THE MORAL AMBIGUITIES OF FOREIGN AID

Chapter four

The Legacy of Vietnam


During the period prior to the heating up of the Vietnam War, US foreign policy agencies had very good access to academics with development policy and administration interests
 Vietnam itself, prior to the military build up “seemed like the golden age in foreign aid.
 Initially, focus was on humanitarian aid, food assistance and resettlement of refugees from the north.  Later focus of the U.S. Operations Mission, (USOM) was on agricultural development and land reform.


Vietnam was the model both for foreign aid and military assistance. From the Indochina period to the end of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, most of what came to be the U.S. technical assistance pool of professionals cut their teeth on foreign aid in Southeast Asia. A whole generation of foreign aid professionals gained grass roots project experience in Vietnam and spread throughout the world. This duality suggested to critics a moral ambiguity to foreign aid as it related to recipient nations. The idealism of the Marshall Plan gave way to the strings attached by Congress and the Executive branch after 1960 whether of a political or a commercial nature (the purchase of U.S. goods or protecting small business or agriculture).


In 1965, Vietnam had both the largest U.S. aid mission and the largest military assistance program in the world.  Despite this however, and unlike the situation in Taiwan and Korea, most of the funding did not go for development activities.  Approximately 90% of the entire U.S. Aid foreign aid budget every year went to military forces, the civil guard and the intelligence services and only a minute fraction went to industrial or agricultural development.
  By 1960, as Frances FitzGerald notes, foreign aid team had provided some infrastructure assistance, malaria control and relief for refugees.  Little else seemed to stick.


The motivation for providing foreign aid was a mixture of humanitarian, idealistic and mercantilistic.  Some, even in the United States, had a quasi-imperialistic view of the word and by the late 1950s, increasingly foreign aid became a component of a larger security system that was brought into place as a result of the cold war. The US in Asia, and later in Africa, operated within the ambient of the so-called domino theory, that the fall of one country to communism would lead another to go the same direction. The goal of foreign policy became the establishment of a non-communist “stable and decent world order.”


From a foreign aid perspective, Vietnam became a model both for what foreign aid could achieve and for the failures that seemed inevitable.
 Charities, mainly religious NGOs such as Catholic Charities, Catholic Relief Services and the International Relief Committee were involved in what was called the “miracle” of relief work in South Vietnam.
 “Operation Exodus” moved hundreds of thousands of refugees from North Vietnam to the South in the 1950s and was dubbed a success by contemporary observers. 


During the Diem period, U.S. technical assistance focused on social reform.  U.S. representatives made a number of attempts to introduce village level reforms, introducing farming cooperatives, self-help projects and village level democratic elections.
 Above all reform meant pacification.  Vietnam, as Frances FitzGerald, wryly notes became an archeology of pacification with strategic hamlets, new life hamlets, and finally “Really New Life Hamlets” being introduced.

In Vietnam, as Frences FitzGerald points out, traditionally people were directed both by the small tradition of the family and by the impact of the state.
 At the village level, focus was on community development.  The Civic Action Project was a rural development effort designed to encourage villages to rebuild war damaged public facilities.
 Foreign advisers, both British and American, “were inserted into every part of the GVN [Government of Vietnam] bureaucracy with the authority not only to advise but to insist on the adoption of new programs.”
There were attempts to reform villages and introduce farming cooperatives and self-help projects.  After 1966, village elections were held in “secure areas.”
   In the aftermath of the successes of the National Liberation Front, the bottom up tactics of the guerilla movement influenced community based models of development management throughout the developing world.


For a decade from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, until the U.S, intervention became militarized, large numbers of foreign aid officers were involved in Vietnam.
 In USAID and in the Public Affairs Office several hundred people “ranging from agricultural experts to hospital administrators, film makers, sociologists,”
 artificial limb manufacturers, and water pollution experts. According to Frances FitzGerald, U.S. efforts to promote social change and economic development became justification for U.S. military intervention in Vietnam. USAID itself became associated with the Vietnam War.
 


The answer to each new social or political problem was the introduction of new foreign aid workers. By the end of the 1960s, the U.S. “had a small bureaucracy in each [province], comprising of pig experts, rice experts, market and gardening experts, AID administrators, International Voluntary Service workers, English teachers, city planners, accountants, doctors, police inspectors, welfare workers, handicraft consultants, “psychological warfare and counterinsurgency experts.”


 The generation of aid workers who worked in Vietnam went on to assignments all over the world, carrying the legacy of the Vietnam experience with them. Many of the early programs, both humanitarian and developmental, appeared to be successful. A generation of development administration academics cut their research teeth in South Vietnam.


During their period in Vietnam, American aid officials focused “almost exclusively on the development of policies and programs and  with organization and reorganization….In part, [this] came from the American-or Western-View of government as a complex machine.”


Americans defined their mission in Vietnam in terms of transformation and modernization and of gaining control of the revolutionary process.
  There was no common assumption about the meaning of democratic governance.  Vietnamese spoke in terms of freedom from colonial exploiters.  Americans talked of good government and complained that much of the foreign aid “trickled away into the pockets of profiteering officials”
 The idea that there was a shared concept of democracy worldwide was an “American delusion.”
 


The U.S., according to its critics, “suffered from the missionary compulsion to guide the Vietnamese ‘toward United States policy objectives.’”
 On the ground, many Vietnamese saw the Americans “merely as the producers of garbage from which they could build houses.” 
  


By the early 1960s, U.S. policy was defined by the so called domino theory that the fall of one nation to communism would lead to other nations falling.
  Ultimately,

The U.S. government reacted to intimidation by the rabid right at home and the public dread of Communism that this played on and reflected...in them lie the roots of American policy in Vietnam.


Critics of U.S. foreign policy suggested that the United States, “drawing upon [an] old missionary tradition, was obsessed by a zeal to improve Asia [and was] reanimated by the anti-Communist crusade.”
 Policy makers in Vietnam also were focused on the impact of individuals and individual personalities.  Preoccupation was with the personality of the leadership.
  Aid was offered as a carrot to entice the enemy into peace negotiations. In April of 1965, the U.S. government offered to participate in a billion dollar development project for Southeast Asia centering on the Makong River.
 As the war Americanized, Vietnamese elites and the urban middle class, particularly in Saigon, grew more and more dependent upon donor aid. 

Foreign aid policy was discredited both domestically and internationally in Vietnam.  In June of 1955, a team of CIA specialists knowledgeable in solving intractable problems of a political nature arrived in Saigon.  The came under the cover of a Michigan state University advisory group funded by the International Cooperation Administration, the predecessor to the U.S. Agency for International Development.
  By 1967, Vietnam “was inundated with social scientists working under contract to the Defense department.”

 The Michigan State team consisted of some 50 scholars including public administration experts who came to assist in the reorganization of the police, the civil guard and the public service. According to Frances FitzGerald, “In laying out the groundwork for the reorganization, groups of social scientists set out to research the economics and sociology of the Vietnamese as well as every aspect of Vietnamese government operations.” 
  In the next decade, USAID came to sponsor the South Vietnamese, police, security and intelligence services.
 Much of the security concerns in Vietnam were primarily military in nature not internal. Most importantly, little American aid actually trickled down to the village level.


Nine years later, in 1965, John Paul Vann approached senior officials in the Agency for International Development to join the civilian pacification program, the Strategic Hamlet program. In 1966, Vann was promoted to deputy director of USAID operations in the area north of Saigon.
 The strategy was to combine military control and authoritarianism with social reform.


Ostensibly, John Paul Vann’s job was to support community efforts in raising hogs, supporting refugees, and civilian pacification projects, in fact he was a senior operative in U.S. special operations in Vietnam.  Though technically a civilian, he covertly shared command over 158,000 South Vietnamese troops. He maintained his USAID cover until his death on October 9, 1972.


The Strategic Hamlet program was one of the products of U.S. foreign aid in Vietnam.  The assumption here was that security had to be combined with social change. The Vietnamese government needed schools and health facilities in order to restore the loyalty of the community.
 It was the USAID manager in the secure villages to train specialized teams of Vietnamese pacification workers, who wielded both carrots and sticks at the village level.

 “The ineffectuality an unpopularity of [the Vietnam Government] conditioned the effectiveness of American Aid, according to Barbara Tuchman, and ultimately neutralized any impact it might have had on Vietnamese society.  Operationally, U.S. officials first became concerned about corruption in Vietnam.  Ultimately, according to one observer, the bulk of foreign aid to South Vietnam “trickled away into the pockets of profiteering officials.”
 Foreign aid professionals began to voice discouragement with the whole operation.
 As Frances FitzGerald has put it,

Americans assumed a particular kind of relationship with the Vietnamese; they had expected the Vietnamese to trust them, to take their advice with gratitude, and to cooperate their mutual enterprise of defeating the Communists.


By 1965, USAID had turned to retired military officers as a logical source of manpower for service in what was an increasingly risky country. The professionals who staffed the USAID mission, called the U.S. Operations Mission, in Vietnam, where increasingly fearful that their agency was being taken over by the military. By the beginning of 1966, “USAID… (and the Public Affairs Office of the U.S. Embassy) alone included hundreds of people ranging from agricultural experts to hospital administrators, film makers, sociologists, artificial limb manufacturers, and water pollution experts.”

Vietnamese elite reaction to U.S. foreign aid activity was a mirror image of U.S. perceptions. Many concluded that the U.S. had designed its foreign and security aid to advance its own geopolitical interests.
 By the middle of the 1960s, the U.S. found itself in a morass in Vietnam.
  A turning point in the war, from a foreign aid perspective, was the resignation in September of 1967 of four staff members of the International Volunteer Service in protest against the war.
 They had come to realized that “the main efforts of the United States in Vietnam were destructive rather than constructive.”
 The anti-war resistance, some of which, as Barbara Tuchman put it, was “mindless”
 tinged the whole image of foreign involvement in international development.


Ultimately, the foreign aid problems coming out of Vietnam were institutional and reflective of a more general pattern.  The high level officials in the U.S. mission “had created a system by which they could receive no bad news.”
  USAID reports, assessments, and evaluations since that time have often reflected a good news view of the world.  As Frances FitzGerald has put it in describing technical assistance in Vietnam, “The officials of AID obviously believed…that the United States could win the war and “modernize” the country to the point where it would pass the “phase” for a “rural insurgency movement. The had, it appeared, learned nothing and forgotten nothing…”


With the end of the Vietnam War, the United States began withdrawing rather than expanding over seas, in terms for foreign aid and technical assistance, a withdrawal that would continue until the fateful events of September 11.  This was the first time that had happened since the end of the Second World War.  As a result of the Viet Nam war, both in terms of foreign and development policy, the U.S. swung away from the very concept of a global role for the U.S. as a country.  This withdrawal would have significant consequences through the end of the twentieth century.

With a much less globalist foreign aid policy, LDC elites became suspicious of the twin goals of stability and modernization that had defined foreign aid in the cold war period.
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