
in reality. People met in strictly regulated circumstances, paid lip-service to their
brotherly relationship and got on with their separate lives. The multi-cultural, multi-
lingual dwellers of the former borderlands melted away in the crowd of new Chinese
and Soviet arrivals that built their very difficult lives along a border that no longer
united as much as it divided.

The situation worsened in the 1960s, with the Sino-Soviet split, which in due course
led to a build-up of armed forces. By the 1980s, the Sino-Soviet frontier was the most
militarized border in the world, a place where locals practically never met but only
eyed one another from afar. Only with the beginning of the Sino-Soviet normalization
did the border tensions subside.

Borders, Urbansky argues, are made both by people and states, and the
Sino-Russian border is no exception. The book helps us understand how this process
works in practice, certainly how it has worked in transposing the Sino-Russian border
from the make-believe world of cartography to reality on the ground. The silver lining
is that the long and unhappy process of border solidification is not a linear story.
States come and go. Tanks and barbed wire succumb to rust. Borders open up and
dissolve in the intermingling of people: traders, tourists, adventurers, students, con-
trabandists and lovers. When the state is not there to enforce conformity, the locals
get on with their lives, and the borderlines fade and wither away.
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The main concern of Building Ho’s Army is Vietnam’s “French” and “American”
wars. Unfortunately, the author does not get around to specifying a thesis about
his copious data until the last paragraph of the penultimate chapter of the book.
There he stipulates that “In retrospect, international Communist support to North
Vietnam, including troops, logistics, and technology, proved to be the decisive edge
that enabled the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) to survive the American Rolling
Thunder bombing campaign, and helped the National Liberation Front (NLF) pre-
vail in the war of attrition and eventually defeat South Vietnam” (p. 177).

Although I disagree with Li’s “decisive edge thesis” regarding Hanoi’s 1975 victory
over the United States, it is important to recognize his impressive exposition of the
scope of China’s assistance. Many pages detail such matters as composition of
Chinese aid and advisory missions to North Vietnam, the impressive backgrounds
and influential roles of the people constituting those missions, the important role
of Chinese advice in nudging North Vietnam toward winning strategies, and the
numerous ways in which China helped arm and train military forces able to defeat
far richer and more technologically advanced France and the United States.

However, close examination of the final, decisive 1974–75 struggle between
China-assisted North Vietnam and US-assisted South Vietnam suggests that
China’s aid had little to do with the operation of the truly decisive factor: the failure
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of the US to repeat in 1975 the overwhelming military power it used in 1972 to defeat
Hanoi’s all-out conventional invasion of South Vietnam.

By focusing on China’s robust aid to development of Hanoi’s military power fol-
lowed by Hanoi’s ultimate conquest of South Vietnam, Li attempts to substantiate
the proposition that China’s aid was “decisive” in helping Hanoi defeat Saigon in
1974–75. The problem with this argument is that political alignments within the
US, not relative military capabilities in Indochina, produced Hanoi’s 1974–75 defeat
of Saigon. To argue that because Hanoi’s victory followed Chinese military aid, that
aid caused the victory, is a logical fallacy, post hoc, ergo propter hoc.

In early 1972 Hanoi threw against South Vietnam the magnificent and powerful
army it had built up with Chinese (and Soviet) assistance, only to watch as intensive
and sustained US bombardment – unleashed for the first time in that long war –
utterly devastated that highly vulnerable force. The forces Hanoi mobilized in
1972, and again in 1975, were no longer lightly armed infantry and Viet Cong guer-
rillas; the Viet Cong apparatus built up in South Vietnam since the mid-1950s had
been devastated by exposure during the Tet “general offensive” of 1968 combined
with Phoenix and “accelerated pacification.” The armoured columns, towed artillery
and mechanized infantry that Hanoi used in 1972 were ideal targets for US bombard-
ment. North Vietnam’s ports (and Cambodia’s Sihanoukville) were closed to resup-
ply. Most important, the South Vietnamese army held. Hanoi had thrown the dice
and lost, again, as in 1968. NVA General Van Tien Dung who commanded
Hanoi’s next and final offensive in late 1974 to early 1975 recounted in his history
of that offensive how Northern leaders considered shortly after Nixon’s resignation
as President in August 1974, the danger of another US military intervention. They
concluded that political alignments within the US made American military interven-
tion unlikely. Thus, Hanoi rolled the dice a third time – and won.

To what extent did China’s efforts to give Hanoi a powerful, modern army lead to
the US decision not to intervene militarily in support of Saigon in 1974–75? Li would
have it that China’s assistance gave the NVA a “decisive edge.” It seems to me, how-
ever, that it was a US Congressional seizure of control over US Vietnam policy that
led to the non-utilization of superior US power and thus to Hanoi’s destruction of the
South Vietnamese state.

While the high combat capability of NVA forces was obviously important to
Hanoi’s defeat of Saigon, political alignments within the US were more decisive; it
was political realignments within the United States that kept US air and naval forces
from supporting Saigon in 1975. In November 1972 Nixon won “four more years” in
office with a landslide electoral victory on the basis of programme of “peace with
honour.” The “peace agreement” of January 1973 left the Saigon government in
power with US presidential pledges of continued support including via air power
and logistics. The powerful NVA armies that were to overwhelm Saigon in 1975
were largely ensconced outside the boundaries of South Vietnam. The result of the
1972 election was, however, undone by the Watergate scandal and Nixon’s resigna-
tion in August 1974. The same Congressional and political forces that forced
Nixon’s resignation drastically cut military assistance to South Vietnam. Legislative
stipulations attached to defence appropriations also provided that no funds would
be used to pay for US combat operations in, over, or off the shores of Indochina.
Facing impeachment, Nixon was in no position to challenge a Congressional funding
cut-off. A War Powers Act passed over a Presidential veto in November 1973 further
restricted Presential war-making powers. When the NVA rolled against South
Vietnam in late 1974 (a move Van Tien Dong explained as a test of US response),
South Vietnamese units were forced to conserve ammunition and, in some cases, lit-
erally ran out of ammunition. Without US support, panic swept South Vietnam. An
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unelected president, Gerald Ford, was not able to counter these trends. Saigon was
left to fend for itself.

The fact that much of the powerful military capacity deployed by Hanoi in 1975
derived from two decades of Chinese (and Soviet) assistance was essentially irrelevant
to the US decision of 1975 not to repeat the devastating US measures that shattered
Hanoi’s offensive in 1972. Naval blockade and all out air assault. Stated simply:
Hanoi’s defeat of Saigon in 1975 derived fundamentally not from China’s robust mili-
tary assistance to North Vietnam, but from US failure to deter or defeat application
of that power against South Vietnam. That failure derived, in turn, from
Congressional seizure of control over US Indochina policy and the resulting
Congressional decision to sacrifice Saigon as a “corrupt dictatorship” unworthy of
US support.
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Jeff Martin’s book is a very welcome volume in Cornell’s ground-breaking Police/
Worlds series on security, crime and governance, and this book offers the kind of
sustained intellectual analysis of police that I wish I had been able to read as a
neophyte comparative criminological researcher prior to visiting Taiwan nearly
20 years ago. For the particular readership of this journal it may be worth noting
that the Cornell series seeks to highlight ethnographic scholarship that illuminates
the contemporary practices and contexts of policing across the world, with books
in the series underscoring the broad reach of policing, while also highlighting how
it produces a distinct art of governance. Martin, an anthropologist, researches in
the study of modern policing, and has conducted research in Taiwan, Hong Kong
and China.

This important book is founded on an ethnographic participant-observation study
in a neighbourhood police station (paichusuo) in northern Taiwan, roughly during the
first term of the Chen Shui-bian’s administration in Taiwan (2000–04). While police
patrol is the staple background to US-based police studies, the paichusuo is the
institutional backbone of Taiwanese policing. In keeping with the anthropological
shift away from earlier Western police scholarship oriented through the “liberal
imaginary” with its ideals of the nature of the human subject, legal sovereignty and
purpose(s) of the modern state, Martin uses his empirical fieldwork to undermine
hegemonic characterizations of policing as law enforcement and coercive force.
Rather, using Taiwan with its particular historical and cultural conditions as context,
the book argues for an alternative imagining of police as other than the “blade” to the
state’s knife. In particular, Martin focuses on an apparent paradox, in which the
strength of Taiwan’s democracy is correlated to the weakness of its police powers.
He explains this paradox through a theory of “jurisdictional pluralism,” drawing on
the work of Andrew Abbott on the one hand, and Justin Richland on the other.
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