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Will war images overshadow potential of present-day Vietnam?
BY KIEU LINH CAROLINE VALVERDE

This week, Bill Clinton is expected to become this country's first sitting president to visit Vietnam since the fall of Saigon in 1975. By many accounts, this trip is mainly symbolic, meant to provide some closure about the war for the United States -- and the president himself. 

The trip is not expected to dramatically alter U.S.-Vietnam relations, nor is it expected to change the day-to-day lives of Vietnamese-Americans, many of whom maintained ties with their families and friends even when the two countries were essentially enemies.  Still, the trip is likely to have meaning for these Americans because it will provide one more opportunity for the United States to finally see Vietnam as a country rather than a war.

The Vietnamese-American community here is not all of one mind about relations with Vietnam in general, or about the president's trip.  Some view the trip with much anticipation. They hope the president will push for a more democratic Vietnam by urging reforms and bringing up issues such as freedom of assembly, the press and religious belief.

They also hope that Clinton will address the effects of Agent Orange, not only in the northern part of the country but also in the south, where the U.S. military released the greatest amount of the harmful defoliants. Additionally, they hope that the Vietnamese government will make formal overtures to welcome and recognize the economic, cultural and humanitarian contributions of the Viet Kieu (overseas Vietnamese).

Then, there are those with economic interests in Vietnam who are watching this visit closely because they believe it could speed the U.S. Congress' ratification of the trade agreement signed by the two countries in July. Viet Kieu have a noticeable business presence in Vietnam; they operate 200 legally registered companies in Ho Chi Minh City alone. 

However, many Viet Kieu have closed their businesses in Vietnam in recent years because the predictions of dynamic economic growth weren't realized or because they were burned by the Asian economic crises of 1998. Since then, they have been waiting for more solid opportunities and legal protection they hope will come with ratification.

These businesspeople and those hoping for incremental changes in Vietnam are capable of setting aside the past because they believe that the socialist government can improve, and the United States can help that happen if it maintains a good relationship with the country.

But there are those who cannot forget the pain they endured or the immense losses they suffered during the war. They also distrust the current government, which they believe takes actions aimed at increasing the suffering of its people. As a result, they are disturbed by the president's trip. They fear he will be too soft, not demanding that the Vietnamese leadership change its political system.  And worse, they worry that he will apologize for the war -- a war in which some of them fought as allies of the Americans. They believe Clinton's visit to Vietnam will only validate Vietnam's socialist government.

Still, for many Vietnamese-Americans the trip does not produce strong emotions. That's because the warming of relations between Vietnam and the United States will have little effect on our daily lives. Many of us maintained relationships with our loved ones in our native country despite national and international policies restricting such connections.

After the United States lost the war to the North Vietnamese, it took measures to try to defeat the communists -- and communism -- in other ways, extending an economic embargo to cover all of Vietnam, limiting visits to communist nations and limiting what could be sent to Vietnam. 

And Vietnam -- in its efforts to repel outside forces -- made it difficult for its citizens to contact people abroad. Additionally, the Vietnamese-American community was very vocal against those sending aid to Vietnam. They believed any help, even to families, would prolong the existence of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.

Despite that pressure and each country's restrictions, many Vietnamese living in the United States sent letters and money to their families in Vietnam. And as official barriers were dropped, contact increased, with Vietnamese-Americans traveling to Vietnam, creating humanitarian projects and investing and working there. 

Communications have also grown over the years, starting with letters and now including e-mail and Internet discussion groups with Vietnamese-Americans and Vietnamese nationals participating. Given that level of connection, it's not surprising that Clinton's trip is not critically important to us. It is symbolically important for Vietnamese-Americans, as it is important for all Americans. But, for many of us, it does not define our relationship with Vietnam.

I do, however, worry that this trip could carry relations between the two countries backward, rather than forward, if the focus on the past overwhelms talk of the future.  It is understandable, of course, that Americans want to continue to move toward reconciling the past, so they can put to rest a nationally divisive period. And for Clinton, a visit to Vietnam carries him full circle in his presidency. He is traveling to a country whose civil war informed the politics of his generation; the war also figured heavily in his own bid for president because he didn't serve in it.

But too much of a focus on the war, even if it's in the context of reconciliation, may be harmful for relations between the two countries in the end. The vision of Vietnam as a war, and not a complex country, remains strong in the psyche of Americans. And renewed talk about the war might keep Americans from viewing the country in a broader way.

As has been true of most meetings between Vietnamese and U.S. government officials, this meeting will concentrate in part on resolving the issue of 1,514 Americans still listed as missing in action. Clinton is expected to visit an MIA excavation site near Hanoi and preside over a repatriation ceremony of the remains of U.S. servicemen. The Vietnamese will also keep war issues alive; the government is expected to push for talks about getting U.S. aid to deal with the effects of Agent Orange.

If this is the plan, I fear an important opportunity for reconciliation and the promotion of an energetic, developing Vietnam will be lost. The big question is: Can both governments let go of the past enough to see each other for who they are now? 

If the war memories don't overwhelm the present, Clinton's visit could benefit both nations greatly. It could help Vietnam change its image internationally. And that could help Vietnam's economy.
While the global economy moves at a rapid pace, Vietnam remains one of the poorest countries in the world, with a gross domestic product of just $370 per capita. This is partly due to its slow and sometimes corrupt bureaucracy, and an overly cautious Communist Party.

One of the things Vietnam needs to turn that around is a public-relations campaign to highlight its strengths: steady economic growth, desire to enter the global economy, highly skilled workers, rich history and natural beauty. This trip -- with the news coverage it will generate -- could provide just the kind of exposure Vietnam could use to draw in resources that would promote economic growth, including foreign investment, technical training and tourism.

The difficulties Clinton's trip poses are clearest when you think about tourism. If the U.S. media focus over the next two weeks on war images, people's views of Vietnam may remain stuck in the past. They will continue to see Vietnam as nothing more than a war mausoleum. However, if the media assembled for the historic trip highlight Vietnam's 3,000-year-old history and its current beauty, not only will people view the country differently, they also may want to go visit.

Memories are important for the understanding of history. We should continue to respect the lessons learned during that period and to respect the remains of all soldiers lost on the battlefield, including those who fought for South Vietnam. But we should be aware that dwelling on the past too much could cause the two nations to miss an opportunity to truly leave the war behind, and concentrate on their future as potential allies.
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