of national security,
national resources (particularly U.S. access to oil) and the pres-
ervation of civil liberties has come to be framed almost exclu-
sively by the wars America is forced to conduct “outside” its bor-
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ders; and in imperial fashion, these wars are increasingly por-
trayed as supranational police actions against rogue states, axes
of evil, and whole criminal populations.  This curious inversion
between domestic security and international conflict, in which each
is increasingly called upon to explicate and legitimate the other,
will be the subject of this reflection:  how does one approximate
the production of culture in an indefinite, semi-permanent state
of exception?

One need not go too far into the history of either war to see
how the current president’s declaration of a “war on terror” re-
visits the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, insofar as both effec-
tively blur the international character of war-making (which only
the U.S. Congress is authorized to do), with questions of domes-
tic security (Article I, section 8).  The effect in both has been to
subordinate the protocols of declaring war to the discretion and
interpretation of the executive power.  Many historians of U.S.
imperialism can trace this development back to the Philippine-
American war and its aftermath, when Congress was bullied into
taking responsibility for the fact that hostilities between U.S.
and Filipino revolutionary troops had already begun on soil that
the U.S. had “officially” bought from Spain under the Treaty of
Paris in 1898.2  Refusing to acknowledge a national revolution
underway, the U.S. declared a “formal” end to hostilities in 1902,
after which battles between the U.S. and Philippine resistance
continued all the way to 1916 under the terms of “sedition,” “in-
surgency,” and “banditry.”3

Yet a quick look at the U.S. during the period of its first im-
perialist ventures overseas shows something curious going on.
At the same time that the U.S. had begun to mask its wars of ag-
gression in the language of preserving civil order, we also saw
the escalation of a discourse of civil and race war that, since the
end of the nineteenth century, has never ceased to question the
very existence of a U.S. republic and the legitimacy of its leader-
ship.  In 1898, the subject of war filled newspaper headlines and
sparked heated debates on the floor of Congress.  But an inat-
tentive listener might have missed the fact that publishers, edi-
tors, and congressional representatives were not talking about
one war, but two.  There was the Spanish-American War, which
began in February with the sinking of the U.S. battleship Maine
in the Havana harbor and the U.S. declaration of war.  And there
were the public pronouncements of a race war between blacks
and whites, with allegations ranging from a black campaign to
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“colonize and control North Carolina” in October, to public hys-
teria among whites around the imagined rape of white women
by black men.  According to the Cleveland Gazette, between 1882
and 1903, “There were 3,233 lynchings, in one form or another,
in this country.”4  The year 1901, which marked the height of U.S.
atrocities in our takeover of the Philippines, and what might le-
gitimately be identified as genocidal campaigns in various prov-
inces of Luzon, also coincided with the escalation of black lynch-
ings to 105 reported cases at home.  On the floor of the 56th U.S.
Congress (1900), Senator Ben “Pitchfork” Tillman of South Caro-
lina summarized his war against “black domination”:  “We have
done our level best; we have scratched our heads to find out how
we could eliminate the last one of them.  We stuffed ballot boxes.
We shot them.  We are not ashamed of it.”5  Responding to a news-
paper article in which the journalist (who was black) warned
that the further oppression of blacks would lead “the negro [to]
resort to the sword and torch,” Senator Tillman anticipated the
day that black resistance to white supremacy would bring about
“the massacre of the negroes and to a race war which would have
only one result, the destruction of the weaker race.”6

Not one war, but two.  Or are the two one, with some conti-
nuity binding them together?  The gothic underside of U.S. im-
perialism that returns us ever again to the threat of civil war has
never failed to rear its head in our past and present wars of ag-
gression, to the point that it often becomes difficult to tell the
two apart.7  According to Stuart Creighton Miller, from the begin-
ning of the Philippine-American war, “the most common asser-
tion of the volunteers in the months preceding the war was that
they were ‘just itching to get at the niggers.’”8  This racialization
would be explicable to the fundamental ignorance of U.S. sol-
diers regarding the appearance of anyone from the Philippines,
but the rhetoric does not disappear and in fact seems to only in-
crease during the outbreak of hostilities:  “You have niggers you
can’t see shoot at you until you get close enough to shoot at them
and then Mr. Nigger tears off. . .,” says one9; any soldier show-
ing sympathy for Filipinos was called a “nigger lover”; in describ-
ing the actual battle scene, one soldier writes:  “our fighting blood
was up, and we all wanted to kill ‘niggers’. . . .  We charged them
and such a slaughter you never saw.”10  In fact, the racial conflation
of Filipinos as blacks culminates on the floor of the 56th Congress,
where Senator Thornton delivers a proposal to deport blacks to
the Philippines after the archipelago has been subdued.  This fic-
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tion shows how the state of emergency went beyond the racial-
ization of blacks as Filipinos, but actually sought to turn blacks
into Filipinos.

When one telescopes forward to the tumultuous years of the
Freedom Movement of the 1950s and 1960s, we find a similar con-
fusion between domestic descriptions of civil and racial unrest
(riot, lynching, sedition, fanaticism, terrorism) and the interna-
tional language of natural rights, anti-colonial revolution, and
war—race war, class war, the war of the sexes.  The 1963 march
on Washington (which inspired the 1966 march of Filipino and
Chicano farm workers under the UFW on Sacramento); the escala-
tion of riots in cities as diverse as Oxford, Mississippi (1962);
Cambridge, Massachusetts (1963); Harlem, New York; Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania (1964); and Watts, California (1965); and the
1969 Native American takeover of Alcatraz, California—all during
the years coinciding with the escalation of U.S. involvement in
Vietnam—together display that same ambiguity between what
Walter Benjamin once called the law-preserving violence of the
state and the lawmaking violence of revolution or conquest.  While
no formal declaration of war on Vietnam by Congress was ever
authorized, in 1965 California law enforcement began to arm, train,
and deploy militarized Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT)
teams to contain the boycotts and strikes launched by the UFW.
In the East, Malcolm X’s popular speeches on decolonization per-
haps most starkly emblematized the dangerous links forged in the
cauldron of the inner cities of the early 1960s between interna-
tional anti-colonial movements of Africa and Asia and the onset
of a Black Revolution in America.  A year before U.S. President
Lyndon Johnson signed the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin resolution, arro-
gating to the executive branch of government the power to make
war without declaring it, Malcolm X traveled to the urban ghet-
toes of the East and Midwest, insisting that the enemy was not
Vietnam.  “If violence is wrong in America then violence is wrong
abroad.  If it’s wrong to be violent, defending black women and
black children and black babies and black men, then it is wrong
for America to draft us and make us violent abroad in defense of
her.  And if it is right for America to draft us and teach us how
to be violent in defense of her then it is right for you and me to
do whatever is necessary to defend our own people right here in
this country.”11  His radical solution, beyond his opposition to
the U.S. war in Vietnam, was the need for all colored peoples in
the world as well as the U.S. to recognize that we all really had
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only one enemy in common—“the white man.  He’s an enemy to
all of us.”

Two years later, Malcolm X was assassinated.  Dr. Martin
Luther King, who began to wonder aloud in 1967 whether it
was possible to advocate for peace at home without also advo-
cating for peace abroad, also undertook the dangerous task of
connecting the violence of racial discrimination with the vio-
lence of U.S. wars in Asia.12  The following year a sniper shot
him, setting off riots in over 100 cities in America.

I will conclude this reflection on the continuity of race war
as the gothic underside of U.S. imperialism with two brief ob-
servations, which address the ghosts of Vietnam and the Philip-
pines in our war against innocent Iraqi women, children, and
men today.  Of equal importance, however, they also inform a
larger context to the present struggle against the rollback of ba-
sic and civil rights, as well as public programs under the current
administration—many of which, ironically, began under Lyndon
Johnson’s programs of social welfare that he called the “War on
Poverty.”

1.  The domestication of the military and the paramilitarism of the
police.  The discourse of race and civil war describes the experi-
ence of U.S. modernity brought about by the blurring of distinc-
tions between the exercise of state violence “at home” and abroad.
From Vietnam to today’s Afghanistan and Iraq, the arrogation of
war powers by the executive branch of U.S. government in the
name of national security has rendered the domestic “state of
exception” juridically and epistemologically indistinguishable
from an international state of war.  The militarization of police
in SWAT teams, combined with the FBI and CIA’s general disre-
gard for the respect of civil liberties and due process of law dur-
ing the years of the Vietnam War, ultimately succeeded in disci-
plining the immediate, radical consequences of grassroots activ-
ism, which found its unity and solidarity in the anti-war move-
ment.

One does not need to stretch the imagination to see the in-
scription of the Patriot Act I and the suppressed plans for a Pa-
triot Act II in this genealogy.  To speak of a “war on terror” cre-
atively confuses the police function with the military and ties
the policy of preserving “international peace” in a post-Cold War
scenario to the identification of the domestic criminal as an inter-
national enemy with the question of life and death at stake.  The result, as
we have seen, is a discourse of race and civil war that expresses
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a condition where the police are at war with the people they are
supposed to protect “at home,” and where our military forces
are called upon to maintain a post-invasion “civil order” in the
Americas, Asia, and the Middle East; where the bulk of U.S.
taxes go to nurturing “fledgling democracies” and organizing a
country’s Gestapo, Kremlin, or FBI.  As Walter Benjamin long
ago described this situation to us, “’the state of emergency’ in
which we live is not the exception but the rule.”13

2.  Friend and foe.  The strategic advantages of analyzing the
history of U.S. imperialism from its gothic underside explain
how this type of analysis has proven so widespread and effec-
tive in mobilizing grassroots movements of oftentimes ex-
tremely opposed persuasions:  white supremacy as well as black
power, Christian as well as Muslim fundamentalisms, socialist
revolution as well as social Darwinist “civilization,” from the
turn of the twentieth century to our present day.  To be sure, the
short-term appropriation of this discourse by our present admin-
istration—their own identification of the state of war with the
state of exception—may have yielded the short-term gains of
globally expanding the military and prison industrial com-
plexes, as well as accelerating the abandonment of social wel-
fare policies and programs.  Yet the lesson of Vietnam and the
social movements for civil rights in the 1960s should give us
pause to consider what the long-term effects of living in the
state of emergency may be.  A divided House and a divided
country, a divided Cabinet and a divided people, the escalation
of random violence by non-state agents (“Minutemen” as well
as street gangs), the endless circulation of shibboleths to deter-
mine the sovereign distinction between friend and foe, with the
question of life and death at stake:  these do not so much hasten
an apocalypse to come as they indefinitely prolong the one that
is already at hand.  In the words of one Cincinnati native whose
home was raided by police and who died in a shootout with
them just prior to the April 2001 Cincinnati riot, “You want a
war?  You got a war!”14
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Reflections on Two American Wars

George Dutton
GEORGE DUTTON is Assistant Professor in the UCLA Department of Asian
Languages and Cultures, and Chair of the Southeast Asian Studies In-
terdepartmental Program.  His research centers on eighteenth- through
twentieth-century Vietnamese social and cultural history.

When I was in high school in the mid-1980s, my American His-
tory class never made it to the American war in Vietnam—our
teacher conveniently ran out of time.  In Spring 2004, I taught a
course at UCLA on the war in Iraq and the “lessons” of the war
in Vietnam, assuming that two decades after my own experience,
students would be routinely learning about the war in Vietnam.
When I asked my twenty students how many of them had stud-
ied the “Vietnam War” in high school, only one hand went up.  I
was dumbfounded.  What this suggested to me was that for a
younger generation, no “lessons” are being learned from “Viet-
nam” because the complex events of that war and America’s role in
it are simply not being taught.  For these students there can be no
sense of déjà vu because they have never encountered the war
in Vietnam.  For an older generation, however, the current war
in Iraq conjures memories of the earlier conflict, chiefly preserved
in the American psyche as those of a military defeat.

It was precisely these memories of failure that prompted the
first President Bush to declare in 1991, after the end of the first
American war against Iraq, that “the specter of Vietnam has been
buried forever in the desert sands of the Arabian Peninsula.”  In
short, with the first victory in Iraq, the American military defeat
in Southeast Asia had finally been put to rest.  Contra President
Bush’s optimism, the “specter” of the American war in Vietnam
has proven notoriously difficult to bury, as specters so often are
and perhaps should be.  As America now contemplates the on-
going U.S. occupation and war in Iraq—its largest, costliest, and
deadliest conflict since the last U.S. forces left Vietnam—it is per-
haps inevitable that the ghosts of what is remembered as “Viet-
nam” continue to haunt politicians, the military, and the Ameri-
can public as a whole.  As Americans watch the war against Iraq
continue to unfold and listen for the ghosts of “Vietnam,” we
would do well to read of other ghosts, such as those invoked in
Nguyen Du’s “Funeral Oration to the Ten Types of Wandering
Souls.”  Written in the early nineteenth century, this poem re-



117

flected on the senseless brutality of warfare by contemplating the
miserable headless ghost-soldiers, who haunted Vietnamese soil
in the post-Tay Son wars.  It is these ghosts, of soldiers and civil-
ians killed in needless wars, that should most torment us.

For those of us old enough to remember the wars in Viet-
nam (as seen from the United States), or to have studied them in
some detail, there is in the current war a powerful sense of déjà
vu.  We watched the complete destruction of Fallujah in late
2004 and thought of the U.S. military decision to deliberately
destroy the village of Ben Suc in 1967 to root out NLF forces, or
the 1968 comment regarding post-Tet Ben Tre:  “we had to destroy
the town in order to save it.”  We see the routine classification of
those killed by American forces in Iraq as “insurgents” and re-
call earlier victims of war labeled as “Viet Cong” either to boost
“body counts” or to cover up acts of indiscriminate killing.  We
are treated to Pentagon and White House press briefings about
the American war against Iraq and conjure up images of the elabo-
rate graphs and posters used by Robert McNamara to chart
“progress” in the American war against Vietnam.  We hear about
the destruction of groves of date trees and other agricultural settle-
ments in Iraq and think of the “Rome plows” that routinely lev-
eled Vietnamese farms, crops, and trees, each such act designed
as much to punish civilians suspected of abetting an enemy as to
create a putative tactical advantage.

The echoes of the earlier war that resound in the current
war against Iraq, while deeply troubling, only hint at parallels
that go much deeper.  First, as with the earlier war against Viet-
nam, Americans find themselves at war in a country about which
they, as a people, know next to nothing, and whose geographi-
cal location is at best a kind of “over there. . .somewhere.”  It is
precisely the remoteness of these wars that in some ways makes
them so easy for the American public to support.  What is the
risk of going to war when the fighting does not take place in our
back yards, when we are not the ones facing dangers?  Second,
unlike the two world wars of the twentieth century, Americans
are expected to make few if any sacrifices during the war against
Iraq, any more than they were expected to sacrifice during the war
against Vietnam.  No gas rationing, no victory bonds, no commod-
ity shortages.  Instead, President Bush marked the onset of his
“war on terrorism” by urging Americans to go shopping and re-
turn to normalcy in the aftermath of the September 11th attacks.
To sustain this surreal sense of the ordinary, Bush finances the
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war against Iraq with imaginary money, requested in the form
of “emergency appropriations,” which do not appear in any bud-
get and are not being extracted from the paychecks of current
taxpayers.  In the absence of news reports and ubiquitous “we sup-
port the troops” bumper stickers, would the majority of Ameri-
cans even know that they were at war?

Third, like the war in Vietnam, American public support for
the war against Iraq was predicated on what was depicted as a
compelling justification.  Setting aside the bogus issue of allega-
tions of Iraqi “weapons of mass destruction” and its supposed
pursuit of nuclear weapons, the war against Iraq was rationalized
as part of a larger ideological confrontation, as had been the
American war in Vietnam.  In both instances American leaders
rhetorically juxtaposed “freedom” and “democracy” with amor-
phous and ill-defined forms of political tyranny.  In the case of
the war in Vietnam, this tyranny was said to be manifested in a
“godless” and expansionistic global communism.  In Iraq it is
depicted as a form of presumed Islamic fundamentalism conve-
niently and fallaciously collapsed into the general category of
“terrorism.”  Consequently, we are subjected to President Bush’s
claim that “terrorists hate our freedom,” which explicitly lays out
the “rationale” for the current war.

Setting aside this last assertion, which is among the most unin-
formed comments ever made on the causes of terrorist activity,
it is striking that at some level both the war in Iraq and that in
Vietnam were fought not against places, or even against peoples,
but against abstractions.  Wars launched against such ideologi-
cal abstractions are relatively easier to justify.  The targets are said
not to be people (though Ho Chi Minh and Saddam Hussein
conveniently served as crude synecdoches for “communism” and
“terrorism”), but instead are depicted as something much larger.
Those killed in this war are sacrificed for a greater purpose, we
are told, whether it is our “heroic” troops or their “collateral dam-
age.”  Thus, the “war on terrorism,” like the “war on communism”
before it, is presented to us as an epochal confrontation.  There
is no choice but to fight “there” to prevent the implied alterna-
tive inevitability of fighting “here.”

In short, it is a war sold to the American public on fear, re-
vealing once again the ways in which Americans can be persuaded
to support (or at least not oppose) their government’s military
interventions overseas.  Henry Kissinger once noted that the war in
Vietnam revealed the tenacity of the American public, for although
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“it was the longest war in American history, the most distant, the
least obviously relevant to our nation’s immediate concerns. . .the
American people supported our involvement and its general objec-
tives until the very end.”  This observation suggests that Ameri-
can public support emerged ex nihilo within a kind of informa-
tion vacuum, rather than from a relentless and frequently men-
dacious public relations effort on the part of a succession of U.S.
administrations and their military agents.  The current war in
Iraq shows once more how an American public subjected to a
rhetorical bombardment designed to induce fear can be readily
manipulated to acquiesce in measures (including warfare) that
it is assured will help to remove the sources of that fear.

Finally, perhaps the most fundamental parallel between these
two wars is an implicit (and occasionally, if not officially, ex-
plicit) racism whose roots can be traced to an era of colonialism
in which America was a colonizer and both Vietnam and Iraq
belonged to the colonized world.  This would appear to be one
of the only meaningful ways to interpret what amounts to a wan-
ton disregard for human life that characterizes both of these misad-
ventures.  Iraq, like Vietnam before it, is simply a place where great
power politics is played out, a field in which we convince our-
selves that “their lives” are inherently worth less than “our lives.”
That innocent civilians are killed in the playing out of military
fantasies (often by remote control through bombs dropped from
afar), seems completely outside of the calculus applied to the war,
even as we tout “smart bombs” as humane tools for killing only
“the bad guys” (to use a euphemism now popular in the White
House).  While in both wars there were (are) instances of soldiers
deliberately targeting civilians, the bigger problem stems from
the fact that few cautions are taken to prevent civilian causalities—
euphemistically referred to by the American military as “collat-
eral damage.”  When pressed about the killing of civilians, U.S.
military spokespeople can usually work up a statement of “re-
gret” and the occasional promise to carry out an internal “inves-
tigation,” but it seems very clear that there are no repercussions
for killing civilians in Iraq, any more than there were consequences
for killing Vietnamese civilians in that war.  Moreover, except for
the most egregious offenses—the massacre at My Lai, the torture
and obscenities at Abu Grahib—the American public seems little
disturbed by a violence that has become routine.  In short, wars
against distant, little-understood peoples and cultures are easy
to justify and easy to prosecute.
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So much for the parallels—are there “lessons” as well?  In 1975,
just days after the end of the war in Vietnam, Henry Kissinger
already reflected on the “lessons” of Vietnam and concluded that
the situation had been unique, and thus could provide few use-
ful lessons for future conflicts.  And yet, it appears that lessons
were derived from the war in Vietnam, lessons that are being
applied most effectively (or most callously) by the American
government and military.  If one “lesson” drawn from Vietnam
was that the media could undermine information being put out
by the military, then the answer is to impose controls on that
media by “embedding” reporters with military units to constrain
their reporting.  Or perhaps the “lesson” was that images of Ameri-
can soldiers in body bags or coffins erode public support, with
the consequence that the Pentagon now imposes a ban prevent-
ing media outlets from showing such pictures.  Or was the “les-
son” that enemy “body counts” are not a good measure of mili-
tary success?  Is that why General Tommy Franks, the American
commander of the invasion of Iraq, announced of the current
war that “we don’t do body counts”?

But perhaps the most important “lesson” learned by the
American government and military from the war in Vietnam is
that the phrase “support the troops” is a magical answer to po-
tential opposition and a cynical appeal to American patriotism.
The fallout of the war in Vietnam entered the American psyche
through the popular media in the late 1970s and 1980s in the form
of a growing belief that the returning troops had been disparaged
for having been involved in what had become an increasingly
unpopular war.  Reflecting this belief, the first war against Iraq
in 1991 saw an overwhelming call to “support the troops,” a call
echoed even more strongly in the latest war against Iraq.  Ameri-
can troops are now lionized for their contributions to keeping
America “free” and fighting on the front lines of the “war on
terror.”  The “logic” of supporting the troops becomes a substi-
tute for critical thought and an enormous obstacle to informed
political action.  As the Bush administration makes repeated
“emergency” funding requests to continue the war against Iraq,
politicians fall over themselves to vote for it, not necessarily be-
cause they like the war, but because they are “supporting the
troops.”  Even those who voted against the war and spoke out be-
fore March 2003 cannot find it in themselves to vote against fund-
ing characterized not as being “for the war” but rather “for the
troops.”  The perversity of this reasoning is simply not questioned,
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and while the American anti-war movement has sought to co-
opt the “support the troops” mantra by calling for their prompt
and safe return, this effort has been largely unsuccessful.  Thus,
the “lessons” of the war in Vietnam have largely served not as a
caution against involvement in such wars, but as a blueprint for
more effectively waging a successful public relations effort to
sustain American popular support.

Indeed, the most pressing lessons from the American war in
Vietnam tragically have not been learned.  These include the no-
tion that it is not acceptable to kill large numbers of civilians
(whether intentionally or not) in foreign countries to pursue ab-
stract ideological struggles, and, moreover, that such ongoing
slaughter does not bring the U.S. any closer to “victory,” what-
ever its aims.  Instead of learning this lesson, Americans continue,
in their insular way, to abstract the violence “over there” in ways
that does not make them accountable, that does not leave the
blood of innocents on their hands.  Second, we have not learned
that democracy cannot be exported at the point of a gun, and that
large scale and indiscriminate destruction cannot bring about
political stability.  Third, we have not learned that the continued
prosecution of wars cannot be justified by a perceived need to pre-
serve America’s global image.  Years of destruction and senseless
death in Vietnam can be ascribed to a desperate attempt to send
a “message” of American tenacity and will to fight to U.S. allies
and enemies, no matter what the cost.  Had we learned any of these
lessons, the staggering losses in Vietnam would at least have
served some purpose, have redeemed these deaths in some fash-
ion.  America’s failure to learn even these basic lessons now merely
compounds the tragedy of the war in Vietnam.
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When describing the emergence of Empire as a new global juridical
order, in which the United States plays the role of the sole politi-
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cal-economic power, Hardt and Negri reject constructs such as
“global civil society” and propose Empire to describe a political
(juridical) order that accompanies “the globalization of capital-
ist production and its world market.”1  Imperial authority, they
argue, has two main attributes:  (1) the juridical power to rule over
exception and (2) the capacity to deploy political force.”  Unlike
previous imperial political formation, the sovereign of the present
global configuration is a form of supranational juridical author-
ity which enjoys the right to intervention, or in other words, the
moral authority to declare “just wars.”  To be sure, during the past
fifty years, the United States has waged wars not to protect its
territory and the lives of its citizens but to defend Freedom—the
principle that for over two hundred years has been deployed to
mark the ethical boundaries of post-Enlightenment Europe.

In this paper, I show how the political/symbolic arsenal of
raciality has been deployed to justify two otherwise untenable
wars:  the Vietnam War and the Invasion of Iraq.  My analysis of
the justifications of U.S. military actions in Vietnamese and Iraqi
territories uncovers a skewed moral allegory in which freedom
is temporarily shared with those who are named its “new
friends,” i.e., the “others of Europe” who, according to the geo-
politico necessities of a particular historical moment, are rhetori-
cally included in the territory of freedom.  However, this per-
spective differs from most critiques of western imperial projects
because it is not informed by the notion of racism, which con-
ceives of “racial exclusion”—and the first movement it presup-
poses, namely, race invocation (naming of the racial other as
such)—as the privileged mode of operation of racial power.

Underlying this reading of U.S. justifications for military in-
tervention in Vietnam and Iraq is the view, which I elaborate
elsewhere,2 that this arsenal has added to the post-Enlightenment
ethical programme.  How?  In his Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel
provides the full formulation of the post-Enlightenment ethical
programme, which completes the outline of the Cartesian sub-
ject, the self-determined (self-regulating and self-developing)
mind, i.e., the one governed solely by Freedom.  My contention
has been that such programme was only consolidated after the
deployment of the apparatuses of the sciences of man and soci-
ety form the mid-nineteenth century on3—an event which, not
surprisingly, coincided with the spread of European and U.S.
American colonial and imperial projects in Asia, the Middle East,
Africa, and Central and Latin America.  I use the term analytics of
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raciality to identify the arsenal of the sciences of “man and soci-
ety”—anthropology and sociology—assembled to produce, as it
explains,  an irreducible (moral) difference between post-Enlighten-
ment European and U.S. social (juridic, economic, and symbolic)
configurations and those found in other global regions.  By manu-
facturing their own versions of the (scientific) laws of nature—
such as Cuvier’s Laws of Conditions of Existence, Boas’ mental
laws—the sciences of “man and society” have produced various
global regions, bodily traits, and social configurations as signifiers
of irreducible (mental) difference.  Invariably, as I show elsewhere,
they produce accounts of human mental in which self-determi-
nation (self-regulation and self-development), the most valued
foremost post-Enlightenment principle, appears as an “objective”
(scientifically determined), an attribute of western minds.

What I do here is then to describe how the analytics of raciality
sustains the distinction between the “true friends” and the “new
friends,” juridical figures such as Vietnam and Iraq which can only
remain in the territory of freedom with the help of their foremost
champion, namely the United States.  It is the naming of the “new
friend” within this moral allegory that provides the justification
for the West’s “rescue and liberate” narrative and leads to Ameri-
cans’ righteous indignation of their good will and thus the U.S.
claim of innocence and the loss of innocence after 9/11.

For this reason, this mapping of the effects of raciality is es-
pecially helpful in this present global political landscape as a criti-
cal strategy that captures the operations of racial power.  For while
racial and cultural difference informs the division of the world
along the line of “friends” or “enemies” of freedom, the global
mandate, in which multiculturalism and diversity constitute the
main bases and goals for social justice, vide George Bush’s cabi-
net which looks more like an ostensible “rainbow coalition” than
ever.  Here, I show how the justifications for U.S. involvement
in the Vietnam War and its occupation of Iraq deploy moderniza-
tion theory, the post-WWII sociological strategy which privileged
two items of the racial lexicon—namely, the notions of self-regula-
tion and self-development.  These signifiers of self-determination
rewrite the ethical boundaries of the West in statements that wel-
come these postcolonial polities as “new friends of freedom.”

In the Name of Freedom

When arguing for the need to distinguish the political from any
other social distinctions, Carl Schmitt postulates that the basic
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signifier of the political is the distinction between “friend and
enemy.”4  This defining political act—the naming of the en-
emy—belongs to the state.  With this formulation, Schmitt dis-
places moral considerations, including the idea of self-protec-
tion as the protection of the people, from the state’s right to fight
(jus beli).  My reading of justifications for U.S.’s military actions
in Vietnam and Iraq shows, however, instances in which the de-
fining political decision is not the naming of the enemy but the
identification of a particular kind of friend, the “new friend” of
freedom.  Having just entered the territory of freedom, thanks to
U.S. (military and/or economic) aid, this unreliable “friend”
cannot be distinguished from the enemy because of the inability
for self-regulation and self-development, which indicates a lack
of self-determination, marking its irreducible (moral) difference
from the “true friend of freedom.”  In the moral allegory de-
ployed in both cases, military interventions in these indepen-
dent polities are justified because their inhabitants always-al-
ready constitute potential “enemies of Freedom.”  That is, in
both the war in Vietnam and the invasion of Iraq, the justifica-
tion for acts of violence relies on a moral indistinction, which
justifies their obliteration, because without U.S. help they con-
tinued to think and act as enemies of freedom.

Vietnam and the “Limited War”

Nineteen sixty-eight marks the watershed of a global (cultural/
political) revolution which never realized its full potential.
Whether it was the assassinations of Reverand Martin Luther
King and Senator Robert Kennedy or the revolts in U.S., which
economically dispossessed urban black neighborhoods, the year
was filled with events that promised a different history from the
one which we actually lived.  Few, however, remember that on
that same year, President Johnson announced that he would not
be running for re-election.  His reason was the threat to U.S. Ameri-
can unity due to the increasing mobilization against the war that
had created divisions within the Democratic Party itself.  Johnson’s
nightmare had begun in 1965 when he decided to increase the
number of U.S. troops in Vietnam, which contradicted his pledge
during the presidential campaign to keep the country’s involve-
ment to a minimum—a decision that indicated a radical shift in
the nature of that war.

In my reading of the New York Times special reports on the
Fall of Saigon, which occurred two years after the U.S. troops
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left the peninsula, we see how the final act of this postcolonial
conflict has been represented as the necessary effect of the Viet-
namese racial (moral) difference—of the Vietnamese lack of self-
determination, that which characterizes those who hold freedom
as the dearest human good.  Kissinger and other framers of the
U.S. foreign policy provided a portrait of the post-WWII global
space as one in which every local, national, or regional (actual or
potential) armed conflict constituted a battle front in which the
U.S., the Soviet Union and China constitute the main and only
significant political contenders.5  Not surprisingly, these deadly
cold war battles were fought everywhere but in Europe—in the
racially subaltern (global) regions of Southeast Asia, Africa, Latin
America and the Caribbean.

The Enemies, Friends, and New Friends of Freedom

The Vietnam War has become a cautionary tale to which U.S.
Americans returned every time a given administration sent troops
elsewhere—Somalia, Bosnia, Iraq.

What is the story?  A people who have just been welcomed
in the territory of freedom find themselves infiltrated by enemies of
freedom—or their agents.  Because they are unable to help them-
selves, the U.S. sends troops to liberate and/or protect the new
friends of freedom, who would otherwise fall prey of the enemies
of freedom.  While the story has three characters—the enemies
of freedom, the friends of freedom, and the new friends of free-
dom—only the last two are necessary for its meaning to come
about.  As a modern narrative, this story reproduces the ethical
program as it narrates the trajectory of a mind toward self-de-
termination.  But the story it tells is different.  Because it is not a
self-regulating and self-developing subject, without military and
economic aid from the friends of freedom, the “new friend of free-
dom,” the subject-in-becoming, would not be able to sustain it-
self as a self-determined polity.  In other words, a majority rural
population and poverty indicate this lack of self-regulation and
self-development abilities which render the newcomers to the
territory of freedom both unreliable friends and indistinguishable
from the enemies of freedom.  Such a construction will then jus-
tify military intervention because economic aid alone would not
be sufficient since without outer-regulation, military control, these
people without self-determination, the ones who do not know
liberty, would easily turn into (victims of the) foes of freedom—
a possibility confirmed in media accounts of the fall of Saigon.
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How does the tale of freedom render it an exclusive prop-
erty of those in the U.S. and in the West?  Who determines friend
and foe?  First, it is necessary to name the new friends of freedom
and establish that they are in danger.  The creation of South Viet-
nam as a “limited war” was announced to Americans in Kennedy’s
January 20, 1961 inaugural address.  “Let every nation know,
whether it wishes us well or ill,” he stated, “that we shall pay
any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any
friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the
success of liberty.”  While, like other presidents, Kennedy pledged
the defense of freedom as a continuation of the spirit of the Ameri-
can Revolution, in the cold war political landscape it included
an ever-growing number of nation-states emerging in the global
regions considered outside the territory of freedom.  “To those
new states who we welcome to the ranks of the free,” he contin-
ued, “we pledge our word that one form of colonial control shall
not have passed away merely to be replaced by a far more iron
tyranny.  We shall not always expect to find them supporting
our view.  But we shall always hope to find them strongly sup-
porting their own freedom.”

With this statement, Kennedy claims postcolonial states into
the domain of freedom—naming them friends—and identifies
them as unreliable because underdevelopment (poverty and ru-
rality) renders them vulnerable to face the enemy of freedom.
“To those peoples in the huts and villages across the globe strug-
gling to break the bounds of mass misery, we pledge our best ef-
forts to help them help themselves, for whatever period required—
not because the Communists may be doing it, not because we
seek their votes, but because it is right.  If a free society cannot help
the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.”
Finally, in Kennedy’s speech, one learns that the limited wars
the U.S. fought served the highest ethical goal:  “My fellow citi-
zens of the world, ask not what America will do for you, but
what together we can do for the freedom of man.”

In Southeast Asia, fighting the battle for the “freedom of man”
led the Kennedy administration to expand military and economic
aid to South Vietnam, the new friend of freedom.  Consistently,
the goal of military and economic aid was to contain the enemy
of freedom by force and development.  The mark of this effort
was the Strategic Hamlet Program, which according to a PBS re-
port, sought “to counteract the NFL’s success in the countryside,”
by rounding up “villages and placed them in ‘safe hamlets’ con-
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structed by the GNV.”  Already defined in philosophical and scien-
tific accounts as consciousness which could not appreciate the
gift of freedom, the inhabitants of these war zones were once
again rewritten as minds without self-determination, outer-deter-
mined consciousness, in the justifications for a specific limited
war strategy, namely the Strategic Hamlet Program.  The justifi-
cations for this deadly strategy show how rural communities,
which had been incorporated in the territory of freedom with
the creation of South Vietnam, were dangerous enemies of free-
dom.  The war in Vietnam was an infamous battle for “hearts
and minds,” as the Strategic Hamlet Program entailed primarily
the removal of rural communities from their lands and their
placement in concentration camps guarded by the Diem’s polic-
ing forces.  Both contemporaneous and later analyses highlight
the main goal that the U.S. and Diem’s government attributed to
the program:  the “pacification” of rural communities.6

Very much a materialization of Kennedy’s pledge to help
the “new friends of freedom” to “help themselves,” the govern-
ing rationale was that these rural communities needed “protec-
tion” from the named Vietnamese representatives of the enemy,
the NFL forces.  That is, the most productive gesture here is not
the naming of the enemy, but of the friend—those who have just
moved into the territory of freedom.  Kennedy’s “citizens of the
world” who needed U.S. help had a moral weakness rendering
them in need of protection.  Not surprisingly, the social aspects
of the program were subordinated to its military ones, as the
primary mode of identifying the areas where it should be imple-
mented was communist infiltrations.  When the Diem adminis-
tration finally embraced the hamlet program, it was mainly ap-
pealing to the ideal of village self-government in the Vietnamese
political imagination.  However, the language he used might well
suggest that the program’s objective also was to reconfigure these
peasants’ villages as territories of freedom.  “The importance of
the strategic hamlets,” Diem stated, “goes beyond the concept of
hamlet self-defense.  They are a means to institute basic democ-
racy in Vietnam.  Through the Strategic Hamlet Program, the gov-
ernment intends to give back to the hamlet the right of self-gov-
ernment with its own charter and system of community law.  This
will realize the ideas of the constitution on a local scale which
the people can understand.”7

Less than two years later, the main tactics deployed in the
Southeast Asian war zone proved a failure.  From a CIA report
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on the South Vietnam situation, dated February 20, 1964, the
Johnson administration learned that the counterinsurgency in
Saigon had turned to attacks on U.S. personnel and advised Viet-
namese to stay way from U.S. Americans.  In 1965 President John-
son, already meeting the growing anti-war mobilization in the
United States, expanded military and economic aid, a decision
that contradicted the concept of limited war itself.  Later devel-
opments are well known.  While the January 27, 1973 Paris Peace
Accord marked the concretization of Nixon’s “Vietnamization”
plan, with the exodus of U.S. troops from Southern Vietnam, it
did not mark the end of what the Vietnamese call the American
War.  As this year’s U.S. media celebrations of the thirtieth anni-
versary of the Fall of Saigon indicate, neither 1965 nor 1973 has
captured U.S. American imagination.  Then and now, Americans
have been mobilized by the images of refugees in boats and U.S.
military planes fleeing Vietnam.  The tale of the Fall of Saigon is
filled with description of thousands of refugees in panic “trying
desperately to find way to flee their country” and of accounts of
parents giving their children to U.S. Americans  seeking to save
them, or of women being raped by North Vietnamese troops.8  It
is not my intention here to deny these accounts but to indicate how
accounts of the evacuation of Americans and Vietnamese refugees
in the dates preceding the Fall of Saigon rewrite the history of
the Vietnam War, as one in which the “new friends of freedom”
fulfill their expected trajectory—they remain fully outside the
territory of freedom.

Iraq and the “Preemptive War”

Nearly thirty years after the Fall of Saigon, the U.S and the rest
of the world—the latter a bit faster than the former—slowly learn
that the Fall of Saigon had not ended the war for freedom.9  In
February 1993, when a truck bomb exploded in the parking lot of
one of the twin towers of the World Trade Center, the U.S. gov-
ernment named a new enemy, the Muslim terrorist.  Not until
September 2001, a second event, in which airplanes were flown
into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the yet not fully
explained downing of an airplane in Pennsylvania, would the
U.S and the rest of the world be convinced that this new enemy
was as determined as the previous one.  These attacks marked a
shift in the U.S. foreign policy doctrine—preemptive war—
which is based upon the argument that military intervention
alone was necessary for the protection of Freedom.  What I find
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here is a rewriting of the closing of the scene of development:
neither cultural change nor economic development is sufficient
to bring the affectable former colonized into the territory of free-
dom.  No longer an attribute of thought and action in the post-
cold war global scenario, freedom has become a thing to be pro-
tected not because it is an intrinsic attribute of humankind, as
Kennedy stated in his inaugural address, but a property of cer-
tain human beings.  The first act of the play of global security,
the invasion of Afghanistan, was accompanied by media reports
showing the excesses of the Taliban regime, and by the release
of intelligence reports suggesting that the leader of Al Qaeda,
Osama Bin Laden, was hiding in the country.

The global war on terrorism, the main drive of Bush’s foreign
policy doctrine, was articulated only a year after the attacks on
the twin towers, in a speech he gave at the West Point Academy.
“History,” Bush told the 2002 West Point Academy graduates, “has
also issued its call to your generation.  In your last year, America
was attacked by a ruthless and resourceful enemy.  You gradu-
ate from this Academy in a time of war, taking your place in an
American military that is powerful and honorable.  Our war on
terror is only begun, but in Afghanistan it was begun well. . . .
This will take many turns we cannot predict.”  Here again, free-
dom justifies military intervention in defense of humanity.  “Yet
I am certain of this:  Wherever we carry it, the American flag will
stand not only for our power, but for freedom.  Our nation’s cause
has always been larger than our nation’s defense.  We fight, as we
always fight, for a just peace—a peace that favors human liberty.
We will defend the peace against threats from terrorists and ty-
rants.  We will preserve the peace by building good relations
among the great powers.  As we will extend peace by encourag-
ing free and open societies on every continent.”  Now, however,
the goal is not the protection of a given nation state of a newly
independent—actually newly created, in the case of South Viet-
nam—former colony.  Nor is the enemy a state, a sovereign col-
lective, circumscribed to a given territory.  “In defending the peace,
we face a threat with no precedent.  Enemies in the past needed
great armies and great industrial capabilities to endanger the
American people and our nation. . . .  The grave danger to free-
dom lies at the perilous crossroads of radicalism and technology.
When the spread of chemical and biological and nuclear weap-
ons. . .when that occurs, even weak states and small groups attain
a catastrophic power to strike great nations.”  Deploying the glos-
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sary of globalization, Bush describes an enemy who not only has
access to products technological achievements but has also be-
come deterritorialized.  “For much of the last century,” he pro-
ceeds, “America’s defense relied on the Cold War doctrines of
deterrence and containment.  In some cases, those strategies still
apply.  But the new threats also require new thinking. . . .  Con-
tainment is not possible when unbalanced dictators with weapon
of mass destruction can deliver those weapons on missiles or se-
cretly provide them to terrorist allies.”  Against a deterritorialized,
technologically advanced, and yet weak enemy, Bush announces a
new foreign policy doctrine, Preemptive War, whose primary
role is to strike against the enemies of freedom now found through-
out the global space.  “Homeland security and missile defense
are part of a stronger security, and they’re essential priorities for
America.  Yet the war on terror will not be won on the defen-
sive. . . .  Our security will require transforming the military you
will lead—a military that must be ready to strike at a moment’s
notice in any dark corner of the world.  And our security will
require that all Americans to be forward-looking and resolute,
to be ready for preemptive action when necessary to defend our
liberty and to defend our lives.”

In the global security discourse, as Hardt and Negri argue,
the military becomes an agent of law enforcement as the U.S.,
the sole imperial power, redefines freedom as a property it shares
with its friends, which needs to be defended from groups and
nations intending to destroy it.10  Two main traits distinguish
this global policing strategy.  On the one hand, it is predicated
upon renaming the enemy, who now is described as seeking
neither the appropriation of lands and resources nor the domi-
nation of the territory of freedom.  Rather, its main aim is the to-
tal destruction of the U.S. and other nation-states which, be-
cause they do not counter its foreign policy, the Bush adminis-
tration describes as friends.  While this enemy is found every-
where, however, it is not from everywhere. Yet, precisely because
cultural difference has been named the culprit in the other casualty
of globalization, the demise of the moral figure of the nation, any
inquiry into the principles that would bind this emerging juridi-
cal-moral entity should include a consideration of the new ethi-
cal configuration that the arguments for global policing announce.

The naming of the “new friends of freedom” relies upon a
racial lexicon to place certain global regions and collectivities
(precisely the ones once subjected to colonialism, slavery, inden-
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tured labor, and imperialism) as “the other of Europe.”  For this
reason, even though the lexicon of 9/11 does not include explicit
references to a white world and the world of color, signifiers of
raciality, the racial and the cultural produce subjects of evil in a
world without racial (geographical and bodily) boundaries sepa-
rating the East and West, Islam and Christianity, the economically
dispossessed inhabitants of the Global South and those who di-
rectly or indirectly and/or virtually appropriate and control their
labor, lands and its natural resources.  Raciality locates differ-
ence in the Middle East, East Africa, South Asia, and the Pacific
Islands—these regions to which “freedom “remains foreign.

In accounts of the Battle for Fallujah, however, we learned
that the nowhereness and everywhereness of terrorism have justi-
fied measures of global policing which combine old and new
methods of containment.  One finds that the second move in this
tale of freedom is not that dissimilar from earlier versions.  The
second move is the invention of Iraq.  After a rather brief period
of deployment of forces in the Iraqi territory, the U.S. battle with
the Iraqi military in Baghdad lasted but a few days.  Few months
after George W. Bush announced the end of major combats, meet-
ing resistance from insurgent forces, in attack at coalition hold-
ings but also the United Nations headquarters, the U.S. occupy-
ing force appointed the Iraqi Governing Council.  Insurgent at-
tacks on occupying forces and corporations continued through-
out Iraq.  Slowly, however, the news media began to delimit cer-
tain particular areas which were more or less controlled by in-
surgents.  The stage of Fallujah is not that different than that of
South Vietnam rural villages.  The story is similar but the tale has
new elements.  Much like the building the case of the invasion of
Iraq, the first act was to delimit the source of terror.  “Fallujah,”
a U.S. military think tank states,11 “is the most violent prone area in
Iraq and since early April 2003 they have experience violent crowd
control incidents, murders and bombings.  The commanders in this
area have non-lethal munitions in the ROE focusing on protect-
ing the force with shoot to kill orders on the sighting of and AK-
47 or RPG in the hands of someone outside a private home.  This
draconian approach has forced these weapons of the streets as
battle hardened members of the 3ID have enforced order in the
Sunni Triangle.”  Why is Fallujah so violent?  The explanation here
is again cultural:  “The emergence of Fallujah as a seat of Sunni
resistance is explained by the fact that many of its inhabitants
are followers of the Wahabi sect.  Fallujah is a traditional, Sunni
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Wahabi extremist tribal hotbed. . . .  In Fallujah, Ramadi, and in
other Sunni centers anti-occupation attacks by insurgents are said
to be planned by the Committee of the Faith, a group of Wahabi-
based Sunni Muslims.  Under Saddam Hussein, Fallujah’s mosque
imams were subjected to persecution because they refused to eu-
logize Saddam in sermons after prayers.”  That is, Fallujah is not a
dangerous place because of its allegiance to Saddam Husseim
but because it is the home of a religious group.  The indicators of
its dangers were showed over and over again in U.S. media:  the
killing and mutilation of four U.S. contractors.

When in November 2004, two months before Iraq’s general
election, the Bush administration once again celebrated another
newcomer to the territory of freedom:  Fallujah was the site of a
two-week-long deadly battle which killed thousands of civilians
and turned its almost 300,000 (estimates vary from 200,000 to
300,000) inhabitants into war refugees.  Descriptions of the battle
scenes and the battlefield recall mutilated bodies of dead Iraqis
on the streets, ambulances rushing the streets under U.S. troops’
fire, deserted hospitals, destroyed stores and homes.  Typical
accounts of a war zone before the plans for the homecoming for
Fallujah residents were made public a few weeks after the U.S.
military declared the end of conflicts.  On a December 20, 2004,
NPR’S All Things Considered listeners learn about the high-tech
version of the Strategic Hamlet Programs.  “U.S. civilian and mili-
tary authorities,” Mike Shuster reported, “have been working at
a plan to bring the city’s residents back. . . .  The military intends
to create biometric identification cards for all men of military age,
thumbprints and retina scans.  These are already in use here for
criminals.”  Expectedly, “criminality” becomes an attribute of any
inhabitant of Fallujah since global policing relies precisely in the
in-distinction between “new friends” and “enemies of freedom,”
which demands that everywhere where the grammar of raciality
places the “others of Europe”—urban dispossessed communities
of Arab or Muslim (Middle Easterner, South Asian, or East Afri-
can) immigrants and refugees in the Global North, and every in
the Global South.  “Anybody who comes into the city who is a
military-age male,” Col Ballard tells NPR listeners, “who looks
suspicious we will issue them a card. . . .  In other words, women
and children and those above sixty-five, we don’t have much
concern about them.  They will be searched like everybody else,
but there won’t be any real scrutiny.”

The naming of the enemy combatant relies on negation, the
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strategy which introduces a signifier by denying its ability to
convey the proper meaning.  While the naming of evildoers, the
enemies of freedom, require the articulation of racial and cul-
tural markers to mark the ones to be excluded, it demarcates
precisely where terrorists will flourish and thrive, and the ges-
ture is not one of exclusion but of production.

Conclusion

I suggest that in the second half of the twentieth century, two
versions of raciality have supported an ethical program in which
Freedom is no longer a mere attribute of the will or of an action.
Instead, it has become an entity in itself, a property of some per-
sons and nations, the protection of which justifies the killing of
other persons and the invasion of other nations.  The U.S. impe-
rial project is sustained through such specific political strategies
in which American military presence and the placing in power of
friendly leaders sustain the interest of global financial capital.

Renaming the “others of Europe” as the subject of evil, hence
dangerous to Life (which is the actualization of subjects of good
and right), constitutes as new moment of the analytics of raciality,
which is perhaps the most efficient and highly productive strat-
egy of modern power/knowledge.  Because the arsenal of raciality
is so crucial for its rhetorical force, the moral tale deployed to
justify the U.S. war in Vietnam and its invasion of Iraq produces
a particular kind of political subject, namely, the global subject.
Precisely because it is thoroughly a product of the arsenal of
raciality, this political figure is an effect of representation, this is
a “virtual enemy” of Freedom, the elusive and ubiquitous Viet
Cong or Muslim terrorist who can be embodied in any Vietnam-
ese or Muslim (mostly brown but also black) male.  At this very
moment, the capitalist project needs the resources found in former
colonial territories but can do without most of its inhabitants.

Notes
1. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge:  Harvard Univer-
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the Soviet Union in the late 1980s is obvious for those of us in Latin America
and the Caribbean, which since the late 1950s saw U.S. involvement in
national political processes from Cuba to El Salvador and Nicaragua.

6. Pentagon Papers, 128.
7. Ibid., 20.
8. New York Times, April 24, 1975.
9. Recall the Bush administration initial justifications for the military inter-

vention in Iraq:  that Saddam Hussein was building and stocking the
never-found weapons of mass destruction, that Iraq provided shelter for
terrorists, and that there was an unquestionable link between Hussein
regime and the elusive Al Qaeda.  Little over two years after the begin-
ning of the invasion, it was announced that major conflicts had ended
and that Iraq was now freed of Saddam’s power, though insurgents still
fought the troops of “The Willing” across the country.  Later last year, we
also learned that Iraq was ready to return to Iraqi control, and last Janu-
ary elections were celebrated even as attacks increased against occupying
troops and the interim Iraqi government.

10. Hardt and Negri.
11. http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/iraq/fallujah/htm

The “Vietnam War”:
What’s in a Name?

Khatharya Um
KHATHARYA UM is an Associate Professor and Coordinator of the Asian
American Studies program at the University of California, Berkeley.

In late fall of 2003, the Museum of California in Oakland was
cast into a moment of notoriety by the controversy that erupted
over its upcoming exhibit “What’s Going On.”  The points of con-
tention were multiple and layered, as are the reasons that brought
individuals and groups together in protest against the exhibit.
The politics of representation that collided over exhibit content
and space allocation spoke to the more overarching contention
over where the conceptual, political, and artistic loci should be,
that is, whether in the U.S. and on Americans, or in Asia and on
Southeast Asians, and where, if anywhere, do Southeast Asian
Americans fit into this historical and experiential continuum.  Em-
bedded and often lost in the discourse, however, is an equally
compelling question about whether the pan-category of “South-
east Asian/Americans” has been rendered synonymous with Viet-
namese/Americans.

At its core, the conflict rests on the differing, and in places,
contradictory ways in which this chapter of U.S. history has been
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conceptualized, represented and conveyed.  Policy thinking and
the discourses around the war, as captured in popular narratives,
media, most textbooks, and academic and non-academic writings,
privilege American experiences and perspectives.  Comparatively
little information exists on the effects of the war on Southeast
Asian lives and societies.  The endless sequels of Rambo, and other
Hollywood renditions of the experience, such as The Deer Hunter
and Hanoi Hilton, have reduced the war to a moral binary of good
and evil, with Vietnam and the Vietnamese used as the backdrop
for the barbarism and irrationality of the faceless, black-clad, Asian
Other.

By extension, there is little information, hence little public
awareness, of the larger and more complex historical context for
U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia and for the formation of
Southeast Asian community in the U.S.  Beyond the ambivalent
notion of the “boat people,” generically applied to all refugees
from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, most Americans are unable
to establish the historical connections between the war and its
human legacies.    This is especially true of Cambodian and the
highly diverse Laotian refugee communities in America.

Moralizing ideology about bringing democracy to Asia veiled
the realpolitic that underscored American objectives in Southeast
Asia.  The rhetoric about showcasing democracy in Vietnam that
dominated official discourse of the time belied the larger and
more circuitous strategic interests that first compelled the U.S.
assumption of the role as the principal financier of France’s colo-
nial aspirations and subsequently as that of the inheritor of her
war.  Both in terms of America’s initial entry and of her final exit
from Vietnam, the war was as much, if not more, about the U.S.
and Europe as it was about Vietnam and Asia.

Arguably, American disengagement from Vietnam was com-
pelled equally by developments in the U.S. as it was by develop-
ments in Vietnam.  The growing anti-war momentum, spurred
by escalating casualty rates, tax increases, and intensified agita-
tion of civil rights groups, had raised the political cost of the
war.  Where once the loss of Saigon may have spelled the poten-
tial loss of the White House, the Tet Offensive sounded a shrill
warning of the failure to exit.  In the final analysis, as Leslie Gelb
insightfully notes, “the real domino to fall was American public
opinion.”1

There is, nonetheless, an inherent paradox in the way that
America’s Vietnam experience is commonly represented and
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understood.  While the national preoccupation was firmly fixed
on America and on American interests, lives and perspectives,
public discourse about the war, for both expedient and moral
reasons, necessarily focuses on Vietnam and Vietnamese inter-
ests.  The common reference to the war itself as the “Vietnam
War” locates it politically and geographically in a specific region
and country. The war was promoted as being in, about and for
Vietnam.

The Importance and Invisibility of Cambodia and Laos
Along with elevating the war to a higher moral ground, seman-
tically locating it in Vietnam also has the effect of reducing the
conflict to a singular theatre.  Cambodia and Laos were then,
and remain today, essentially insignificant in the popular under-
standing of the war.   The lack of public attention on the two neigh-
boring countries reflected, in large part, the clandestine nature
of American involvement, but even more significantly, the para-
doxical positions that they occupy, simultaneously critical and
marginal, in U.S. policy thinking.  This ambivalence rested on
the fact that, in and of themselves, Laos and Cambodia held no
inherent value to the United States.  Their strategic importance
was a direct by-product of their geo-political position vis-à-vis
Vietnam.  For the Americans, as it was with the French, the de-
liberate and unconsented incorporation of Cambodia and Laos
into the geo-political matrix was aimed singularly at furthering
the more overarching objectives in Vietnam.  Significantly, though
Cambodia and Laos became a political and military stomping
ground for all contending parties in the conflict, they were never
seen in any light other than as instrumental to the success in
Vietnam.  The deliberate exportation of conflict into the two ad-
jacent countries by both communist and non-communist forces
was driven by a strategic rationale that remained fixed on South
Vietnam.

The clandestine nature of U.S. involvement in those coun-
tries, made necessary by their neutrality, was also consistent with
the policy focus placed on Vietnam and reinforced the subordi-
nating roles to which Cambodia and Laos were relegated in the
war. In Laos, the recruitment of highland ethnic minorities into
the anti-communist struggles served to minimize American ca-
sualties and shield U.S. involvement from American public scru-
tiny.  Similarly, in Cambodia, all through the 1960s, legal barri-
ers were circumvented through covert operations, the withhold-
ing of information from the troops and from the American pub-
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lic, and creative “double reporting” as documented by William
Shawcross in his detailed study of the Nixon/Kissinger adminis-
tration’s policies toward Cambodia.

In his testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee in
1971, Undersecretary of State, U. Alexis Johnson stated that:

. . .although the way the operation  [in Laos] has been run is
unorthodox, unprecedented, in many ways I think it is some-
thing of which we can be proud as Americans.  It has involved
virtually no American casualties.  What we are getting for our
money is, to the old phrase, very cost effective”.2  With estimated
death and casualties ranging from one-tenth to one-half of the
Hmong population, the war in Laos was anything but “cost-ef-
fective”, “quiet” or “secret” to those whose lives were irrepa-
rably affected by it.3

By 1972, more than 30 percent of the Laotian population had
been displaced from their traditional homes. In Cambodia, five
times as many tons of bombs were dropped during the five-year
long war than on Japan during the entire World War II, render-
ing two million out of the country’s seven million population
into refugees in their own country.

In the end, there was no honor in the sight of the last Ameri-
can Ambassador, flag folded under his arm, dashing onto the
helicopter of Operation Eagle Pull, nor was there peace in the
aftermath of the Khmer Rouge acquisition of power.  While the
American nation shielded itself in post-Vietnam collective am-
nesia, close to two million Cambodians perished in the three years
that followed.  Hundreds of thousands of Laotians, many of them
of the highland ethnic minority communities deliberately tar-
geted because of their association with America, were thrown into
re-education camps or perished in their ill-fated attempts to reach
cross-border asylum.  From Vietnam, casualties on the high seas—
as high as 50 percent, according to some estimates—speak to the
magnitude of the human loss, and to the “push” conditions that
compelled such continued sacrifices.   While the 1970s saw the
flight of war refugees, the 1980s brought new cohorts of the po-
litically displaced—survivors of auto-genocide, escapees of an
occupied nation, and expellees of economic and ethnic purifica-
tion campaigns.  The 1990s, in turn, witnessed the opening of the
gates of Vietnam’s re-education camps, revealing the fate of the
thousands left behind in America’s hasty evacuation.  With only
a momentary reprieve, the year 2003-2004 saw increased perse-
cution of the montagnard in the Central Highlands of Vietnam,
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and resumption of humanitarian resettlement in the U.S.   Over
the post-war decades, makeshift cross-border camps became virtu-
ally permanent homes for a whole generation of Southeast Asians.
At the writing of this paper, Hmong refugees from the unautho-
rized settlement around Wat Tham Krabok are being resettled
in the U.S. after two decades in liminality.  Peace brought no end to
the suffering and tragedies in mainland Southeast Asia.

In diaspora, the war continues to haunt the surviving refu-
gees.  In New Hampshire on July 14, 2001, Richard Labbe brutally
murdered Tung Phetakoune, an elderly Laotian man, as a “pay-
back” for losing relatives in Vietnam, while proclaiming to the
police that  “. . .those Asians killed Americans and you won’t do
anything about it so I will.”4  As these tragic incidents indicate, real
and symbolic violence directed at Southeast Asian Americans is
a legacy of the war, an expression of the hate and resentment
that still linger.   As refugees, Southeast Asians are living remind-
ers of an ignominious chapter of U.S. foreign policy, a highly di-
visive era at home, and embedded postwar scars.  Problematic
renderings of the war by Hollywood and depictions of Southeast
Asians in popular media fuel the sense of nativism that impedes
effective incorporation.

The negative association with a lost and brutal war is fur-
ther accentuated by the resettlement of Southeast Asian refugees in
visible clusters, largely in neighborhoods that are already ad-
versely impacted.  Unable to distinguish war-displaced refugees
from economic immigrants, most Americans perceive Southeast
Asians with conflictual bifocality, as foreign opportunists bent
on taking jobs away from Americans or as social burdens on the
welfare state, bestowed with privileges not afforded to native
poor.

The “Vietnam War” Revisited:  Asia in the Middle East
That Vietnam haunted the campaign trails of the last three presi-
dential elections is a testament to the enduring hold of the war
over America.   In this sense, the reference to that historical chapter
as “America’s longest war” extends beyond the temporal dimen-
sion.  Vietnam was and remains a leit-motif in the discussion over
and through the Gulf War, and in the war in Iraq.  It echoes re-
soundingly in many aspects of post-September 11 American
policies.  The general tenor of the U.S. “war on terror” harks back
to the Cold War.  The threat was then, as it is now, defined as shift-
ing and global, the containment strategy necessarily without geo-
graphical boundaries.  Reagan’s reference to the “evil empire,”



139

with its worldwide subversive reach, is replaced by Bush’s “axis
of evil,” spanning across porous boundaries from the Middle
East to the Northeast of Asia, though the policy ramifications
remain essentially the same. In both historical contexts, the flu-
idity of the threat invites the widening of conflict by allowing
for the continuous re-definition of the source and nature of threat.
It is through this logical construction that retaliation against Al
Qaeda, removal of Saddam Hussein, and de-nuclearization of
North Korea are laced together as a singular and articulated blue-
print of objectives, with Niger, Syria and Iran, among others,
thrown in as connective nodes.

If nothing else, Vietnam underscores the importance of un-
derstanding the nature of the conflict.  As it is with the “war on
terror” and in Iraq, the essence of the struggle was essentially po-
litical.  As I put down the concluding thoughts to this paper, the
story of Iraqi prisoner abuse broke out.  The parallels to Vietnam
were not lost.  Immediately after the Abugraib story broke, the My
Lai atrocities resurfaced in the news.  The shifting tide of public
opinion about the war as captured in the Pew survey5 further un-
derscores the political nature of the war.  The moral righteous-
ness of America’s mission in the Middle East, justified by Sep-
tember 11 and sanctified by the characterization of the war as an
epic battle between good and evil, heretofore, has held powerful
sway.  The violence at Abugraib has forced the nation to confront
its own capacity for moral ambiguity.  Bereft of the sanctitude
and moral security that have carried it thus far, the nation is left
with the hard question of whether the cost is worth the winning.

Write, they tell me, so won’t people won’t forget
—“The Last War Poem”6

Notes
1. Quoted in Stanley Karnow, Vietnam:  A History (New York:  Viking Press,
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On the Unredressability of U.S. War Crimes:
Vietnam and Japan

Lisa Yoneyama
LISA YONEYAMA is an Associate Professor in the Department of Literature at
the University of California, San Diego.

LeMay said, “If we’d lost the war, we’d all have been prosecuted
as war criminals.”  And I think he’s right.  He, and I’d say I, were
behaving as war criminals.

 —Robert S. McNamara1

The post-9/11 national emergency and the U.S.-led military in-
vasion and occupation of Iraq have conjured up divergent memo-
ries of U.S. wars fought against various Asian enemies.  Even prior
to the start of the actual military operation, the press reported
that Washington was modeling its postwar occupation plan for
Iraq on the “successful” U.S. occupation of Japan.2  On his 2003
visit to the Philippines, President George W. Bush drew a differ-
ent parallel.  He stated that the 1898 Spanish-American War, in
which the United States supposedly liberated the Philippines,
should be a model for the postwar reconstruction of Iraq.3  Still,
during the 2004 presidential election, the media associated the
apparently interminable post-cease-fire resistance against the
occupying U.S. forces with the Vietnam War quagmire.

In such public uses of the past, however, recollections of the
U.S. war against Vietnam appear diametrically opposed in their
effects and quality to those characterizing the war fought against
Japan.  While the latter justified the U.S. attack against Iraq in the
name of freedom and democracy, the war in Vietnam is often re-
called to discredit the deployment of U.S. military force as a con-
flict without a cause.  The U.S. war against Japan is remembered
as an intervention that liberated people in Asia and the Pacific,
including Japanese themselves, from Japan’s fascism and milita-
rism.  It was supposedly “a good war” that ushered in the expan-
sion of American freedom and democracy.  Especially central to
this memory has been the U.S. Occupation’s liberation of Japanese
women from the tyranny of patriarchy and militaristic male
dominance.4  Insisting that the war’s mission was “rescue and
liberation,” rather than an attempt to secure the U.S.’s geopoliti-
cal hegemony across the Pacific, this memory of the “good war”
sustains an American myth and enunciates violence and recov-
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ery simultaneously, allowing the nation to anticipate and explain
that the enemy can be freed and reformed owing to U.S. military
violence.

In contrast, Vietnam War memories seem to serve as no more
than painful reminders of the tainted history of American mili-
tary aggression.  It thus appears to offer an antidote to myths and
memories that continue to justify U.S. military interventions and
territorial takeovers in the name of “rescue and liberation.” Thus,
in the context of mounting criticisms against the illegality of the
then imminent U.S. invasion of Iraq, former anti-Vietnam War
politician George McGovern appeared on television as a decorated
World War II hero to voice his opposition.  McGovern impressed
upon his viewers that true patriots must discern the difference
between a “good war,” for which the nation should mobilize it-
self, from an unjust one.5

Yet Yen Le Espiritu observes that in the United States, Viet-
nam War memories do not necessarily unsettle these American
myths.  In her analysis of U.S. media coverage of the twenty-fifth
anniversary of the “end” of the Vietnam War, Espiritu identifies
two overarching and mutually imbricated narratives:  one that cen-
ters on “innocent and heroic Vietnam warriors” and the other,
“liberated and [economically] successful Vietnamese refugees.”6

Espiritu notes, “Together, these narratives—about the rescuer and
the rescued respectively—re-positioned the United States and
its (white male) citizens as savior of Vietnam’s ‘runaways’, and
thus as the ultimate victor of the Vietnam War.”7  Unlike the war
against Japan, the Vietnam War virtually left the United States as
“neither victor nor liberator.”8  There was no display of show-
cased reforms led by the U.S. military occupation, nor a counter-
part in postwar Vietnam to the Japanese women.  Yet, “[i]n the
absence of a “liberated” Vietnam and people,” Espiritu reminds
us, “the U.S. media have produced a substitute:  the freed and
reformed Vietnamese refugees.”9  Thus even the U.S. war that
ended in an “honorable retreat”—one that exposed the nation to
numerous images of war atrocities committed by its own govern-
ment has come to be recollected in much the same way as the
war against Japan was remembered:  that is, to endorse the myth of
“rescue and liberation” that has been pivotal to the maintenance
of the dominant World War II American memory throughout
the Cold War years.  Little wonder that McGovern’s public plea
to halt the U.S. attack on Iraq proved utterly ineffective.

Espiritu’s Vietnamese “runaways,” Japanese women under
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U.S. occupation, the people in the Philippines during the Span-
ish-American War—these Asian bodies, simultaneously violated
and rescued through U.S. military maneuverings, continue to
give legitimacy to the claim that the United States fights its wars
for the sake of liberating others, even while such efforts take the
form of destruction, invasion and occupation.  Moreover, the U.S.
offers both violence and liberation as debts to the liberated.10  This
asymmetry in the economy of liberation, one that marks the lib-
erated as eternally indebted to the liberators, bears profound
significance for the (un)redressability of U.S. military violence.
It implies that the injured and violated bodies of the liberated do
not require redress, for their liberation has already served as
payment/reparation that supposedly precedes the U.S. violence
inflicted upon them.

As the thirtieth anniversary of the “Fall of Saigon” ap-
proached, some in Tokyo commemorated the sixtieth anniver-
sary of the firebombing of Tokyo.  Almost 100,000 lives were lost,
predominantly civilians.  The two-day campaign, led by lieuten-
ant colonel Curtis LeMay, dropped more than 1,600 tons of na-
palm-filled incendiary bombs.  The threshold of military destruc-
tion in Northeast Asia had been raised to a new level during the
1930s by the Japanese bombing of mainland Chinese cities.  Fol-
lowing the two nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki that
instantaneously killed at least 120,000 people (not to mention the
subsequent deaths caused by burns and radiation late-effects),
the destruction of civilian populations continued to intensify dur-
ing the latter half of the twentieth century.  Robert S. McNamara,
who had assisted Curtis LeMay in the 1945 Tokyo air raid and
who later became responsible for the escalation of U.S. military
involvement in Vietnam, reflected on this course of acceleration
in the following manner:  “We dropped two or three times as much
bombs in North and south Vietnam as were dropped by all Al-
lied Forces throughout World War II against all enemies.11

The napalm incendiaries link war images of Vietnam to
those of Japan.  So does the illegal use of unconventional weap-
ons—the two nuclear bombs and the estimated twenty million
gallons of Agent Orange and other herbicides—as well as their lin-
gering genetic and environmental effects.  Will the atrocities of
U.S. wars continue to remain unredresssable?  Since 2001 lawyers
in the United States, South Korea and Japan have begun to make
legal claims in U.S. courts for Korean victims of the Hiroshima
and Nagasaki atomic bombings.  Earlier this year, in the first le-
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gal attempt of its kind since the war’s end in 1975, more than a
hundred Vietnamese filed a lawsuit against the U.S. companies
that had manufactured Agent Orange.

To be sure, the use of existing legal channels risks reinforc-
ing the authority of the state and other institutional apparatuses
responsible for producing the violence at question in the first
place.  As Jacques Derrida observes, in order to ensure the possi-
bility for the victims to occupy the position of the subject of for-
giving who can enunciate, “I forgive,” the concept of forgiveness
must necessarily retain that which is unforgivable.  Thus forgive-
ness and justice need to be posited logically as an excess and to
remain “heterogeneous to the order of politics or the juridical.”12

Yet, the pursuit of redress in existing legal and legislative ven-
ues are necessary at the same time precisely so that we can acknowl-
edge that which is unforgivable and is beyond the available par-
lance of institutionalized justice.  Moreover, these efforts at for-
mal redress not only help recompense the immediate victims of
U.S. military aggression for the loss and damages they suffered
decades ago.  More than humanitarian aid or sentimental act of
benevolence, what is most urgently needed to deter future recur-
rences of U.S. military atrocities is precisely such official inscrip-
tions as the law, its limitations notwithstanding, with which we
can remember U.S. war crimes as “crimes” that must be redressed
and accounted for even in their ultimate irreparability.

Nonetheless, the rhetoric of freedom and democracy, as well
as our self-image as a benevolent liberator, continues to prevent
us from confronting the past and present realities of our own
crimes against humanity.  Let us not forget that European and
Japanese war atrocities were also committed in the name of lib-
eration, equality, and the defense of civilization.  There are no
pure and innocent victims.  Nor are victors without a record of
barbarism.
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