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ABSTRACT
This dissertation examines the latter stages of the Second Indochina War through
the lens of geography, spatial contestation, and the environment. The natural and the
manmade world were not only central but a decisive factor in the struggle to control the
population and territory of South Vietnam. The war was shaped and in many ways
determined by spatial / environmental factors. Like other revolutionary civil conflicts, the
key to winning political power in South Vietnam was to control both the physical world
(territory, population, resources) and the ideational world (the political organization of
occupied territory). The means to do so was insurgency and pacification – two
approaches that pursued the same goals (population and territory control) and used the
same methods (a blend of military force, political violence, and socioeconomic policy)
despite their countervailing purposes. The war in South Vietnam, like all armed conflicts,
possessed a unique spatiality due to its irregular nature. Although it has often been called
a “war without fronts,” the reality is that the conflict in South Vietnam was a war with
innumerable fronts, as insurgents and counterinsurgents feverishly wrestled to win
political power and control of the civilian environment throughout forty-four provinces,
250 districts, and more than 11,000 hamlets. The conflict in South Vietnam was not one
geographical war, but many; it was a highly complex politico-military struggle that
fragmented space and atomized the battlefield along a million divergent points of
conflict. This paper explores the unique spatiality of the Second Indochina War and
examines the ways that both sides of the conflict conceptualized and utilized geography
and the environment to serve strategic, tactical, and political purposes.
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A NOTE ON NOMENCLATURE
The extremely complex and byzantine nature of the Second Indochina War makes
it imperative that historians and other scholars provide clear and consistent identification
of the historical actors that were involved. The conflict contained a complex array of state
and non-state actors, including governments, political parties and institutions, front
groups, alliances, delegations, social groups, and a wide variety of military and
paramilitary organizations. It also contained numerous instances where a single
institution, organization, or entity had assumed or was assigned different names. It is
necessary, therefore, to provide a brief taxonomy of the primary political and military
groups found within this study in order to avoid confusion and to help clarify the many
names and acronyms used to describe the agents that actively took part in the struggle for
South Vietnam.
The Second Indochina War can largely be broken down into two opposing camps
– one communist and the other non-communist – each with their associate and / or
sponsoring powers. On the non-communist side of the ledger there was the Republic of
Vietnam (RVN); also known as the Government of South Vietnam (GVN). Within the
confines of this study, “RVN” is used to describe the government of South Vietnam as a
political entity. The term “South Vietnam” is used only when discussing the RVN as a
place – its physical setting, environment, or geography. “GVN” appears only in direct
quotations. Also, because the RVN capital was located in Saigon, the South Vietnamese
government is sometimes referred to as the “Saigon government” or the “Saigon regime.”
The RVN’s primary political and military ally was the United States. America’s
predominant role in the conflict, particularly its direct intervention and use of combat

xiii

forces from 1965-72, should not obscure the fact that South Vietnam was supported by a
broad coalition of nations, however. American GIs may have comprised the largest and
most well-known contingency within the non-communist coalition, but they were just one
group of foreign nationals that fought alongside South Vietnam and its military, the
Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF). Military forces from the Republic of
Korea (ROK) and Commonwealth of Australia, among others, also took part in the
conflict. Collectively, those military forces that comprised the non-communist military
coalition were designated the Free World Military Assistance Forces (FWMAF).
The communist side of the ledger was more convoluted and complex. In large
part, the Second Indochina War was a product of the Vietnamese revolution and efforts
by the Vietnam Workers Party (VWP) to seize power, overthrow the government of
South Vietnam, and reunite the divided country under communist rule. The means to
accomplish these goals was revolutionary warfare or people’s war – a hybrid approach
that merged political organizing, diplomacy, conventional war, and, most importantly, a
southern insurgency situated within the national borders of South Vietnam. This complex
method produced a mélange of political and military organization and institutions. First,
there was the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), often referred to as North
Vietnam. The DRV was ruled by the VWP from Hanoi. Contrary to what many have
argued over the years, the DRV was the primary power that drove the southern
insurgency. Although there has been much debate over the years concerning the roles
non-communists and the DRV had in managing and executing the rebellion, recent
scholarship, including new documentary evidence from Vietnamese archives, has
confirmed what the Saigon regime and the U.S. had claimed throughout the war – that
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despite claims to autonomy and the participation of non-communist parties, the southern
insurgency was in fact under the direct supervision and control of the VWP and its
associated organs, the Central Committee and the Politburo. Because so, the umbrella
term “communists” is used widely to describe the insurgents in South Vietnam. It is not
meant to ignore the role played by those groups and individuals who participated in the
revolution but did not identify themselves as Marxist-Leninists. Rather, it is used to
simplify the narrative and to acknowledge the hegemonic role the VWP played in
planning, directing, and executing the insurgency in South Vietnam.
On the operational level, the insurgency in South Vietnam was a composite of
numerous organizations and committees, each with distinct (although often overlapping)
functions. The primary organs for conducting revolutionary activities in South Vietnam
were the People’s Revolutionary Party (PRP), which was essentially the southern branch
of the VWP; the National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF); and the
Central Office of South Vietnam (COSVN). The NLF was, as its name implied, a front
group composed of communist and non-communist entities united in a common effort to
topple the government of South Vietnam. The NLF was superseded in 1969 by the
People’s Revolutionary Government (PRG), an entity that was created as an official
communist “government” in South Vietnam and intended to influence the ongoing peace
negotiations. COSVN, meanwhile, was the headquarters that directed all insurgent
activities, both military and political, in the southern half of South Vietnam. Communist
guerrillas and political cadres in the northern half of the country were under the direct
command and control of the DRV. The Party controlled all political and military
activities in South Vietnam at every echelon, from the village / hamlet level up through to
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regional level. Political activities were conducted by the Party. Military activities were
carried out by the People’ Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) or, as they were more well
known, the “Viet Cong” (VC) – a pejorative given to both communist guerrillas and
political cadres by the South Vietnamese and their American ally. The PLAF were
assisted in the field by an expeditionary wing of the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN),
or the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) as they were more often called. NVA units were
infiltrated into South Vietnam in order to conduct conventional military operations in
support of the PLAF’s guerrilla activities. Each of these designations – with the exception
of “VC” which only appears in direct quotations – are used when recognizing a specific
entity, although the identifier “communist” is often used when discussing the politicomilitary activities of these groups in general terms.
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APC
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ARVN
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
As long as there were two sides – revolution and counterrevolution – and they continued
to struggle to control the land and people there would be a contested area. It would
disappear only when there was no longer a struggle between the two sides, i.e. when one
side yielded and the other side won complete victory. – Tran Van Tra
All histories are geographically specific and their making is … inseparable from the
social production of spaces and places. – Richard Pred
This study examines the mediation of power in Southeast Asia within a spatial
and environmental context. It does so by exploring spatial contestation, territoriality, and
efforts to control geography and the environment. These things were a salient feature in
the struggle to establish political hegemony and determine the future social and political
order of South Vietnam. Moreover, they shaped the war in South Vietnam and affected
its outcome. The use of a spatial and environmental approach is intended to take a fresh
look at the “other war” in Vietnam. It is also meant to underscore the critical and often
overlooked relationship between war and the environment. Most studies of revolution and
counterrevolution in Southeast Asia have used traditional lines of analysis. Political and
military histories of the Vietnam War are legion. This study tries to break away from
conventional methodologies by presenting a hybrid approach that integrates the methods
and insights of three prime fields: military history, environmental history, and political
geography. Rather than apply a predominantly political and / or military analysis, this
study will examine politics and war through the lens of geography and the environment,
paying particular attention to the ways in which communist revolutionaries and the RVN
and its American ally conceptualized space and shaped the physical and ideational
landscape to serve social, political, military, and ideological objectives.
1

Historians Richard Tucker and Edmund Russell have noted that while nature’s
faces are countless, environmental histories of warfare remain few in number. The impact
of the “ideas” and the “tools” of war on nature, they contend, has “retained a low profile”
within the historical field.1 Despite the relative dearth of published works that study the
relationship between warfare and the natural world, however, there has been a growing
body of scholarship that examines this critical link in recent years.2 Among these are a
number of studies that explore the environmental consequences and legacies of the
Second Indochina War. Yet this literature has almost exclusively focused on the
ecological impact of the war in Southeast Asia and the negative effects brought about by
the widespread use of defoliants and other chemical agents as well as bombs and
artillery.3 Environmental histories that examine revolutionary war in Southeast Asia
through the lenses of spatiality, physical and ideational geographies, and the production
and contestation of social and political space constitute an approach that remains largely
unexplored by historians. Political geographies of the Vietnam War are also absent within

1

Richard P. Tucker and Edmund Russell, eds. Natural Enemy, Natural Ally: Toward an
Environmental History of War (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 2004), 1.
2

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, Warfare in a Fragile World: Military Impact
on the Human Environment (London: Taylor & Francis, 1980); Arthur H. Westing, ed. Cultural Norms,
War and the Environment (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988); Tom H. Hastings, Ecology of War
& Peace: Counting Costs of Conflict (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 2000); Edmund
Russell, War and Nature: Fighting Humans and Insects With Chemicals From World War I to Silent Spring
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Jurgen Brauer, War and Nature: The Environmental
Consequence of War in a Globalized World (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2009); J.R. McNeill and Corinna R.
Unger, ed. Environmental Histories of the Cold War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Lisa
M. Brady, War Upon the Land: The Transformation of Southern Landscapes During the American Civil
War (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012).
3

D. Hank Ellison, Chemical Warfare During the Vietnam War (New York: Routledge, 2011);
Fred A. Wilcox, Scorched Earth: Legacies of Chemical Warfare in Vietnam (New York: Seven Stories
Press, 2011);David Zierler, The Invention of Ecocide: Agent Orange, Vietnam, and the Scientists Who
Changed the Way We Think About the Environment (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011); Edwin A.
Martini, Agent Orange: History, Science, and the Politics of Uncertainty (Amherst & Boston: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2012).
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the scholarship. Only a handful of studies produced over the years have examined the
geographic and spatial dimensions of the revolutionary struggle for South Vietnam, and
these have done so tangentially within works that focus on larger issues such as political
violence, guerrilla warfare, and insurgency.4
The sheer complexity of the Second Indochina War has complicated our ability to
understand, to discuss, and to write about this conflict. Part of this stems from the fact
that what transpired in South Vietnam between 1954 and 1975 was a multifaceted
“hybrid” war that involved a complex and ever-evolving mixture of conventional war,
guerrilla warfare, and political struggle. Another reason is that the war for the countryside
and political suzerainty at the local level lacked clearly-defined front lines and zones of
political and military control. The war in South Vietnam, like all armed conflicts,
possessed its own unique spatiality. Although it has often been called a “war without
fronts,” the reality is that the conflict in South Vietnam was a war with innumerable
fronts, as insurgents and counterinsurgents feverishly wrestled to win political power and
control of the civilian environment throughout forty-four provinces, 250 districts, and
more than 11,000 hamlets. The struggle for South Vietnam was not one geographical
war, but many; it was a highly complex conflict that fragmented space and atomized the
battlefield along a million divergent points of conflict.
By applying a spatial and environmental approach, this study examines
revolutionary war from the perspective of politico-military control rather than politico4

Robert W. McColl, “The Insurgent State: Territorial Bases of Revolution,” Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 59, no. 4 (December 1969):613-31; Patrick O’Sullivan, “A
Geographical Analysis of Guerrilla Warfare,” Political Geography Quarterly 2, no. 2 (April 1983): 139-50;
Andrew D. Lohman and Colin Flint, “The Geography of Insurgency,” Geography Compass 4, no. 8 (2010):
1154-66; Paul Staniland, “States, Insurgents, and Wartime Political Orders,” Perspectives on Politics 10,
no. 2 (June 2012): 243-64.

3

ideological legitimacy. The intent, however, is not to dismiss the importance of popular
support, or to advance a false dichotomy that casts political legitimacy and political
control as mutually exclusive phenomenon – in the eyes of the Vietnamese communists
and the South Vietnamese government, they were not. Both sides considered political
legitimacy an indispensable element in fulfilling long-term political and strategic
objectives in Southeast Asia. Moreover, communists and non-communists alike saw
legitimacy and control not as separate and distinct entities but rather as integrated and
interdependent phenomena within the pursuit of political and military objectives. The
issue for communists and the RVN, therefore, was not a false choice, a decision of
selecting control or legitimacy; it was a matter of emphasis and timing. Each side
recognized, as did Samuel Huntington, that the question of which side the people of
South Vietnam favored was largely irrelevant in the short-term. Influencing behavior and
getting the population – whether willingly or unwillingly – to assist in defeating the
enemy and establishing authority was the primary consideration; winning political
legitimacy was subsidiary. In 1971, American scholar Allan E. Goodman noted that
control was an expedience, a necessary precursor to legitimacy:
At the present time the military struggle between the two sides is
dominated by a preoccupation with achieving security, the extension of an
administrative apparatus over people and territory, and the extraction of
resources from the population under their control. In the future, the GVN
and the Viet Cong will face each other in a political struggle with
essentially the same institutions that now exist, but, presumably, the goals
of each side will change from ones which stress the necessity of
controlling the population to ones which stress the need to mobilize the
population in political terms.5
5

Allan E. Goodman, “The End of the War as a Setting for the Future Development of South
Vietnam,” Asian Survey 11 (April 1971): 343.

4

As Goodman indicated, each side shrewdly pursued the immediate short-term goal of
politico-military control in the war’s final phases in an effort to achieve the gradual longterm goal of politico-ideological legitimacy.
Another purpose of this study is to raise the profile of the control war and the
fight for contested political spaces during the post-Tet period within the scholarship. It is
intended to fill a gap in the historiography of the Vietnam War by focusing on two areas
that have received relatively little attention: the pacification program, and the years that
followed the 1968 communist Tet Offensive. Despite more than forty years of
scholarship and a staggering number of works produced on the conflict, and in spite of
the recent reemergence of counterinsurgency and irregular warfare in the public
discourse, significant works that discuss what has come to be known as the “village war”
or the “other war” in Vietnam remain few in number.6 Thus communist revolutionary
warfare and pacification, particularly as applied during the post-Tet period, are still
among the least discussed and, more importantly, least understood aspects of the war in
Southeast Asia. Moreover, the years 1968 to 1975 in general remain largely neglected
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and insufficiently studied by historians.7 Although the number of works that examine the
revolutionary movement, pacification, and other events during this period has grown in
recent years,8 they continue to be eclipsed by studies that focus on events leading up to
the famed 1968 communist offensive as well as by those that explore a wealth of other
issues pertaining to the conflict.
Yet another purpose of this work is to dispel some of the historical fallacies and
misconceptions concerning communist revolutionary warfare, pacification, and the role
they played in Southeast Asia. The first is the idea that the struggle for South Vietnam
hinged on political legitimacy and the support of the people – concepts that are subsumed
within the popular catchphrase “winning hearts and minds.” Initially given credence in
contemporary and early histories of the Vietnam War, this interpretation has resonated
widely among scholars in the decades that followed.9 Proponents of the “hearts and
minds” school have argued that because the Vietnamese communists possessed what the
Saigon government did not – a blueprint for social mobility and genuine national
7
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independence, the right to rule under the “mandate of heaven,” and a winning political
philosophy and method that resonated strongly with the hopes and aspirations of a
majority of the South Vietnamese population – they were able to harness the energies of a
disaffected people and transform the population into an inspired, unified, and wellorganized movement, one that destroyed Vietnam’s antiquated “semifeudal” social order
and erected a “modern” socialist Vietnam in its place. Conversely, because the RVN
lacked true nationalist credentials and legitimacy in the eyes of its constituency, stayed
wed to the social inequalities and repressive practices of the country’s colonial past,
remained fundamentally disconnected from the needs and desires of the South
Vietnamese peasantry, and was both an inept and hopelessly corrupt government, the
Saigon regime alienated a majority of the rural population and either drove them into the
waiting arms of the communist insurgency or produced a widespread apathy and
indifference that in turn generated public inertia and a social and political malaise that
fatally undermined the RVN. In this interpretation, then, it was political legitimacy, or
rather the rural population’s recognition and acceptance of the communists’ claim to
power, that was key to the war in Southeast Asia. As noted by historian Gary Hess,
proponents of this school of thought believe that Hanoi and the National Liberation Front
ultimately triumphed in Southeast Asia because, unlike the faux revolutionary movement
advanced by the RVN, the communists had “preached and delivered” true social
revolution.10
This interpretation and the general belief that popular sovereignty was the key to
the struggle for South Vietnam are in many ways inaccurate. Although there is some truth
10
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as to the vitality of the revolution, particularly its ability to maintain a degree of
enthusiasm among the South Vietnamese population, and the widespread and debilitating
sense of apathy found within the body politic, control of the civilian environment rather
than winning hearts and minds was the more pressing and relevant objective of both sides
throughout most of the war. Moreover, it was dominion over territory and population –
not popular support or political legitimacy – that shaped the trajectory of the war and led
to the collapse of the RVN / triumph of the communist revolution in April 1975.
Although important, support and legitimacy were not only subordinated to the more
pressing and critical short-term objective of expanding influence and control, but an
incidental rather than primary factor in both the arc and the outcome of this conflict.
A second “myth” to hold sway over the years is the belief that the RVN and the
United States had “won” the war in South Vietnam by 1971 thanks to a successful
pacification program that was implemented in the years following the Tet Offensive.
Advanced by a number of revisionist scholars and key participants in the war, purveyors
of this thesis believe not only that pacification and Vietnamization had defeated the
political and military aims of the communist revolutionary movement, but that that this
success was tantamount to a “lost victory” that was thrown away when the United States
reneged on its commitments to the RVN and “abandoned” its longtime ally. Moreover,
they contend that this period constituted a “better war,” where the conduct, the character,
and the trajectory of the allied military effort took a positive and constructive turn, thanks
to new leadership and a new strategy that broke sharply with the destructive and
counterproductive policies of the past.11
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Contrary to what proponents of the “lost victory” thesis have claimed,
counterinsurgency, as it was applied after Tet, did not attain the political or the military
goals it set out to achieve. This failure to fully “pacify” South Vietnam or control the
civilian environment, as will be shown, fatally weakened the Saigon government and
precipitated the tragic consequences that unfolded in Southeast Asia in the years
following the 1973 Paris Peace Accord.

Furthermore, the post-Tet period did not

constitute “a better war” marked by a smarter, victorious, more beneficent military
policy. Despite an unprecedented emphasis on pacification and a purported strategic and
operational shift from “search and destroy” to “clear and hold” operations beginning in
the summer of 1968, most of the policies implemented during the post-Tet period
represented, in actuality, a continuation rather than a divergence from those that had
been in place since the United States first introduced combat forces into Southeast Asia.

The Locus and Medium of Revolutionary Conflict: The Civilian Environment
The Second Indochina War was a competition for political power, fought largely
in the villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam. The 1954 partition of Vietnam and
the rise of two competing regimes – one communist and determined to overthrow its
adversary and unify the country under the socialist banner; the other noncommunist and
resolute in defending what it considered its right to exist as a free and autonomous nation
– guaranteed a bitter struggle for the power to define the future of Vietnamese society.
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The Geneva Conference did not establish two separate states, but rather, in the words of
historian David W. P. Elliot, “two contesting parties within a single state . . . each
continued after Genva, just as each had done before, to lay claim to the whole
country.”12 In 1969, after nearly a decade of political and military struggle in South
Vietnam, scholar John McAlister argued “The war now raging in Vietnam is not a war
being fought between two separate nations, but a revolutionary struggle within one
nation. . . . It is a competition between two . . . governments, each of which wants to
become the sole legitimate government of a people.”13 The Vietnamese communists and
the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) both claimed they were making revolution, not only for
the proprietary right to rule, but for a mandate to construct a new social and political
order in Southeast Asia. The ultimate objective for each was securing absolute political
power to govern the people and the territory of South Vietnam and, according to
historian Neil Jamieson, to set the “social thermostat” by resolving through war “their
own competing and incompatible visions of what Vietnam was and what it might and
should become.”14
At its heart, the war in Vietnam was a contest to establish political suzerainty at
the local level. Achieving the power to determine the future of the nation and set its
social and political thermostat first meant establishing dominance over the villages and
hamlets of rural South Vietnam. This was because, as one authority has noted, there was
a paradigmatic shift in warfare in the decades that followed the Second World War; from
12
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an age of “interstate industrial war” to an era of “war amongst the people.”15 Fought
largely in the underdeveloped countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, “people’s”
war was unique because civilian populations and the places they lived were not
peripheral to the conflict; they were the sine qua non. The population was both the object
and the medium of revolutionary conflict. Moreover, it served as the means through
which each side worked to advance their respective revolutions. Mao Tse-tung famously
pronounced that in revolutionary war the population was the “water” that sustained and
nurtured the guerrilla or the insurgent “fish” that inhabit it.16 A French officer turned
counterinsurgency expert, David Galula, claimed the population was the “real terrain” of
revolutionary conflicts. “This is where the real fighting takes place,” he wrote, “where the
insurgent challenges the counterinsurgent, who cannot but accept the challenge.”17 In the
eyes of Henry Kissinger, wars of revolution differed from those involving traditional
military operations because the objective, the “key prize” according to Kissinger, was
“control of the population.”18 Regardless of which metaphor one preferred – the land, the
sea, or the prize – the civilian population was believed to be the most essential element
within the context of revolutionary conflict.
Renowned Vietnam scholar Bernard Fall wrote in 1964, “What differentiates
revolutionary warfare from conventional ground operations is the objective. In a
15
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conventional war, the key objective is terrain and enemy troops; in revolutionary warfare
it is the civilian environment in which the opponent operates.”19 Fall’s observation was
judicious. It was not just the population that was important in revolutionary war; it was
the people and the earthly milieu in which they lived that was central. “It’s the land
where the people are that count in this conflict,” U.S. Ambassador Robert W. Komer
stated in 1968.20 The civilian environment – in this case the vast populated rural areas of
the South Vietnamese countryside – was the cockpit of revolutionary struggle in South
Vietnam. Rural areas held profound strategic importance because they were the place
where a majority of the population lived, and where the material means for waging a
protracted conflict were located. In short, they were both the incubator and the platform
for social revolution. Control of the countryside, therefore, was crucial to both the
communists and the RVN. “Control of the people and resources of the countryside,” read
a study generated by the Vietnam Special Studies Group, “is vital to both contestants . . .
the struggle for control of the countryside is the ‘control war.’ This is what gives the
Vietnam conflict its insurgency character and distinguishes it from more conventional
types of warfare.”21 Others shared this sentiment. “The countryside represents a
significant and still relatively unorganized and untapped source of political strength and
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support for anyone wishing to attain or maintain real political power in South Vietnam,”
a 1970 article published in Asian Survey declared.22
The Vietnamese themselves recognized the vital strategic importance of the
countryside. According to former South Vietnamese general Tran Dinh Tho, rural areas
were the “main battleground” of the war:
To our side as well as to the enemy, the rural area of South Vietnam was
to be the decisive battlefield. Without it, the enemy would lose his
foothold and the opportunities to protract his war, for the rural area was
his major source of subsistence and manpower. The countryside was the
arena for the ideological struggle between the free world and communism.
It was where the battle for the hearts and minds of the people was fought
and whoever won their trust, cooperation, and support would be the final
victor. Without the rural area, which in communist doctrine included not
only the agricultural lands, but also the forests, swamps, and mountains,
the nation could hardly survive.23
Tho’s adversary, North Vietnamese general Vo Nguyen Giap, concurred. South
Vietnam’s rural areas, Giap declared, were the “firm, long term prop and battleground” of
the war. “The rural . . . areas are densely populated areas with enormous resources,
which the aggressor enemy has constantly tried to occupy,” Giap declared.
If we succeed in gaining control over the rural areas, the revolution will
acquire a firm basis for mobilizing human and material resources to
develop its forces for protracted combat, to insure that the more the
revolutionary forces fight, the more powerful they become – thus
bankrupting the enemy’s policy of trying to obtain human and material
resources and using Vietnamese to fight Vietnamese and war to support
war – and to create favorable conditions for the rural, delta, and
mountainous areas, so that the urban revolutionary movement can be
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supported vigorously and the enemy attacked at his nerve centers and in
his lair.24
As this quote illustrates, the significance of the countryside and the emphasis each side
put on it was indeed significant. The attention lavished on rural areas by Giap, Tho, and
others, however, should not obscure the strategic importance of South Vietnam’s urban
areas, particularly within Vietnamese communist doctrine.
Thus, while communist efforts to establish control over the countryside were the
most fundamental component of the control war, rural areas constituted only part of a
hybrid approach that also emphasized a coordinated attack and seizure of political power
both in the cities and provincial capitals – an “urban revolutionary movement.” To the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and the National Liberation Front (NLF), urban
areas were critical despite South Vietnam’s largely rural context. In fact, an urban-rural
approach was the lynchpin of the General Offensive and General Uprising, a dual
politico-military approach that synchronized military operations with a popular uprising
by the masses. First brought to bear in the 1945 August Revolution, the General
Offensive and General Uprising was the cornerstone of communist political and military
doctrine in the war against the RVN and the United States. It was also the most important
modification the Vietnamese had made to Mao Tse-tung’s theory of revolutionary
warfare. Although the strategy employed first by the Viet Minh during the First
Indochina War and later by the NLF had in many ways borrowed heavily from the
protracted war principles of Mao, it was tailored to the specific circumstances of Vietnam
and built around a carefully balanced approach that harmonized every aspect of
24
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revolutionary struggle. Le Duan, General Secretary of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of Vietnam, argued that the method of protracted war used by the
Vietnamese differed from the Chinese model. “The revolution in the South,” he stated,
“will not follow the path of protracted armed struggle, surrounding the cities by the
countryside and advancing to the liberation of the entire country by using military forces
as China did, but will follow a Vietnamese path. That means there will be partial
uprisings and establishment of base areas, and there will be a guerrilla war leading to a
general uprising which will primarily use political force in coordination with armed
forces to grasp political power in the hands of the people.”25
Uprisings and civil unrest in the cities, in tandem with revolutionary efforts in the
countryside, were a fundamental component to the Vietnamese communist strategy for
collapsing the South Vietnamese government and achieving victory for the revolution.
“Along with the political and military struggle in the rural areas,” read a statement issued
by the Vietnam Workers’ Party, “there must be a political struggle movement
coordinated with military violence at a definitive level in the cities to prepare for the
General Offensive and Uprising movement which is the decisive step of the South
Vietnam Revolution.”26 Only through the careful coordination of military and political
struggle and “a close relationship between rural areas and cities,” communist strategists
believed, could revolutionary forces expand their control over the civilian environment
and create favorable conditions for seizing political power. “Our protracted struggle [is]
25
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aimed at gaining control part by part as a step toward gaining control of the entire
country, our method of initiating uprisings step by step and eventually advancing toward
the general uprising to seize total power by force.”27
Despite their importance at the doctrinal and strategic levels, the position of South
Vietnam’s urban areas should not be inflated or overstated. On one hand, urban areas
were significant, particularly in theory and even, in some instances, in the real world as
evidenced by the 1968 Tet Offensive. But because cities and provincial capitals were the
places where government presence and control was strongest and least likely to be
damaged, and because South Vietnam remained – in spite of increased levels of
urbanization during the war – a predominantly rural society, the role urban areas actually
played in the conflict and the impact they had on the trajectory of the war was much
smaller than that of the countryside. The struggle to control rural areas and the densely
populated villages and hamlets of the countryside remained the most salient feature of the
war despite a massive demographic shift from rural to urban areas during the war and in
spite of repeated efforts by the communists to spark mass uprisings in the cities and
provincial capitals.
Efforts to establish political hegemony in South Vietnam vis-à-vis control of the
civilian environment centered on the production and control of political space – i.e.
physical and ideational spheres of influence that were used to build and consolidate
political and military power. Because the Vietnamese communists and the RVN were
both competing for control over a specific geographical region, the conflict was in large
part territorial. Political scientist Stathis N. Kalyvas has shown that in revolutionary civil
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wars political control has a clear territorial foundation; power and dominance, he argues,
cannot be achieved without a constant and credible armed presence, one that has the
power to modify behavior and produce popular collaboration vis-à-vis the threat or use of
violence and coercion.28 The struggle for Indochina, aside from its more obvious
manifestations, then, was also a contest to control space and the environment – both real
and imagined. Like other revolutionary conflicts, the war in Vietnam was inherently
spatial because it was a struggle to shape the physical and ideational world as each side
battled to gain a monopoly on power and advance their respective visions of a more just
and equitable society. Spatial contestation, territoriality, and efforts to control the
environment, therefore, were a salient feature in the war for the countryside and the fight
to determine the future social and political order of South Vietnam. Political space and
the civilian environment were critically important to communist revolutionaries and the
RVN. Physical and human geography not only provided each the corporeal and material
requirements they needed to wage war, including manpower, supply, intelligence, and
logistics, they fulfilled critical psychological needs as well by “legitimating” ontological
claims to sovereignty, authority, and power. Because of their material and ideational
significance, South Vietnam’s populated areas became both the locus and the medium of
political and ideological struggle. Much like a conventional military battlefield, where
the site of combat is also part of the territory over which contending armies fight, the
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civilian environment was not only a place of political conflict, but also an object of
political struggle itself.29
Despite their competing and incompatible visions, communist insurgents and the
RVN pursued an identical strategy albeit under different guises. The purpose of
communist revolutionary warfare and rural pacification was identical: to establish and
maintain control, dominance, and / or effective influence over the population and the
physical environment of South Vietnam while simultaneously shrinking or eliminating
enemy control. The objective, as previously noted, was to control the civilian
environment through the production and growth of political space; the means to do so
was largely territorial.
The method used by Hanoi and the NLF to create political space and seize control
of the civilian environment was revolutionary warfare, a proscription for grasping
political power through violence, subversion, and mass political mobilization. “The
seizure of power by armed force, the settlement of the issue by war,” Mao Tse-tung
declared, “is the central task and the highest form of revolution.”30 Tran Huy Lieu, a
Marxist historian and former member of the Vietnam Workers Party, asserted: “The
fundamental issue of a revolution is political power. A revolution is launched for the
purpose of seizing political power from the hands of the enemy and setting up a new
regime to realize the aims and principles of the revolution.”31 Inspired by Mao’s famous
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dictum that political power “grows out of the barrel of a gun” and based upon his phased
strategy of protracted warfare, the communist revolution in South Vietnam was a hybrid
politico-military movement that employed a sophisticated blend of grass-roots political
organization and indoctrination, discriminate violence and terrorism, guerrilla warfare,
and conventional military operations. Together, these elements formed a comprehensive
yet flexible design that was meant to produce political space, seize control of the civilian
environment, and topple the Saigon regime. “In the conduct of their fundamental strategy
of revolutionary warfare,” noted one expert, “the Vietnamese communists employ many
and diverse instruments, both political and military. Designed to be mutually supporting,
these are each focused on but one end: the seizure of political power in the South.”32
The political spaces that were created and maintained by the communists during
the Second Indochina War were known as “liberated areas.” According to a press release
issued by the Liberation Press Agency in 1970, “The construction, consolidation, and
development of the liberated zone is a fundamental and urgent task of the revolution.”33
Liberated areas had been an essential component within communist revolutionary warfare
since the late 1930s, when Mao had first stressed the critical relationship between
building base areas and the development of guerrilla warfare in enemy territory.34 In
South Vietnam, zones of communist control had come in a variety of forms, including
populous villages and hamlets, hidden sanctuaries and safe-havens, and remote base areas
32
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that housed conventional military forces. In addition to supplying manpower and material
resources for local and main force guerrilla units, the liberated area served as an
interdependent network of base areas from which the communists could launch offensive
military operations. They also provided safe havens for resting, refitting, and restoring
the physical and psychological capacities of combat forces. Finally, liberated areas were
a place for enacting deep and meaningful social change. In the eyes of communist
planners, they were specific geographic regions where socialism was implemented and
the tenets of Marxist-Leninist revolution were reified. “We are building socialism,” read
a North Vietnamese newspaper editorial that discussed the inner workings of liberated
areas in South Vietnam.
Establishing liberated areas was merely the first phase within a larger process of
steadily growing insurgent presence and influence throughout the countryside. The
overall objective was to collapse the South Vietnamese government by establishing nodes
of communist-controlled territory that would, over time, metastasize and conjoin to create
a physical and ideational anti-state – an “insurgent state” – within the national territory of
the RVN.35 According to North Vietnamese general Hoang Van Thai, the process was “to
gradually transform the contested areas into liberated areas and areas under enemy
control into contested areas.” 36 In this way, Hoang and others reasoned, the forces of
national liberation would continue to develop and strengthen while the power of the
government atrophied. Over time, the growth of liberated areas would strengthen the
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revolution and eventually create conditions for launching a popular uprising and general
offensive in the final push toward victory.
The method used by the RVN and the United States to build political space and
expand control over the civilian environment was pacification, an umbrella term that
encompassed an assortment of political and military programs implemented jointly over
the years under different nomenclature. Pacification was a civil-military program
developed to counter the corrosive effects of insurgency and assist nation-building efforts
in Southeast Asia. Implemented predominantly by the RVN with technical,
administrative, and military support from U.S. armed forces and American civilian
agencies, the pacification program was managed and executed jointly by both powers.
William Westmoreland, the commanding general of Military Assistance Command,
Vietnam (MACV) from 1964 to 1968 once characterized pacification as “the ultimate
goal of both the Americans and the South Vietnamese government . . . its aim was to
achieve an economically and politically viable society.”37 Former Under Secretary of
State U. Alexis Johnson claimed pacification was “the extension of the presence of the
Government. Government control . . . Government services, education, health,
agricultural production, and services into the countryside.”38 According to U.S.
Ambassador William Colby, the civilian chief of Civil Operations and Revolutionary
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Development Support (CORDS) from 1968 to 1972, pacification was nothing less than
“the allied answer to the communists’ tactics of people’s war.”39
The ends postulated by Westmoreland and Johnson were to be achieved through
two primary means. The first was the destruction of insurgent combat forces and the
elimination of communist political cadre through large-scale combat, small-unit ambush
and counter-guerrilla operations, and policing and espionage activities at the village and
hamlet level. The second was growing government presence and influence in the
countryside and expanding RVN control over the civilian environment vis-à-vis local
democratic reforms and a variety of small-scale socioeconomic programs meant to
improve the lives and livelihoods of the peasantry. In essence, then, pacification was both
a military and a civil process. Rooted in counterinsurgency theory and practice and the
precept that control of the population was the key to defeating internal subversion and
communist “wars of national liberation,” pacification was the reciprocal of communist
insurgency despite its countervailing purpose. Much like the phenomenon it was meant
to arrest, pacification worked to produce and control political space and the civilian
environment using a combination of hard and soft power, and by employing every
element of modern war – military, political, economic, social, and psychological.
Political spaces created and controlled by the allies were most often referred to as
“pacified” or “government-controlled” areas. Much like communist “liberated” zones,
geographical areas under RVN control served both material and ideational purposes.
They not only provided Saigon the manpower, combat support, supplies and intelligence
necessary for waging a war amongst the people (thereby denying these resources to the
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enemy), they were also a symbol of government power and authority, a vehicle for
nation-building efforts, and the means for constructing an economically productive,
democratic, non-communist society in Southeast Asia.
The spatial strategy pursued by Saigon and Washington was identical to that of
the communists, only in reverse. Ultimately, the goal was to transform insurgentcontrolled areas into government-controlled areas. According to MACV, the overall
objective of pacification was “the transformation of all areas now under [communist]
control, in whole or in part, into areas firmly controlled by the [government of South
Vietnam].”40 Through its two primary mechanisms – military force to eject insurgent
forces from populated areas and prevent their return; and social and political programs to
stimulate rural development and win popular support – pacification worked to seize
control of the civilian environment by breaking the communists’ hold over rural areas
and by extending government presence and authority into the countryside. Although
tailored to meet specific contingencies at the province, district, and hamlet level and
implemented variably in response to a wide variety of local conditions and
circumstances, the program’s primary objective was to achieve government control
throughout all of South Vietnam. “The pacification of the entire nation and the
reimposition of GVN control,” read one report, “constitutes the end goal of our effort
here.”41
Efforts to produce political space and expand control over the environment of
South Vietnam did not involve merely creative processes; destruction also played a
40
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central role. Like the Hindu god Shiva, who embodied at once the roles of creator and
destroyer, insurgency and pacification were processes that involved the simultaneous
erasure and production of political space. As each side created and expanded areas under
their control, they concurrently shrunk and / or eliminated territory controlled by the
enemy. The contest between revolution and pacification, therefore, was an ever-shifting
process of “creative destruction.” In this manner, the control war was absolute; any
increase in space for one side was a “double gain” in that it denied the enemy use of the
same territory and access to the same population. “The struggle in Vietnam,” wrote
Vietnam expert Douglas Pike, “is what the academic gamesters call a zero-sum game,
like poker, in which what one player wins the others must lose, and it all must total
zero.”42
The Object of Revolutionary Conflict: Control of the Civilian Environment
For the Vietnamese communists and the RVN, attaining the power to determine
Vietnam’s future and set its social and political thermostat first meant establishing
dominance over the civilian environment. Therefore, despite earnest desires for winning
broad-based political support, the more immediate objective was seizing and exercising
power and control over territory and population – not winning hearts and minds or
gaining the love and affection of the South Vietnamese people. The epic revolutionary
struggle in Southeast Asia has largely been cast as a fight for political legitimacy or
popular support. This characterization, however, is only marginally accurate, and applies
predominantly to the period before direct American military intervention, when the
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popularity and strength of the communist revolution were ascendant, and when emphasis
on the military dimension of the conflict had not yet eclipsed the political dimension.
By 1968, political science professor Samuel Huntington had recognized that the
key to winning the war in South Vietnam was population control, not political support.
The question of which side of the conflict the people of South Vietnam genuinely
supported, he argued, was largely irrelevant. “No government or political grouping has
been able to win widespread popular support – or seems likely to do so,” Huntington
wrote. “The most one can realistically speak of is the relative ability of the government
and the [revolutionary movement] to exercise authority and to control population.”43
Huntington’s colleague, Gil Alroy, agreed. “The question is not whether governments are
popular,” Alroy wrote that same year, “but whether they can exercise effective control
over their peoples. The point is whether they can influence behavior rather than produce
loyalty.”44 In more recent years, a number of quantitative “micro-studies” that examine
political violence in South Vietnam have reached similar conclusions.45 Research
conducted by Yale University professors Stathis Kalyvas and Matthew Kocher supports
the arguments advanced by Huntington and Alroy. Irregular wars, contrary to widespread
perception, are not “mere contests” for the hearts and minds of the population but are
rather “a competition for territorial control, where violence is used to challenge and to
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create order.” According to Kalyvas and Kocher, both sides in revolutionary conflicts
must generate popular “collaboration” and deter “defection.” Ultimately in such contests,
the extent of collaboration each side achieves “hinges largely on the degree of control
they are able to exercise.”46 As the above observations indicate, the struggle for control of
contested space in South Vietnam was not a popularity contest or a competition for
popular support and political affirmation. It was instead, as described by Douglas Pike, a
bitter and violent “zero-sum” contest to establish and maintain political dominion over
the civilian environment.
The fight for contested political spaces and the battle for influence and control
over land and population had always been a critical component in the war for South
Vietnam. They assumed unprecedented urgency, however, in the years following the
1968 Tet Offensive – a period when the political shockwaves generated by this seminal
event profoundly altered the trajectory of the war and fundamentally impacted its
conduct, its character, and the strategy pursued by both sides. The sequence of offensives,
called Tet Mau Than (Tet, year of the monkey) by the Vietnamese, was a watershed event
because it brought about the sudden and dramatic emergence of a new set of politicomilitary variables that redefined the war in Southeast Asia. Although the attacks failed to
achieve their primary objectives, which included collapsing the Saigon government and
forcing a precipitous American withdrawal, and they were unable to either break the
political and military stalemate in South Vietnam or persuade the combatants to abandon
their grand strategic aims and the pursuit of political objectives through military force,
Tet Mau Than did reveal that the war was essentially stalemated in 1968, and that a
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favorable balance of power could only be achieved if both sides reappraised their efforts
and pursued new initiatives.
For the communists, Tet Mau Than was an immense military failure that forced
politico-military retrenchment and temporary reversion back to low-level protracted
warfare occasionally punctuated by conventional operations and large-scale offensives.
The crushing defeat and staggering losses suffered by communist guerrillas and political
cadre during 1968 also compelled the DRV and the NLF, if only as a temporizing
measure, to enter into formal negotiations to discuss a potential diplomatic resolution to
the war. Rather than seriously entertain diplomacy and a brokered peace that would have
denied the communists their ultimate goal of toppling the South Vietnamese government
and unifying the country under communist rule, however, negotiations were used as
another “front” in the war and pursued merely to buy time for rebuilding guerrilla forces
and a shattered political administrative apparatus in preparation for future offensives.
Nonetheless, the presence of representatives from the DRV and NLF at the peace talks in
Paris, along with the temporary return to predominantly low-level protracted guerrilla
war in the south, ushered in a new period of communist policy.
For the RVN and the United States, Tet Mau Than was a tactical victory that
opened up new possibilities as it closed others. To begin, the initial shock and state of
emergency brought on by the first round of attacks quickly faded. By the summer of
1968, the Saigon regime was moving rapidly toward rebuilding South Vietnam’s
shattered towns and cities and overcoming the defensive-mindedness that had paralyzed
its armed forces and its population since the series of offensives began on January 30.
Moreover, the war-induced lethargy that had for years gripped the South Vietnamese
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population, sapped its morale, and produced chronic “fence-sitting” was also broken by
the sudden shock and brutality of the attacks. Most importantly, allied forces began
pushing back into the countryside to regain control of rural areas and fill the political and
military vacuum that had been created by the failed assaults. On November 1, the RVN
and the United States launched the largest pacification campaign of the war, the
Accelerated Pacification Campaign, in an effort to wrest control of villages and hamlets
from communist control and rapidly expand government presence and authority over
rural areas. The offensive began what would become an unprecedented expansion of
government control over rural areas.
Despite the galvanizing developments brought on by Tet Mau Than, the political
fallout generated by the attacks was largely negative. This was particularly true in the
United States, where anti-war elements in Congress and the public at large, after being
lulled into an uneasy quiescence by months of rosy reports of progress on the ground in
South Vietnam, were suddenly re-awakened and electrified by the suddenness and
audacity of the communist attacks. The shock of Tet, along with growing frustration and
increased pessimism among policymakers and the public, initiated a series of sweeping
political and strategic changes. These included new leadership in Washington,
termination of the strategic bombing campaign against the DRV, a greater emphasis on
pacification and population security, and the commencement of formal peace
negotiations that opened up the possibility of a cease-fire and a negotiated settlement to
end the war. Most notably, the communist offensive forced the United States to close
what had been up to that point an open-ended commitment to the defense of the RVN,
and begin a process of de-escalation and transfer of military stewardship back to the
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Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF). Known as “Vietnamization,” the policy
paired the gradual withdrawal of U.S. combat forces with military and political programs
that were designed to build military self-sufficiency and allow the RVN, under the
leadership of President Nguyen Van Thieu, to assume the burden of its own defense.
According to historian James Willbanks, the “ultimate objective” of the Vietnamization
program was “to strengthen the armed forces of South Vietnam and bolster the Thieu
government to make the South Vietnamese capable of standing alone against their
communist opponents.”47 A 1970 report submitted to the House Committee on
Appropriations by Secretary of the Army Stanley R. Resor claimed Vietnamization was
more than a military program meant to enable the RVNAF to take over combat
operations from their American counterparts; it was a program that involved “helping the
Vietnamese people to build their own future – to assure effective internal security forces,
a stronger economy, and a cohesive society.”48
The profound political and military changes brought about by the Tet Offensive
made control of population and territory and the expansion of power and influence over
the civilian environment a top priority, both for the RVN and the Vietnamese
communists. Determined to gain the upper hand in the negotiations in Paris as well as on
the ground in South Vietnam, each side worked to maximize their social, political, and
military footprint and establish some degree of physical presence in as much of the
countryside as possible. In 1970, a report submitted to the U.S. House Committee on
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Foreign Relations succinctly captured the essence of the war in South Vietnam after Tet.
“The struggle today is to control,” it read. “To be on top when the ceasefire finally comes
and the half-million Americans go home. The name of the game on both sides is to get
your people into places of power, to win the allegiance of the countryside and its riceroots leadership for the future, and, conversely, to get the enemy’s people out of
corresponding positions.”49 According to another report, “each side wanted to be able to
maneuver itself into a position of political strength should the peace talks result in either
a ceasefire or a broader political settlement of the war.” In the years following Tet Mau
Than, it continued, “each side appeared to be jockeying for a better position in South
Vietnam in order to increase its leverage at the bargaining table in Paris.”50 As these
statements illustrate, seizing control of the civilian environment had become the
overriding objective in Southeast Asia in light of the systematic reduction of American
combat forces and the possibility of a negotiated settlement that would have frozen
opposing political and military forces in place, granted each contender authority over the
population and territory they occupied at the time of ceasefire, and heightened rather than
diminished the political struggle for South Vietnam and efforts to seize power at the local
level.
The control war and efforts to establish dominion over territory and population
also largely defined the conflict in the years between the signing of the Paris Peace
Accords in January 1973 and the final fall of Saigon in April 1975. This period was
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marked by incessant low- to mid-intensity “land grabbing” and “nibbling” operations, as
the communists and the RVN both struggled to expand their political and military
footprint inside of South Vietnam and defend the areas they possessed from enemy
encroachment. Still unable to militarily crush their adversaries and constrained to some
degree by the restrictions put in place by the Paris agreement, each side probed the other
for possible weakness and attempted to expand their control. It was not until the autumn
of 1974, when the balance of forces had tilted in the communists’ favor, that the largely
inconclusive struggle over land and people had begun to show any signs of movement.
By May 1975, the communist revolution had triumphed and the RVN fell into history. In
large part, the communists’ victory in Vietnam can be attributed to their success in
expanding dominion over the landscape and constructing an insurgent anti-state within
the national boundaries of South Vietnam.
The control war fought in the villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam was a
fundamental aspect of the conflict in Southeast Asia. Rather than a sideshow or corollary
to the “main force” or conventional war, the fight for contested political spaces, often
referred to as the “village war” or the “other war” in Vietnam, was an integral part of a
complex and multifaceted conflict. For many, the revolutionary fight for political
dominance and authority over the civilian environment was the principal arena in which
the war took place. One study produced by the U.S. Army, titled “A Program for the
Pacification and Long-Term Development of South Vietnam” (PROVN), noted “the
critical actions are those that occur at the village, district, and provincial levels. This is
where the war must be fought; this is where the war and the object which lies beyond it
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must be won.”51 A 1969 Central Intelligence Agency brief stated “the struggle in
Vietnam is in essence a struggle for political domination over those Vietnamese who now
live in that portion of Vietnam lying south of the 17th parallel. It is true that the primary
issue is control.”52 The conventional or “main force” war between regular military forces
remained of paramount importance during the post-Tet period. Moreover, the contest
between conventional armies proved to be the deciding factor in the final collapse of the
RVN and communist victory in 1975. Nonetheless, it was the balance of forces in the
control war and the relative strengths and weaknesses of each side as they wrestled to
expand and consolidate their hold over the territory and population of South Vietnam that
largely determined the trajectory and final outcome of the conflict.
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CHAPTER TWO
INSURGENT GEOGRAPHIES: COMMUNIST REVOLUTIONARY WARFARE, THE
CIVILIAN ENVIRONMENT, AND THE INSURGENT STATE

Control of a geographic part of the state is a manifesto proclaiming: “We have arrived.
We are ready to replace the existing government.” – Robert McColl

Communist revolutionary warfare, as practiced in Vietnam, relied heavily on the
strategic use of geography and the environment. Hanoi and the National Liberation Front
incorporated lessons from the communists’ struggle for power in China as well as from
Vietnam’s long history of war and resistance against foreign invaders into their own
method of violent revolution. The result was a unique strategy that conceptualized space
and shaped the environment to serve political, military, and strategic objectives. During
the Second Indochina War, the Vietnamese communists pursued a territorial imperative
to produce, expand, and ultimately control political space and the civilian environment
through the development of base areas, war zones, communist-dominated villages and
hamlets, and other forms of insurgent terrain. The purpose of this spatial approach was to
create and grow an insurgent “anti-state” within the national boundaries of South
Vietnam, one that would “liberate” South Vietnam by expanding communist influence
and control over territory and population while simultaneously shrinking that of the
government. The overall objective was to overthrow and abolish the existing regime by
steadily eroding government control over the state.
The Intangible Factors of Success: Space, Time, & Will
Control of the civilian environment and the places where physical and human
geography merge had been a central tenet of communist revolutionary warfare since its
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inception. In the 1930s and 1940s, as the Chinese communists struggled against both the
Kuomintang and the Japanese, Mao Tse-tung developed an ad hoc theory of
revolutionary war founded on mass politics and the peasantry. This theory hinged on
three sequential stages that progressed upward from grass-roots political organizing to
insurgency to conventional war. Mao’s theory was unique not only because of its
synthesis of political and military action and fusion of Marxism-Leninism, guerrilla
warfare, and peasant-based rural revolution, but because the successful execution of an
agrarian “people’s” war rested more on intangible rather than on material factors. The
production of political space and control of the environment lay at the heart of these
intangibles. “When the invader pierces deep into the heart of the weaker country and
occupies her territory in a cruel and oppressive manner,” Mao wrote, “there is no doubt
that conditions of terrain, climate, and society in general offer obstacles to his progress
and may be used to advantage by those who oppose him. In guerrilla warfare, we turn
these advantages to the purpose of resisting and defeating the enemy.”53
Mao believed revolutionary guerrilla warfare was the key to enabling a relatively
weak and undeveloped power the means to defeat a much stronger and well equipped
adversary. “Guerrilla warfare,” he wrote during China’s War of Resistance against Japan,
“is a weapon that a nation inferior in arms and military equipment may employ against a
more powerful aggressor nation”54 Because revolutionary or anti-colonial wars of
national liberation were by nature asymmetrical, Mao placed less emphasis on
measurable factors such as weapons systems, supply, and manpower than he did on
53

Mao Tse-tung, On Guerrilla Warfare, tr. Samuel B. Griffith (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 2000), 42.
54

Ibid.

34

immaterial factors. As noted by Harvard professor Edward L. Katzenbach in 1956, Mao’s
blueprint for revolutionary guerrilla war was constructed on three primary intangibles:
space, time, and will.55 The first, space, involved the creation of guerrilla territory
through a network of interdependent base areas scattered throughout the countryside.
Such areas, Mao argued, were an indispensable and fundamental part of revolutionary
war. To begin, they were necessary for survival and for carrying out a protracted guerrilla
war against a well-armed and entrenched occupying force. Base areas, he wrote, “are the
strategic bases on which the guerrilla forces rely in performing their strategic tasks and
achieving the object of preserving and expanding themselves and destroying and driving
out the enemy. Without strategic bases, there will be nothing to depend on in carrying out
any of our strategic tasks or achieving the aim of the war . . . Guerrilla warfare could not
last long or grow without base areas.”56 A system of interlocking rural base areas also
opened up venues for attacking the enemy by allowing guerrilla activity to develop
everywhere within occupied territory. Such a system transformed the enemy’s “rear” into
a fighting “front” and forced him to fight ceaselessly throughout the territory he
controlled. According to Mao, “The establishment of innumerable anti-Japanese bases
behind the enemy’s lines will force him to fight unceasingly in many places at once, both
to his front and his rear. He thus endlessly spends his resources. . . . We must make war
everywhere and cause dispersal of his forces and dissipation of his strength.”57 Aside
from protecting revolutionary forces and providing a platform for launching offensive
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military operations, rural base areas and other forms of “revolutionary” terrain provided
the means to marshal resources and grow the revolution. Control of China’s environment
and the use of base areas not only provided the Chinese Communist Party with the
manpower and material necessary to raise an army and wage war, it established an
appropriate space to build a mass political movement as well, one based on the tenets of
Marxism-Leninism and built on the widespread support and participation of the
peasantry.
The second intangible, time, rested on space. According to Mao, the construction
of an interlocking and expanding system of rural base areas, along with the establishment
of guerrilla warfare throughout enemy-occupied territory, allowed the revolution to
survive and grow despite its material deficiencies and in spite of concerted efforts by
antirevolutionary forces to destroy it. The perseverance of the revolutionary movement
stretched the conflict out across time and created the conditions for what Mao coined
“protracted war.” Protraction of the conflict, in turn, facilitated the development or
erosion of political will, Mao’s third intangible factor. As the war turned into a prolonged
struggle, and territory under the control of the revolution expanded, popular support for
the movement, along with the will of the people to resist and fight the enemy, would
grow stronger. In this way, the revolution gathered strength and propagated. Conversely,
incessant guerrilla attacks throughout enemy-occupied territory caused the enemy’s
forces to overextend, weakened his strategic posture, and eroded his will to fight. Thus
while communist guerrillas were materially weak, at least initially, they were able to
overcome this handicap and grow stronger as the conflict progressed. The presence and
political will of their adversary, meanwhile, atrophied. In China, the ability to govern the
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environment and the tempo of war proved key to the Chinese Communist Party’s
transition from a small and relatively weak assemblage of guerrillas and political cadres
to a well-organized, well-equipped, and viable politico-military movement with a large
conventional military. Ultimately, the communists’ ability to control these two factors
created a favorable set of conditions that allowed the revolution to grow in strength and
numbers, build the Red Army, transition from a guerrilla to a conventional war, defeat its
enemies (both foreign and domestic), and seize political power through armed force.
Space, time, and will were profoundly important to the Vietnamese communists
and their revolution as well. As pointed out by counterinsurgency expert Sir Robert
Thompson in 1968, Mao’s three intangibles were fundamental to the Lao Dong
(Vietnamese Worker’s) Party’s approach to people’s war in Southeast Asia. Building
revolutionary space through a network of base areas and developing insurgency
throughout South Vietnam, he argued, laid the foundation for protracting the war and
subsequently breaking the political will of the RVN and its American ally. The spatial
objective of Hanoi and the NLF, Thompson noted, was to expand communist presence
and / or influence “throughout the length and breadth of Vietnam and into every element
of its society so that the government [was] threatened in every quarter.”58 Communist
pronouncements verified Thompson’s statement that the objective of the Vietnamese
communists was to spread the insurgency everywhere. “The only way to cope with an
enemy who has a large number of troops,” read a 1969 resolution issued by the Central
Office of South Vietnam (COSVN), the organ in charge of the southern insurgency, “is to
wage guerrilla warfare throughout the three strategic areas [mountains, lowlands, cities],
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to wear down and destroy the enemy on a continuing basis; to compel the more than one
million enemy troops to stretch thin, to reduce the enemy to a situation where his troops
are thinly dispersed, his forces and war facilities are decimated, his fighting stamina is
worn out, and his morale and organization collapse.”59 This statement not only supported
Thompson’s claim that the territorial aim of the insurgency was to extend itself
everywhere, it validated Mao’s dictum that the key to revolutionary guerrilla warfare was
exhausting and disintegrating enemy forces through constant pressure over a wide
geographic area.
The existence of base areas and other forms of revolutionary terrain provided the
Vietnamese communists a foundation for protracting the war and stretching it out over
time. Base areas provided protection and concealment which allowed both the Viet Minh
and the NLF to survive despite their material deficiencies and to continue socialist
revolution. Time also allowed for a measure of strategic flexibility by enabling the
techniques of guerrilla warfare. When an opportunity presented itself, the Vietnamese
communists advanced. When the strategic situation was unfavorable, they took one step
back. American intelligence analyst Thomas C. Thayer argued that the Vietnamese
communists were able to survive a grueling war of attrition against two militarily
superior powers because they followed this formula. In the end, the ability to control
when, where, and under what conditions combat would occur enabled the communists to
control their losses and endure. “They held the initiative in this respect, not the allies,” he
wrote. The “vastly superior” military forces of the RVN and the United States, he argued,
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“found it impossible to pin down and defeat an enemy who chose to avoid combat.” 60
The Vietnamese communists’ capacity to wage protracted guerrilla warfare and survive
depended on their use of the environment. According to Thayer, Hanoi and the NLF’s
extensive and frequent use of base areas, sanctuaries, and other forms of insurgent terrain
throughout the conflict was a “key aspect” of their ability to avoid destruction and sustain
the revolution.
As in other revolutionary conflicts, the political will of the powers fighting in
Vietnam relied on time and protraction of the war. The longer the fighting stretched out
in Southeast Asia and a decisive outcome remained elusive, the greater the levels of
impatience, frustration, and war-weariness, both in South Vietnam and the United States.
During the Second Indochina War political will was synonymous with patience, and as
the war dragged on, it was the United States that increasingly lost this virtue. In the end,
the American decision to withdraw its military forces from Southeast Asia and leave the
RVN to assume the burden of its own defense was the result of a loss of political will in
Washington and on Main Street thanks to a long, costly, and inconclusive conflict. As
noted by former RAND analyst and historian, David W.P. Elliott, the aim of communist
strategy during the Second Indochina War, particularly after American intervention, was
not to shatter the enemy’s military forces in an “apocalyptic counteroffensive” (an
impossible task), but to bring about a psychological defeat that would prompt the United
States to first, avoid deeper involvement in the war; and second, to withdraw its forces in
the face of strategic and political stalemate. “The fundamental objective of the strategic
model used by Hanoi in the Second Indochina War,” he wrote, “was to understand the
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options open to the United States for maintaining its interests in South Vietnam and
formulate ways of eliminating these options. The emphasis was not on a military defeat
for the United States, but, rather, on exhausting the strategic possibilities open to it.”61
According to another source, Vietnamese communist strategy was not aimed at “the
positive objective of inflicting a decisive defeat on its enemies,” but rather on “the
negative one of undermining their enemy’s morale to such a point that he gives up the
struggle as much because of the unpopularity of the war on the civilian front as of war
weariness in the field.”62 Although the defeat and overthrow of the Saigon regime
remained the single primary objective of the war for Hanoi and the NLF, the Vietnamese
communists devoted much of their strategic attention on the United States because they
believed that the fulfilment of the revolution and the destruction of the RVN could be
achieved only after American forces had been withdrawn from Southeast Asia, and the
“limited war” that had arisen due to the active but limited intervention of U.S. combat
forces once again reverted back to a direct confrontation between the contending
Vietnamese factions.
Mao and his design for people’s war were not the only inspiration Giap and other
revolutionaries drew from in their struggles against the French, the South Vietnamese,
and the Americans; national heroes from Vietnam’s long history and the many rebellions
and uprisings that were brought against foreign invaders and occupiers also provided
communist strategists with a strategic blueprint for waging insurgency against larger and
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more powerful militaries. To those strategists who fought to eject France and the United
States from Indochina and topple the “puppet” regime in South Vietnam, the methods
developed by Vietnamese insurgents over a millennium of struggle against foreign
invaders were invaluable. “Our Vietnamese nation has maintained a tradition of very
valiant armed struggle,” North Vietnamese general Van Tien Dung wrote in 1969. “In the
process of our struggle against foreign invasion, Vietnam’s military art came into being,
developing unceasingly and making important contributions to the nation’s victories.”63
Giap agreed that past events had influenced contemporary policy. “Our people’s
revolutionary struggle for national salvation . . . is a continuation of our nation’s heroic
several-thousand-year struggle to defend and build the country,” he declared in 1970.
“Our Party’s military line in this revolutionary struggle is not separated from our nation’s
long-standing military tradition. . . . Throughout such a long and continuous struggle, our
people’s . . . valiant military tradition was shaped. It accumulated and developed our
ancestors’ rich strategic knowledge.”64
As they had during the twentieth century, Vietnamese insurgents from the distant
past had used a combination of guerrilla warfare, base areas, and control of territory and
population to expel foreign conquerors. They also paired guerrilla and conventional
tactics and the use of local and main forces to harass, stretch out, and exhaust invading
forces. According to one historian, the use of guerrilla tactics over a wide geographic area
was instrumental in a number of historic Vietnamese victories. Simultaneous guerrilla
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attacks that targeted enemy forces along many divergent points of conflict and were
intended to wear out enemy forces through constant tension, he argued, were a vital, if
largely unknown, part of Vietnam’s historical martial tradition. “These small scale
combats,” he wrote, “have rarely been recorded in annals, they are only found in some
texts or related by the people by word of mouth. However, they have played an important
strategic role, starting from out struggle against the Chin in the 3rd century A.D.”65
Among some of Vietnam’s more notable conflicts against foreign invaders after
their struggle against the China’s Ch’in Dynasty were rebellions against the Sung
Dynasty in the 11th century, the Mongols in the 13th century, and the Ming Dynasty in the
15th century. In 1077, Vietnamese forces under the leadership of Ly Thuong Kiet used a
combination of guerrilla warfare in occupied zones and mobile warfare by main forces to
overextend, exhaust, and ultimately defeat an army sent by the Sung emperor to
subjugate the provinces along Vietnam’s northern border. “The highland troops, after
breaking the enemy’s momentum, would harass his forces in the occupied areas and wear
them out by a war of attrition,” wrote one historian. “In the meantime, the regular forces
– the infantry . . . thanks to their high degree of concentration and mobility, could quickly
shift to the offensive, and deal decisive blows at the enemy.”66 After the third Mongol
invasion in 1284, Vietnamese general Tran Hung Dao used similar tactics to defeat a
much larger military force. In a campaign that fused scorched earth tactics with hit-andrun and harassing attacks against portions of the Mongol army, Marshall Tran Dao was
able to eventually exhaust the invading force by maintain pressure along a wide
geographic front. “The enemy must fight his battles far from his home base for a long
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time,” Dao declared during the campaign. “We must further weaken him by drawing him
into protracted campaigns. Once his initial dash is broken, it will be easier to destroy
him.”67 Finally, in 1426-1427, Vietnamese insurgents used a similar combination of
guerrilla and attrition warfare along with base areas to divide, surround, and finally defeat
an army sent down from China by the Ming Dynasty. After “liberating” large swaths of
territory from Ming control using guerrilla tactics, the “Lam Son” insurgents used these
areas as springboards for launching attacks into enemy-occupied territory. They also
harnessed the manpower and material resources of these areas to generate popular
insurrection and “people’s war” against occupation forces. For his innovative use of
insurgent-controlled territory and general insurrection techniques, the Lam Son
insurgency’s leader, Le Loi, has been called a “pioneer in the art of guerrilla warfare.”68
More than six centuries before Mao had fled to the mountains of northern China
in the “long march” and developed his protracted war method, Dao and other Vietnamese
insurgents were perfecting the techniques of protracted guerrilla warfare. Although Mao
had a powerful influence on Giap, Dung, and other Vietnamese strategists, his method of
protracted warfare was not the only example they drew upon. As we can see, a long line
of insurgents from Vietnam’s long history of resistance against foreign invaders had
provided ample inspiration and ideas on how to effectively wage a people’s war and
defeat a quantitatively and qualitatively superior force using the intangibles of space,
time, and will.
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Insurgent Terrain – The “Liberated Area”
The revolutions in China and in Vietnam demonstrated that intangibles,
particularly protraction of the war and the gain or loss of political will, could prove
decisive. They also revealed that time and will were founded on space, or to be more
specific, that the development of base areas and other insurgent terrain provided the
foundation for exhausting the enemy through a long and drawn out guerrilla war. Lin
Piao, Vice-Chairman of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and
Minister of National Defense under Mao, argued that the Party’s ability to produce
politico-military space and control the environment in China had played a quintessential
role in its ascension to power. “The base areas established by our Party,” he wrote, in
1966, “became the center of gravity in the Chinese people’s struggle to resist Japan and
save the country.”
Relying on these bases, our Party expanded and strengthened the people’s
revolutionary forces, persevered in the protracted war and eventually won
the War of Resistance against Japan. . . . The revolutionary base areas
established in the War of Resistance later became the springboards for the
People’s War of Liberation, in which the Chinese people defeated the
Kuomintang reactionaries. In the War of Liberation we continued the
policy of first encircling the cities from the countryside and then capturing
the cities, and thus won nation-wide victory.69
In the eyes of Piao and others, the use of rural base areas to grow revolutionary guerilla
warfare and to surround and eventually capture the enemy’s urban power base possessed
a utility that transcended the communist experience in China. According to Piao, the
ability to defeat one’s adversary by controlling space and the environment was “of
outstanding and universal practical importance” for other revolutionary movements,
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particularly those that were unfolding in Asia, Africa, and Latin America during the
1960s against “imperialism and its lackeys.”70
Mao’s blueprint for a successful revolution built on rural base areas and the
development of protracted guerrilla warfare throughout enemy-occupied territory did in
fact prove universal, particularly in Southeast Asia. During the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s,
the Vietnamese communists successfully blended these two elements, along with Mao’s
three intangibles, and used them to great result against three different adversaries –
France, the RVN, and the United States. Although much smaller and less populous than
China, Vietnam and its largely agrarian society provided the environmental means for
waging a successful “people’s” war in Indochina. The Viet Minh and the NLF both
adopted Mao’s proscription for building guerrilla bases and growing “liberated” areas
throughout the countryside. “During the . . . long resistance war [against the French], we
had vast free zones and a strongly organized rear for the armed struggle, besides the
guerrilla bases and guerrilla zones in the enemy’s rear,” Vo Nguyen Giap wrote in 1964.
“In the liberation war now waged by our countrymen in the South, as a result of the
political struggle of the masses combined with vigorous and extensive guerrilla warfare,
liberated zones have come into being and are expanding, playing an increasingly
important role in bringing about victory.”71
To the Vietnamese communists, liberated areas were, first and foremost, a means
of supporting the battlefield. According to one Party member, “Revolutionary bases . . .
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ensure our safety when we encounter difficulty, they enable us to build up our forces, to
extend the . . . movement, to carry out the armed struggle . . . [and] they provide our
[administrative] apparatus with a stable position from which to operate and provide the
facilities for training and feeding elements of the Liberation Army.”72 Liberated areas
were also a means for procuring the manpower and resources necessary for waging
revolutionary guerrilla warfare in the jungles, mountains, and densely populated lowlands
of rural South Vietnam. In the eyes of communist strategists, liberated areas, because
they secured access to vital strategic resources, particularly manpower, supply, and
intelligence, were the “broad and firm foundations” for waging a protracted war of
liberation against both the French and, later, the RVN and its allies.73
Liberated areas came in a variety of forms, including populated villages and
hamlets, hidden sanctuaries and safe-havens, remote base areas that housed conventional
military forces, and specially designated war zones. Besides supplying manpower and
material resources for local and main force guerrilla units, liberated areas served as an
interdependent network of base areas from which the communists could launch offensive
military operations. They also provided safe havens for resting, refitting, and restoring
the physical and psychological capacities of combat forces.
Base areas were comprised of a series or network of mutually supporting
territories located inside South Vietnam and along the Cambodian border rather than
independent, fortress-like zones. They served three primary functions: transference of
personnel and supplies; logistical resupply; and staging areas for political and military
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operations. Although all bases performed these purposes, the function of each depended
on geographical location. Base areas that served primarily as staging areas for operations
tended to be found inside the coutnry, with the exception of some that were located in
Cambodia and Laos. Those that fulfilled resupply functions, including training, command
and control, storage, and sanctuary, were found both inside and outside South Vietnam’s
borders. Finally, base areas that were used predominantly to move men and supplies were
found outside the country. One exception to this pattern was found in the Central
Highlands, where a series of base areas used to transfer personnel and materials from the
interior of the country toward coastal staging areas were located.74 Base areas contained
installations, defensive fortifications, and other physical structures, and they were places
where communist units could evade allied forces and / or initiate offensive operations.
These areas also functioned as sites for resting, regrouping, and retraining combat forces.
In addition, base areas were used as permanent or temporary locations for political,
military, or logistical headquarters as well as sites for the storage and distribution of food,
medicine, petroleum-oil-lubricants, ordnance, and other war material. Unlike war zones,
which had relatively fixed territorial borders, base areas were frequently reconfigured and
expanded or contracted to meet changing circumstances and requirements.75
War zones consisted of relatively large sparsely populated areas that were situated
on or near principle communist infiltration routes and formed around natural terrain that
lent itself to defense. As a result, they were not easily accessible to RVNAF and
American military forces. The primary function of war zones was to provide manpower
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and material for the battlefield. They were also used to rest and recuperate combat forces
and as staging areas for military operations. These areas often contained high-level
headquarters and served as the location for important functions and installations,
including combat support services, training, and hospitals. Primary war zones included
War Zone C, War Zone D, and the Iron Triangle, each located north of Saigon in Military
Region 3.76 Other war zones, including the Do Xa, Dong Thap Muoi, and U Minh, along
with a fair number of lesser war zones and safe havens, were sprinkled throughout South
Vietnam’s other military regions.77
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Figure 1: Communist War Zones, Military Region 3.
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Not every communist base area and safe haven was located within the
geographical boundaries of the RVN; many were found throughout Cambodia, Laos, and
the DRV – often referred to as the “great rear area” of the revolution. External areas
mimicked those inside of South Vietnam in that they essentially served as assembly
zones for launching military offensives and as safe havens for resting and refitting
battered and exhausted guerrilla and main force units. In tandem with in-country liberated
areas, this network of cross-border bases and sanctuaries was an indispensable element
within communist strategy. “In compliance with the rule of governing the development of
the revolutionary war’s rear base, and to exploit, mobilize, and fully develop the total
forces of our country,” Giap wrote in 1969, “we have advocated combining the building
of local base areas everywhere, along with the common rear base of our entire country
[DRV]. Our experience has clearly shown that we must not only build common
strongholds and rear bases for the entire country but also build strongholds and rear bases
everywhere, on every battlefield and in each locality.”78 Giap and other high-ranking
North Vietnamese officials believed that if people’s war was to be waged “properly,”
then the possession of an organized rear area north of the 17th parallel along with a
network of interdependent bases scattered throughout Indochina was vitally important.
Although the liberated areas of the DRV, Laos, and Cambodia are not a major focus of
this study, they were, nonetheless, enormously important to the communist war effort and
a serious strategic threat that – in connection with insurgent terrain situated within South
Vietnam – helped the Vietnamese communists achieve their territorial objectives and
defeat their adversaries.
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Figure 2: Communist Base Areas, July 1969.
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Aside from their material and martial benefits, liberated areas fulfilled ideational
and existential needs as well. Base areas, communist-occupied villages and hamlets, and
other forms of insurgent terrain provided tangible evidence of the revolution’s existence
and served as a symbol of the Vietnamese Communist Party’s cause as well as its
viability as a military, economic, and sociopolitical movement. Moreover, communist
terrain provided an appropriate space for implementing socialism and reifying the tenets
of Marxism-Leninism. As will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4, the significance of
liberated areas transcended the procurement of manpower and material support for the
battlefield; they were also a demonstration of legitimacy, an exercise in authority, and a
vehicle for putting ideology into practice. Once Vietnamese communists gained control
of an area, they worked to establish “state” functions and actualize their blueprint for
society by putting into place programs and policies that reflected their social, political,
and economic worldview. Although they had treated areas under their control primarily
as sources of manpower, rice, and money for carrying out the war, the communists also
saw liberated areas as an opportunity to “build socialism” and create a new kind of
society in South Vietnam, one that would close the book on Vietnam’s colonial past and
create a modern state built on land reform, “ideological remolding” of the population, and
the creation of a new leadership class.79
Establishing liberated areas and a network of interdependent base areas served
merely as the first step within a larger process designed to expand and consolidate
communist presence and authority over, first, the countryside, and then, all of South
Vietnam. Expansion and consolidation were the two major elements within the
79

W.P. Davison, Some Observations on Viet Cong Operations in the Villages (Santa Monica:
RAND Corporation, 1968), 77.

52

Vietnamese communists’ strategy for territorial control. Without a consolidated base
area, further territorial expansion would have been difficult. Without territorial
expansion, the existing base areas would have been endangered.80 The overall objective
was to maximize control over populated areas while minimizing that of the Saigon
government, which was itself working to expand its presence and influence throughout
the country. “The area of South Vietnam is not extensive nor its population very large,”
noted one Party cadre. “For this reason, in fighting this war our primary strategic
objective would be to defend and expand the liberated zones – our direct rear – to
strengthen and develop the ownership right of the people, and to destroy enemy forces.
We would pursue this objective at all costs. By the same token, the enemy himself
considers it vital to gain the people over to his side, to capture land, to expand his own
rear line, and to reduce our rear line.”81 Within the context of a war to control the civilian
environment and win absolute political power in Southeast Asia, the task of widening
liberated areas while strengthening the insurgency’s grip on the countryside was of vital
strategic importance. In fact, the territorial objective of the Vietnamese communists was
to create a physical and ideational anti-state within the national territory of South
Vietnam, one that would, over time, metastasize and grow until it consumed its host.
Insurgent State-Building and the Strategic Environment of South Vietnam
In 1969 university professor Robert McColl illustrated that within the context of
contemporary revolutionary conflicts and wars of national liberation, geography was not
80

David W. P. Elliott, Pacification and the Viet Cong System in Dinh Tuong, 1966-1967 (Santa
Monica: RAND Corporation, 1969), 33.
81

Nguyen Hoai, “Expansion of Liberated Zones Reemphasized,” p. 9, December 1969, Folder 16,
Box 15, Douglas Pike Collection: Unit 05 - National Liberation Front, The Vietnam Center and Archive,
TTUVA.

53

only a critical element but a decisive one. He claimed that space and the environment
were the keys to understanding the means and ends of modern insurgencies. The
fundamental objective of every insurgency during the Cold War era, McColl noted, was
to gain total control of population and territory by overthrowing and abolishing an
existing regime through the “gradual attrition of government control over the state.” The
means to do this was geographical. Each of the revolutions in China, Indonesia, Cuba,
and Indochina, he argued, had demonstrated a “territorial imperative” to capture and
control space in order to establish base areas, liberated zones, and other forms of politicomilitary terrain. “Modern national revolutions,” he wrote, “have accepted as a basic tactic
the creation of a territorially based anti-state (insurgent state) within the state.”
This is no mere “shadow government” involving only political leaders.
The national revolution is aimed at directly involving the general
population as well as national real estate in the revolution. The mechanism
is the creation of territorial units complete with all the attributes of any
legitimate state, namely a raison d’etre, control of territory and population
and, particularly, the creation of its own core areas and administrative
units as well as a power base [for] its guerrilla army.82
Lin Piao’s history of China’s War of Resistance against Japan supports McColl’s
assertion. “Our base areas,” Piao declared, “were in fact a state in miniature.” Within
areas that were controlled by the Chinese communists, Piao claimed, “we built the Party,
ran the organs of state power, built the people’s armed forces and set up mass
organizations; we engaged in industry and agriculture and operated cultural, educational,
and all other undertakings necessary for the independent existence of a separate
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region.”83 McColl and Piao’s description of liberated areas supported Bernard Fall’s
assertion that the objective of revolutionary war was not to control just the population but
the societal context as well – the civilian environment in which the people of South
Vietnam lived.
The “territorial imperative” of modern revolutions to create an insurgent state in
miniature within a host nation was highly illustrative of communist revolutionary warfare
as practiced in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. People’s war, in contrast to other
guerrilla conflicts throughout history, was not simply aimed at achieving limited political
objectives such as the removal of an occupying power, national independence, a change
of government, or redress of grievances. Nor was it, as many at the time had suggested,
merely a response to social and economic inequality or an unjust or repressive
government. It was, instead, a blueprint for the radical reorganization of society, and the
forced imposition of a new order in societies that had only recently been emancipated
from the yoke of Western imperialism. “Revolutionary war,” Vietnam expert Douglas
Pike argued, “seeks a totally new social order, and it levies on the participant the demand
of total involvement, total immersion. It touches all persons of the society at all points of
their existence.”84
Achieving the “total immersion” of the population in the revolution first meant
shaping the environment. That explains why the Vietnamese communists went to such
great lengths to control the geography of South Vietnam and create a physical and
ideational world that would advance revolutionary aims and fulfill its political, military,
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and social objectives. Hanoi and the NLF paid particular attention to topography and the
physical terrain and made every effort to use it effectively to achieve strategic aims. To
begin, they subdivided the area south of the 17th parallel into a number of administrative
and military regions. By 1961, the communists apportioned South Vietnam into six
regional military divisions under the command of COSVN.85 These, in turn, were divided
into provinces, districts, villages, and hamlets. Each of these military regions had a
territorial military headquarters and each village had a village headquarters.86 Five years
later, as the tempo of the war quickened and the southern conflict became more complex
due to the intervention of American and North Vietnamese combat forces, the
communists reconfigured the politico-military geography to meet the changing
circumstances. Military Region 5, which had originally run from Quang Tri Province on
the DMZ down through central South Vietnam, was divided into three separate
commands: the Tri-Thien-Hue – Central Laos Military Region, which included Quang
Tri and Thua Thien Provinces; a new Military Region 5, comprised of Quang Da, Quang
Nam, Quang Ngai, Binh Dinh, Phu Yen, and Khanh Hoa provinces; and the B-3 Front or
Western Highlands Front Command, which was made up of the communist provinces of
Kontum, Gia Lai, and Dac Lac.87 The B-2 Front consisted of the rest of South Vietnam
and included the area from Quang Duc, Tuyen Duc, and Ninh Thuan provinces down to
the Ca Mau Peninsula.88 By 1965, Hanoi and COSVN had reorganized the country into
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nine administrative / military regions and a handful of specially designated zones. As
with their predecessors each of these regions varied in size and mission. Moreover, each
had its own political and military headquarters. Within the nine administrative / military
regions of South Vietnam there were 33 provinces (in contrast to the RVN’s 44
provinces) and approximately 230 districts, each controlled by a Province Party
Committee. With the exception of some minor geographical alterations made in 1966,
1968, and 1970-71, periods when new zones were carved out or existing ones were
consolidated or modified, the administrative / military regions reconfigured by the
communists in 1965 remained more or less intact throughout the conflict.89
In addition to establishing zones of military and administrative jurisdiction, the
Vietnamese communists divided South Vietnam into three major geostrategic regions: the
mountains, the rural lowlands, and urban areas. “To attack the enemy in all three strategic
areas – mountains, lowlands, and cities – with adequate tactics is a very important point
in our method for carrying out our revolutionary war,” Giap stated in 1969.90 Each of
these geographically diverse areas occupied an important position within Vietnamese
communist military doctrine. Moreover, each possessed its own particular importance to
the success of guerrilla warfare and, ultimately, the revolution.
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Figure 3. Communist Military and Administrative Regions.
Source: VNDRN, Document No. 93, “VC Political Geography.”
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Mountainous areas were considered important because they provided favorable
conditions for waging protracted war. Located along the sparsely populated Central
Highlands, the backbone of the country which stretched from the DMZ to an area fifty
miles north of Saigon, this region not only provided territory for base areas and places
where communist main force units could be assembled and prepared for combat, they
also afforded suitable areas for launching “large scale” conventional military attacks
against enemy troops. Mountainous areas were also important because they could be used
as “stepping stones” for launching offensives and expanding communist activity into the
heavily populated lowland areas along the coast as well as the coastal and interior
portions of the B-2 Front. “In case the enemy expands the war to a larger scale,” read a
statement issued by the Vietnam Worker’s Party in 1963 explaining its decision to
escalate the conflict in the south, “the mountainous area together with the lowland will
enable us to fight a protracted war against him. We should make every effort to control
the mountainous areas and have the determination to build these areas into a solid base
area.”91
South Vietnam’s rural areas, the second geostrategic region identified by
communist strategists, included the densely populated coastal plains, the Mekong Delta,
and the population- and resource-rich provinces surrounding Saigon. Based upon their
experiences in the war against the French, the communists considered rural areas the key
to victory for two reasons. First, Saigon lacked presence and firm control of the
countryside. According to Le Duan, General Secretary of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of Vietnam, “In South Vietnam . . . the aggressors and their henchmen
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ruling in urban centers cannot establish a strict control over the rural areas. That is why,
when conditions are ripe for revolution, the villages constitute the weakest spot where the
puppet administration becomes shaky and sinks into a crisis, hence the possibility of most
rapidly starting local insurrections and of destroying the enemy’s power apparatus
considerably.”92 Second, rural areas were perfect for constructing base areas to build up
large-scale military forces and served as a foundation for launching attacks against the
strategically vital populated regions along the coast.93 “Relying on these [rural] very
steadfast bases of the revolution and revolutionary war,” Giap editorialized, “our people
can maintain, build, and develop their forces and persist in a protracted struggle. . . .
These bases can serve as a steadfast springboard from which we can expand our struggle
to the plains.”94 In the eyes of Vietnamese strategists, the rich and heavily populated rural
lowlands were the epicenter of the conflict; the place where the war to control the civilian
environment was most vital. “There [the rural lowlands] are the areas where the enemy is
striving to scoop up human and material resources for the purpose of using Vietnamese to
fight Vietnamese, using war to feed war; these are also the areas where we are
determined to dispute with the enemy for control of human and material resources with
which to fight a protracted war.”95
Urban areas, the third and final geostrategic region, were important to communist
planners because they were the places where Saigon’s political power was concentrated
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and where the organs of the central government were located. These factors, even though
fortified cities and provincial capitals were a strong deterrent to outside attack, provided
fruitful ground for a host of internal clandestine subversive activities, including political
agitation and proselyting, propaganda campaigns, and recruitment “from among the
civilian population, within the governmental apparatus, and within the enemy’s army.”96
Urban areas were also significant because this is where an increasingly large portion of
the population lived. Even though South Vietnam remained a predominantly rural
society, increased levels of urbanization (mostly due to the ravages of war and
widespread destruction throughout the countryside) swelled the country’s cities and
district capitals during the conflict. According to Samuel P. Huntington, urbanization was
the “most dramatic and far-reaching” product of the war in South Vietnam. The principal
reason for an increase in urban population was the intensification and growing
destructiveness of the war beginning in 1965, when American combat forces were first
introduced. Writing for Foreign Affairs in 1969, Huntington pointed out that the urban
population had more than doubled, perhaps even tripled, within a few years. He estimated
that 6.8 million out of a total population of 17.2 million, about 40 percent, lived in cities
of 20,000 or more people. This not only made South Vietnam the most urban nation in
Southeast Asia, it made it more urban that Sweden, Canada, Poland, Austria, Switzerland,
Italy, and the Soviet Union. “The image of South Vietnam as a country composed largely
of landlords and peasants,” he wrote, “an image still prevalent among many Vietnamese
intellectuals who continue to quote the 85 percent rural figure, has little relationship to
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reality.”97 According to a newspaper article published that same year, “South Vietnam is
now an urban place.”98 Although the actual percentage of the population living in cities
and district capitals fluctuated over time and in response to major military offensives, the
overall intensity of combat in rural areas, and progress or regression in governmentsponsored refugee resettlement programs, urban areas remained an important part of
communist efforts to win control of the civilian environment.
The growing urbanization and dramatic rise in South Vietnam’s urban population
observed by Huntington made cities and district capitals particularly important because,
as discussed briefly in Chapter 1, these areas were an integral part in the Vietnamese
communists’ key strategic mechanism: the General Offensive and General Uprising.
According to one captured communist document, “General uprising means a concerted
insurrection or a series of successive insurrections conducted by the revolutionary people
. . . to seize political power for the people, in all areas under control of the puppet
authorities, and particularly, in big cities which are the enemy important rear bases,
where key agencies of the puppet government are assembled.”99 As this statement shows,
the countryside was not the only area of strategic importance; the “urban front” also
represented a fundamental component within the communists’ plan for a general
offensive and uprising. As in rural areas, the use of military and political means of attack
in cities and provincial capitals were part and parcel of the communists’ “step-by-step”
approach to decisive victory. As such, the Vietnamese communists launched a number of
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major offensives against South Vietnam’s cities and province capitals during the war,
most notably Tet Mau Than, in an attempt to spark a general uprising among the urban
population.
To Hanoi and the NLF, the general offensive and uprising was not a sudden
climactic event; rather, it was designed to be an evolutionary process in which the general
population would rise up to seize political power and achieve victory incrementally over
time. “The process of General Offensive and Uprising” noted one document, “is one
marked by limited offensives and partial uprisings in a complex see-saw dispute with the
enemy aimed at pushing back the enemy step by step, winning victory bit by bit and
advancing toward winning total victory.”
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According to Vietnamese communist

doctrine, the tenets of protracted war strategy and its close coordination of political
struggle and armed struggle “were fully correct” and applicable to the general offensive,
whose purpose was not only to “disintegrate” the RVN’s armed forces and its political
infrastructure, but to “provoke uprisings” among the civilian population in both the rural
area and in the cities. The end game of the general offensive and uprising was to seize
control of the civilian environment and overthrow what the communists had branded “the
reactionary government in South Vietnam.”101

The Strategy, Tactics, and Organization of Insurgent State-Building
The dual emphasis of the general offensive and uprisings’ rural-urban approach
along with the diverse environment created by South Vietnam’s three geostrategic
regions called for an appropriate mixture of political and / or military activity in each
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area. The sparsely-populated mountainous and heavily forested areas, for example, were
suited for large-scale military operations and a mainly military approach. In contrast, the
densely-populated villages and hamlets of the rural lowlands lent themselves to an
approach that blended low- to mid-level insurgency and political action. Cities, provincial
capitals, and other urban areas, meanwhile, provided a context that called for a
predominantly political approach due to the overwhelming and entrenched government
presence in these areas.102 Variations in topography, population density, and other
complex sociopolitical factors within these regions prompted Hanoi and the NLF to adopt
a strategy that not only used a variety of forces, including conventional military forces,
guerrillas, and political operatives, but that applied a varied politico-military method that
was tailored to meet specific and often shifting local and regional circumstances.
In response to the spectrum of environmental and situational contexts discussed
above, the Vietnamese communists developed a multifaceted politico-military strategy
that was built on a diverse yet interdependent mixture of military and political forces.
MIT professor and wartime analyst Douglas Pike argued that the politico-military
strategy “conceived, developed, and fielded” by the Vietnamese communists was a
“dimensional new method for making war” – one that had no proven counterstrategy.
According to Pike, the genius of this strategy lay in its careful application of military and
political means.103 General William Westmoreland’s onetime deputy, Phillip B.
Davidson, summed up the strategy inherent within this “new method” of warfare as
follows:
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The strategy of Revolutionary War has as its objective the seizure of
political power in a nation-state. In operation, it totally integrated two
principal forms of force, armed conflict and political conflict, which the
North Vietnamese call military dau tranh (struggle) and political dau
tranh. Their integration creates a kind of war heretofore unseen: a war
waged on several . . . programmatic fronts, all conducted by one authority,
all carefully meshed to serve one end – the seizure of national power.104
As can be seen from Davidson’s description, revolutionary war as practiced by the
Vietnamese communists rested on a dual strategic approach, one that fused political and
military action in the pursuit of strategic and political objectives.
The first half of this approach, military dau tranh, consisted of what Pike called
the “revolutionary violence program.” It included military operations as well as “other
forms of bloodletting” not usually associated with the activities of formal armed forces.
Military dau tranh involved both military and quasi-military activities, including military
combat, guerrilla raids and ambushes, direct and indirect attacks by fire, sapper team
activities, subversive action and demolition, assassinations, and kidnapping. Although
initially based on Mao’s three-stage blueprint for revolutionary war and its progression
from grassroots political organizing up through conventionally-armed mobile warfare,
military dau tranh was refashioned and altered during the Second Indochina War in
response to shifting politico-military circumstances. After the introduction of American
combat forces and other allied ground troops in 1965 (a development that seriously
complicated the situation in South Vietnam and prompted a significant revision in
communist strategy), Hanoi and the NLF abandoned Mao’s fixed progression in favor of
a more flexible and nonlinear approach, one that blended political and military means and
that moved back and forth between stages. Significant shifts in strategic approach,
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particularly periodic main force offensives followed by extended periods of low-level
protracted struggle, were an important part of communist insurgent strategy. For instance,
the communists abandoned large-scale conventional military operations and returned to
low-intensity guerrilla warfare and insurgency in 1968, 1972, and after the Paris
Agreement had been signed in January 1973. These reversions to low-level guerrilla
warfare were themselves overturned when Hanoi once again reverted back to highintensity conventional attacks in the 1972 and 1975 Spring Offensives. Taken together,
these shifts in strategic approach were indicative of a more flexible and nuanced
application of armed struggle. In this way communist planners had not conceived military
dau tranh as “a single generalized doctrine,” but rather as “a series of finite, precise,
strategic-tactical variants.”105
As significant as military dau tranh was to communist revolutionary war doctrine,
armed force was only one-half of a holistic approach that blended military and political
action. Armed dau tranh, Pike argued, was always cast in a political context; it was never
evaluated “in simple military terms.”106 Wartime field work conducted in the Mekong
Delta by David Elliott confirmed Pike’s contention that the Vietnamese communists
sought to strike a symbiotic balance between military and political means. According to
Elliott, communist guerrillas and political cadre operating in Dinh Tuong Province during
the late 1960s had employed “a sophisticated political-military control system with the
end objective of establishing control over both territory and people.” Political and
military efforts, he argued, were balanced to achieve this end. “Political activity,” Elliott
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wrote at the time, “lays the foundation for military operations; military operations are
only undertaken for political reasons.”107
The other side of the coin, political dau tranh, involved a broad spectrum of
“systematic coercive activity,” including social organization, mass mobilization, and
political agitation in the form of recruitment and motivation, indoctrination, and
propaganda. In essence this was armed political struggle – “politics with guns.” Political
dau tranh included three distinct van (action) programs: nonmilitary activities conducted
among the civilian population in enemy-occupied areas (dich van, or “action among the
enemy”); nonmilitary activities conducted among enemy troops (binh van, or “action
among the military”); and administrative activities in “liberated” areas (dan van, or
“action among the people”). The first, dich van, was meant to undermine the loyalty and
morale of the civilian population in government-controlled areas, predominantly through
political agitation and propaganda campaigns. The second, binh van was a military
proselyting campaign aimed at inducing desertion and / or defection among the
government’s armed forces as well as its civil service. The third, dan van, consisted of
administrative and motivational activities within areas that were under the control of the
NLF or the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG), a governmental apparatus first
introduced in 1969 in an effort to establish a “legal” communist government in South
Vietnam, one that was not only bequeathed the imprimatur of legality by the DRV and
other socialist nations, but that claimed to represent the “true aspirations” of the South
Vietnamese people. Together the three van programs were meant, in sync with military
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dau tranh, to destabilize South Vietnamese society by eroding popular support for the
Saigon government and its political / military institutions.
Pike likened the dual use of military and political dau tranh to “the jaws of [two]
pincers used to attack the enemy.” In the eyes of communist strategists, these approaches
had to work together; strategic and political objectives could only be achieved when the
two were combined and there was a “marriage” of violence to politics. “The basic
objective in dau tranh strategy,” Pike wrote, “is to put armed conflict into the context of
political dissidence. Thus, while armed and political dau tranh may designate separate
clusters of activity, conceptually they cannot be separated.”108
The hybrid politico-military approach of the dau tranh strategy, in tandem with
the sheer complexity of the environment of South Vietnam, prompted the Vietnamese
communists to develop a variety of political and military forces and a style of warfare
that synthesized political action, guerrilla warfare, and conventional military operations.
According to one study generated by the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam
(MACV), the communist revolution operated as a “system” comprised of several distinct
yet codependent politico-military “sub-systems,” each with proscribed functions and
responsibilities.109
The political component of the system, in accordance with nonmilitary dau tranh,
was the Viet Cong Infrastructure (VCI) or “VCI sub-system,” a hierarchically arranged
political administrative organization that directed and supported the communist
insurgency at every level, from regional down to hamlet. According to MACV, “The
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political infrastructure is the ‘shadow government’ of the [Vietnamese communists] that
directs the insurgency in the South and competes with the legal [RVN] government for
control of the people.”110 Although classified as a single entity, the VCI was a composite
of many organization and committees, each with their own responsibilities and specific
functions for supporting the total insurgent effort. It included members from the People’s
Revolutionary Party (the southern branch of the Lao Dong Party), the National Liberation
Front, the Central Office of South Vietnam, and numerous other organizations and
agencies.111 Overall, the VCI sub-system was in charge of establishing front
organizations, recruiting and training insurgent personnel, planning operations, drafting
soldiers and laborers, directing guerrilla forces, providing logistical support for combat
units, collecting taxes, coordinating terror campaigns and the assassinations of
government officials and other “reactionary” elements, disseminating propaganda, and
indoctrinating the population. Together, these activities, along with the various
organizational and administrative elements of the VCI, formed one half of a politicomilitary movement whose sole purpose was to gain control over the population and
territory of South Vietnam and seize political power. 112
The VCI was an important part of the control war. According to the Vietnam
Special Studies Group, an ad-hoc assessment body assembled during the Nixon
administration, the Vietnamese communist “shadow government” was a “formidable
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threat” because it endangered Saigon’s control of the countryside. “As long as the VCI is
largely intact,” read one report, “the enemy retains a substantial capability to resist
further [government] control gains, to erode [government] control covertly from within,
and to quickly reassert [Vietnamese communist] control should the military position and
trends in the countryside be reversed.”113
The “military sub-system,” which embodied armed dau tranh, encompassed all
communist military forces. These were broken down into three distinct classes: main
forces, local forces, and guerrillas. Main forces, which included North Vietnamese Army
(NVA) regulars as well as larger units from the military wing of the National Liberation
Front, the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) – or “Viet Cong” (VC) as they were
pejoratively called by the Americans and South Vietnamese – were assigned to regional
and province level commands and responsible for conducting large conventional military
operations against the RVN’s conventional ground forces, the Army of Vietnam
(ARVN), as well as those from the United States and other allied nations. These units
were organized into battalions, regiments, and divisions and they operated at the regional
level, primarily in South Vietnam’s mountainous and sparsely populated hinterlands.
Communist local forces were full-time fighters organized into battalions, companies, and
platoons and assigned to districts and provinces. These units predominantly conducted
combat operations against enemy territorial forces. Part-time guerrillas and other
paramilitary units, including local self-defense forces, rounded out the communists’
military triumvirate. Guerrillas were organized into squads and platoons and charged with
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conducting small-scale operations at the village and hamlet levels. Typical missions for
guerrillas included terrorist and sabotage activities, intelligence gathering, and the
provision of local security. When necessary, guerrilla units assisted local and main
forces. Both local forces and guerillas operated in South Vietnam’s densely populated
lowland regions, including coastal regions and the Mekong Delta.114
In order to extend the insurgent “system” into new areas, in accordance with the
overall objective of building an insurgent anti-state within the national territory, Hanoi
and the National Liberation Front relied upon “a balanced interrelationship” among main
forces, local forces, and guerrillas as well as on the “dual use” of political and military
methods. Although village guerrillas, provincial local forces, and regional main forces
were separate entities, their actions were interconnected. It was the responsibility of each
type of force to shield and support the others along with the political components of the
system. According to one study conducted by MACV in Kien Hoa Province, “The
interrelationship among the three force levels of the military subsystem has been of
crucial importance to overall communist strategy.” This strategy, it continued,
“essentially calls for the guerrilla and local force units under the direction of the VCI to
seize and hold control of both the geography and population . . . while the main force
units provide the needed backup and tie down the bulk of allied forces, thus rendering
them incapable of aiding allied pacification efforts.”115 As indicated, the Vietnamese
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communists closely coordinated the use of three types of military forces to expand
control over territory and population.
Other province-level analyses conducted during the war reveal that the ability of
communist main force battalions to penetrate into new areas depended on the
achievement of local force battalions and companies. The success of local forces in
penetrating contested or government-controlled areas, in turn, was contingent upon the
ability of local guerrillas and infrastructure to establish firm footholds in these areas.
According to one report, the use of three types of military forces to expand territorial
control was meant to work like a wedge. Guerrilla units backed by main forces were
charged with the initial penetration into an area in order to break enemy control and
prepare the way for larger forces. Once control was established and consolidated and a
base area established, main force units were then moved in to assist guerrillas in
defending the area against allied incursions, and to launch offensive attacks into
surrounding areas in order to further expand their control. This was known as the
“springboard” concept. The first step was to break enemy control and establish a liberated
area using armed force. The second step was to consolidate communist control through
political organization and administration so that the area could be used as a jump-off
point for future offensives into adjacent areas.116 A wartime broadcast by Hanoi’s
Liberation Radio confirmed this process. “The creation of many large, firm
interdependent liberated areas,” it stated, “not only contributes toward splitting the
enemy’s strategic posture, but also is of great strategic significance in that these liberated
areas serve as springboards for extending our offensive and uprising thrusts more deeply

116

Elliott, Pacification and the Viet Cong System, 35-36.

72

and extensively to areas that have heretofore been under the enemy’s tight grip and strong
domination.”117

Revolution as Process: The Attrition of State Control Over Territory and
Population
Communist revolutionary warfare, in addition to creating three distinct
geostrategic regions and three different types of military forces, also created three distinct
zones of control – friendly, enemy, and contested. Moreover, because communist
insurgency was a movement whose endgame included the formation of an insurgent
“anti-state” within the territory of a host nation, it called for a process that would create
and grow friendly political space while shrinking and eventually eliminating that of the
enemy. In short, the objective was to transform enemy-controlled territory into contested
territory (a state where both sides shared some degree of presence and authority), and
contested territory into friendly-controlled territory. “The aim of the insurgent,” French
officer turned counterinsurgency expert David Galula noted in 1964, “is to change the
occupied areas into guerrilla areas, guerrilla areas into guerrilla bases, and these into
regular bases.”118 Mao was the first to identify distinct zones of control as well as the
need for a method of transference. “In guerrilla warfare behind the enemy lines,” he
wrote during China’s war of resistance against Japan, “there is a difference between
guerrilla zones and base areas. . . . [Guerrilla zones] are areas which are held by the
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guerrillas when they are there and by the puppet regime when they are gone, and are
therefore not yet guerrilla bases.”
Such guerrilla zones will be transformed into base areas when they have
gone through the necessary processes of guerrilla warfare, that is, when
large numbers of enemy troops have been annihilated or defeated there,
the puppet regime has been destroyed, the masses have been roused to
activity . . . mass organizations have been formed, people’s local armed
forces have been developed, and . . . political power has been established.
By the expansion of our base areas we mean the addition of areas such as
these to the bases already established.119
As this passage illustrates, revolutionary warfare divided space into distinct
classifications: those under control of the revolution; enemy-occupied areas that were
held by either “imperialist” powers or “puppet” regimes; and intermediate zones, which
were controlled to varying degrees by either side and contested by both. Moreover,
Mao’s description of an expanding guerrilla zone reveals that peasant-based rural
revolution did not entail a sudden and climactic seizure of power; rather, it was a slow
and methodical process, one founded on the establishment, development, and expansion
of political space.
As with so many other aspects of revolutionary warfare, the Vietnamese
communists borrowed Mao’s spatial strategy as well as his classification of three distinct
zones of politico-military control. Although neither the Politburo nor COSVN had ever
developed official or consistent designations for these areas (thus explaining varied
nomenclature), the communists never deviated from the three theoretical classifications
first established in China: friendly areas, contested areas, and enemy areas. It was during
the resistance war against France that the Vietnamese communists first developed three
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categories for classifying levels of politico-military control. “Independent zones” or “free
zones” were areas controlled by the Viet Minh; “guerrilla zones” were those that were
contested by both sides; and “temporarily occupied zones” were areas controlled by
French forces. These designations were later changed to “A,” “B,” and “C” categories.120
In 1965, North Vietnamese general Hoang Van Thai identified these areas as follows:
“guerrilla base areas” (friendly), “guerrilla zones” (contested), and “enemy-occupied
zones.” 121 In 1966-67, during his time in Dinh Tuong Provice, David Elliott noticed that
communist insurgents used the following terms: “extended liberated zone” (friendly),
“temporarily liberated zone” (contested), and “weak zone” (enemy).122
Regardless of the name given to zones of control, the spatial objective pursued by
the Vietnamese communists was the same – to expand friendly presence and influence
while shrinking that of the RVN. Resolution 14, issued by COSVN in 1969, claimed that
the expansion of liberated areas would enable friendly forces to not only establish
“penetration bases” throughout South Vietnam, but “destroy large chunks of the enemy
control apparatus in many villages and turn them into liberated areas.”123 This
transformation, from government to insurgent control, was the lynchpin of the
communists’ spatial strategy. According to Thai, the aim of revolutionary forces was “to
transform the guerrilla zone into a guerrilla base area and the enemy-occupied zone into a
guerrilla zone, in order to enlarge our liberated zone and narrow own the enemy occupied
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zone. In this way, guerrilla warfare does not cease to develop and advance to ever higher
forms, creating conditions favorable to the promotion of regular warfare to win final
victory.”124 The technique pursued by the communist insurgency involved the attrition of
government control over territory and population through a synthesis of military and
political dau tranh and the expansion of a territorially based anti-state. The endgame was
the complete supplantation of the South Vietnamese government with a new regime that
would “transition to the socialist revolution” and reify the tenets of Marxism-Leninism
through a total transformation of Vietnamese society. “The Party’s ultimate goal,” Le
Duan wrote in 1970, “is to achieve communism.”125
The means to attain the Communist Party’s ultimate goal of building socialism
and achieving communism in South Vietnam was largely spatial. Although organization
and the development of a political, military, and administrative apparatus that mimicked
Saigon’s governmental structure at every level has often been touted as the key to the
success of communist revolutionary warfare in South Vietnam,126 the communists’ ability
to shape and control the environment was the critical first step in the development and
preservation of such an organizational structure (something the French called hiérarchies
paralléles). As we have seen, the Vietnamese variant of people’s war – one that involved
a balanced approach that coordinated military and political attack, guerrilla and
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conventional war, different types of military forces, and a spatial strategy that targeted
the enemy at multiple geographical points in the hinterlands, in the densely populated
villages and hamlets of the countryside, and in the cities and provincial capitals – was
predicated on control of the environment and the development of liberated areas.
Subsequent chapters will reveal that the Vietnamese communists’ were in fact
able to build and consolidate politico-military space in the form of base areas, war zones,
and insurgent-controlled villages and hamlets. This, in accordance with Maoist
principles, forced the enemy to fight everywhere, stretched out Saigon’s armed forces,
and exhausted the government’s ability to check communist advances and protect the
national territory. Over time, the ability of Hanoi and the National Liberation Front to
develop and maintain revolutionary terrain and apply guerrilla warfare over a wide
geographical area forced more than a million South Vietnamese troops to thin out, to be
encircled and divided, and to be attacked from all sides. “Immersed in the sea of people’s
war,” Le Duan declared in 1970, “the enemy has become even more divided and
weakened. . . . As for the [revolutionary] armed forces and people, they can constantly
encircle the enemy, unceasingly attack him along with concerted uprisings, constantly
maintain their offensive initiative, harass the enemy in the front and in the rear, and fight
him anytime, anyplace.”127
As we will see in later chapters, the spatial strategy developed by Mao and used
by the communists – particularly efforts to create political space and retain territorial
control – had enabled the revolution in the years that followed the 1968 Tet Offensive to
survive, to maintain a foothold inside South Vietnam, and to gather the strength and
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preparation necessary for a series of offensives that eventually toppled the RVN in April
1975 via a conventional military coup de main.
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CHAPTER THREE
PACIFICATION, THE CIVILIAN ENVIRONMENT, AND COUNTERINSURGENT
STATE-BUILDING IN SOUTH VIETNAM
An insurgent movement is a war for the people. It stands to reason that government
measures must be directed to restoring government authority and law and order
throughout the country, so that control over the population can be regained and its
support won. - Sir Robert Thompson

From its earliest days, the RVN, in conjunction with the United States, had made
the production of political space and control of the civilian environment a top priority in
its war against communist insurgency and internal subversion. Seizing control of rural
areas and extending government presence and authority into the countryside was in fact
the essence of the pacification program. Beginning with initiatives implemented by South
Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu during the late
1950s and early 1960s, and continuing throughout the conflict until the final collapse of
the Nguyen van Thieu regime in April 1975, the pacification program focused its efforts
on eliminating communist presence in rural areas and on establishing, maintaining, and
growing government control over territory and population. According to former ARVN
officer Tran Dinh Tho, the purpose of the pacification program was to “establish the
GVN presence in less secure, contested areas with a view of controlling the nation’s
manpower and resources and denying them to the enemy.”128
Counterinsurgent State-Building and the Strategic Environment of South Vietnam
Pacification was implemented over the years through an assortment of programs,
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each using different nomenclature. Whether it was called pacification, Revolutionary
Development, Rural Reconstruction, or New Life Development, however, the aim was
identical: to “liberate the people from communist control, assist them in choosing their
own government, and help them carry out local projects that would give them a better and
more prosperous life.”129 Pacification was essentially armed nation-building within the
context of an agrarian civil war. In the eyes of South Vietnamese and American officials,
the war in Vietnam was more than just a military conflict to eradicate communist
infiltration and subversion; it was a struggle to create a sense of peoplehood and nation.
“[Vietnam] is not only a war of opposing military forces,” stated U.S. Ambassador
Robert W. Komer in 1968, “but a war for the allegiance of the people of South Vietnam.
Hence it is not enough to defeat the enemy’s forces. . . . It is also essential in this kind of
war to provide protection to the people of the countryside, to help meet their aspirations
for a better life. This is what pacification is all about.”130
The 1966 Honolulu Declaration proclaimed “The war for the hearts of the people
is more than a military tactic. It is a moral principal. For this we shall strive as we fight to
bring about a true social revolution.”131 Pacification was both a program and a process –
a military, political, and socioeconomic method designed to systematically eliminate
communist insurgency and develop a national political community. According to a
concept report generated for Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support
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(CORDS), pacification was “an integrated military and civil process to restore,
consolidate, and expand government control so that nation-building can progress
throughout the Republic of Vietnam.” The program, it continued, was comprised of a
number of coordinated military and civil actions that were meant to “liberate the people
from VC control; restore public security; initiate political, economic, and social
development; extend effective GVN authority; and win the willing support of the people
toward these ends.”132 The Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), defined
pacification as “all civilian, military, and police actions to eliminate organized VC
military activity, detect and eliminate the overt and covert VC political apparatus, and
nurture economic, political, and social development of a viable economy.” These
“systematic and accelerated activities,” it continued, served as “the foundation for nationbuilding activities.”133 Sometime after 1967, MACV developed the following formal
definition:
Pacification is the military, political, economic, and social process of
establishing or reestablishing local government responsive to and
involving the participation of the people. It includes the provision of
sustained, credible territorial security, the destruction of the enemy’s
underground government, the assertion or re-assertion of political control
and involvement of the people in government, and the initiation of
economic and social activity capable of self-sustenance and expansion.134
As these descriptions indicate, pacification used a variety of civil and military methods to
meet three broad objectives: continuous territorial and internal security against
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communist attack and subversion; an effective political and administrative structure; and
self-sustaining economic activity. When combined, these elements were intended to
eliminate the internal communist threat, reassert national sovereignty over the people and
territory of South Vietnam, and build a unified and viable nation supported by the people.
At the national level, pacification was a government-sponsored program that
provided planning, guidance, management, and material supply; at the local level, it was
a process carried out largely by the people themselves. Pacification’s two main thrusts –
providing physical security against insurgent activities and implementing social,
economic, and political action – were to begin at the grassroots and then extended
upward to the village, district, provincial, and national levels. This meant that efforts
were focused on contested rural areas rather than on secure urban areas or on rural areas
that were already under firm government control. The countryside became the locus of
pacification activities and state formation not only because it was the place where
communist insurgency had propagated and where the government’s hold was most
tenuous, but because rural areas, thanks to their immense human and material abundance,
were the key to attaining and maintaining real political power in South Vietnam. This
explains why the densely populated rural environment was the epicenter of revolutionary
struggle and the focal point for pacification. According to South Vietnamese generals
Cao Van Vien and Dong Van Khuyen, “Villages and hamlets are the solid foundation of
the nation. . . . The nation-building process, therefore, should begin in rural areas and
should be founded on them, and all national efforts should be devoted to strengthening
this foundation.”135
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The active participation and support of the rural population were essential to
pacification. Responsible citizenship, the program’s architects realized, was the basis of
effective nation-building. “Before there can be a sense of nation,” declared a government
pamphlet, “there must be a sense of community. Before people can be expected to
become patriotic, they must become involved.”136 U.S. ambassador William Colby, the
civilian head of CORDS from 1968 to 1972, also believed peasant participation crucial to
pacification and allied state-formation. The population, he informed the Senate
Committee on Foreign Relations in 1970, “must all be integrated into one overall national
effort. . . . The key to it is the active involvement and participation of the people.”137
Through its assortment of political, economic, and paramilitary programs, pacification
was intended to overcome the “parochialism” of the peasantry and forge a new
nationalism, one that not only required citizens to identify themselves as Vietnamese
first, before all other associations (including religious or ethnic), but that asked them to
transcend local affiliations and loyalties by developing a close working relationship with
the national government. According to the RVN’s National Council of Revolutionary
Development, local defense, community development, and other self-help programs were
intended to “mold a proud, courageous, and individualistic people into a modern cohesive
and free nation. This meant, among other things, generating cooperative public attitude
toward a central government in a people who have been fragmented in opposing religions
and ethnic groupings, loyal to family while apathetic to all government, and who only
136
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recently had won independence from their colonial masters.”138 As this quote indicates,
the purpose of pacification was to unify the population and fashion a national
consciousness, one that would build bridges between the Vietnamese village and the
central government and upend the old Vietnamese proverb that the emperor’s writ
stopped at the village gates. It was the program’s task, the National Council noted, “to cut
through that bamboo hedge, to force links between the hamlet and the . . . government –
not to insure that the people will obey ‘the Emperor’s law,’ but to create a true
partnership between people and government.”139
Efforts to build a national political community and expand government control
over territory and population meshed with the environment. In this way, pacification
closely resembled communist revolutionary warfare. Like Hanoi and the National
Liberation Front, Saigon and the United States paid a great deal of attention to South
Vietnam’s physical and demographic landscape and made every effort to use them
effectively to achieve political, military, and social objectives. The rural environment
held major strategic significance. As previously noted, the war was a contest for political
power fought largely at the local level. As such, allied policymakers believed that the
most important battles were those that occurred at the district and province level. It was
in the densely populated villages and hamlets of the countryside, they believed, that the
fight for Vietnam was most crucial. “The village and hamlet struggle,” President Thieu
declared in 1968, “is more important than the struggle between the main force units or
high level officials in peace talks. It is at the village and hamlet level that the war will be
138
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decided.”140 The fact that the final collapse of the Saigon regime in April 1975 was the
product of a highly conventional main-force invasion rather than an insurgency or a
revolutionary “people’s” war should not diminish the significance of the fight for
political and military dominance in rural areas. Thieu’s argument concerning the
fundamental nature of the war in the villages was still cogent, particularly in 1968 when
the struggle to control South Vietnam’s civilian environment still raged, and when
America’s aid and support, albeit no longer unconditional, was still robust. The
competition for control of the countryside may not have been the deciding factor in the
war’s final outcome – the cross-border invasion by the DRV in March and April 1975
filled this role; nonetheless, the struggle for the rural villages and hamlets of South
Vietnam was central to the war’s trajectory and a major enabler in the final tragedy that
befell the Republic of Vietnam and its armed forces.
To facilitate pacification, allied planners apportioned South Vietnam into a
number of primary geostrategic regions known as National Priority Areas or Geographic
Areas of Precedence. These target areas were chosen based on population density as well
as on their proximity to lines of communication and areas of political and economic
importance. Although each of these criteria was critical to the pacification effort,
population density was considered the most important because the program’s primary
objective was to gain control of the civilian environment. “The population is a
fundamental factor in the current war,” read one report. “To have the people on one’s
side is equivalent to having everything needed to organize, nourish, and develop the
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war.”141 Allied efforts, therefore, concentrated on those areas where the majority of the
population lived. In 1966, the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff (JGS) and MACV
identified four National Priority Areas. These were Quang Nam, Binh Dinh, and An
Giang Provinces and the peripheral areas surrounding Saigon.142 By 1968, the number of
national priority areas jumped to twenty-eight and included provinces scattered
throughout the country, from the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) along South Vietnam’s
northern border to the Ca Mau Peninsula. According to the 1969 Pacification and
Development Plan, about 58 percent of the population was estimated to be living in areas
of national precedence and 19 percent in regions that were classified as provincial areas
of precedence. An additional 13 percent lived in areas that were designated relatively
secure or in remote regions that were sparsely populated. The remainder lived in areas
dominated or controlled by communist forces.143
South Vietnam was also divided into four Military Regions (MR) in order to
facilitate military command and control. MR1 contained the five northernmost provinces,
running from Quang Tri Province at the DMZ down through Quang Ngai Province. MR2,
which included twelve provinces located along the central highlands and coastal
lowlands, ran from Binh Dinh and Kontum Provinces in the north to Quang Duc, Lam
Dong, and Binh Thuan Provinces in the south. MR3 included the ten provinces that
surrounded Saigon and the Capital Military District, which was comprised of Saigon City
141
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and Gia Dinh Province. MR4 was South Vietnam’s southernmost region and included all
sixteen provinces of the Mekong Delta. Military Regions were placed under the control
of an ARVN army corps and received combat and pacification assistance from MACV /
CORDS. Moreover, they were subdivided into a number of Division Tactical Areas
(DTA), with subordinate infantry divisions responsible for each. Military commanders
within each MR and DTA were charged with conducting mobile strike operations and
territorial defense within their tactical areas of responsibility. The system of territorial
defense put in place for South Vietnamese ground forces, however, turned out to be
highly problematic. ARVN divisions were assigned to fixed, geographically-based
military regions, which meant they were essentially locked in place and tied to the
defense of a particular territory. Used in this manner, RVN ground forces lacked strategic
mobility.144 An attempt to remedy this situation was made in 1970. In response to the
phased withdrawal of U.S. combat forces, DTA’s were disbanded and ARVN divisions
ostensibly freed from their territorial responsibilities. This was intended to increase the
strategic flexibility of South Vietnamese ground forces and enhance their ability to
conduct mobile operations outside of their assigned territories.145 Increased flexibility and
mobility, however, never transpired. For a number of social and political reasons that will
be discussed, the dissolution of DTA’s had no impact on the RVN’s defense posture,
which remained rooted in static territorial defense well after the withdrawal of American
combat forces.
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Figure 4: RVN Political Geography.
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As we will see, ARVN was never unmoored from the defense of a particular territory or
transformed into the type of mobile strike force necessary for the defense of the nation; a
deficiency that – when paired with the RVNAF’s lack of strategic reserve forces –
yielded tragic results for the RVN and its people in the spring of 1975.
Administratively, South Vietnam was divided into 44 provinces, 236 districts, and
five autonomous municipalities (Saigon, Da Nang, Dalat, Cam Ranh, and Vung Tau).
Provinces were under the command of a province chief, usually a military officer, and
divided into districts. Districts, in turn, were subdivided into villages which were
themselves divided into hamlets. Districts contained anywhere from eight to twelve
villages and villages contained from three to twelve hamlets.146 The village was the basic
unit for rural administration. By 1970, most villages had elected governments, which
included a village chief, village council, and village committee.147 The village council
served as the basis of local government and was assigned the major role in planning,
leading, and managing the rural population.148 Although villages varied radically in size,
terrain, levels of security and development, and in some cases religious and ethnic
composition, they all had surveyed boundaries and formed contiguous coverage of the
area within each district. Hamlets were sub-units recognized for the purpose of internal
village administration. Like villages, they too varied physically and demographically
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according to geographic location. Some were identified according to surveyed boundaries
while others had no clearly delineated borders and were recognized only as an area where
population massed.149 In its simplest and most common structure, a hamlet consisted of
an aggregate cluster of houses and families, most of which were in some way interrelated.
They were the organizational base of all rural activities, and each possessed its own
political, economic, and social hierarchy and traditions.150 As the basic building blocks of
Vietnamese society, hamlets were organic communities constructed in rapport with the
local environment and its physical characteristics. For instance, many were arranged in
ordered “clustered settlements” while others stretched out naturally along roads and
waterways in “string settlements.”151 In 1971, MACV estimated that there were anywhere
from 2,100 to 2,552 villages and between 10,000 and 12,000 hamlets in the Republic of
Vietnam. Of these 2,094 villages and 10,187 hamlets boasted elected governments.
Officials appointed by Saigon administered the remaining villages and hamlets under
government control.152
Within the Republic of Vietnam, the politico-military situation in one region or in
one set of villages and hamlets was often vastly different from the situation in another.
Control and influence by both sides existed in varying degrees throughout South
Vietnam’s forty-four provinces, ranging from overt political and military domination in
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some places to low-level political struggle in others. These discrepancies in the level of
control over population and territory resulted in a great deal of politico-military variation
across different environments. In villages and hamlets under predominant or total
government control, rural development and nation-building were actively implemented.
In areas under predominant or total insurgent control, combat operations dominated.
Areas controlled by neither side but contested by both experienced an ad-hoc mixture of
military operations and civil development.153 It was here in contested villages and
hamlets that the war witnessed what one American province advisor described as “a
violent see-saw military contest with various districts and villages under the dominance
of first one side, then the other, as the opposing sides alternately gained or lost military
dominance in [a] particular area.”154 The diversity of the conflict and its hybrid politicomilitary approach produced two unique circumstances. The first was a mixture of
political and military mechanisms and methods applied variably throughout the country.
The second was a highly irregular and fragmented collage of influence and control from
the national to the local level.
The patchwork control situation that existed in Vietnam was a product of the
spatiality and sequencing inherent within modern insurgency and its antithesis.
Counterinsurgency by nature is a reaction to a social and political process (i.e. the
propagation of a revolutionary movement and the development of an insurgent political
and military apparatus throughout the countryside) that had already been put into motion
and taken hold unevenly within a host nation.
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Figure 5: Patchwork Control Situation, Mekong Delta. Source: Allen E. Goodman,
“South Vietnam and the New Security,” Asian Survey 12 (Feb 1972): 125.
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As noted by former French officer and irregular war practitioner David Galula in
1964, the fragmented character of insurgency and counterinsurgency often produced “an
accidental mosaic, a patchwork of pieces with one well pacified, next to it another one
not so pacified or perhaps even under the effective insurgent’s control.”155 This situation
was endemic throughout South Vietnam. For example, in December 1972, the Mekong
Delta contained three of the most secure as well as three of the most insecure provinces in
the country.156 A study conducted three years earlier in Kien Hoa Province revealed that
only 50 percent of the province’s populated areas were under government control,
predominantly its eastern districts. The western districts, meanwhile, were largely under
the control or influence of communist forces and political cadre.157 Variations in levels of
government or insurgent control did not only occur at the district or province levels;
individual villages and hamlets were also frequently divided. For instance, a study
generated by the Pacification Studies Group in 1968 revealed that two hamlets located in
Phu Yen Province possessed two radically different security situations despite the fact
they were located side by side within the same village. While the hamlet of Phoc My
enjoyed a high degree of government control and was considered “secure” against
communist infiltration, My Le hamlet was under heavy communist influence and suffered
regular penetration by guerrillas, who collected taxes, propagandized, abducted hamlet
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residents, and assassinated government officials with impunity.158 That same year a field
report generated for the RAND Corporation revealed that a single hamlet in Long An
Province was under mixed control by both communist and government forces.159
In order to assess this highly fragmented and atomized struggle, U.S. planners
created the Hamlet Evaluation System (HES), a computer-assisted reporting system used
to measure the progress of the pacification program. Designed to evaluate the security
and development of virtually all populated areas (communist-controlled hamlets were not
evaluated, only cataloged), the program’s overall purpose was to determine security
levels and gauge the state of social, political, and economic development in regions
where there was a government presence. According to American intelligence analyst
Thomas C. Thayer, the system “was designed to yield comprehensive, quantifiable data
on the security and development of every hamlet in South Vietnam under some degree of
GVN control and to identify hamlets under VC / NVA control.”160 HES measured
pacification progress by analyzing various programs put in place by the RVN and the
United States to restore and maintain security, extend firm administrative and political
control over the civilian environment, and advance the social and economic well-being of
the Vietnamese people. The system generated information that could be analyzed and
compared at every level, from individual hamlet, village, district, province, and region to
South Vietnam as a whole. First implemented in January 1967, the initial HES program
was replaced in January 1970 by an updated and revised version in an effort to overcome
158
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some of the known subjective biases and distortions that were inherent in the original
system. Called HES/70, the new version required district senior advisors (DSA) to supply
a summary based on objective criteria rather than their own subjective evaluations of
each hamlet. One year later, HES/70 was replaced by yet another version, HES/71.
Virtually identical to its immediate predecessor, the new version refined the earlier
system by adding greater weight to a number of political factors such as the presence of
communist political infrastructure and levels of insurgent terrorism. Still in use at the end
of 1972, HES/71 was the version handed over to the RVN after the American withdrawal
and was used to evaluate levels of control during the post-Paris Agreement period.161
HES required senior advisors from each district to submit a detailed monthly
evaluation of pacification on a hamlet-by-hamlet basis. This was done using a standard
format questionnaire known as a Hamlet Evaluation Worksheet. The original HES
worksheet included a matrix of eighteen specific but equally weighted indicators – nine
for security and nine for development – that covered local military, political, health,
education, welfare, and economic conditions.162 HES/70 used what many considered to
be a more detailed and objective question set that included four security-related questions
for each village and twenty-one security/political-related questions for each hamlet.
These were to be submitted every month. An additional fifty-six hamlet level and fiftyeight village level questions covering all areas of the pacification program were
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submitted quarterly.163 When completing their Hamlet Evaluation Worksheets, DSAs
selected a response for each indicator. These ranged from A (best) to E (worst). The
aggregate average of this simplified scoring system produced five possible letter ratings,
one for each hamlet: A, B, C, D, or E. Hamlets under communist control were designated
V hamlets and assigned a hamlet score of 0.00. (See Appendix A for detailed descriptions
of each category)

Figure 6: HES Map, May 1968.

In 1967, hamlets that were rated A, B, or C were labeled “GVN controlled.” D
and E-rated hamlets were classified “contested.” In July 1968, the A-B-C category was
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renamed “relatively secure.” In 1969, the “relatively secure” category was again redesignated, this time to simply “ABC.”164 That same year, President Thieu made a bid to
modify HES classifications even further. Thieu attempted to alter public perceptions
concerning the war by fostering an image of pacification progress that – despite genuine
forward momentum –outstripped actual gains. According to William Colby, the president
directed that A-B-C-D-E hamlets be designated “areas controlled by the government” and
V hamlets as “areas not yet fully controlled by the government.”165 In February 1969,
Colby informed then head of MACV, U.S. Army general Creighton Abrams, “There is a
little problem on the statistics thing here, because the president has stated that the GVN
will not be in a position of admitting that the VC have control of any part of the country,
and there he has divided the total category of the country into two general classes: the
one, areas in which the government has control; and the second, areas in which the
government doesn’t quite yet have complete control.”166 Thieu intended his directive to
influence the ongoing peace talks in Paris by making Saigon’s hold on the civilian
environment (and by extension its negotiating hand) appear much stronger than it actually
was. In this manner, Saigon officials mimicked Hanoi and COSVN, who regularly
incorporated propagandistic language such as “liberated areas” and “areas temporarily
controlled by the enemy” into their directives and proclamations.167
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HES ratings and their groupings proved to be problematic. To begin, some critics
felt that generalizations such as “relatively secure” or “contested” presented a distorted
view of the on-the-ground reality in rural South Vietnam. Moreover, these classifications
suggested a more favorable set of circumstances than what actually existed. “The effect if
not the purpose of their use,” Congressman John V. Tunney stated in 1968, “is to mislead
Americans about existing conditions in Vietnam.”168 Others argued that HES
classifications did not adequately reflect the actual levels of presence and control by
either side. According to historian Richard Schultz, C-rated hamlets should have been
designated “contested” rather than placed in the “relatively secure” category given the
virtual parity in government and communist control. D and E-rated hamlets were equally
problematic as they were not so much contested as they were under varying stages of
communist domination. A more realistic taxonomy, Schultz argued, would have ranked
A-B hamlets as secure, C hamlets as contested, and D-E-V hamlets as under increasing
degrees of communist control.169 Schultz is correct; pacification efforts would have been
better served by a nomenclature that provided a more accurate and honest picture of onthe-ground developments in a revolutionary civil war fought at varying degrees in many
thousands of villages and hamlets. Despite its flaws however, and in spite of the fact that
HES data was often manipulated to exaggerate progress and, more importantly, was
Directive 02/73 “On Policies Related to the Political Settlement and Ceasefire,” p. 14, 16; “The New Stage
of Development of the Revolution in South Vietnam,” Hoc Tap January 1975, Folder 04, Box 31, Douglas
Pike Collection: Unit 01 - Assessment and Strategy, TTUVA.
168

House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Report, Measuring Hamlet Security in Vietnam, Report
of a Special Study Mission by John V. Tunney, 91st Congress, First Session, February 21, 1969, p. 5.
169

Richard H. Schultz, “The Vietnamization-Pacification Strategy of 1969-1972: A Quantitative
and Qualitative Reassessment,” in Richard A. Hunt and Richard H. Schultz, eds. Lessons from an
Unconventional War: Reassessing U.S. Strategies for Future Conflicts (New York: Pergamon Press, 1982),
62.

98

unable to measure non-quantifiable variables such as rural attitudes and the true
allegiances and political preferences of the Vietnamese people, the program did provide a
reasonably accurate picture of the degree of government / communist control over
population and territory. “HES is admittedly an imperfect instrument,” proclaimed the
U.S. State Department. “It cannot determine absolutes. It cannot evaluate such human
elements as popular attitudes, social awareness, and the ‘hearts and minds’ of the
peasants. Still, HES provides useful insights into trends of pacification.”170
As the above quote illustrates, some policymakers and analysts found HES to be a
useful tool for tracking broad trends in security and development. Others, however, found
the system lacking in this area. In 1969, the Vietnam Special Studies Group (VSSG), an
ad-hoc assessment body assembled during the Nixon administration, determined that
HES did not adequately or accurately measure the degree of government control in the
countryside. They observed that because the HES security indicator was an amalgam of a
number of security-related factors, hamlets could receive high security ratings and still
contain enough communist presence (vis-à-vis guerrillas and / or political infrastructure)
to preclude effective government control. To remedy this and other analytical
deficiencies, the VSSG devised a “control” indicator. Based on the raw data contained
within HES, the VSSG control indicator was used to determine the level of influence or
control each side held over population and territory. As its name implied the new
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indicator reflected the reality that the primary objective of both sides in the Vietnam
conflict during the post-Tet period was to control the civilian environment.171 “Control of
the people and resources of the countryside is vital to both contestants to this war,” the
VSSG declared in 1970.
The enemy uses the countryside to generate manpower, combat support,
supplies, and intelligence, and as a platform from which to launch attacks
against GVN controlled areas and bases. If he achieves dominant control
over the countryside, he could defeat the GVN by military action or by
precipitating a GVN political or economic collapse in the face of a
desperate military situation. . . . Control of the countryside is also vital to
the GVN, so that it can deny the enemy the benefits just cited and gain
them for itself. This control becomes even more vital to the GVN as U.S.
troops are redeployed and it assumes greater share of the war effort.172
As this passage illustrates, allied policymakers believed politico-military control was the
central factor in the struggle for the countryside after 1968. Although they recognized the
importance of popular support and social and economic factors, and acknowledged that
these things would have a critical long-term effect on the durability of Saigon’s hold on
the country, pacification officials believed nonetheless that political preferences and
social and economic conditions were of secondary importance to political and military
control. This was particularly true under then current conditions, when the ongoing peace
talks in Paris, the drawdown of American combat forces, and the possibility of a
negotiated settlement and in-place ceasefire had placed a premium on expanding to the
maximum extent possible dominion over populated areas and the civilian environment. In
their minds popular support and political participation tended to follow rather than lead
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changes in control. It was vital, therefore, that politico-military control be established
first so that nation-building and political development could follow.173 The Nixon
administration also recognized that control had a profound effect on the attitudes and
behaviors of the rural population. According to National Security Study Memorandum
One, issued in March 1969, “The greatest single factor determining popular support in
any area is the presence of US / Government of Vietnam or North Vietnamese Army /
Viet Cong Forces. The populace generally tends to support whichever side is in military
control.”174
The VSSG used two distinct control indicators to classify hamlets: “RVN
Control” and “VC Control.” (See Appendix B) These were assigned to areas in which
either the RVN or communist insurgents clearly demonstrated sufficient military and / or
political strength to govern effectively and prevent the other side from establishing its
own authority. Each control indicator contained a military and political component. A
hamlet received an RVN control rating if it was protected by “adequate” security forces
as determined by a U.S. District Senior Advisor, and possessed a fully functioning
administrative apparatus in residency 24 hours a day. A hamlet was rated under VC
control either if village guerrillas were combat effective and area defenses largely intact,
or if it was subject to communist attack from within the village or from a location not
more than two hours distant. In addition, the communist political infrastructure had to be
either in control of the hamlet or able to seriously inhibit government activities in the
area. Within the context of the war in South Vietnam, control was a relative, not an
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absolute, state. Control of a village or hamlet meant that one side possessed a
comparative superiority; it did not mean that the other side suffered from a complete lack
of overt or covert influence. To address this condition, the VSSG devised a set of
indicators to indicate the level of influence each side exercised on a given area. For
instance, hamlets were designated “Influence by Both” if RVN and communist
organizations were of about equal strength. Meanwhile, if the political and military
organization of either the RVN or the communists was relatively stronger but still too
weak to assume effective control, then the hamlet was rated as either under “GVN
Influence” or “VC Influence” respectively.175
The relative nature of control was a product of the spatial strategies, territorial
commitments, and force structure requirements of each side. Although the immediate
objective and method for both sides was the same – to seize and expand control of the
civilian environment – the geographical means to achieve this aim were dissimilar.
Political suzerainty at the local level and the presence of a sympathetic or (at minimum)
neutral rural population were common objectives for both communist insurgents and the
RVN. Nonetheless, the practical application of control was quite different.
For Saigon and its allies, security and control were predicated on the corporeal
presence of friendly military and administrative forces and the concomitant absence of
enemy units and political cadre. In short, control meant physically occupying territory.
The RVN required both military strength (local security forces) and a functioning
political and administrative apparatus (hamlet chief, village council, and civil
administrators) to achieve control over populated territory and elicit civilian compliance.
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Moreover, as an independent and sovereign state fighting in defense of its right to selfdetermination, the RVN had to establish and maintain an authoritative presence
everywhere. Ceding any portion of the national territory and its population to insurgent
control not only granted tacit political recognition to the insurgent anti-state, it
legitimated communist claims to power and authority as well. Such political concessions
were obviously unacceptable to a fledgling government that was desperately trying to
prove it was the sole legitimate authority south of the 17th parallel. Existential credibility,
therefore, prompted the RVN to make a choice to defend “everywhere” and protect every
inch of national territory. What emerged was an inelastic, area-based defense posture that
lacked strategic flexibility and tied down the bulk of Saigon’s ground forces in territorial
defense. As will be seen, the RVN was able to live with this arrangement during the years
of direct assistance from American military forces and robust military and economic aid
from the American government. After 1972, however, when the RVN became
increasingly isolated and its military units exhausted, underequipped, and overextended,
the strategy of territorial defense proved fatal.
Communist control, meanwhile, was not predicated exclusively on the physical
presence of armed units. Hanoi and the NLF could achieve control with a strong political
infrastructure alone thanks to the VCI’s systemic, covert nature and its strategic use of
terrorism. The mere threat of violence by local guerrillas or infrastructure extended
insurgent influence and control over populated areas by spreading fear, modifying
behavior, and coercing compliance. As we will see in Chapter 5, there was no need for
the communists to extend their forces everywhere or tie up a significant portion of their
manpower policing the population. Thanks to their network of base areas and safe
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havens, use of a protracted guerrilla war strategy, and a skillful clandestine campaign that
assassinated or killed government officials and planted Party members in territorial forces
and local administrative bodies, the communist insurgency was able to appear
omnipresent and to project its presence and authority over a much larger area than it
could physically occupy. These economy-of-force and spatial strategies also provided a
double advantage in that they freed up manpower and allowed communist guerrillas and
main forces to concentrate on those areas where the government was most vulnerable.
Unlike the RVN, Hanoi and the NLF did not have to physically demonstrate a pervasive
and comprehensive administrative apparatus or an ability to annihilate the enemy’s
presence and authority in rural areas. All they needed to exhibit was a capacity to enact
violence, punish those who threw their lot in with the government, and demonstrate the
RVN’s inability to either destroy the insurgency or protect its citizenry. 176
The strategic environment of South Vietnam and the spatial strategies, territorial
commitments, and force structure requirements it produced had a significant impact on
the trajectory and outcome of the war. As we will see in subsequent chapters, the ability
of the RVNAF to adequately defend the national territory and maintain politico-military
supremacy in the countryside had not only become increasingly difficult after 1968, but
impossible in the years that followed the 1973 Paris Peace Agreement. Ultimately, it was
within the realm of spatial contestation, territorial defense, and the civilian environment
that the stage was set for the final climactic military showdown between Saigon and
Hanoi.
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The Dual Nature of Pacification – Military and Political Process
As the descriptions provided earlier illustrate, pacification was both a military and
a political process. Nation-building and polity construction in a time of revolutionary
civil war and insurgency demanded that dual emphasis be placed on the eradication of
internal threats and the development of social, political, and economic institutions.
Pacification, noted one source, “is aimed at transforming hamlets not under government
control into secured and developed hamlets were a new life will be developed for the
people within a secure environment and with improved standards of living for all. The
ultimate goal . . . is to secure and develop sufficient hamlet and village areas throughout
South Vietnam so that communist influences no longer can thrive or pose a threat to the
central government’s efforts to build a viable, free nation.”177 To fulfill this vision, the
RVN and the United States put in place a program that consisted of two separate yet
interdependent and mutually supporting platforms. The first involved the elimination of
communist military forces and political infrastructure through armed force, including
offensive combat operations as well as permanent sustained security to improve security
in rural areas, protect the population, and prevent insurgent reentry. The second was the
implementation of social, economic, and political reform to create a viable countrywide
administration, foster community development, neutralize the effectiveness and appeal of
the communist political apparatus, and bind the local populace to the government by
engaging their sympathies and loyalties. Together, these methods were meant to
systematically diminish communist control and strengthen the government’s hold on the
countryside.
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The process of pacification was identical to that of communist revolutionary
warfare – only in reverse. The RVN and the United States pursued the goal of
disintegrating the communist insurgent anti-state and seizing control of the civilian
environment. This was to be done by progressively breaking the communists’ hold on
rural areas and by expanding government presence and authority into the countryside.
The program’s overall objective was to gradually reassert sovereignty over the national
territory by transforming all areas under communist control into zones firmly controlled
by the RVN. “The ultimate objective,” MACV declared, “is security up to the borders of
South Vietnam. . . . This is a ‘win’ strategy: The enemy will not be able to exercise
political control . . . [and] his intervention forces will not be supported locally.”178 In
1970, Vietnam scholar Gerald Hickey stated: “the government and its allies are trying to
crush the NLF military effort and establish government control over the whole country
through the pacification efforts. Essentially this means replacing NLF presence where it
exists by government presence.”179 The goal of allied efforts, then, was to extend
pacification over the entire nation and reimpose RVN control everywhere within the
national borders. According to the 1969 MACV Objectives Plan, the means to achieve
this end involved a combined civil-military approach with three primary objectives: 1)
the destruction or expulsion of NLF / NVA forces; 2) the establishment of a secure
environment to extend, consolidate, and sustain RVN control; and 3) improved national
development vis-à-vis an integrated host of security, political, economic, social, and
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psychological programs. The authors of the plan claimed that unlike 1965 to 1968, a
period in which allied strategy had overemphasized the first objective at the expense of
the other two, the three aims laid out above would be pursued synchronously and with
equal weight beginning in 1969. This integrated effort became known as the “one war”
concept. According to the Objectives Plan, the one war concept of operations did not
recognize “a separate war of big battalions, war of pacification, or war of territorial
security.” Instead, friendly forces would “carry the battle to the enemy simultaneously, in
all areas of conflict.”180
The binary nature of pacification with its civil and military dimensions prompted
the RVN and the United States to implement an approach that synthesized armed force
and political action. In this manner, pacification was virtually identical to the holistic
approach of the Vietnamese communists’ dau tranh strategy. Much like their adversaries,
the Saigon regime and its American ally used a synthesis of persuasion and coercion –
i.e. a calibrated mixture of “carrots” and “sticks”– to influence actors and shape the
politico-military environment.181 The fundamental purpose of such an approach was to
liquidate enemies and generate civilian compliance. The program put in place, therefore,
was designed around two primary components: armed security operations and
revolutionary development. The former, which encompassed everything from local police
action against communist political cadre to multidivisional “search and destroy” combat
operations that targeted large enemy formations along with their base areas and safe180
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havens, was meant to destroy or forcibly eject the communist presence from South
Vietnam – thus creating a secure environment in which pacification and nation-building
activities could take hold. The latter, which involved a host of political and
socioeconomic programs initiated at the village and hamlet level, was intended to
improve the lives and livelihoods of the peasantry and cement their loyalty to the RVN. It
was reasoned that government-sponsored local community development programs would
win the political allegiance of the peasantry and build popular support for the Saigon
regime. Together, the “stick” of military force and the “carrot” of economic development
and political reform were meant to influence political actors and shape the civilian
environment by expanding government control and driving out the communist presence.
The Stick: Military Support of Pacification and the Area Security Concept
Saigon and Washington believed that before a national political community could
be forged in South Vietnam, the malignancy of insurgency and the communist anti-state
had to be removed. The military objective of pacification, therefore, was to exorcize the
communist presence from the countryside and expand government influence and
authority over populated areas through armed force. “The ultimate aim,” read a MACV
directive issued in September 1965, “is to pacify the Republic of Vietnam by destroying
the VC – his forces, organization, terrorists, agents, and propagandists – while at the
same time reestablishing the government apparatus, strengthening RVN military forces,
rebuilding the administrative machinery, and re-instituting the services of the
government.”182 Four years later, these same objectives were in place. According to the
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1969 Combined Campaign Plan, the mission of allied military forces was “to defeat VC /
NVA units and assist the government to extend control throughout the Republic of
Vietnam.”183 Military support of pacification was meant to eliminate communist military
forces and political infrastructure and prevent their entry or reentry into populated areas.
Moreover, it was intended to blunt Hanoi and the NLF’s warmaking capacity and
collapse their political administrative capabilities. It was reasoned that once local and
main force guerrillas and regular NVA units had been removed from populated areas visà-vis combat operations, and the communist political infrastructure diminished through
paramilitary and police action, then the primary goals of the program, including social
and political reform, community development, and economic activities could advance. In
this capacity, military action and the security it brought provided the foundation for state
building activities. “The role of military forces in support of pacification,” claimed
MACV, “is to attain a requisite level of security in an around selected hamlet and village
areas so that revolutionary development, civil activities, and subsequently, nationbuilding can proceed.”184 As this passage indicates, sustained territorial security was
considered the key to successful pacification and efforts to establish and maintain
government authority at the local and national level. The use of combat operations to
expand and consolidate Saigon’s authority, therefore, was a fundamental rather than an
incidental feature of pacification.
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To fulfill military objectives and advance pacification, allied units had to conduct
sustained, coordinated, and combined offensive combat operations against NLF / NVA
forces, base areas, and logistic systems. The goal was to destroy enemy manpower and
disrupt safe havens within South Vietnam; detect and destroy enemy incursions into the
country along the Laotian and Cambodian borders; maintain security and prevent enemy
attack and harassment in the areas surrounding towns, provincial capitals, and cities; and
maintain and extend security in the countryside so that local force guerrillas and the
communist political infrastructure could be destroyed and “uninterrupted progress” be
made in political, economic, social, and psychological operations.185 In order to fulfill
these objectives and neutralize the hybrid threat of communist revolutionary warfare, the
RVN and the United States developed a structured security apparatus that used a similar
array of hierarchically-arranged security forces and politico-military division of labor
based on environmental factors.
To combat the flexible and varied approach of the communist system, the allies
likewise implemented a complex mixture of military and political forces and techniques.
Allied military forces in South Vietnam consisted of two prime entities. The first was the
RVNAF, which encompassed conventional units from ARVN and the territorial forces,
known as the Regional Forces (RF) and Popular Forces (PF). The Second was Free
World Military Assistant Forces (FWMAF), which included units from the United States,
the Republic of Korea, and other allied nations. Paramilitary and armed political forces
included the National Police Field Force (NPFF), Revolutionary Development (RD)
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Cadre, and the Peoples Self Defense Forces (PSDF). Although each of these was unique,
and differed in size, composition, mission, and area assignment, they were all part of an
interdependent and integrated security system that covered every geographical region in
the Republic of Vietnam and extended into every strata of society, from the hamlet up
through the village, district, province, and regional levels.
Within the more remote, sparsely populated regions of the countryside and in
areas surrounding cities, district capitals, and densely populated villages and hamlets,
ARVN and FWMAF were responsible for conducting large-scale combat operations
against NLF / NVA forces along with their base areas and logistic systems. The primary
missions of allied main forces were to conduct offensive operations to locate and
annihilate enemy units and safe havens; provide territorial security for selected areas set
to undergo pacification; and maintain security once enemy forces had been cleared from
an area.186 In this manner conventional combat forces paved the way for pacification and
nation-building activities. “Without initial military security operations to establish the
essential secure environment,” MACV declared, “the civil aspects of pacification cannot
progress.”187 In 1968 Deputy Secretary of Defense Cyrus Vance underscored this point.
Conventional combat operations, he informed Congress, were crucial to pacification
because the superior mobility and firepower of allied forces provided a “shield” behind
which the program could go forward. Without such a shield, he argued, pacification
“could never get started – let alone flourish.”188 William Colby later repeated this claim,
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informing the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1970 that pacification and
development “operates behind the shield furnished by another aspect of our efforts in
Vietnam: the military operations of the Vietnamese and allied armies. However bold,
however well-conceived, however logical this program, it has been amply proven that it
cannot be effective unless hostile regiments and divisions are kept away.”189 General
Abrams agreed, stating in 1969 “The accelerated pacification program, which we feel is
progressing quite favorably, is made possible largely by friendly military initiative which
keeps the enemy from concentrating his forces against our pacification program.”190
The tactics and techniques used by allied main forces to support pacification were
identical to those used in other operations. As noted in a 1968 MACV handbook for U.S.
combatant commands, “military support of pacification is a unit mission, not a special
and identifiable military maneuver. In order to accomplish this mission, units will employ
standard tactics and techniques adapted as necessary to meet the requirements of terrain,
enemy forces, and rules of engagement.”191 Combat operations in support of pacification
were conducted in two sequential stages. The first was the clearing phase. Clearing
operations were meant to eject enemy main forces and eliminate their ability to corrode
government control by threatening or interfering with rural development and nationbuilding activities. During this phase, military forces conducted company and battalion
sized operations to “clear” enemy forces from an area vis-à-vis sweeps, saturation
patrolling, day and night operations, and search and destroy operations. Psychological
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Operations (PSYOP) and short-term civic action programs were also an integral part of
these missions. Theoretically, once a core area had been pacified, large friendly forces
would hand off security duties to territorial forces and move outward to prevent NLF /
NVA main forces from reentering the area.
Securing operations constituted the next phase. The purpose of these missions was
to “secure” an area that had already been cleared of enemy main forces by eliminating
any remaining vestige of communist presence, developing sufficient security forces and
infrastructure to prevent a resurgence of insurgent influence, and establishing local
government to implement social reform and foster community development. Much like
clearing operations, securing operations focused on maintaining area security through
“aggressive offensive operations.” Moreover, they were to continue until the insurgent’s
capability was reduced to “sporadic” attacks and terrorist activities. During the securing
phase territorial forces replaced the large regular forces as the security situation improved
and RVNAF and FWMAF were redeployed to peripheral areas to continue offensive
operations against enemy forces. Securing operations involved mostly company and
platoon sized operations, and they included a variety of security functions, including
establishing and maintaining security outposts, conducting day and night ambushes, and
fulfilling other small-unit security missions. PSYOP and civil actions programs were also
stepped up during this stage.192
Once NLF / NVA main forces had been driven from an area through “big unit”
clearing and securing operations, the security burden was passed on to the RVN’s fulltime territorial forces: the Regional Forces (RF) and Popular Forces (PF). The RF / PF
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were responsible for conducting sustained security operations at the district and
provincial level. Along with local police and part-time paramilitary units, the RF / PF
maintained local security by protecting the population and preventing the reentry of
communist guerrillas and political cadre. According to American defense analyst Thomas
Thayer, territorial forces were an extremely important component within the allied war
effort. A principal objective of the war, he argued, was to gain control of the rural
population so that insurgent forces could not hide among them. “The territorial forces
were the troops closest to that population and had the mission of protecting the people
from communist attacks and terrorism,” he wrote. “The permanent forces residing in the
contested areas of South Vietnam were the territorial forces on each side: the communist
guerrillas, local forces, and cadre versus the government’s territorial forces and cadre.
The outcome of the struggle to gain the support of the rural population depended heavily
on the effectiveness of these opposing forces.”193

Allied policymakers would have

agreed with Thayer’s statement. Despite a subordinate status in the overall chain of
command and relatively limited areas of operation, the RF / PF played an increasingly
significant role both in the overall mission of RVNAF and in the pacification war to
extend government control over the South Vietnamese countryside. Necessarily, their
numbers grew from 320,000 in 1965 to 680,000 in 1971. By 1970 RF / PF units
constituted close to half of all RVNAF.194
The Regional Forces were organized into companies and placed under the
command of province officials. The primary mission of these units was to conduct
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combat operations against enemy local forces at the province level and they served as a
mobile provincial reaction force to relieve villages and hamlets that had come under
sustained enemy attack. Unlike the Popular Forces, RF were not rooted to any particular
village or hamlet and they often participated in joint operations with ARVN and FWMAF
outside of populated areas. The number of RF companies varied from province to
province depending on its size, its population, on the level of security and presence of
enemy forces, and on the priority it was assigned by pacification officials. Although their
primary mission was to support pacification anywhere within a given province through
mobile offensive operations, RF companies were often sent to villages and hamlets to
assist the PF in maintaining local security. Other RF duties included providing protection
for lines of communication, political and economic infrastructure, and government
installations.
The Popular Forces served at the district level and were assigned to specific
villages to provide local security and defend the local population against infiltration and
attack by local enemy guerrillas. Organized into platoons and placed under the
operational control of the village chief, PF were the principal security force at the hamlet
and village level. Besides providing around-the-clock security for the local population
and preventing infiltration by local enemy guerrilla units operating within their assigned
areas, PF units fulfilled a number of additional security duties such as protecting lines of
communication and fixed installations, maintaining outposts, gathering intelligence,
establishing small bases for offensive operations, and conducting a variety of antiguerrilla operations, including patrols, ambushes, and sweeps.
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Along with the Popular Forces, there were a number of additional village-level
security forces operating at the lower end of the combat and security spectrum. These
included the People’s Self Defense Forces (PSDF), the National Police Field Force
(NPFF), and the Revolutionary Development (RD) Cadre. Also placed under the control
of the village chief, these units assumed responsibility for conducting what was
sometimes called “developing” operations, which were initiated once clearing and
holding operations had been concluded. Developing operations paired local security
operations with hamlet development. In addition to the formation of permanent village
security forces, such operations included the establishment of a lasting government
administration, the solidification of civil authority, and the construction of social,
political, and economic institutions. In essence, this was pacification. An area was
considered “developed” and pacification completed when all of its villages were able to
fulfill eleven criteria that were assigned to New Life Hamlets (Ap Doi Moi).195 These
included: identification and destruction of local VCI; removal of corrupt hamlet and
village officials; rejuvenation of hamlet morale; organization of civic groups;
organization of a village defense system; eradication of illiteracy; organization of a public
health program; implementation of land reform; agricultural and handicraft development
and improvement; development of a communications network; and meritorious treatment
of combatants.196 Once villages and hamlets had reached a high level of pacification and
development as stipulated by New Life Hamlet criteria, RF / PF were replaced by the
National Police, who continued to root out remaining VCI and other clandestine
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operatives. Meanwhile, RVN political cadre continued to train and develop the local
militia and implement long-range development programs such as education, public
health, agriculture, land reform and road construction. Aside from these pacification and
development obligations, the primary security duty of these groups was to defend local
populations against small enemy assaults and incursions in villages and hamlets, and to
detect and neutralize the VCI and other individuals who actively supported the enemy.197
The People’s Self-Defense Forces (PSDF) were unpaid citizens who served as
local defense forces within their own villages and hamlets. Grouped into small companysized units and given rudimentary training in local defense measures, they were
essentially local militias charged with providing small-scale defense and protecting
village and hamlet officials. The PSDF program was created in in the wake of the 1968
Tet Offensive, after the killing of thousands of South Vietnamese civilians by communist
insurgents spurred demands that the citizenry be allowed to arm for its own defense.198
According to the 1969 Pacification and Development Plan, PSDF consisted of selforganized “popular formations” intended to elicit the active participation of the
population by mobilizing it for local self-defense. Raised in relatively secure hamlets,
PSDF personnel were trained and armed in a manner that would allow them to gradually
assume the maintenance of security and public order from the territorial forces. PSDF
duties included community defense; assisting local armed forces; and promoting
community development and self-help activities in their respective villages and hamlets.
To the Saigon regime, the PSDF was more than just a tool for combatting communist
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insurgency and subversion at the local level; it comprised an important nation-building
mechanism. Many believed that arming the local population and charging it with its own
protection facilitated the construction of political community and application of what the
1969 pacification plan called the Principle of Community Spirit. “To arm the people is to
create a reciprocal confidence between the people and the government,” the plan read.
“This would make the people feel interested in national affairs, thus bringing about
conditions favorable to the Pacification and Development Plan.”199 As this passage
indicates, armed PSDF activities were seen as a vehicle for solidifying the bond between
the government and the people of South Vietnam. “The weapon is more than a fighting
instrument to be used against the enemy,” stated the RVN Minister of the Interior. “It is a
commitment by the man who holds it to support the Government – and it is much more
than that. To all unarmed hamlet people organized into intelligence, first aid, firefighting
and other groups, the armed self-defense force is a symbol of their determination to resist
the enemy. To all hamlet people, the armed self-defense force is also a symbol of their
Government’s determination to provide them the physical and moral support they need to
resist the enemy.”200
The National Police included both uniformed and plainclothes policemen and
were responsible, with help from the PSDF, for maintaining public order as security
improved and RF / PF were progressively redeployed to less secure areas. Uniformed
police performed such civil functions as investigating crimes and accidents, registering
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and classifying the local populace, and population control. Plainclothes police were
responsible for establishing and directing local intelligence networks.201 The National
Police branch most closely involved with pacification was the National Police Field
Force (NPFF), a highly trained cadre of “combat policemen” organized and deployed to
eliminate the VCI at the district, village, and hamlet level. The NPFF was assigned areas
of operation after combat operations had been conducted by allied units. Trained in both
civil police functions and paramilitary operations, NFPP worked in conjunction with
other resources as part of the Phung Hoang or “Phoenix” program – a campaign that was
put in place by the RVN and the United States to destroy all elements of the communist
political infrastructure operating in South Vietnam vis-à-vis intelligence gathering and
targeting operations. In addition to hunting the VCI, the NPFF was responsible for
assisting the extension of National Police activities into rural areas.202
Rounding out village-level security forces was the Revolutionary Development
(RD) Cadre. Trained and organized into 30-man teams, the RD cadre operated under the
command of the Ministry of Revolutionary Development in Saigon.203 The overall
objective of RD cadre was to motivate and organize the local population in pacification
areas so that they could take charge of their own defense and improve their standard of
living with help from the government. “The Revolutionary Development Cadre enact
their political role by motivating the people to create for themselves a democratic life,
and by instilling in the people an unshakable national conviction so that it is possible to
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insure the inevitable victory for all the people in the political struggle against the
communists.”204 RD cadre teams were sent to villages to provide small-scale local
defense and to stimulate social, political, and economic development once a certain
modicum of security had been established by regular and territorial forces. After security
had been restored, RD Cadre participated in both the building and organization of village
and hamlet administration, and in the political effort to lay the foundation for the village
development program.
RD cadre teams were responsible for upgrading D, E, and V hamlets to at least a
C rating.205 To do so they fulfilled a number of specific functions. First, they provided
physical security and enforced population control measures such as conducting censuses,
issuing identity cards, and taking census-grievance – a process of interviewing the
peasantry in order to learn their preferences for development projects and to hear their
complaints and recommendations concerning village and hamlet administration. Next,
they took steps to improve hamlet management, expand popular participation in the
political process, and build popular organizations to increase the population’s social and
political education and activity. Lastly, RD teams managed self-help community
development projects through a variety of separate functions, including education and
literacy training, public health, land reform, agriculture, public works and popular
associations.206 According to one report, RD cadre teams were “the direct counterparts of
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the Viet Cong propaganda experts and political cadres.”207 As such, RD cadre training
programs strongly emphasized political motivation. Once recruited, RD Cadre teams
were sent to a training center to receive 13 weeks of instruction in “political and
psychological warfare techniques, local government administration, civic affairs,
organization for self-defense, and development of self-help programs.”208 The black
pajamas they wore were representative of Saigon’s attempt to inculcate nationalist values.
According to one scholar, cadre teams were intended to promote “the mystique of
patriotism and personal dedication to the humble, grass-roots level” of Vietnamese
society.
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Organized along paramilitary lines, RD cadre teams were neither soldier nor

official. “In theory he is a trained political organizer,” claimed a handbook for American
military advisors, “who works among the common people to win their support for a cause
through his deeds as well as his words.”210 In 1968 it was estimated that there was 53,000
RD Cadre working to expand government control. Beginning in 1969, as pacification
increasingly took hold throughout the countryside and fewer villages were in need of the
cadre treatment, these numbers began to drop. By the end of 1972 the number of RD
Cadre had been reduced to 23,000.211
Conceptually, the security framework laid out by MACV and the JGS in their
concept of operations prior to 1968 had resembled a series of concentric rings emanating
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outward from a geographic center. The use of different forces, distinct security missions,
and separate (although often overlapping) areas of operations had, much like the French
during the First Indochina War,

produced a spatial configuration that resembled a

spreading “oil spot” (tache d’huile). The area within each ring represented a specific
security phase as well as an appropriate type of military force suited to that level of
security. At the center was a secure or “pacified” area that included PSDF, National
Police, and a fully-functioning local government. Here pacification and nation-building
activities flourished with little or no disruption by communist guerillas and political
cadre. Moving outward into areas that were less firmly under government control,
security diminished and the type of defense forces changed. PF units operated in the
contiguous zone directly outside the secure hamlet, where they conducted saturation
patrols, ambushes, and other anti-guerrilla tactics. RF units used similar tactics and
techniques to target main force and local guerrilla units within the next contiguous area, a
region where government control and security levels were more tenuous. The outermost
and least secure ring contained allied main forces. Within these areas ARVN and
FWMAF conducted mobile strike operations against NLF / NVA main force units in an
effort to destroy enemy manpower and blunt their ability to infiltrate or attack the more
densely populated inner areas.212 In theory, this arrangement worked well. In reality,
however, the security situation was never quite so neat and symmetrical. As discussed
earlier, levels of security and control varied widely throughout South Vietnam, producing
a contested and ever shifting patchwork of secure areas directly adjacent to or
intermingled with insecure areas.
212

RVNAF Joint General Staff & MACV, 1968 Combined Campaign Plan, 23 March 1968, p. B5, RG 472 / A1 120 / Box 2 / Folder: Combined Campaign Plan/1968 (Part 1 of 2), NARA II.

122

In 1969, MACV and the JGS attempted to address this fragmented collage of
influence and control by refining the RVN’s territorial defense system and developing a
new territory-based security model. The initiative came in response to concerns expressed
by the Nixon administration upon taking office that security in rural South Vietnam was
inadequate. According to a report generated by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of
Defense, there was a number of reasons for poor security in the countryside, including
increased infiltration and incursion by NVA main force units; allied preoccupation with
countering the military threat; an inability to effectively utilize existing RVNAF mission
and force structure to counter communist political and military activities; and a lack of
competence, interest, resolve, and motivation in regards to internal security among RVN
officials.213 Titled the Area Security Concept, the new theoretical framework served as
the foundation for allied strategy during the years of American withdrawal. Beginning
with the 1970 Combined Campaign Plan and the 1970 Pacification and Development
Plan, the Area Security Concept had become the primary strategy for allied military
efforts in South Vietnam.214 The purpose of the new approach was to upgrade population
security throughout the country. The overall objective was to consolidate existing
security levels by bringing all C hamlets up to A-B status rather than on expanding
security to all remaining D, E, and V hamlets. Given the fact that the RVN had extended
its influence and / or control over the vast majority of the population and populated areas
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by the end of 1969, it seemed logical to work on consolidating existing government
control rather than on expand it further. In January 1970, it was estimated that all but 7
percent of South Vietnamese hamlets were in the ABC category.215
At its heart, the Area Security Concept was an attempt to apply the “one war”
strategy and its principle of coordinating combat actions, pacification, and territorial
security operations within an environmentally-based concept of operations. The
framework called for a method that not only paired the destruction of armed forces with
population protection, but that synthesized a number of separate yet integrated security
tasks into a conceptual framework built on environmental factors. The new strategy for
area security did not include any radically new methods of operations. It did, however,
apply previously tested concepts toward the new goal of consolidating and improving
population security. In order to fulfill the Area Security Concept, allied forces were
called upon to accomplish five primary missions: maintain a permanent security
apparatus for the population already living in secure areas; extend security to the people
living outside of secure areas; neutralize the enemy found among the people – the
political infrastructure, guerrillas, and local forces; eliminate enemy main force units; and
create a viable area security system that was not dependent on the continued presence of
“outside” (i.e. American) forces.216
Each of these tasks was to occur within a prescribed area. The Area Security
Concept divided South Vietnam’s rural areas into four zones, each with a relative level of
security. The “Secure Area” encompassed those population living in A and B hamlets.
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The emphasis within these areas was on pacification and on population control measures.
Villages and hamlets within this zone had a functioning local government and were
protected by PF, PSDF, and the National Police. Conceptually, the Secure Area was a
pacified nucleus that served as a foundation for expanding and consolidating government
control. According to MACV, an area was considered part of the Secure Zone when the
“normal functions” of an effective local government were conducted and the population
had freedom of movement both day and night with the exception of administrative
controls put in place by the RVN. There was also no imminent threat of enemy attack and
only sporadic episodes of terrorism, indirect fire attacks, and other forms of insurgent
violence.217 The second area was the “Consolidation Zone,” which included the
population living in C hamlets. The goal here was to provide an outer belt of protection
for the Secure Area and to raise the level of security within the zone from a C to an A or
B. This was to be accomplished through offensive combat actions aimed at seeking out
and destroying local enemy units, VCI, and weapons caches.
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Figure 7: Area Security Concept, Map #1.
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Figure 8: Area Security Concept, Map #2.

RF, PF, and NPFF were the primary security force assigned to these areas, although
ARVN units were called on to help with security threats when necessary. Outside of this
area lay the “Clearing Zone” and the “Border Surveillance Zone.” These regions tended
to be sparsely populated and under varying degrees of communist control – D, E, and V
hamlets. As such, they were broken into areas of operation and put under the control of
ARVN division commanders. Military operations within these zones consisted primarily
of mobile offensive strike operations aimed at destroying or dispersing NLF / NVA main
force units and base areas in order to isolate them from the population and inhibit their
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ability to infiltrate or attack populated areas.218 As per its architects, the boundaries that
divided the Areas Security zones were to be treated as “phase lines.” The objective of
expanding lines of advance, noted one source, was to “keep the entire boundary situation
dynamic and forward moving” in order to maintain and expand security until it
encompassed the “total population” of the RVN. Retention of secure and consolidation
zones was also a priority. “After they are brought under government protection,” an
American officer commanded, “the Vietnamese people are not, repeat not, to be given up
to VC control.”219
Despite some of the conceptual changes it brought to the RVN’s territorial
defense system, the Area Security Concept was panned by a number of American field
commanders and CORDS staff members. Some felt that its four territorial zones did not
adequately account for the highly volatile nature of territorial control and area security in
many areas of South Vietnam. Others believed that the system thwarted rather than
supported the “one war” concept by undermining its principle of unity of forces. The
assignment of different types of units to distinct territories, they argued, separated and
compartmentalized territorial security and large-scale operations. General Abrams,
nonetheless, defended the Area Security Concept, arguing that its territorial division of
labor would improve security by making each type of force accountable for their tactical
area of operations. As a result, field commanders buried their opposition and incorporated
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the concept into planning and operations.220 Such reservations, however, were not only
well-founded, but would be borne out in the years to come.
On the surface, the Area Security Concept appeared to have worked well. Data
provided by the Hamlet Evaluation System reveals that significant progress had been
made in the program’s goals in the years after it was put into effect. For instance,
between 1969 and 1971, the number of population living in A-B hamlets nationwide rose
from 12.5 million (71 percent of the population) to 15.5 million (84 percent). The number
of population living in C hamlets, meanwhile, dropped from 3.8 million (21 percent of
the population) to 2.3 million (13 percent).221 Large gains in government control over
rural areas were also seen at this time. The percentage of rural residents living in areas
under RVN control jumped from 48 percent in 1969 to 76 percent in 1971. The
percentage of people living in rural contested areas, meanwhile, dropped from 46 percent
to 23 percent within the same time frame.222
Despite these gains, however, and in spite of a corresponding decline in
communist control over population and populated areas, the Area Security Concept failed
to provide contiguous A-B security within a single province or military region of South
Vietnam. The countryside remained honeycombed with C hamlets, base areas, and
regions that were controlled, contested, or threatened by communist forces. Moreover,
the political infrastructure, although damaged, remained intact. The VCI by itself may not
have posed an existential threat to the RVN. Nonetheless, its sustained and pervasive
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presence caused significant problems for Saigon. By late 1971 (a peak year for RVN
control) significant portions of the countryside remained infested with communist main
forces, guerrillas, and political cadre. “We have reached the maximum security we’re
going to have in this country and there’s still an awful lot of enemy,” one American
advisor noted bitterly.223 As we will see in Chapters 8 and 9, Hanoi and the National
Liberation Front’s ability to retain sporadic influence and control over significant
portions of the countryside despite “maximum” levels of security would have major
strategic implications in the years that followed. Although the communist insurgency
had been greatly weakened from a half-decade long war of attrition against the combined
might of American and South Vietnamese forces, it was far from dead. The communist
anti-state had survived; and its tenacity helped set the stage for Saigon’s eventual
collapse.
The Carrot: Revolutionary Development in South Vietnam
Combat actions that destroyed communist military forces and political cadre were
undoubtedly essential to the pacification process. On their own, however, they were
inadequate to the task at hand. “To liberate the countryside from communist control, to
destroy the VCI, and to maintain constant vigil against VC infiltration – these efforts are
not enough,” the State Department declared. “Hand in hand must go vigorous and
sustained action to involve the people in creating their own local government and, beyond
that, generating economic and social development programs. The name given to this
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activity is Revolutionary Development (RD).”224 As stated earlier, pacification was more
than just an armed struggle to cast out communism and its legions from the body politic.
It was also a crusade to bury Vietnam’s colonial past, to create a national political
community, and to build a prosperous, modern, self-governing nation that enjoyed both
the consent and the affection of those it governed. Local community development vis-àvis social, political, and economic development at the village and hamlet level was the
means to achieve this end. Revolutionary development was often called the “cutting
edge” of pacification because it was intended to bring the population of South Vietnam
under RVN control by providing them with a new and better life, one that transcended the
social injustices, economic inequalities and repressive political practices of the past. The
purpose of RD activity was to develop local government, implement self-sustaining
economic and political activity, and assist in the organization and implementation of
civic-action and community development projects. Together, these undertakings were
designed to improve the welfare of the rural population by fulfilling their material needs
and by nurturing their hopes and dreams of a more just, equitable, and democratic
society.
Revolutionary development had two primary components; the first was local selfgovernment. Vietnam had a longtime tradition of village autonomy and local democracy.
Democratization, decentralized decision-making, and communal autonomy at the village
and hamlet level, therefore, were a cornerstone of revolutionary development and a key
element in every RVN pacification program since Diem had initiated the Strategic
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Hamlet Program in the early 1960s.225 “In a ‘people’s war,’ military force is a necessary
means,” proclaimed the Central Pacification and Development Council, “but the essential
factor for a certain victory is the political struggle in which the masses play a key role.
We are convinced that we will win over a large number of the population to the
nationalist cause through the establishment of . . . a democratic system of government
from its infrastructure to its superstructure [and] a strong and efficient administrative
apparatus which concentrates its effort on serving he people’s true interests.”226 In the
fight against communist subversion, democratization was considered important at every
strata of society. It was particularly critical, however, at the grass roots level. This was
because the civilian environment was more than a place where the people and the
landscape merged, it was a test site for social and political revolution and the medium
through which the RVN and the communists struggled to defeat the enemy, seize political
power, and build a viable modern state. The villages and hamlets of South Vietnam were
in fact the solid foundation of the nation and the mechanism for enacting nation-building
processes. It was vital, therefore, that the government direct its political and
administrative efforts towards these areas.
Local elections in secure areas were one aspect of rural self-government.
Establishing a functioning governing and administrative body vis-à-vis universal suffrage
was among the first steps taken after an area had been secured and cleared of hostile
enemy forces. Once a village or hamlet had become pacified and security conditions
225
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permitted, local residents elected their hamlet chiefs, village councils, and other
administrative

bodies.

Voting

for

local

officeholders

and

selecting

resident

representatives were considered an exercise in self-sufficiency through self-government.
Elections were more than a mechanism for building political community, however. They
also served to tighten the government’s grip on rural areas. Local elections were a means
of solidifying government control over local communities as well as a way to include the
rural population in pacification and nation-building processes. Because the objective of
the pacification program was to disintegrate communist control in the villages and
hamlets where it existed, local elections were another way – besides military operations –
to attrite the insurgent presence. Local elections, in short, allowed the RVN to supplant
the communists’ political and administrative substructure with one of its own. Beginning
in 1968, when the National Liberation Front began establishing “elected” administrative
bodies known as “liberation committees” within areas they controlled to improve their
bargaining position at the Paris Peace Talks, local elections to establish governmental
bodies at the village and hamlet level took on added emphasis.227
Self-government in rural South Vietnam meant more than holding elections and
establishing the rule of law. It also meant developing an effective political and
administrative structure in thousands of local communities. To be successful, pacification
needed more than national leaders. It also required strong leadership at the grass roots –
provinces, districts, villages, and hamlets. RVN officials believed that pacification and
nation building could not progress without an efficient administrative apparatus or
popular support. The goal, therefore, was to improve local administration and increase its
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effectiveness through administrative training programs, enhanced organization and
management techniques, and increased awareness of democratic values and the political
process. The 1969, 1970, and 1971 pacification plans drafted by the Central Pacification
and Development Council all contained programs to strengthen village and hamlet
government. The goal of each of these was to increase the competence of local
administrators so that they were more responsive to the local population and capable of
handling both the administrative machinery of local government and the security forces
within their jurisdictions. Village and hamlet officials were responsible both for carrying
out the policies of the national government in Saigon and also for ensuring that the
people’s needs and aspirations were met. In the eyes of allied planners, local officials
were instrumental in the development of a national political community because they
were the conduit that linked the citizen to the central government. Elected village and
hamlet officials were more than mere managers; they were intermediaries that built
bridges between the people and the government. As such, they not only transmitted the
“true aspirations of the people” up to higher authorities, they also explained national
programs and policies to the rural population and helped bring them to fruition within the
local communities they governed.228 This explains why RVN officials at the village and
hamlet level were the prime targets in communist terror campaigns and the frequent
victims of insurgent violence, particularly assassination. The communists reasoned that if
the link that connected the citizen to the state could be severed, then their ability to
expand influence and control over the rural population would be strengthened. Aside
from elections and strengthening local administration, other local self-government
228
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activities included the development of administrative, economic, and financial fields, and
organizing native political groups, including hamlet cooperatives and associations such as
farmer’s and youth groups.229
The second component of revolutionary development was local self-development.
As stated at the beginning of the chapter, pacification and nation-building were
dependent upon the active involvement and support of the rural population. Ambassador
Colby was correct; there could be no sense of nationhood in South Vietnam without first
developing a sense of community – participation was a prerequisite for patriotism. Selfdevelopment, therefore, was an effort to lay the foundation for national political
community through the construction of local political community. “The exploitation of
the natural wealth of our territory and the energy of our people,” declared the 1970
Pacification and Development Plan, “can produce a happy, prosperous, and secure
national community.”230 Local self-development was designed to assist rural populations
in meeting the requirements of rural life. It consisted of a host of programs aimed at
improving the lives and livelihoods of the peasantry through increased economic
production, improved social services, and community development. Efforts to elevate the
social status of the citizenry in education, public health, and community life also played
an important part.
Economic activities tied to local self-development included a land reform
program that redistributed arable land to small farmers as well as an agricultural program
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that promoted crop diversification, modernization in equipment and technique, and selfsufficiency in rice production through the introduction of genetically-modified high-yield
variants. There was also an animal husbandry program that promoted new and improved
techniques and a fishery program meant to increase production and improve living
conditions for fishermen. Other local economic initiatives meant to stabilize the cost of
living and increase personal income were also implemented, as were programs for
developing local manpower through occupational classification and training for
specialists. Social programs mostly focused on community social services, particularly
health and education. Health initiatives included the construction and staffing of local
hospitals and dispensaries, the provision of health care to local communities, and
programs aimed at rehabilitating the handicapped and improving maternal and child care.
Preventive medicine, including inoculation and efforts to eradicate communicable
diseases were also undertaken. Education programs provided free universal elementary
education for all village and hamlet residents, improved and expanded secondary and
adult education, increased the number of secondary education teachers, and improved
technical and vocational guidance programs. Other social undertakings included veterans
and war victims programs. The former increased public assistance to veterans, disabled
servicemen, and war widows and their dependents, whereas the latter involved the
rehabilitation and resettlement of temporarily resettled refugees and other persons
displaced by the war. Community development involved a variety of self-help projects.
Partially funded by the government with time and manpower coming from the
communities themselves, these projects covered virtually every aspect of rural life.
Construction projects built markets, schools, and other local infrastructure. Public works
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programs repaired roads, increased local water supplies, and increased electricity through
electrification initiatives and the creation of new rural energy cooperatives. A
communication and post program was also implemented to construct and maintain
railways and to improve the postal system down to the village level. A variety of
irrigation projects, including dams, dikes, dredging, and canal construction were also
prevalent in community development efforts.231
When joined with local security, revolutionary development was meant to
transform the lives of the peasantry and gain their support. Pacification, as we have seen,
was both a political and a military method for expanding and solidifying government
control, and forging a national political community built on local security, political
freedom, and economic prosperity. Pacification and its antithesis, communist
revolutionary warfare, were more than manifestations of the will to power. They were, as
we will see next, opposing crusades undertaken to build a brand new society and a
utopian future for the people of South Vietnam.
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CHAPTER FOUR
COMPETING AND INCOMPATIBLE VISIONS: HIGH MODERNISM AND
THE POLTICAL ORGANIZATION OF SPACE DURING
THE SECOND INDOCHINA WAR
Revolutionary war understood as a method of political struggle … can be considered a
concrete example of nation building in process. Asian revolutionary wars are struggles
between conflicting elite groups for control of territory and population. This kind of
struggle, characteristic of our time, can turn on the mobilization and organization of
rural populations.
– David Wilson, RAND Corporation
“Change life!” “Change society!” These precepts mean nothing without the production
of an appropriate space – Henri Lefebvre
Organized domination, which calls for continuous administration, requires that human
conduct be conditioned to obedience towards those masters who claim to be the bearers
of legitimate power – Max Weber

The Second Indochina War was in many ways a struggle to control space and the
environment. The war in the villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam was part of a
political and military contest whose origins lay in the desire to construct a “modern”
nation state. As such, it was a product of what political scientist James Scott has called
“high modernism” or “high modernist ideology” – an aspiration held by many nations
over the past century-and-a-half to pursue “the administrative ordering of nature and
society” vis-à-vis “sweeping, rational engineering of all aspects of social life.” As Scott
points out, the impulse that drove high modernism (one found in virtually all modern
examples of large-scale social engineering) was a desire to reorder society in ways that
would improve the human condition. High modernist ideology was initially a product of
the centralized bureaucratic state. Over time, it was adopted by leftist revolutionaries. By
the early twentieth century, it had become central to the utopian visions of socialist
138

regimes throughout the world. Fueled by millennial expectations and the desire to
radically reorder the existing social and political order, national revolutions such as those
in China and Russia implemented high-modernism and its blend of authoritarianism and
centralized state planning.232 These forces and impulses were also at work in Southeast
Asia. The revolutionary civil war in Vietnam, aside from the will to power, was rooted in
the desire to sweep away the detriments of the country’s colonial past and create a more
socially just and equitable society. To do so, the contestants relied upon two primary
mechanisms. One was the use of violence and coercion to seize political power. The
other, which is the focus of this chapter, was social engineering and an administrative
ordering of space and the environment to remake society and create a happy and
prosperous new life for the Vietnamese people.
Space has traditionally been understood as “the physical realm in which all
material objects are located and all events occur.”233 Our conventional understandings
and conceptions of the natural world, however, have been confronted and modified over
the years. In his work The Production of Space, sociologist Henri Lefebvre challenged
the traditional conception of space and the environment, arguing that they are far more
than just physical phenomena defined by the absolute materialism of Cartesian geography
and the scientifically quantifiable and measureable world we inhabit. They are, in his
estimation, both an absolute (physical or real) and a relative (ideational or imagined)
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construct that is constituted and given meaning through human agency.234 “It is known,”
he stated, “that the natural environment also is created, molded and transformed, that it is
to a large degree a product of man’s activities, that the face of the earth (in other words,
the landscape) is a human product.”235 Lefebvre has shown that space is not merely a
scientific object that serves as backdrop to human action. Rather, it is often a manmade
construction that is designed, fabricated, given purpose, and assigned meaning through
social activity.236 “We have moved from the production of things in space,” he famously
wrote, “to the production of space itself.”237 For Lefebvre, the human environment is both
a mental and a material construct, an absolute and relative creation that “owes as much to
the conceptual realms as to material activities.”238
Besides revealing the ideational dimension of space, Lefebvre and others have
shown that space is not divorced from politics or ideology but is in fact a political and
ideological construct. All human activity occurs in the physical world and within a spatial
context. States and interest groups within the state create, appropriate, and structure the
environment for political purposes. The physical world, therefore, does not merely exist,
but is produced by humans for social purposes. Moreover, it is invested with political
meaning and value. “There is a politics of space,” Lefebvre once wrote, “because space is
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political.”239 Space and manmade environments are also essential to upholding social and
political power. For example, Michele Foucault’s classic study on the birth and
development of the modern prison system, Discipline and Punish, illustrates that physical
and ideational space can be created and ordered as a method of social control and an
exercise in authority.240 “Space is fundamental to any exercise of power,” Foucault once
claimed.241 Lefebvre agreed with this conception, arguing that space is often “a means of
control, and hence of domination, of power.”242 Political power, then, in the eyes of these
and others, could only be actualized and transformed from a latent to an active state
through the “construction of human geographies and the social production of space.”243
Spaces that have been produced vis-à-vis social and political processes are not
only highly ideational, they are highly competitive. Geographer Robert Sack has shown
that conflicts over the ownership and control of territory are commonplace. They occur
when individuals and groups work to “affect, influence, or control people, phenomena,
and relationships by delimiting and asserting control over a geographic area.”244 This is
known as territoriality. According to one source, territory, at its most fundamental level,
is a spatial expression of power; a claim to political sovereignty over a particular

239

Lefebvre, “Reflections,” 33.

240

Michele Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage, 2005),

231-56.
241

Foucault, “Space, Knowledge, and Power,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New
York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 252.
242

Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 26.

243

Allen Pred, Making Histories and Constructing Human Geographies: The Local
Transformation of Practice, Power Relations, and Consciousness (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990), 5.
244

Robert Sack, Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1986), 19.

141

space.245 Social and political space, noted another authority, is “the product of competing
ideas.”246 Competition over space inevitably leads to conflict; and conflict frequently
leads to violent struggle, armed conflict, and war. “The problem of war,” stated one
military officer, “is rooted in geography because military conflict is primarily undertaken
to gain control of land and influence people.”247 Geographer Colin Flint has argued that
political geographies “shape and are shaped by the many processes of war and peace.”
Geography and war, he claims, “are the products of human activity; war creates
geographies of borders, states, empires, and so on, and in turn these geographic entities
are the terrain over which peace is maintained or new wars are justified.”248 As these
descriptions illustrates, space is often produced through human action and imbued with
meaning. Moreover, once it is made it becomes an object of power and is therefore
coveted by political actors who seek to control it. Space is and has been contested, often
violently, throughout history as a result of social and political differences over its design
and purpose. Such was the case in South Vietnam.
The Struggle to Define South Vietnamese Society
During the Second Indochina War, the significance of space and the civilian
environment transcended mere military matters. To both contestants, the countryside was
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also a laboratory for social and political revolution, both communist and non-communist.
The war in South Vietnam was indeed, as Neil Jamieson had argued, a product of
“competing and incompatible visions.”249 Vietnam scholar John McAlister reached a
similar conclusion. “The revolutionary struggle in Vietnam,” he wrote in 1970, “is a
conflict between two modern cultures created by antagonists who still share an old
culture in common.”
Both sides in the struggle want the same thing: a new Vietnam that is
united, independent of foreign involvement, and modern in its economy
and society. The differences between them over how to achieve this new
Vietnam are not, however, merely political in the sense of being a
disagreement over short-run strategies and priorities. These differences are
much more profound. They are cultural, which is to say that they are based
on sharply contrasting conceptions of the way a modern society ought to
be organized. They clash over opposing ideas about social status and
social cohesion, over what a man’s place in society should be and what
values should link him to other men.250
The immense human and material abundance of South Vietnam’s densely populated rural
areas made them the center of this struggle. The contested areas of the countryside, the
villages and hamlets in which both sides fought to seize control of the civilian
environment, were the primary site of spatial conflict. “The true battleground in the
‘other war,’” Vietnam scholar Douglas Pike claimed, “is the so-called contested village,
with its struggle for power between the communists and the government, between the two
contending programs resting on two separate bases.”251 To the contestants, the
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countryside was the key to attaining political power in South Vietnam and maintaining it
in the long run. As previously stated, the control war was a struggle for political
domination at the local level – a contest to amass power by controlling manpower,
combat support, supplies, and intelligence in rural areas while denying these assets to the
enemy. Despite its material importance, however, the civilian environment was more than
a means of marshaling resources and a place where population and territory, physical and
human geography, merged; it was also the medium through which the communists and
the RVN wrestled for ascendancy and worked to build a unified, independent, and
modern state.
In the countryside, the initial task of the National Liberation Front and the RVN
was to gain control of an area through political and / or military means. Once in power,
each side then worked toward establishing “state” administrative functions in order to
actualize their ideological blueprints for society. This meant putting into place a host of
social, political, and economic programs and policies that reflected their respective
national and political weltanschauung. Occupied areas were in essence testing grounds
for the respective ideologies of each contestant. As such, they were fashioned in ways
that revealed divergent conceptions of how the communists and the RVN believed
society should be organized. For Hanoi and the National Liberation Front, the endgame
in Vietnam was a modern state founded on national unification and socialism. For the
RVN and its allies, a modern Vietnam meant a prosperous, independent, non-communist
nation resting on democratic free-market principles and aligned with the West. One
observer noted that in their attempts to win political legitimacy and a monopoly in
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holding power at the local level, both sides had modified the social and political structure
of South Vietnam “to conform to a new concept of political community – a change in the
way who gets what, when, and how.”252 There is a great deal of truth in this statement.
Occupation and administration of the civilian environment was more than a military
expedient; it was an exercise in political power and a vehicle for putting ideology into
practice.
The war in South Vietnam demonstrated that establishing sovereignty over the
physical world was an indispensable precursor to the acquisition and development of
political power. Mobilizing the masses politically; procuring the necessary manpower
and material for waging war; justifying the right to rule; demonstrating institutional or
organizational viability; and establishing a particular social, political, and economic order
all require space. Political movements and ideologies, like all spiritual endeavors, must
create and maintain proprietary space if they are to be actualized and transcend the purely
theoretical or the abstract. According to Lefebvre, any social or political movement that
claimed or aspired to be “real” but failed to produce space of its own would “be a strange
entity, a very peculiar kind of abstraction unable to escape from the ideological . . . realm.
It would fall to the level of folklore and sooner or later disappear altogether.”253
Revolutions that do not produce their own space, he continued, fail because they do not
change “life itself.” Instead, they merely alter existing “ideological superstructures,
institutions, or political apparatuses.” In order for political and social movements to be
truly revolutionary, Lefebvre argued, they must have a fundamental impact “on daily life,
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on language, and on space.” Without the production of “an appropriate space,”
revolutionary causes and their social and political precepts for fundamentally
transforming society mean nothing.254
Lefebvre was correct; in Southeast Asia, the communists and the RVN needed to
create and maintain some tangible evidence of their power and authority if they were to
gain recognition, win popular support, and advance their respective revolutions. Physical
and ideational space, aside from the material and strategic benefits it offered, was
indispensable to both sides because it helped sustain “the cause” on both a physical and a
metaphysical level. For Hanoi and the NLF, “liberated” villages and hamlets and other
areas proved to their enemies, the people of South Vietnam, and allies and adversaries
around the world that the communist revolution was a genuine and, more importantly,
viable social and political movement. The ability to produce and maintain a communist
anti-state within the national territory of the RVN concretely demonstrated the strength
and vitality of the communist revolution and conversely, the weakness and
ineffectiveness of the RVN to control its territory and protect its population. Physical and
ideational space was equally critical to the RVN. For Saigon, the ability to maintain
control over the environment was directly tied to issues of national sovereignty and
political legitimacy. Saigon knew that a failure to control the national territory or defend
the country against enemy infiltration and attack would clearly undermine both its
credibility and its claim to power over the people and territory of South Vietnam. The
ability to establish de facto dominion over the civilian environment was an existential
need for both the RVN and the communist insurgency. Claims to power were founded on
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the ability to control and administer space and the environment. “Political power is a
fundamental matter of the revolution,” one Vietnamese commentator wrote. “Under any
regime political power is by nature a tool . . . to organize and build a new society.”255 As
we will see, efforts to control territory and fashion the physical and the abstract world in
ways that would advance social, political, and ideological aims was a central feature of
the war and the driving force behind communist revolutionary warfare and the
pacification program. Within the context of revolutionary civil war and politico-military
struggle at the village, hamlet, and district level, the National Liberation Front and the
RVN each fashioned and developed an appropriate political space in accordance with
their own design for a new Vietnam.

NLF Governance and Administration: The “Liberated Area”
In 1970, the General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party
of Vietnam penned an essay in which he discussed the Party’s long-term vision for
Vietnam. Among its many points, its author, Le Duan, pointed out that the fundamental
problem facing the Vietnamese revolution – a problem, he argued, that virtually all social
and political revolutions faced – was that of maintaining political power once it had been
achieved. “The successful seizure of power,” he wrote, “does not mean an end to the
revolution, but only the beginning.”
Without toppling the ruling class’ power and establishing proletarian
dictatorship, the proletariat cannot advance the class struggle toward full
victory, that is, toward successfully eliminating not only the exploiting
classes, but also the root causes of exploitation; eliminating not only the
state of mutual class opposition, but also every class difference;
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eliminating the causes of poverty and misery; and building the most
plentiful and happiest life for the people. In short, the proletariat will
advance toward successfully building a completely new society –
communist, classless society in which everyone leads a materially
plentiful and morally rich life.256
As we can see, the vision put forth by Le Duan and the Vietnamese communists was one
of total societal transformation. Seizing political power in South Vietnam and defeating
the “puppet” regime in Saigon, he reasoned, would not be the culmination of the
revolution. Rather, it would merely be the first step in a larger process of constructing a
socialist utopia. This mixture of authoritarianism and the administrative ordering of
society was an exposition on high modernist ideology. The ultimate objective for the
communist revolution was not simply to force the Americans out of Vietnam and crush
the RVN, but to sweep away the final remnants of the country’s colonial past by
establishing a new social and political order based on social justice and economic
equality. “In this society,” trumpeted the People’s Revolutionary Party, “class
discrimination, differences between the rich and the poor, and exploitation of man by
man will no longer exist. Everyone will be civilized and progressive . . . everyone will
live in complete freedom, equality, love, and happiness.”257
Hanoi and NLF leadership knew that in order to seize political power and bring
the communist revolution to fruition, they needed to do more than disintegrate RVN
influence and control in rural areas vis-à-vis combat actions, terrorism, and other
subversive activity. They also needed to implement a program of positive measures; a
comprehensive system of governance and administration that could be used to control the
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rural population and win their support. As a number of scholars had indicated at the time,
this was something that fundamentally set revolutionary warfare apart from guerrilla war
and other forms of rebellion.258 The latter, they argued, pursued political goals
exclusively through negative means – i.e. violence and ruin. Revolution, meanwhile,
paired negative measures (armed force and coercion) with positive political content and
constructive methods meant to improve the daily lives of the people living under
communist control. According to one specialist, “A revolutionary war has a sharply
defined, predetermined political goal, simultaneously constructive and destructive. Such a
war seeks the utter destruction of the existing governmental system, administrative
system, and above all, the social and economic structure of the society in which it is
conducted, but it is not simply a negative phenomenon. It concurrently provides the
citizenry with an alternative.”259 The communists themselves made this claim. “Socialist
revolution,” Le Duan proclaimed in 1970, “is the most thorough revolution in human
society. It is not limited only to destroying the old order, but also is the enterprise of
organizing and building a new society in every complicated aspect of life.”260 This, in
essence, was the fundamental purpose of the communist insurgent anti-state – to provide
the people of South Vietnam a political alternative to the RVN and develop an innovative
socioeconomic structure that would abolish the existing society and build a new one. The
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goal, therefore, was to develop an alternate governing / administrative apparatus in rural
areas, one that would expand and eventually supplant the government’s existing political
infrastructure.
Liberated areas were, first and foremost, a means of supporting the battlefield.
Their full significance in the eyes of communist revolutionaries, however, went far
beyond militarily expediency. “The liberated areas are not only firm guerrilla bases,” Vo
Nguyen Giap wrote in 1965, “but . . . shining models of a new life, of a new regime.”261
According to another Party member, liberated areas were vital to the revolution not only
because they helped build “a firm and strong military position” in South Vietnam, but
because they created territory where “increased construction in the political, economic,
and cultural fields” could take place. This construction, they continued, was a necessary
step in fulfilling the revolution’s long-term goals.262 Field work conducted by the RAND
Corporation along with extended interviews with communist defectors and prisoners of
war corroborated communist intentions. “The Viet Cong treated villages under their
complete or partial control primarily as sources of manpower, rice, and money with
which to carry on the war,” observed intelligence analyst W. P. Davison. “In addition,
they saw control of villages as an opportunity to create a new kind of society in South
Vietnam.”263 The new society the Vietnamese communists envisioned and hoped to put
into practice within the villages and hamlets they controlled was, in the words of one
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editorialist, “a genuinely revolutionary regime . . . a regime of freedom, independence,
and true democracy.”264
As a mechanism for implementing high modernist ideology, liberated areas were
seen as places where deep and significant social change could take place. “We are
building socialism,” declared one source.265 Giap supported this view. According to the
North Vietnamese general, areas controlled by the communists allowed the people of
South Vietnam to “build their lives along progressive lines.”266 Another newspaper
editorial declared “in the liberated areas of South Vietnam, colonialist and feudal
exploitation has . . . been done away with. Our people, with workers and collective
farmers . . . have become the masters of the society and of their own destinies.”267 In the
eyes of Communist leaders and the rank-and-file, the practical application of socialism
transformed liberated areas into proverbial cities on a hill. One editorial proclaimed “In
the liberated zone . . . the program of the National Liberation Front has been put into
effect. There the dreams of every South Vietnamese patriot have come true.”268 Liberated
areas were considered idyllic not only because they “built socialism” by putting
principles into practice, but because many believed they dissolved, through land
redistribution and the overthrow of the landlord class, the “colonial yoke” that had hung
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like a millstone around the neck of the Vietnamese people for centuries. Moreover, they
were seen as a means to create an environment that was free from the corrosive social and
cultural influences of the Saigon regime and its American ally. “The cadres, combatants,
and compatriots in the newly liberated areas,” declared one source, “have also striven to
comprehensively build a new life, have wiped out step by step the U.S. puppets’
depraved and wicked cultural remains, have opened . . . general education schools and
advances cultural classes and tried every means to popularize the revolutionary and
national culture . . . to overcome all social vices left by the enemy.” 269
To many of the faithful, liberated areas offered a preview of what life would be
like under communist rule once Hanoi and the NLF were victorious. “The liberated
areas,” Giap boasted in 1965, “are precisely the first pictures of free and independent
South Vietnam in the future; they will certainly be expanded and consolidated and will
become the regions in which the future regime of the South will be applied after victory
of the liberation war.”270 According to another source, “the birth of a people’s
revolutionary power in the liberated regions foreshadows a future national union and
democratic power for the whole of South Vietnam.”271 The DRV’s state-run media, the
Vietnam News Agency, made a similar proclamation in 1973. “A new life is
blossoming,” it declared, “and confidence in the future and the new regime is seen on
everybody’s face.”272 Liberated areas were also intended to serve as a beacon to those
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Vietnamese living under RVN control. It was hoped that “patriotic” elements living in
government-controlled areas would be inspired to rise up against their neocolonial
oppressors and seize power. “After building a sound and happy new life, the newly
liberated areas will set a living example that urge people living in disputed areas and in
areas still under the enemy’s temporary control to extend their hearts to the revolution, to
enthusiastically step up their resolute struggle against the U.S.-puppets and to arise to
regain their mastership right.”273
Specific plans and policies for constructing a socialist utopia and building “a
sound and happy new life” for the people of South Vietnam were laid out in numerous
communist doctrines and manifestos. The 1960 and 1967 political programs drafted by
the National Liberation Front, for example, are excellent examples of high-modernist
planning and centralized authoritarian social engineering. Both were comprehensive
statements that contained specific tasks and objectives for remolding South Vietnamese
society along socialist lines; both were essentially formulas for achieving what was called
“national salvation.” The program laid out by the Front in 1960 contained a 10-point
“policy for action.” This was later revised and expanded to thirteen points in 1967.
Nonetheless, the two programs were essentially the same; and together they represented a
comprehensive statement of the Front’s social and political objectives as well as its
ostensible plans for the future.274 “The people of South Vietnam are determined to defeat
the U.S. aggressors and their lackeys,” stated the 1967 program, “and to devote their
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might and main to build a political system that guarantees the independence and
sovereignty of the nation and the freedom and happiness of the people, to heal the
wounds of war, to liquidate the social evils left over by the U.S. puppet regime, to restore
moral life and build an independent, democratic, peaceful, neutral, and prosperous South
Vietnam.”275 Among the program’s social and political policies were those meant to
achieve a democratically elected “progressive” government; an independent and selfsupporting economy that improved rural living conditions; land reform and national
collectivization; a program for cultural and educational improvement; better public
health; guaranteed rights for workers, laborers, and civil servants; social relief for war
victims; and social equality between the sexes and for ethnic minorities living in
Vietnam.

When paired with military initiatives geared towards strengthening the

People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF), liberating the people from government
control, and defending the fatherland, these programs were intended to build an
administrative apparatus at the local level that would displace RVN control, advance the
revolution, and support the resistance war against the RVN and the United States.276
Within liberated villages and hamlets, Party members and political cadre
implemented the plans and policies laid out in the 1960 and 1967 political programs.
These programs provided manpower and material support for the battlefield, facilitated
agricultural production and community development, and put into place a system that
promoted a new and democratic “people’s” regime. “Our responsibility in the liberated
area,” read one communist proclamation, “is to gather the people and rule them; to
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strengthen them politically, militarily, economically, socially, and culturally; to establish
order and security; to improve the people’ morality and material living conditions; to
intensify the struggle against the enemy . . . to mobilize manpower and resources so as to
develop the revolutionary forces . . . and lay the foundations for a new political
system.”277 Other activities established order and security, promoted the general welfare,
and stimulated economic and social justice in the form of collectivism and socialist
competition.278 Land reform, political indoctrination, educational and cultural programs,
and the assemblage of revolutionary groups, particularly farmers, women’s, and youth
organizations, were also implemented in an attempt to “enmesh” the citizenry within the
NLF’s administrative structure and grow the revolution’s political base by closely tying
the rural population to the communist cause.279 These activities permitted the revolution
to penetrate into every aspect of rural life – social, political, economic, and cultural. As
one scholar observed in 1968, liberated areas created an “artificial milieu” in areas of
South Vietnam, one that allowed the unfettered pursuit of collectivism and other socialist
practices because it was “free of undesired external influences.” Within these controlled
and highly-regulated environments, he argued, elements of the population were being
“retrained and reoriented, ahead of time, for life in the totalitarian state that will function
nationally upon successful consummation of the insurgency.”280 Ultimately, liberated
areas were seen as a place not only where the revolution was protected and its military
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and political base strengthened, but where the theoretical tenets of Marxism-Leninism
were reified.
Despite lofty claims of happiness and a shiny new world however, the reality of
daily life in liberated areas was quite different. To begin, there was no direct correlation
between areas controlled by the NLF and popular support. Although backing for the
Front and its system of progressive programs was robust in many of the villages and
hamlets it controlled, in many others it was muted or nonexistent. The appeal of the NLF
and its programs tended to be high in areas that had a long history of revolutionary
activity or in areas that lacked unifying social or political institutions. Conversely,
popular support for the Front and its efforts was often subdued in areas that were
dominated by powerful self-identified social groups that had historically opposed the
social and political intrusiveness of the communist revolution. Such areas were found in
portions of the Central Highlands, home of the Montagnard people, and in some areas of
the Mekong Delta, primarily in those that contained large numbers of people from the
Cao Dai and Hoa Hao religious sects. According to one report, the success or failure of
the Front’s appeal in rural areas was often dependent upon the presence or absence of
“grass roots” organizations at the local level, particularly religious groups. Communist
insurgents and their social policies tended to enjoy higher levels of genuine popular
support in areas that lacked popular organizations and strong identity groups outside of
the family or the village administration. Such was the case in villages and hamlets that
were predominantly Buddhist. On the other hand, the Front and its programs were not
well received in areas with social organizations that generated strong communal
identities, especially those villages and hamlets that were dominated by Catholics, Cao
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Dai, or Hoa Hao. Unlike Buddhism, membership in these groups served as a prophylaxis
against the Front’s hegemonic platform.281 “The appeal of [communist] revolutionaries,”
Samuel Huntington asserted in 1968, “depends not on economic deprivation but on
political deprivation, that is, on the absence of an effective structure of authority. Where
the latter exists, even though it be quite hierarchical and undemocratic, the Viet Cong
make little progress.”282 Interviews with communist defectors and prisoners of war
revealed a different impetus than that proposed by Huntington. Class differences, they
argued, did in fact shape popular allegiance within liberated areas. The landless and poor
tended to favor the Front and its redistributive programs and policies. “Rich” landowners
and farmers, meanwhile, rejected the confiscation and redistribution of their land.283
Regardless of the level of popular support or local receptivity to NLF social
engineering in communist-controlled villages and hamlets, life in liberated areas was hard
on those South Vietnamese subject to Front domination. Once the Front had gained
control over a village or hamlet they regulated virtually all aspects of the residents’ lives.
Fortifications were constructed and “combat hamlets” established; local guerrilla forces
were organized; men were recruited or drafted into the PLAF; government officials and
other “collaborators” were removed or executed; government papers and identification
cards were destroyed; movement to and from liberated areas was strictly monitored;
news media and other information was censored and controlled; agricultural and other
labor was appropriated for the revolution; and individuals were pressured to join various
281
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Front organizations.284 According to RAND analyst David Elliott, Front programs were
executed in a “blunt and uncompromising” manner within liberated areas because the
population living there was assumed to be more “enlightened” than those living in
government-controlled villages and hamlets. Testimony from former Front members
corroborated this claim. As indicated by a number of NLF defectors, the Vietnamese
communists demanded unchallenged obedience and total mobilization of the population
for the military mission in areas under their control. “The people had to put up with us,”
one declared. “They were told to help the Revolution. They had no choice . . . they had to
please us in order to avoid trouble.”285 According to another source, “The people do not
like heavy . . . taxes and having their sons drafted. . . . If the Front wants to win it has to
stop oppressing the people.”286 In 1972, refugees who had left Front-controlled areas in
Kontum Province had reported harsh treatment at the hands of the communist
“government” that had been installed in their village. “Property belonging to people who
had fled was confiscated, their houses were destroyed or dismantled, and their oxen and
buffalos were slaughtered,” read an allied report on the incident. “The people who
remained lost a substantial portion of their rice, money, and personal property. The VC
distributed some food – one or two pieces of manioc per day and enough rice for one
meal every two days – but the refugees reported being hungry most of the time. The VC
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also forced the villagers to increase their food production and to carry supplies form the
villages into the mountains.”287
People living in liberated areas were called upon to pay taxes, supply labor, and
provide manpower for the PLAF. Men of military age were simply drafted into armed
service. For those unable to serve and for the rest of the population, there were other
ways to contribute to the war effort. For instance, few individuals and families who
remained in liberated areas escaped paying taxes. Overall, the tax rates levied in
communist-controlled areas were progressive. In poorer areas, where the people were
unable to pay in money or rice, the Party allowed individuals, families, and groups to
provide labor or agricultural production instead. Nonetheless, revenue collection was
immensely burdensome on the rural population and many peasants attempted to avoid
paying as a result. When tax collection became difficult for the Front, Party cadre
resorted to threats and intimidation in order to secure money and rice. In response, many
peasants either fled the area or reduced their economic production. People living in
liberated areas were also expected to provide labor for Front activities. One former
resident remarked bitterly that “everyone worked for the Front.” Individuals who did not
carry arms and fight as hamlet, village, or district guerrillas or in local or main force units
were required to perform some type of work. Non-combat obligations included providing
support for local guerrillas; transporting food, ammunition, and other supplies to fighting
units; removing dead and wounded from the battlefield; and other laborious tasks such as
constructing fortifications, digging trenches, and building booby traps. Hamlet residents

287

Pacification Studies Group, Evaluation Report, “VC/NVA Governments in ‘Liberated’ Areas,
Quang Tri, Binh Long, Kontum, and Binh Dinh Provinces,” 22 September 1972, p. 6, RG 472 / A1 462 /
Box 41 / Folder: 1601-10A /Evaluation: VC/NVA Governments in Liberated Areas, NARA II.

159

that were too old or weak to perform hard labor were assigned some type of duty. The
elderly, women, and children were regularly recruited by the NLF to sharpen spikes and
prepare local hamlet defenses.288
Another source of hardship for people living in communist-controlled areas was
the Front’s use of manipulation and coercion to keep local populations in line. Such
methods were meant to modify thought and action. According to one report, the Front
worked to secure “total control” over the thinking and behavior of the local population
once dominance had been established over an area. To do so, they put in place a program
that involved three primary mechanisms: a vigorous propaganda campaign to motivate
the people; an elaborate set of population and security control measures to prevent
subversion and dissidence; and a wide range of punishments for those who “strayed from
the prescribed path.”289 NLF heavy-handedness naturally alienated segments of the
population. “They said the Front worked for the people, but in reality the Front only
worked for the Party, without ever thinking of the people,” one peasant noted bitterly.
“They talked of freedom, but they deprived them of all freedom; those who didn’t obey
them were threatened, maltreated, and murdered.”290
Propaganda, which included both mass media and face-to-face dissemination (the
latter was the preferred method of NLF cadres), was meant to politically indoctrinate the
population and secure their support for the revolution. Measures to stifle rumor, limit the
people’s exposure to allied propaganda, and mitigate the inflow of outside information
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were also undertaken. In order to prevent the transmittal of “non-approved” messages
from person to person, the Front forbid large gatherings and meetings they did not
control. More importantly, they deliberately created an atmosphere of fear and distrust in
order to make the population fearful of expressing any thoughts or ideas that might
incriminate them. Information gathered by the RAND Corporation indicates that
communist efforts to control interpersonal communication were effective within areas
they controlled. “No one dared make known his feelings,” noted one villager. “We never
trusted each other,” stated another. On one hand, restricting free communication was
advantageous because it contained information from without liberated areas and blunted
dissonance within. There was a price to be paid, however. The climate of fear and
suspicion fostered by Front actions prevented the communists from knowing what the
population under their control was thinking or feeling. Although Hanoi and the NLF
could (and did) boast of widespread support for the revolution in communist-controlled
areas among the peasantry, the reality was that Party members – much like RVN officials
– never knew what truly lay in the hearts and minds of their constituency.291
Population control measures included stringent travel restrictions for residents and
close surveillance of the population. The former was meant to limit economic interaction
with or migration to government-controlled areas. The latter was a problem that grew
progressively worse for the Front as the war continued. Much like efforts to control the
spread of information, travel restrictions relied in part on physical restrictions but more so
on fear. As noted by a number of former Front members, many individuals living in
liberated areas eschewed travelling to visit relatives or conducting business in
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government-controlled areas because they were afraid of being accused of espionage and
arrested. Others avoided these activities because they feared that their family members
would be arrested or their property confiscated. Strenuous efforts were made to restrict
the movement of the local population even as they attempted to flee liberated areas in
order to escape allied bombing and shelling. In these instances the population was
prevented from leaving and urged to build bunkers and other defensive fortifications in
order to minimize the risk posed by allied bombardment. As coercive as severe travel
restrictions were on those residing in Front-controlled areas, the reason behind them was
understandable. The communists were well aware that every person lost to Saigon’s
control tipped the balance of forces in the enemy’s favor by denying them the manpower
and resources needed to sustain the revolution and maintain the resistance war against the
RVN and the United States.292
Surveillance of the local population was yet another means of population control.
According to reports, villagers living in Front-controlled areas believed that they were
being constantly watched and that secret agents were everywhere. Although actual
surveillance may not have been as widespread or ubiquitous as many believed, there is
evidence that the Front kept secret intelligence networks and planted agents known as
“backbone cadres” who remained permanently underground once they took formal
control of an area for the purpose of monitoring the local population. According to one
former Front member, these backbone cadres “mingled with the people and lived like one
of them. Their job was to investigate other cadres. They watched for . . . ideological
deviation or any pro-government thoughts. We didn’t know who these security agents
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were or who was under investigation.” Another technique for monitoring the population
involved calling each villager to the security office and then giving them instructions on
how to observe and report on his neighbors. “The Front has urged families to watch one
another,” noted one villager. Known as “each one watches the others,” the program
gathered information from villagers and then generated reports that were sent up the
chain of command.293
A wide range of punitive sanctions were used in Front-controlled areas to police
the population and effectively governor villages and hamlets under communist
domination. Communist “repression” was a means to consolidate communist control
within liberated areas by regulating or eliminating “undesirable” or wayward citizens.
Repression ranged from mild to severe and involved both collective action (measures
taken by the community) and individual action (measures taken by cadre or Party
members). Mild pressures and punishments included admonition by Party cadre,
additional labor assignments, house arrest, restricted movement within the village, and
confiscated property. Fairly severe actions included arrest, public criticism, forced
enrollment in “reeducation” courses and “thought reform” camps, and compulsory
participation in “reduction of prestige” sessions, which were public demonstrations in
which the accused was forced to publicly denounce his or her “crimes” against the
revolution and beg for forgiveness in front of the entire village. Severe punishments
usually involved execution.294 “Death was, of course, the most severe form of
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punishment,” stated one source, “and the threat of death the most extreme kind of
pressure.”295 According to one expert, a mixture of the above techniques more than likely
produced the best results. “The combination of apparent leniency and arbitrary severity,”
it stated, “probably made the Front’s task of ensuring both acquiescence and active
cooperation much simpler.” Anyone living in liberated areas could be accused of crimes
against the revolution. Therefore, the best way to avoid such accusations was to
outwardly lead the type of exemplary life that the Front expected. When RVN officials or
allied military forces were in an area, villagers did their best not to do anything that
would give Front members away to the enemy. This way they would avoid suspicion and
punishment. As the war ground on, a great many people fled liberated areas for RVNcontrolled villages and hamlets; many others remained. Those who did stay, however, did
not necessarily do so because they believed in the revolution or supported the insurgency.
As pointed out by one analyst, many people chose to remain in communist-controlled
areas because the controls put in place by the Front were too tight; because many were
unwilling to leave their relatives, their property and the graves of their ancestors; or
because they feared what the government may do to them more than the penalties of the
Front. For those that stayed, the most common defense against possible incrimination and
punishment was compliance and passivity. 296
Finally, villages and hamlets under communist control were often unhappy places
because they were subject to fierce attack by allied forces, particularly air and artillery
bombardment. Those found in remote areas were also subject to harassment and
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interdiction fire, a method of unobserved artillery fire that targeted known communist
positions. Quantitative analysis has shown that communist-controlled villages and
hamlets were frequently exposed to intense allied bombardment during the war, far
outstripping those that were either contested or under government control.297 Qualitative
studies revealed the harsh nature of the war on the civilian population living within Frontcontrolled areas. “Bombing and artillery attacks only caused losses to the people,” one
NLF defector told an American interrogator. “The victims were the villagers. We never
lived in one place, but we moved around all the time. The villagers had to live in their
houses, they didn’t move around like we used to, therefore they were the ones to get
hit.”298 Another claimed villagers living in liberated areas “feared sweep operations
conducted by the American troops or ARVN forces. If there were any engagements in the
hamlets, the people would suffer casualties and death. So, certainly they were sad rather
than happy.”299 The allied bombardment of communist-controlled villages and hamlets
and the detrimental impact it had on the local populations living in communist areas will
be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. For now it is only necessary to illustrate how
the war itself undermined the purported cheerful conditions that existed within liberated
areas. The intensity of the war in the countryside and the prevalent use of artillery and air
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strikes against communist dominated villages and hamlets by allied forces, needless to
say, made life in these places much less “happy” than advertised.
Despite the many hardships just described, a portion of the peasant population
remained committed to the revolution and its promise of a brave new world. Although
peasant dissatisfaction with the Front and population flight to RVN-controlled territory
had increased over time, particularly after the 1968 Tet Offensive when the intensity of
the war in the countryside had reached unprecedented levels and the labor and tax
policies within liberated areas had become increasingly harsh, many people remained
loyal to the Front and committed to the utopian vision advanced by the communist
revolution. National pride and a firm belief in the possibilities of social justice, economic
equality, land distribution, and upward social mobility continued to exert a powerful hold
on the imaginations and yearnings of the faithful.300 Overall, public attitudes varied
sharply within liberated areas. Some people were pro-revolution while others were not.
The great majority, however, ranged somewhere in between these positions. Neutrality
and a “wait and see” attitude tended to dominate public attitudes, both in liberated areas
and in those villages and hamlets that were still contested or under government control.
Years of unfulfilled promises and sustained bloodletting had convinced most peasants,
regardless of location, to withhold their actual preferences and to go along with whatever
side was in control. “The Vietnamese peasant has always been quick to sense from which
quarter the wind is blowing,” noted one American newspaper, “and they will make their
own arrangements with the new rulers.”301 Still, given the insurgency’s ability to hang on
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under the combined RVN-U.S. onslaught it was obvious that a substantial number of
people were actively and voluntarily supporting the Front. This seems to indicate that
there were still many who firmly believed in the revolution and its assurances of a bright
future. One RAND analyst reflected that while there had not always been “ideal
harmony” between the communists and the people of South Vietnam, there was enough
good will to provide (a la Mao) the insurgent “fish” with the “water” he needed to sustain
the struggle against the RVN and its American ally. “The strains and stresses cause by the
protraction of the war,” he wrote in 1970, “were . . . caused by measures the [Front] had
been forced to take that were, to some extent, against his principles; he had to tax more
heavily than he wanted to in accordance with his desire to win the friendship of the
people; he had to recruit to a greater extent; and his presence had drawn artillery and air
bombardment. Nevertheless, the relationship between the fighting forces and the local
population in the past was identified as one of the pillars in the cohesion the forces not
only enjoyed, but appeared assured of for future operations.”302
RVN Governance and Administration: The “Pacified” Area
The revolution that was espoused by the RVN and the United States was no less
radical or transformative than that of its adversary. Pacification, much like communist
revolutionary warfare, was meant to create a new and modern society in South Vietnam.
In the eyes of allied officials, the war for the countryside transcended the fight against
communist invasion, subversion, and terrorism; to them it was “nothing less than a social
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revolution to transform South Vietnam into a unified, democratic, viable nation.”303 The
Revolutionary Development Council argued “If the peace is to be won, a true social
revolution must grow from the rice roots so the people themselves can keep their homes
permanently secure . . . direct their own affairs through their own elected leaders . . . eat
more and better food and generally live better lives . . . and educate their children as
citizens of a developing democracy.”304 U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson expressed
similar sentiments. “They fight for dreams beyond the din of battle,” he stated, “the
dream of security in their village, a teacher for their children, food for their bodies,
medicine for their sick, the right to worship in the way they choose. They fight for the
essential rights of human existence, and only the callous or timid can ignore their
cause.”305 In February 1966, a conference was held in Honolulu between high-ranking
officials from the RVN and the United States, including Prime Minister Nguyen Cao Ky
and President Johnson. The purpose of the meeting was to re-emphasize the allies’
commitment to pacification and nation building in South Vietnam at a time of intensified
violence, increased American intervention, and heightened skepticism concerning the
allied war effort. During and after the conference, the two nations issued numerous
declarations that listed the purposes of both governments in the current struggle as well as
their visions for a new Vietnam. In addition to citing means and ends, these
proclamations revealed the utopian aspirations and messianic impulses behind the
pacification program.
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Much like Le Duan’s 1970 essay, many of the pronouncements made by Saigon
officials vis-à-vis pacification and the Honolulu Conference were models of high
modernist ideology. “We are a government – indeed a generation – of revolutionary
transformation,” an RVN declaration exclaimed. “We are determined to the eradication
of social injustice among our people. We must bring about a true social revolution and
construct a modern society in which every man can know that he has a future; that he has
respect and dignity; that he has the opportunity for himself and for his children to live in
an environment where . . . opportunities exist for the full expression of his talents and
hopes.”306 A 1966 handbook for RD Cadre stated “We are determined to carry out a
social revolution in the countryside.” Such a revolution, it continued would abolish “the
present miserable life of our compatriots” and create a society that was new and
improved. “The present life of our countrymen . . . is one where mourning, hatred,
injustice prevails . . . . It is also a life where men live miserably in constant separation,
hunger, illness, and ignorance. This life should be abolished! To substitute for it, a new
life must be built! The new life is one of security, freedom, democracy and justice, and . .
. happiness!”307 Prime Minister Ky and others claimed that one of the fundamental
purposes of social revolution in South Vietnam was to “build a true democracy for our
land and out people” and to imbue in the people “a sense of national unity” and “a
stronger commitment to civic responsibility.” The other was to establish and maintain a
stable, viable national economy and to build a “better material life” for the people of
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South Vietnam.308 Such calls for social revolution and political and economic
transformation were central to the pacification program and RVN nation-building efforts
in the countryside. “People in rural areas,” the Revolutionary Development Council
declared, “stand up; destroy the old life to build a new life!”309 As these statements
indicate, the RVN, much like its communist adversary, saw its struggle as a social
revolution, one that would construct a new society from the ground up and ensure a more
peaceful, prosperous, and equitable life for the Vietnamese people.
The United States was no less committed to sweeping societal change in South
Vietnam. At Honolulu, American policymakers pledged to give its “full support to
measures of social revolution . . . based upon the principle of building upward from the
hopes and purposes of all the people of Vietnam.”310 President Johnson’s welcome to the
Saigon leaders at the conference reaffirmed America’s commitment to the pacification
program and the changes it would bring to the countryside. “We are making reality out of
the hopes of the common people – hope for a better life,” he declared. “We will talk of
health and education, agriculture and economics and those other important aspects of a
vital future for the people of Vietnam. In all of these endeavors we will give all the
support possible to the energetic efforts of our Vietnamese allies.”311 Some were equating
the war in Vietnam with modern progressivism, drawing connections between Johnson’s
foreign and domestic political programs for eliminating economic deprivation and social
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injustice with the pacification program and ongoing social revolution in South Vietnam.
“Just as the United States is pledged to play its part in the worldwide attack upon hunger,
ignorance, and disease,” read the Honolulu Declaration, “so in Vietnam it will give
special support to the work of the people of that country to build even while they fight.
We have helped and we will help them – to stabilize the economy, to increase the
production of food, to spread the light of education, to stamp out disease.”312 In April
1966, two months after the Honolulu conference had convened, Vice President Hubert
Humphrey informed the press “I think there is a tremendous new opening here for
realizing the dream of the Great Society in the great area of Asia, not just here at
home.”313
Allied officials viewed the war in South Vietnam as two distinct yet
interdependent conflicts. The RVN and the United States, much like their adversaries,
believed that they needed to do more than destroy the enemy and win military victories if
they were to gain political power and maintain it in the long run. They would also need to
implement a comprehensive system of governance and administration to win the support
of the population. On one hand, the struggle to control the countryside was a military war
waged to defeat the enemy on the battlefield and eject his political and military forces
from the national territory. On the other, it was a political war undertaken to build
political community and erect a new social and political order. “It is a military war and a
war for the hearts of our people,” Ky declared. “We cannot win one without winning the
other. But the war for the hearts of the people is more than a military tactic. It is a moral
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principal. For this we are trying to bring about a true social revolution, we are instituting
a program for a better society.”314 President Johnson echoed this sentiment upon
returning to the U.S. mainland after Honolulu. “They and their people understand – and
we understand – that the war we are helping them fight must be won on two fronts. One
front is military. The other front is the struggle against social injustice; against hunger,
disease, and ignorance; against political apathy and indifference.”315 RVN and U.S.
leaders knew that both of these campaigns were necessary if the peace was to be won in
South Vietnam. According to one source, these two crusades – defeating communist
aggression and revolutionizing Vietnamese society – shared “the single, large objective
of transforming the Republic of Vietnam, changing it from an undeveloped parochial
society to a modern nation at peace, a society of free Vietnamese conscious of their
common heritage, their own role as nation-builders, and the cooperative nature of their
partnership with government.”316
The mechanism for fulfilling these utopian visions and enacting sweeping societal
change was pacification. As previously discussed, the process of social, political, and
economic reform was the heart of the pacification program and revolutionary
development. In order for democratization and economic development to take place,
however, local security and government control of the civilian environment had to be
established. The main thrust of the program, therefore, was to establish government
control throughout the countryside and then to transform what essentially had begun as a
314
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military occupation into a political process. The goal was to establish or reestablish local
government in the villages throughout South Vietnam and displace the communist
administrative apparatus in rural areas. In this manner, the RVN would steadily reassert
its authority over population and territory, disintegrate the insurgent anti-state within its
national borders, and institute sovereignty over the entire nation by transforming all
“liberated” areas administered by the communists into “pacified” areas under firm
government control.
For the RVN and its American ally, the ideational significance of territory under
their control was no less profound than for the communists; they too looked at these areas
as means for implementing substantial and meaningful social change. South Vietnamese
general Tran Dinh Tho believed pacified villages and hamlets were “centers of
resistance” against armed insurrection and the corrosive effects of communist ideology.
He argued that in addition to expanding national authority and controlling the nation’s
manpower and resources, government-controlled areas were a vehicle for advancing
democracy, improving the welfare of the population, and meeting the aspirations of the
peasantry through economic development and social betterment. According to Tho, those
Vietnamese who opposed communism did so because they “adhered to a liberal,
humanistic way of life sustained by cultural traditions and economic prosperity.”
Pacification, he believed, provided the RVN the best and most suitable opportunities to
“preserve and develop this way of life” for the bulk of the South Vietnamese population;
most of whom would have preferred such a system over “dehumanized, coercive
collectivism” if given a choice that was free from violence and coercion.317
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Pacified areas were a means to secure manpower and material for the battlefield
and to diminish the insurgency’s control and / or influence in the countryside. They were
also an instrument for implementing high modernist ideology. Within governmentcontrolled areas, pacification’s battery of programs, particularly those geared towards
developing village and hamlet security forces, instituting democratization and political
reform at the local level, and spurring “rural development” through a variety of civic
action and “self-help” community projects, were meant to not only improve the lives and
livelihoods of the peasantry, but to build an economically productive democratic society
vis-à-vis the active participation of the population in government-sponsored nation
building activities. Ultimately, the purpose of such efforts was, according to Tho, “to
transform South Vietnam into an anti-communist outpost of the free world, to heal the
social ills inherited from colonialism and feudalism, and to make [the] country
prosperous.”318
After the failure of Ngo Dinh Diem’s Strategic Hamlet Program in the early
1960s, the primary instrument for socially engineering South Vietnam’s rural areas were
New Life Hamlets – Ap Doi Moi. Seen as a mechanism for implementing socioeconomic
change at the grass roots and building a new society from the ground up, these hamlets
held both physical and ideational significance. New Life Hamlets were a practical
exercise in high modernist ideology. In order to be designated Ap Doi Moi, hamlets had
to fulfill eleven criteria within a two-stage process. The first four criteria were considered
the foundation for hamlet development. They were: 1) eliminate the communist political
infrastructure, including its sympathizers, cadre, doctrine, and influence; 2) remove the
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“petty grievances and problems” among the local population that undermined community
solidarity and reestablish understanding and cooperation among the people; 3) elect a
hamlet government; and 4) organize a “people’s” militia or local defense force. Once
these had been met, the hamlet was designated a “Community of Responsibility.” The
next stage of development was achieved after hamlets had fulfilled seven additional
criteria: 1) improve the educational and cultural basis of the community, which included
educating the population and fostering unity through community interaction; 2)
implement a health and sanitation program; 3) enact land reform to increase production,
land use, and the number of land owners; 4) improve agriculture, animal husbandry,
fisheries, and handicraft; 5) create hamlet cooperatives and associations; 6) institute
public works, irrigation, and construction; 7) recognize the contribution of the people.
After these additional conditions had been met, the hamlet was designated a “Community
of Prosperity.” If and when a hamlet had fulfilled all eleven of this criteria, it was
designated Ap Doi Moi.319
High modernism was also incorporated into the pacification program itself and
can be seen in the annual plans that were disseminated by the Central Pacification and
Development Council (CPDC). Much like the National Liberation Front’s 1960 and 1967
political programs, the various programs advanced by the RVN were comprehensive
plans for remolding South Vietnamese society. As such, they were model illustrations of
state-sponsored social engineering and high-modernist planning. All pacification plans
called for shared responsibility and unity of effort between the government and the
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people of South Vietnam. Beginning in 1969, RVN pacification plans enshrined the idea
of collective effort within the Community Spirit Principle, a doctrine that stressed
solidarity and popular participation in pacification and development efforts. “Within the
spirit of unity,” proclaimed the 1970 Pacification and Development Plan, “all the people
of South Vietnam, together with their government, will succeed brilliantly in the struggle
to protect the Fatherland and to restore peace and prosperity.”320 In addition to a spirit of
national cooperation, the 1969 and 1970 pacification plans also contained eight
objectives. These called for expanding territory and population under RVN control;
neutralizing the communist infrastructure; improving the organization, training, and
equipping of local militias in order to increase their capacity to protect villages and
hamlets; developing local administration and heightening its capacity for selfmanagement in the administrative, economic, and financial fields; increasing defections
among enemy forces; improving the lives of war victims through social welfare and
public assistance; establishing an effective information system to educate the population
on their rights and duties as citizens and provide technical guidance to help people
improve their economic situations and raise their standard of living; fostering economic
growth and development. “From this policy we will begin to enjoy a brighter life as a
result of much work and much blood from our soldiers, citizens, cadre, and officials from
every social class over many years,” the 1970 pacification plan proclaimed. “Given the
wealth of national resources in this country, and the vast energy of its people, we can
create a national community with happiness, prosperity, and security for all.”321
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In 1971, allied policymakers attempted to translate high modernism into an
ideology that was authentically Vietnamese by situating pacification and the struggle to
defeat communism within a social and cultural framework that could be easily
understood and accepted by a majority of the population. Known as Tu Tuong –
“thoughtful understanding” – its aim was to develop a “simple logic” that would not only
explain the significance of the war in Vietnam but that would encourage individuals to
recognize their responsibilities to the nation and their community and then decide on how
best to contribute their time and energy to the struggle against communism.
The Vietnamese Tu Tuong is based on love for freedom and
independence, and respect for the democratic process. This requires taking
action against the communist inspired takeover that seeks to dominate the
Vietnamese nation and to corrupt man’s innate love of freedom. The
people of Vietnam, especially the military, must be motivated by this Tu
Tuong to build toward a unified will and a strong determination to achieve
the immediate national goal of defeating communist aggression and
subversion. Concurrently, Tu Tuong will guide us to the ultimate national
goal of building freedom, building democracy, making economic
advances, and maintain peace – in the real sense of insuring justice for all
citizens.322
According to the architects of Tu Tuong, much of the Vietnamese population resisted
communism because it was a violent and foreign doctrine – “an alien ideology designed
to downgrade their morality, eliminate national traditions, and disrupt the social order
that for so long has been based upon respect for human dignity, familial affection, love
for the native land, and loyalty to the fatherland.”323 Despite this ostensibly strong
aversion to communism, however, the RVN was weakened by factionalism. The
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population remained politically fragmented and divided along religious, racial, regional,
and socioeconomic lines. An extremely large number of political “cliques” further
undermined unity of action by splintering the population into a myriad of competing
interest groups.324 Tu Tuong was seen as a way to remedy these centrifugal forces and
unite the people in a common cause. What the RVN needed, its authors believed, was to
develop a political philosophy or ideology that would build political consensus and unify
the people in the struggle against communism.
On the whole, pacified areas were safer and more prosperous than liberated areas.
In many places, the security provided by allied main forces, Vietnamese territorial forces,
and local militia allowed for a relatively safe environment removed from the ravages of
large-scale combat and economic hardships of communist-controlled areas. This was
particularly true in the years following the 1968 Tet Offensive, when the tempo and
intensity of the war decreased and when areas that were designated “secure” and
“relatively secure” by the Hamlet Evaluation System had increased to cover more than 90
percent of the population. “The war in South Vietnam has wound down to a point well
below the levels of previous years and has entered a period of relative peace,” noted a
report generated by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense in December 1970.
“Experienced observers returning to Vietnam after long periods out of the country,” it
continued, “unanimously agree that security conditions in the countryside are better than
ever before.”325
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Despite their security and economic advantages, however, pacified areas were
beset by a host of problems that made life difficult for the rural peasantry. To begin, the
security situation in pacified areas, with some minor exceptions, was neither absolute nor
permanent. “We have gone about as far as we can go in turning this country into an
armed camp,” Willard E. Chambers, the assistant deputy for Civil Operations and
Revolutionary Development Support, informed Ambassador Colby in 1970. “And yet
there is no positive security. The VC still retains the capability to strike at times and
places of their choosing, and there seems little possibility that this capability can be
denied them in the immediate future.”326 Chambers analysis was correct. NLF guerrillas
and political cadre, despite suffering devastating losses in the battles of 1968 and 1969,
continued to levy taxes on the rural population, proselytize among the people, assassinate
government officials, kidnap civilians, and launch attacks against refugee camps and
populated areas in government-controlled villages and hamlets. Within the pacified areas
themselves, the communist shadow government – the Viet Cong Infrastructure – was still
capable of harassing and intimidating the population.327 “The Viet Cong are far from
defeated,” Vietnam scholar Samuel Popkin stated in 1970. “Though, at present, they are
unable to tax, recruit, or propagandize at anything near their pre-Tet rate, their
infrastructure is still the most extensive and effective political network in the country.”328
MACV agreed. “An assessment of the security situation in South Vietnam today,” a 1969
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report declared, “shows that the population of the entire country is threatened by some
form of VC / NVA action.”
There are many areas that enjoy a marked degree of security – but are still
subject to indirect fire attacks and terrorism. In some GVN controlled
areas, the population has only marginal security. This exists generally in
proximity to the proximity to the province or district headquarters, and is
maintained only as long as local military superiority is provided. But in
many places the GVN gives or provides only minimal “security” or worse,
the area is under VC control.329
The verity of these assessments can be seen in the high number of terror incidents that
took place throughout South Vietnam during the peak years of pacification; most of
which were directed towards local populations. After 1968, when the level of government
control over the civilian environment had expanded to unprecedented levels, the
communists began stepping up anti-pacification activities. Prominent among these were
acts of terror in rural areas, including small-scale assault, mortar and rocket attack,
assassination, bombings, and abduction. According to MACV, between 1969 and 1971,
there were an estimated 62,325 civilian casualties from communist terror, including
16,048 killed, 32,867 wounded, and 13,410 abducted.330 Although some of these were
“collateral damage” from NLF actions against territorial forces and village officials, most
were the result of deliberate targeting of the civilian population. The intent was to disrupt
pacification programs in government-controlled areas, to sow fear and create chaos
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among the population, and to undermine the people’s confidence in the government’s
ability to protect them.331
Combat was also a reality in villages and hamlets under government control.
Throughout the war many villagers found themselves under RVN administration one day
and communist rule the next. When this happened Saigon made strenuous efforts to
retake any areas it lost. One of the most poignant examples of these seesaw shifts in
control occurred during the 1972 Nguyen Hue or “Easter” Offensive. On March 30, three
NVA divisions crossed into South Vietnam, initiating what was then the largest offensive
launched by the communists against the RVN. Within three weeks, roughly ten NVA
divisions were sparring with a similar number of ARVN divisions on three major fronts.
Although the offensive technically lasted until October, the NVA advance reached its
zenith by May. Nonetheless, the communists had made significant gains in control over
population and territory in a few weeks. According to allied analysts, the share of the
population living in hamlets that were designated A and B by the Hamlet Evaluation
System had dropped from 82.7 percent in February 1972 to 70.6 percent by April. The
number of communist-controlled hamlets, meanwhile, jumped from seven to 983 during
the same period. By May, the number of hamlets under communist domination had
peaked at 1,164. The offensive also brought nearly half a million people under
communist control. In February, it was estimated that there was approximately 6,000
South Vietnamese living in liberated areas. By April, this number had jumped to
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564,000.332 The largest loss of territory and population for the RVN occurred in the
northernmost province of Quang Tri. Just prior to the offensive, 76 percent of the
population of Quang Tri lived in A-B hamlets. By May, this number had plummeted to
zero. An entire province had been consumed by the communist blitzkrieg.333 Military
operation to retake these areas and eject communist forces from the areas they occupied
commenced immediately and lasted five months. The effort devastated the civilian
environment. In October, RVN military forces had finally recaptured Quang Tri City.
After months of bitter fighting and thousands of Vietnamese soldiers and civilians killed,
the RVN flag flew once more over the provincial capital; or at least over what was left of
it. “Quang Tri is no longer a city,” read an article in the Wall Street Journal:
It is a field of rubble, and circling over it in a helicopter recently, one
searched the landscape less for any sign of life than for any sign that there
had once been life. Quang Tri wasn’t so much destroyed as obliterated.
One can argue about what percentage of the city was obliterated by
American bombers, what percentage by South Vietnamese artillery and
what percentage by North Vietnamese cannons. But it seems almost
academic. The war has progressed a stage beyond destroying cities to save
them; the strategy now seems to be destroying the cities simply so the
other side can’t have them.334
Military offensives and counteroffensives such as the Easter Offensive along with NLF
terror often rendered areas under government control uncomfortable and unhappy places.
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As we can see, pacified areas – contrary to their name and in sharp contrast to the visions
hoped for by allied nation-builders – were often violent dystopian environments.
Another factor that made life difficult for the people living in pacified areas was
brutal and insensitive behavior by the pacifiers themselves. ARVN soldiers, for instance,
were known to heap abuses on inhabitants within their area of operation. Such behavior
included arbitrary arrest by military police; armed robbery; harassment; assault; petty
theft; extortion; and unauthorized / indiscriminate use of weapons inside of villages and
hamlets, including firearms and hand grenades. ARVN soldiers also plundered local
markets, refused to pay for goods and services they had taken, and they frequently stole
domestic animals and livestock from local peasants. One villager in Kien Hoa Province
reported that the ARVN Ninth Infantry Division was called the “chicken division” by
locals for its widespread theft of chicken and ducks belonging to the people.335 American
soldiers were often no better; they too were known to have indulged in brutal conduct
within pacified areas. Many, despite their mission to defend and care for the people of
South Vietnam, were hostile and abusive towards those under their charge. Although
untold numbers of GIs had clearly demonstrated a commitment to helping and protecting
the civilian population and cared deeply for the plight of the South Vietnamese people,
there were still those who demonstrated a firm disrespect if not outright hostility towards
the rural populace. Sadly, instances of troop misconduct and abuse of civilians by
American soldiers were common in pacified areas. They included drunken and disorderly
behavior; reckless driving; running Vietnamese motorists, cyclists, and pedestrians off
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roads; throwing sticks, cans, and rocks at pedestrians from moving vehicles; physical
abuse of local inhabitants; indiscriminate and unjustified firing of weapons in populated
areas; killing water buffalo, pigs, and cattle; and petty theft. Instances of rape and murder
were also reported.336
Aside from deliberate acts of mistreatment and misconduct by American GIs, the
American military presence in general had a debilitating effect on South Vietnamese
society. To begin with, daily operations, including those that did not involve combat,
were highly destructive. According to a November 1969 report, a number of farmers in
Binh Duong Province had welcomed the news that U.S. troops were withdrawing from
South Vietnam because local operations had hurt rather than improved their lives by
destroying homes and damaging crops.337 The largesse and lifestyle brought to Southeast
Asia by the United States and its military personnel produced economic inflation and
encouraged corruption. It also exacerbated social ills such as prostitution, drug abuse, and
street crime. The American presence also had a disruptive effect on local economies and
the labor market, drawing the peasantry away from the countryside and agricultural
production toward the cities, where a host of service industries were established to meet
the needs of American GIs. Together, these influences wreaked havoc on the traditional
and conservative social fabric of South Vietnam. In 1969, Vietnam expert Gerald Hickey
bitterly noted that the infusion of large numbers of Americans into Southeast Asia had
produced “a very disrupted society.” Although he admitted that U.S. forces had saved the
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RVN from military defeat in 1965, Hickey maintained that the presence of an estimated
700,000 foreigners among the South Vietnamese had greatly exacerbated the social
disorder that had already been generated by the war. “Given the revolutionary nature of
the conflict, this is extremely important to consider,” he wrote, “for one of the aims of the
revolutionaries is to destroy the existing social order as part of the process of bringing
about the social revolution and building a new society. We are aiding them in achieving
this objective.”338
Even without such problems, life in pacified areas was far removed from the
idyllic scenarios depicted by pacification proponents. By 1970 most province studies had
shown that the RVN was beginning to implement much-needed social and economic
programs, including strengthening local government, initiating land reform, launching
community development projects, and improving agriculture. Many of these, however,
were implemented intermittently or undermined by a number of factors such as poorly
motivated or corrupt officials, a lack of popular enthusiasm, an inefficient administrative
system, and the absence of an inspiring or unifying ideology.339 “The GVN has made
promises of reform programs in the past,” MACV noted in 1969, “but it has done little to
implement these programs.”340 A hamlet inspection report generated by the Pacification
Studies Group for Thua Thien Province was even more damning. It read: “Projects are
unfinished and tainted by corruption; government representatives are incapable,
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ineffective, incompetent, or dishonest; a strong enemy infrastructure is in full bloom; and
the initially receptive population has been alienated to the point that voluntary
cooperation with the GVN in non-existent. The records which show Duong Mong as a
finished Ap Doi Moi are but a mirage.”341
Lastly, pacified areas fell short of the utopian visions of their architects because
the pacification program failed to create a truly national political community. Despite its
attempts to garner widespread support for the national government, the pacification
program and its efforts to foster a sense of nationalism failed at the grass roots. Although
increased democratization and social and economic reform had stimulated some
identification with government, it had done so only at the local level. There remained
very little upward thrust towards building bridges between the villages and higher levels
of government. “Village-focused political loyalty does not expand readily to broader
dimensions,” one expert wrote in 1970. “Rather, it tends to remain a stubborn,
conservative force resisting the wider demands and pressures of nation building. As the
emperor’s writ traditionally did not traverse the village hedge, more modern forms of
central authority also encountered great difficulty in dealing with the old spirit of
parochialism.”342 Although the government under the leadership of President Ngu Van
Thieu had achieved some success in building political community at the village level, it
had failed to achieve political affiliation at the national level. According to one postwar
study, pacification failed, in part, because South Vietnam consisted of “an undigested
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lump of peoples” that was largely excluded from the nonmilitary struggle against the
communists. Part of the reason behind this was a continuation of top-down governance
by the Saigon, a model very similar to the centuries of “mandarin” rule. In essence, the
RVN had become a state before it had become a nation and as a result, large segments of
the population felt “no higher loyalty than allegiance to their village, their priest, their
family, or their livelihood.”343
During the post-Tet period, the people of South Vietnam had increasingly turned
away from the National Liberation Front, the promises it had made, and the utopian
vision it claimed was just on the horizon. Much of this loss in popular support stemmed
from unfulfilled promises, increasingly harsh treatment at the hands of communist cadres,
and sustained levels of death and destruction in the countryside. Most of it, however, was
the product of war weariness and a desire for peace and security. Although far from
perfect, RVN-controlled areas offered an environment that was much safer and that
enjoyed a much higher standard of living than communist-controlled areas. This exodus
from liberated to pacified areas, however, did not signal a shift in popular support or
political loyalties; it reflected instead a cold pragmatism that stemmed from a practical
decision to increase chances for survival and to hedge one’s bets until the “mandate of
heaven” revealed the legitimate power in Vietnam. As noted by an American analyst in
1970, this political world, one driven primarily by self-interest, had created a political
community that was in constant flux. “Today’s arrangements will change as people strive
to better their position,” he wrote.
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The man who helped you today may betray you tomorrow. Therefore,
gloomy VC prospects at present do not indicate a secure following for the
GVN. The VC’s loss has not been the GVN’s permanent gain. People will
follow the GVN now because it is strong and offers a chance to make a
living. Should it be unable to maintain both security and a reasonable
livelihood for individuals, it will be deserted as was Macbeth by his
thanes. In no conversation during these last few days was there mention of
a loyalty transcending self-interest or participation in an organization out
of belief in some cause of principle. . . . Villagers all readily
acknowledged that if the VC came back in force, recalculation of behavior
would be in order.344
The fact that so many civilians living in South Vietnam’s rural areas withheld their
commitment to either revolution – both communist and non-communist – reveals the
limitations of high-modernist ideology as it was applied in South Vietnam. Despite all
their efforts and an immense expenditure in blood and toil, neither side was capable of
building widespread popular support or a broad national political community. At most,
the RVN and the NLF each held the cooperation (although not necessarily the loyalties or
affections) of the rural population under its control. The hearts and minds of the
population, however, remained “up for grabs” as the saying goes. Although communist
revolutionary warfare and pacification had both succeeded to some degree in the
administrative ordering of society, neither was able to convert the physical transformation
of the civilian environment into a crusade that invested the peasantry in their respective
revolutions on an emotional or spiritual level.
The significance of political spaces produced by communist revolutionary warfare
and pacification transcended mere military purposes and the procurement of manpower
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and material support for the battlefield; larger issues, particularly the creation of a new
society that would once and for all close the book on Vietnam’s colonial past and usher in
a shining new world of peace, prosperity, and modernity also played a significant role in
efforts to control and shape the civilian environment. Despite such efforts, however, and
in spite of lofty dreams for creating a more perfect society, the competing utopias
advanced by the National Liberation Front and the RVN within areas under their control
were often wrecked by the hard hand of war. As noted by one American journalist in
1969, many of the villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam had repeatedly been
“invaded, fought over, reinvaded, taxed, and cajoled” throughout the conflict. This, he
observed, produced a reticent and stubborn lack of political commitment among the rural
population that largely defied determined efforts to win over the hearts and minds of the
Vietnamese peasantry. Popular support was widely touted as the essential component in
fulfilling these revolutions and yet it was largely missing. “Both sides have promised
revolutions – communist and anti-communist,” he wrote, “but both revolutions have died
in the exhaustion of war. Today, as before, the rice grows and the cock crows, the
children multiply and the young men go to the army on one side or another. Food is
stored away against famine and allegiance is withheld as a hedge against change.” To a
recurrent visitor, he concluded, any changes in the social fabric of these rural microcosms
would seem like “mere scratches on the surface” of a way of life and thought that –
despite decades of determined efforts at armed social engineering – had gone on largely
unchanged for two thousand years.345
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As one analyst who worked for the U.S. Agency for International Development
pointed out in 1969, a majority of the population in South Vietnam remained indifferent
to communist and non-communist assurances of a better world despite strenuous efforts
to force allegiance and garner support for either socialism or democratic capitalism.
“Most Vietnamese,” he wrote, “are seeking a salvation which is more concrete and
realistic than the promise of a foreign and abstract ideology.”
They are seeking personal security and a degree of predictability in a
chaotic world. They believe in results not words. Above all they want
peace and if possible a better life. Today the majority of the people are
uncommitted whether they are under Viet Cong or government control.
The individual is under heavy pressure from both sides and his mind and
heart are troubled and his life threatened because harmony does not exist.
In the final analysis he will truly commit himself only when he is certain
which side will win or what the outcome will be.346
The question of which social and political vision would eventually triumph in
South Vietnam was finally answered in April 1975, when communist victory and the
collapse of the RVN birthed the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Ironically, however, it
was not the design or implementation of rural revolution that resolved the issue or
brought about a more egalitarian society. It was instead, the desolation wrought by war.
As historian David Elliott has shown, the widespread devastation of the countryside and
mass displacement of the rural population were the mechanisms that destroyed
landlordism, ended the old feudal structure of rural society, and opened up new avenues
for social, political, and economic advancement during the postwar period. “By clearing
away the detritus of the old society,” he wrote, “the war laid the groundwork for a more
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participatory and egalitarian society sometime in the future.”347 In the end, it was the
ravages of combat and the corrosive effects of war on the social structure of rural South
Vietnam rather than the tenets and methods of utopian revolution that swept away the
vestiges of Vietnam’s colonial past and ushered in a new social and political order in
Southeast Asia.
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CHAPTER FIVE
VIOLENT PACIFICATION AND REVOLUTIONARY REPRESSION:
FORCE, COERCION, AND THE “OTHER WAR” IN VIETNAM, 1968-1972

The revolutionary road for the South is the road of revolutionary violence – Van Tien
Dung
When you have them by the balls, their hearts and minds will follow – Charles Colson
From the war’s intensity [has] come . . . an emphasis by both sides in the struggle on
coercion in winning political allegiance. Terror and brutality have mounted as
techniques for obtaining popular bases of power as the war has escalated. It is
impossible and undoubtedly useless to attempt to assess which side has been the most
brutal. Neither side has clean hands. Their conflict has made pawns out of fellow
Vietnamese; the score is now kept by the number of their countrymen each side claim to
“control.” – John T. McAlister

Nation-building in a time of war and civil conflict presented a fundamental and
intractable set of problems for the Vietnamese communists and the RVN. As we have
seen, both sides wanted the same thing: a peaceful, unified, independent, and modern
state free from foreign involvement and founded on the political allegiance and willful
participation of the people. Yet despite visions of a happy, prosperous, and cohesive
society built on popular support and national political community, each side advanced
their respective revolutions largely through force. The political means of acquiring
popular support through economic and social action (often identified as the key to
“victory” in Vietnam) were subordinated to a method that sought to expand political
control through violence and raw coercive power. Although, at its heart, the conflict was
a contest between competing political and social systems, and support of the population
was of longstanding political and strategic importance, this was war. As such, positive
actions that addressed the long-term hopes and aspirations of the population were
192

obscured by the more immediate objectives of eliminating the enemy’s military forces
and political administrative apparatus in rural areas and securing physical and / or
psychological dominance over the civilian environment. Rather than seek to win the
enthusiastic support and affection of the populace largely through nonviolent competition
and political, social, and economic policy, both sides instead relied on military force and
other forms of violence and coercion to expand their influence and control over territory
and population. Political scientist Stathis Kalyvas has shown that there is a “logic” to the
use of violence in civil wars. During such conflicts, he argues, war-related methods, most
notably violence, “tend to replace the provision of material and nonmaterial benefits,
inducing individuals, for whom survival is important, to collaborate less with the political
actor they prefer and more with the political actor they fear; in other words, the provision
of benefits loses out gradually to the effective use of violence.”348 This logic was a
driving factor in the struggle for South Vietnam.
Revolutionary Violence: Military Force and Repression
Violence and force had been a central tenet of socialist revolution since its
inception. Vladimir Lenin once stated “the philosophy of revolutionary violence is the
basis of the whole Marx-Engels doctrine. The bourgeois state will never yield to the
proletarian state and proletarian dictatorship through self-destruction . . . these can be
achieved only through a violent revolution.”349 The Vietnamese communists, like all of
Lenin’s disciples, faithfully adhered to these instructions. “Marxism-Leninism has taught
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the Vietnamese people a lesson which has been confirmed by their own experiences,”
North Vietnamese general Hoang Van Thai declared. “To free themselves from the yoke
of the imperialists and their agents, they have no other way than to use revolutionary
violence to smash the rulers’ administrative machinery and build up for themselves a
people’s dictatorship.”350 General Vo Nguyen Giap agreed. “The experiences gained in
the revolutionary struggle put up by . . . our southern compatriots over the past ten years,”
he wrote in 1965, “have proved that revolutionary violence and revolutionary war is the
correct path followed by the peoples who want to rise up and smash the domination of the
colonialist imperialists and their lackeys; in definite conditions they are the real
possibilities for these peoples to liberate themselves.”351 In 1967 the General Secretary of
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, Le Duan, informed the
Central Committee that violence was synonymous with political power. “To speak of
power is fundamentally to speak of violence,” he wrote in loose facsimile of Mao Tsetung’s dictum that political power grows out of the barrel of a gun. “Power means
violence, without which our Party, no matter what it wields, has no authority and
strength.”352 The southern headquarters for the insurgency, the Central Office of South
Vietnam (COSVN) concurred. “The fundamental objective of the Revolution is political
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power,” proclaimed one directive. “In order to oust the puppet government and seize
power for ourselves, we should resort to revolutionary violence.”353
For Hanoi and the NLF, violence and coercion were an effective mechanism for
extending their influence and control over the civilian environment. According to its
architects, revolutionary violence consisted of two distinct yet interdependent approaches
– one military and the other political. “Revolutionary violence,” the Vietnam Workers’
Party stated in 1963, “can be either political struggle or armed struggle, or political
struggle combined with armed struggle.”354 Within the context of the control war in
South Vietnam, revolutionary violence assumed two primary approaches. The first
involved combat operations and armed force to seize control of populated regions via
military means. The second approach included low-level violence and intimidation to
gradually erode government presence in rural areas. Communist revolutionary warfare, as
previously discussed, involved a sophisticated blend of conventional military operations,
guerrilla tactics, and a host of other violent and / or coercive activities geared toward
achieving political results at the local level. The goal was to increase communist control
over the civilian environment. The means was a blend of military and quasi-military
activity that pursued a single goal via various methods.
Military operations were a primary means used to damage pacification and grow
the insurgent anti-state. The communist main-force war had experienced a marked
decline in the years following Tet Mau Than, as enemy main forces were destroyed,
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dispersed, or forced to withdraw from populated areas due to high casualties and
incessant allied pressure. Nonetheless, Hanoi and the NLF continued to use military force
when possible, including periodic large-scale offensives, to attack pacification and
expand the insurgent state. As we will see in Chapters 7-9, Hanoi and the NLF’s
reversion back to a protracted war strategy in 1969 did not preclude the use of combat
actions to attack population centers and to overrun villages and hamlets. In fact, the 1972
and 1975 general offensives along with a host of other smaller operations conducted
during the period between Tet Mau Than and the fall of Saigon in April 1975 were
intended to rapidly seize territory and population and to transform government-controlled
and contested regions into liberated areas. Despite a marked reduction in the communist
main force war beginning in 1969 and concomitant increase in the use of smaller units,
guerrilla tactics, political and military proselyting, and efforts to rebuild a shattered
infrastructure, conventional and irregular combat actions endured. As seen in a number of
communist directives, revolutionary forces were ordered to sustain military attacks
against the RVNAF/FWMAF when possible and destroy allied military and political
forces as a means to defeat pacification, “paralyze” the RVN administrative apparatus in
rural areas, and grow the insurgent state. According to COSVN Resolution 9, military
offensives aimed at the destruction of enemy forces and military facilities along with
attacks against the pacification program remained a fundamental part of communist
strategy despite an overall reduction in battalion-sized combat operations between June
1969 and March 1972. The objective, the resolution maintained, was to “annihilate the
enemy and expand the liberated areas, thereby broadening our human and material
resources while drying up the puppets’ replenishment resources.”355
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Small-scale violence and intimidation at the local level – referred to as
“repression” in communist parlance – was the second primary means to attack the
pacification program. Military force or “armed struggle” (dau tranh) as it was often
called by communist leadership, constituted only one-half of the communists’ hybrid
proscription for seizing political power. Political violence in South Vietnam’s villages
and hamlets was also used to expand the NLF’s presence and seize control of the civilian
environment. “Violence does not base itself solely on the armed forces and does not
consist of a single form, namely armed struggle,” Le Duan wrote in 1970. “It necessarily
needs the political forces and political struggle.”356 Repression was designed to weaken
and delegitimize the RVN, particularly in rural areas. Beginning in the early 1960s, NLF
guerrillas and political cadre initiated an imposing campaign of harassment and terror in
the countryside along with stepped up attacks against province, district, and village-level
security forces. According to the RAND Corporation, communist repression was meant
to influence and control the peasantry through the “systematic elimination, intimidation,
and subversion of those supporting the defense against communism.”357 Initially directed
primarily towards government officials and local self-defense forces, the communists
increasingly targeted ordinary civilians over time as their hold on the civilian
environment gradually eroded under the impact of sustained combat and increased
emphasis on pacification.
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The violence program implemented by the communists at the local level used a
sophisticated blend of individualistic violence (terrorism, assassination, kidnapping,
sabotage, and other forms of personal intimidation) and undiscriminating acts (bombings,
assaults on villages and hamlets, and indirect fire and mortar and rocket attacks on
refugee camps, government installations, and populated areas). Repression was not “a
casual circumstance of war,” as one pundit put it, but rather a “highly-developed, highlyrefined political weapon” used to seize political power in villages and hamlets and to
expand the revolution throughout the countryside.358 In short, communist repression was
a strategy – a method of violence and coercion used to eliminate the competition, build an
alternate administrative structure at the local level, and establish political suzerainty
throughout the countryside. “We must snatch each citizen, each inch of land from the
enemy,” declared a directive issued by the People’s Revolutionary Party.359
Repression was used for political rather than military purposes. Although it
sometimes took on the appearance of military or guerrilla operations, repression was a
tool used to wreck pacification, wrest control of the civilian environment, and seize
political power in rural areas. Violence (or the threat of violence) was central to
communist repression; however, it was only one element within a larger system. Other
forms of coercion, including private and public warning, house arrest, and reform camps
were also used.360 COSVN resolutions and interviews with former Front members who
358
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had either defected to the RVN or been captured also reveal that repression and
revolutionary violence were applied differently within different contexts. In “rear” areas
that were under the predominant or total control of the NLF, the overall level of violence
tended to be minimal; warnings, surveillance, incarceration, public denunciation, and
indoctrination sessions were most commonly utilized in liberated villages and hamlets. In
“front” areas that were controlled or dominated by the RVN, levels of repression and
violence were more acute; assassinations and abductions most frequently occurred in
areas where government control was robust and where the NLF’s presence was weakest.
Finally, in contested areas, where both the NLF and the RVN vied for dominance, forms
of repression and levels of violence varied depending on the situation and on the relative
power of each side.361
Repression was also a product of circumstance. Communist revolutionary
warfare, as previously discussed, was founded on guerrilla warfare and the use of
economy-of-force tactics to offset the numerical and material superiority of the enemy.
“Select the tactic of seeming to come from the east and attacking from the west,” Mao
declared, “avoid the solid, attack the hollow; attack; withdraw; deliver a lightening blow .
. . the enemy’s . . . vulnerable spots are his vital points and there he must be harassed,
attacked, dispersed, exhausted, and annihilated.”362 Unexpected assassinations,
abductions, surreptitious bombings, and sudden rocket or mortar attacks fit hand in glove
with such an approach. Repression had been a fundamental part of the communist
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revolution in Vietnam since the Viet Minh had used it against the French. It assumed
particular emphasis, however, after Tet Mau Than; a period when the attenuating impact
of sustained combat, the devastating setbacks suffered in the failed 1968 and 1969
general offensives, and the subsequent expansion and intensification of U.S. / RVN
efforts in the countryside had forced Hanoi and the NLF to return to political struggle and
a low-level guerrilla war in South Vietnam aimed at inflicting casualties and disrupting
the pacification program.363 Pacification, after years of neglect, mismanagement, and
ineffectiveness, had become a threat to the NLF by late 1968. The near total destruction
of the NLF as a result of extremely high casualties suffered in the Tet attacks along with
the introduction of an accelerated Pacification program in November had posed serious
difficulties for the revolution by eroding the communists’ hold on the civilian
environment. “The enemy’s accelerated pacification program will bring great danger to
the friendly forces because their pacification activities are steadily increasing,” read one
captured document.364 In light of this growing threat, Hanoi and the NLF made antipacification operations a top priority. “Their vicious measures and schemes can create a
number of difficulties for us,” declared a People’s Revolutionary Party directive. “If we
do not exert our effort to attack the enemy and break their scheme, we will encounter
many difficulties. Therefore, we should rapidly and in detail work out specific plans to
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attack and frustrate their pacification program. Our present requirement is that all
activities are aimed at serving the destruction of the enemy’s pacification plan.”365
By 1969, anti-pacification and the reversion from main-force back to guerrilla
warfare (a development that was in consonance with the mutating nature of the General
Offensive and General Uprising strategy) had become official communist policy.
COSVN Resolution 9 and Resolution 14 laid out this new strategy. “The enemy . . . still
controls all cities and heavily populated areas. Particularly, he is concentrating his force
on his pacification program to expand his control over the rural areas and the population,
in competition with us,” Resolution 14 stated. “Therefore, our military operations should
rely upon the development of guerrilla warfare so as to be able to protect and consolidate
our rear areas to create confusion in the enemy rear area and disintegrate his units therein.
This action would bring the masses in rural and urban areas into a high tide of uprising to
wrest back mastership, to liberate the rural areas and to basically defeat the enemy’s
pacification program.”366 Unable to directly challenge the growing presence of the RVN
in the countryside or defeat the allies militarily, the NLF instead relied upon small-scale
harassment, indirect-fire and sapper attacks against U.S. / RVN forces, and terrorism
aimed at government officials and select segments of the rural population. As Resolution
14 revealed, the purpose was to wrest control of villages and hamlets away from the
government and to consolidate and strengthen the communists’ position in rural areas.
Empirical evidence on the ground verified the new strategy laid out in COSVN
edicts. “There are some indications the enemy is shifting back to protracted war
365
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strategy,” MACV noted in December 1969. “Consequently, a significant rising trend in
terrorism . . . with continuing low levels of conventional activity may indicate a reversion
to guerilla war tactics aimed at controlling the rural population.”367 Monthly province and
pacification overview reports generated by Civil Operations and Revolutionary
Development Support (CORDS) between 1969 and 1972 reaffirm this trend toward lower
levels of conflict during the post-Tet period. The following passage was typical of such
reports: “Throughout the [Military Region], the enemy is continuing to avoid major
contact while resupplying and refitting. The enemy is expected to continue to utilize
economy of force tactics (terrorist, sapper, and indirect fire attacks) against isolated RF /
PF outposts, US airfields, storage areas, and [forward support bases]. Activity also will
come in the form of harassment and propaganda operations directed against the GVN
pacification program.”368 Although there were instances of battalion-sized attacks and
attempts to wrest control of select villages hamlets through conventional combat
operations, communist efforts in the control war during these years were predominantly
marked by the techniques of protracted guerrilla warfare.
The purpose of revolutionary violence as it was applied in the years following the
Tet Offensive was not to annihilate U.S. / RVN military forces (an impossible task) but to
speed American withdrawal and, especially, to undermine the pacification program. The
goal of anti-pacification was to expand insurgent influence and control over the civilian
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environment by inhibiting RVN growth into rural areas and corroding the government’s
presence where it had already existed.369 When paired with the use of military force,
repression was a primary mechanism for achieving these objectives. “A return to
terrorism may be a sign, in classical warfare of weakness,” one report declared in 1970.
“But at this time and in this place, it makes excellent sense and will be most difficult to
thwart. It can also undo much of the recently achieved progress in pacification at a much
reduced cost to the enemy.”370 As noted by the Systems Analysis Division of the Office
of the Assistant Secretary of Defense, violence and coercion were the means by which
the NLF had traditionally entered or reentered populated areas in South Vietnam.
Provinces with fairly large populations and that historically had contained communist
base areas were the ones that experienced high levels of terrorism and other repressive
activity during the war. “It is in these areas,” one report claimed, “that the VC feel they
can rekindle the fires of latent sympathy for their cause, negate the effect of GVN
presence, and make inroads into GVN control.” The “liberal use of terror,” the report
continued, was an integral part of the political struggle for control over the civilian
environment in South Vietnam. Within rural areas, repression weakened and destroyed
local government, strengthened the party apparatus, and eroded the control and influence
of the RVN. 371
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In their efforts to attack pacification, communist guerrillas and political cadre
used a judicious combination of selective and general violence to seize power at the local
level. Captured documents and COSVN resolutions reveal that communist repression in
government-controlled and contested areas was intended to destroy government influence
and control through acts of terrorism and harassment. According to one such document,
NLF “security” detachments were ordered to “continuously intensify the destruction of
tyrants, punishment of puppet administrative personnel, spies, and other enemy
oppressive control personnel according to our policy. In addition, we should also destroy
whole groups of local puppet administrative personnel and tyrants, to confuse them and
disrupt the enemy organization in hamlets and villages.”372 Analyzing hundreds of
statements such as this, one analyst concluded, “The primary objective of repression is
the disintegration of the GVN. Through the physical elimination, demoralization, and
subversion of personnel at all levels of the government’s structure, the Viet Cong seeks
progressively to erode and eventually to paralyze the GVN’s capability to govern and
secure those areas now under its control, as well as to blunt any attempts by the GVN to
extend its control or influence into the contested or communist-held areas.”373
As primary tools for attacking pacification, revolutionary violence and coercion
served several key functions. The chief utility of repression was the physical elimination
of key individuals. According to communist strategists, eliminating “tyrants” and
repressing “antirevolutionaries” through incarceration, assassination, or execution after
capture, was the best way to dissolve government presence in rural areas and create
372
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conditions that would allow the communist to fill the vacuum and expand their own
control. “The village and hamlet guerrillas, secret agents, security agents, penetration
agents, and local troops should conduct attacks . . . to kill ringleaders and tyrants,
annihilate cruel units, smash the Puppet’s oppressive control machinery to gain power for
the people so they can rise up to liberate their hamlets,” read a directive issued by the
Quang Ngai Province Party Committee.374 Another Party cadre was just as blunt.
“Elimination of traitors and tyrants to disintegrate the enemy ranks is an important policy
of the Party in weak areas,” he wrote. “This mission aims at breaking the enemy’s control
and weakening their prestige and, in addition, raising our revolutionary prestige. It also
aims at encouraging the people’s movement to break the enemy ruling machine and gain
the administration power in villages and hamlets.”375 COSVN Resolution 9, issued in
July 1969, was a strategic blueprint for the communist revolution during the post-Tet
period. Within its directives for attacking the pacification program, the resolution urged
special operation teams to conduct repression in areas that were either contested or
“under enemy oppression.” Trained in armed propaganda, assassination and terror
techniques, and political organizing, these teams were charged with liquidating
government officials, propagandizing and motivating the masses, and initiating struggle
against the RVN’s local administrative apparatus in order to win political control at the
local level, create and / or expand liberated areas, and transform government villages and
hamlets into “fiercely contested” areas. “At present, the enemy is still maintaining his
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control grip on a number of densely populated rural areas,” it read. “It is necessary to . . .
transform these areas into areas of struggle against enemy oppression, for the purpose of
winning political control, liberating the people from enemy schemes . . . destroying the
enemy sources of manpower and material resources and turning these enemy sources into
ours, broadening the liberate areas and areas where we have political control, and
creating a new position of encirclement and pressure against the enemy.”376
Because the overall goal of revolutionary violence was the disintegration of RVN
influence and control, communist repression targeted those groups and individuals that
were instrumental in maintaining government authority in rural areas. In South Vietnam,
this meant the people that were involved in pacification, including RVN officials, district
and hamlet chiefs, civil servants, village militia and local paramilitary forces, police
personnel, refugees, former NLF guerrillas and political cadres who had defected, and
ordinary village and hamlet residents that were either aligned with or sympathetic to the
government. In 1969 MACV observed that individuals “associated with the pacification
effort, as well as pro-GVN local officials and informants continue to be the primary
targets for VC selective terrorism.”377 Captured Front documents corroborated this claim.
“Local troops must concentrate their efforts on eliminating a number of ringleaders in
hamlets, villages, the district, and enemy police sub-stations,” read one NLF directive.
“The killing of . . . pacification personnel and tyrannical Regional and Popular Force
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elements in the district is of vital importance.”378 Most often referred to as “tyrants,”
“reactionaries,” or “traitors” within communist edicts, individuals associated with the
pacification program (along with anyone holding thoughts that were not “in consonance”
with Party ideology) were considered a threat to the revolution and subsequently singled
out and targeted by NLF guerrillas and political operatives.379 “We must wipe out all
hamlet and village puppet administrative personnel, spies, tyrants and reactionaries who
operate openly or secretly against the revolution,” a captured document declared.380
Although statistics show that ordinary citizens bore the brunt of insurgent
terrorism,381 they also confirm that significant numbers of people directly involved in the
pacification program were victims of revolutionary violence.382 Within the context of a
war to establish political control at the local level, pacification personnel were not only a
symbol of government authority, they were the embodiment of anti-communist
revolution and agents for anti-socialist nation building. “It is the village/hamlet official,
not a faraway district or province chief, who personifies the government of Vietnam to
the rural citizen, to whom he may look for assistance and advice,” a handbook for
American military advisors claimed in 1970. “For this reason,” it continued, “the village
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and hamlet governments were a principal target of the enemy insurgency in its early
stages and remain an important target today. By neutralizing the village governments, the
enemy was able to cut off nearly all communication between the central government and
the rural population. Where he was successful in this effort, he could then harness the
rural population to his own war machine.”383 Between 1968 and 1971, it was estimated
that over 3,300 government officials had been assassinated. In 1970 alone, 1,376 were
killed by revolutionary violence.384 Virtually everyone connected to the pacification
program were targets of communist repression.385 Village and hamlet chiefs, however,
were of particular importance. This is because the chief played a critical role in linking
local villages and hamlets to the national government. “Kill the hamlet chief,” read one
study, “and you destroy a great part of the control that the government maintains in a
virtually isolated area.”386 Territorial forces, local militia, and police personnel were also
natural targets for NLF attack; not only because they inhibited NLF recruitment and tax
collection, were charged with protecting the local population from communist attack and
infiltration, but also because they personified pacification – a program whose purpose
was to unite the people and the government vis-à-vis nation-building activities.387
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A second principal function of repression was intimidation. Assassination,
kidnapping, warnings, and other forms of coercion were designed not only to discourage
individuals from actively supporting the RVN or from participating in activities that gave
the government legitimacy (elections, community development, and membership in local
militia and security forces), they were intended to terrorize the population into
submission and to prevent the population from resisting NLF demands for taxes and
manpower, and from assisting the government by providing intelligence on insurgent
members and their activities. This explains why the Front went to great lengths to punish
and repress individuals publicly. Executions and denunciations in full view of village and
hamlet populations was an effective means of intimidating the peasantry and modifying
their behavior through fear. Beheading a village chief, stabbing a school teacher to death,
or shooting a police officer in front of an assemblage of villagers left an indelible
impression on the local community. “Such savagery, fully documented in one’s midst,”
noted one journalist, “leaves an unmistakable scar of terror.”388 The communists
themselves knew the power of repression. “It is necessary to control the villagers,”
proclaimed one former cadre. “Without terror we could control our own followers but not
the whole population. We sought not killing for killing’s sake, but to break completely
the people’s will to resist and to think for themselves.”389 Terrorism and the fear it breeds
had been a fundamental tenet of communist revolutionary warfare throughout the
twentieth century as a means of population control and seizing political power. It was
natural, therefore, that repression was used in South Vietnam at the local level to control
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the attitudes and behavior of the rural population through fear and intimidation. “The
elimination of traitors,” recalled one former cadre, “will frighten them and make them
stop their activities and reduce their sabotage against the Revolution. We will push them
to secretly give in to our side.”390 Interviews with communist prisoners and defectors lend
credence to the use of repression for intimidation purposes. One former Party member
admitted that acts of repression were used to demonstrate the NLF’s power and exact
obedience from the peasantry. “As long as the people dread terrorist actions,” he told his
interrogator in 1967, “the Viet Cong can tell them what to do.”391 Vietnam scholar
Richard Schultz believes that “political-coercive” techniques such as terrorism,
kidnapping, and harassment allowed the insurgency to maintain a degree of psychological
influence over segments of the population. Through repression, the Front was able to
exercise a type of “veto control” that kept people in line by raising awareness of the
dangers of supporting the government. This veto control, Schultz argues, successfully
undermined RVN efforts to build political community in many areas.392
A third function of repression was to destroy the credibility of the government
and to undermine public confidence in South Vietnam by demonstrating its inability to
protect the population from insurgent violence. “The enemy’s terrorist activities,” stated
one report, “play a large role in his attempt to discredit the ability of the government to
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provide security for the people.”393 According to one senior American advisor in Binh
Duong Province, the only reasonable intention behind a recent NLF attack was to
undermine pacification by dissolving the people’s faith in the RVN. “The recent rocket
attack on Phu Cuong city is an indication by the enemy to prove that no area is really 100
percent secure,” he wrote. Terrorist attacks of this sort in populated areas, he continued,
were a psychological threat meant to “play on the fears of the people.”394 A South
Vietnamese police official stated “The message the communists want to get across is,
‘don’t cooperate with the government – it won’t help you and it can’t protect you.’ Their
strategy is very, very effective. We have to . . . win the confidence of the people
again.”395 Within the context of agrarian political war, terror possessed the ability to
disorient and psychologically isolate the individual by making the government appear
powerless to either stop revolutionary violence or provide security. According to one
analyst, a single assassination in a hamlet or village “not only frightens villagers but
destroys part of the structure which previously was a guarantee of security for the
people.” Terror, he continued, “removes the underpinnings of the orderly system, creates
and sows confusion as much as fear. A civilian expects safety and order in his society and
when these are destroyed he becomes disoriented, for he can no longer draw strength
from social support. Instead he becomes fragmented completely within while desperately
trying to fix his own personal security.”396
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Others argued that violence aimed at choice individuals and applied throughout
the countryside was a highly effective force multiplier that undermined government
authority by inciting widespread fear amongst the peasantry and making the power and
reach of the NLF appear omnipresent. “A villager risks death when he openly cooperates
with the GVN,” noted Bing West, a Marine officer who spent considerable time during
the war developing local Vietnamese security forces, “because in most hamlets there are
Viet Cong agents or sympathizers – popularly called infrastructure – who will betray him.
The fear of death hangs over the hamlets and lingers on, long after the VC have gone.”397
West went on to argue that even when RVN forces were “nominally present,” the NLF
infrastructure had the ability to control the people using the same techniques that the
Mafia had to rule Sicily. “By its invisible and ubiquitous presence,” he wrote, “the Big
Brother of the VC infrastructure influences the public conduct of the people.”398 Stuart
Herrington, a former U.S. intelligence advisor to the South Vietnamese military during
the early 1970s, also testified to the Front’s ostensible omnipresence. “The Viet Cong
weren’t literally everywhere as their propaganda would have liked people to believe,” he
wrote, “but their organization was sufficiently developed so that one could never be
certain whether or not there was a communist agent in a given group. This organizational
achievement enabled the Viet Cong to accomplish many feats that would have been
otherwise impossible – the most significant of which was . . . control of the country’s
rural population by a relatively small elite.”399 Combined with propaganda, subversion,
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and political activities, assassination, kidnapping, and harassment were meant to sow
confusion, distrust, discontentment, and disenchantment in the government while
reinforcing the political influence of the NLF among the population. In many cases, the
strategy worked. “What I thought we had accomplished – security, confidence in the
government, a better life – seems to be lost,” lamented a former village chief whose
village had been recently devastated by NLF attack. “I was mistaken before about our
success. I will not make that mistake again. I have seen what a dozen terrorists can do in
a month or two without any effort.” He added, “My people have also seen what the
terrorists can do.”400
Closely related to repression were communist efforts to fill depleted guerrilla
units through impressment. Village and hamlet youths were routinely forced to serve as
hamlet, village, and district guerrillas or kidnapped to serve in local and main force units.
“The cadres conducted propaganda in my village,” noted one NLF defector. “They said
that if I did not volunteer for the Front forces I would be drafted.”401 Some were brought
in with threats or mild coercion. Others, however, were kidnapped or arrested and taken
to areas controlled by the Front for indoctrination. Although persuasion was always the
Front’s first choice to secure recruits, force and threats were employed when appeals to
patriotism, community, and other forms of positive persuasion didn’t work.402 As the war
wound on and circumstances became more desperate, the Front increasingly resorted to
impressment on a large scale to keep units up to strength. One report estimated that
400
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forced abduction and coercion (threats against family members to compel an individual to
join a guerrilla unit were common) accounted for nearly three-fourths of all NLF
recruitments during the first six months of 1969.403 Statistics compiled by MACV and the
RVN show that nearly 30,000 civilians had been abducted in South Vietnam between
1968 and 1972. Although records indicate that some of these individuals were detained
only temporarily by the Front in order to attend indoctrination campaigns before being
released, testimony from defectors and prisoners of war indicate that many were pressed
into military service or forced to perform manual labor for guerrilla units.404 Most
communist directives deliberately avoided the term “conscription” in order to use it to
denigrate RVN mobilization practices and use them for propaganda purposes. Still,
orders to “step up recruitment” can be found throughout numerous Front edicts issued to
forward-deployed units.
Another aspect of revolutionary violence that was not formally repression but
intended to damage pacification was population control vis-à-vis the forced relocation of
refugees and other persons from resettlement camps and contested hamlets to communistcontrolled areas. Closely connected to NLF attempts to terrorize the populace and
demonstrate the government’s inability to protect its citizenry, mortar and rocket attacks
on refugee and temporary resettlement camps were an integral part of NLF strategy
during the post-Tet Mau Than period. Indirect fire attacks on refugee camps were
403
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intended to demonstrate concomitantly the government’s impotency and the NLF’s
ubiquity, its potency, and its ability to disrupt pacification efforts. Most importantly, they
were designed to force displaced persons out of RVN resettlement areas into areas there
were under the total or predominant control of revolutionary forces. “The VC terrorist
attack on a Danang refugee camp has reinforced enemy attempts to discredit GVN
security claims,” read one report. “Enemy attempts to resettle the homeless population in
VC ‘liberated’ areas have been reinforced.”405 Although they may have appeared
indiscriminate in nature, insurgent attacks on refugee camps were a methodical and
integral part of their strategic effort to disrupt the pacification program.406 According to
one captured document, the NLF considered the destruction of refugee camps and RVNcontrolled areas urgent. “In the face of the enemy and friendly situation in resettlement
areas and with our present advantages and disadvantages,” it read “we should . . . destroy
resettlement areas and return the people to their native villages.”407 A 1969 study by
MACV noted that the NLF were aware of a decrease in their popular support among the
rural population, and that pacification had to be “thoroughly disrupted and destroyed” if
the loss of popularity was to be reversed. “The VC plan,” it stated, “is to force the people
back to VC-controlled areas and out of the GVN resettlement areas.” Aside from
“promises of land, security, and better government,” the report continued, the best way
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for the NLF to achieve this result was through “selected terrorism” aimed at the
population.408
Terrorism and revolutionary violence shed a great deal of blood in South Vietnam
during these years. According to MACV estimates, nearly 113,000 people were killed,
wounded, or abducted by NLF terrorism between January 1968 and April 1972. Of these,
24,114 were killed, including 1,646 village and hamlet officials and 18,360 ordinary
citizens. Over the same period, nearly 55,000 people were wounded. Here too the
preponderance of victims came from the general populace rather than from the ranks of
government officials or civil security forces.409 In 1969 alone, officials recorded 12,491
victims of NLF terrorism, including 6,202 killed and 6,289 abducted.410 An additional
15,000 were wounded. According to congressional testimony, of the more than 6,000
people killed by insurgent terror in 1969, more than 1,200 of these occurred in “selective
assassinations.” Also, among the dead were “some 90 village chiefs and officials, 240
hamlet chiefs and officials, 229 refugees, and 4,350 of the general populace.”411 Other
reports reveal similar trends and provide specific details. For example, a study that
tracked NLF terrorist incidents in South Vietnam in early 1972 reveals that from January
through April, 77 hamlet officials and police personnel had been killed along with 240
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local militia members and more than 1,000 noncombatants. In January that year, the
attempted assassination of a province chief at a youth rally resulted in 17 civilians killed
and 100 injured. In March, insurgent forces entered the home of a hamlet chief in Long
An Province, assassinating him and his entire family. That same month, an NLF mine
killed two schoolteachers and two civilians, and wounded 22 children on their way to
school. During a ten day period in April, insurgent forces attacked a number of Return-toVillage and resettlement (refugee) sites. In Quang Nam Province, one site was nearly
50% destroyed and 6,000 refugees were created. Meanwhile in Quang Ngai Province,
eleven resettlement sites were completely destroyed and another sixteen seriously
damaged. According to the report, these attacks created approximately 25,000
refugees.412 Such examples are but a small sampling of the Front’s widespread use of
terrorism.
The use of violence, force, and coercion by the NLF yielded some positive results
in the control war and the politico-military struggle for rural South Vietnam. Judging
from information provided in a number of sources, repression appears to have been an
effective and resourceful method for attacking the pacification program. Terrorism and
harassment tied up government resources, kept pacification officials and local security
forces on the defensive, and agitated an already difficult and highly problematic refugee
situation.

Most importantly, revolutionary violence influenced the attitudes and the

behaviors of the rural population and prevented numerous individuals from cooperating
with or supporting the RVN. “The people are for the most part afraid to cooperate with
the government,” read one report submitted by a senior district advisor. “The VC,” he
412
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continued, “partially control Kanh Loc by fear.”413 According to some analysts,
harassment and terrorism had allowed the Viet Cong to leverage power and extend their
influence throughout the countryside to a degree that was vastly disproportionate to their
actual numbers.414 “The willingness of the Viet Cong to resort to terror tactics,” read one
report, “permits them to ‘influence’ the population to a far greater degree than their
numbers or political power base would otherwise permit.”415 The Systems Analysis
Division offered the following analysis:
The unwillingness of GVN officials to travel in the countryside or spend
the night in villages indicates the VC campaign is successful despite the
low individual risk. Besides eliminating the best (and worst) government
officials, the VC / NVA use assassinations and abduction as a
psychological tool to influence the behavior of other employees and the
civilian population. Selective terror and harassment can be very effective
in demoralizing the general populace and destroying faith in the GVN.416
MACV claimed communist terrorism was highly effective in that it hurt “both the
effectiveness of the government's pacification campaign and the prestige of the
government.”

417

Interviews with NLF defectors and South Vietnamese civilians

conducted in 1970 and 1971 confirm this, illustrating that threats, abductions,

413

Pacification Studies Group, Report, “Completed Ap Doi Moi Khanh Loc, Binh Duong
Province,” 4 February 1968, p. 5, RG 472 / A1 462 / Box 5 / Folder: 1601-10A Completed Ap Doi Moi
1968, NARA II.
414

Advanced Research Projects Agency, Village Defense Study – Vietnam, Volume I: Executive
Report (Santa Barbara: General Research Corporation: 1969), 11, MHI.
415

National Security Study Memorandum (NSSM) One, March 1969, p. 17-1, Folder 07, Box 01,
Douglas Pike Collection: Unit 01 - Assessment and Strategy, TTUVA.
416

Thomas C. Thayer, ed., A Systems Analysis View of the Vietnam War, 1965-1972, Volume I:
The Situation in Southeast Asia (Washington D.C.: Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Systems
Analysis), 1975), 24.
417

MACV, Report, “Viet Cong Political Strategy,” p. 4, MHI.

218

assassinations, and other forms of repression had instilled fear within the rural population
and undermined the credibility of the RVN to protect the population from revolutionary
violence.418
Former ARVN officers Nguyen Duy Hinh and Tran Dinh Tho claimed that
communist repression had a detrimental impact on pacification because it successfully
intimidated village and hamlet security personnel and pushed large numbers of people
who may have otherwise supported the government into political passivity. Hinh and Tho
stated that although local militia and territorial forces despised the communists for their
campaigns of terror and intimidation, many swallowed their hatred and maintained a
“fence-sitting” stance in order to survive. “The situation was such that, over a period of
time, many village cadres and, according to intelligence reports, even some RF and PF
outposts, assumed a neutral position and merely gave a perfunctory performance.”419 The
Central Pacification and Development Council repeated this claim in 1970. “In some
areas the people are reluctant to associate with the GVN for fear of retaliation by the
enemy. Civil officials often become the target of enemy terrorism and assassination and
thus are reluctant to carry on the business of government. Some police hesitate to conduct
operations against the VCI because they fear retaliation, and local security forces, under
the threat of terrorism, often accommodate rather than resist the enemy.”420 Although it is
impossible to precisely gauge the impact of insurgent violence on pacification, reports
418
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generated between 1968-1972 as well as postwar regional and provincial studies showed
that terrorism and harassment did in fact sow fear among segments of the rural population
and undermined the peasantry’s confidence in the RVN by demonstrating the
government’s inability to protect its citizenry or to defeat what appeared to be a
persistent, indefatigable, and ubiquitous insurgent presence. “The people fear the VC . . .
particularly the local armed guerrilla units. These units continue to disregard the law,
terrorize, and create insecurity among the people” noted one RVN cadre.421
Despite its benefits, revolutionary violence also had its drawbacks. Repression
may have inspired the faithful, but it produced a negative backlash among those segments
of the peasantry that were subject to its ravages. This adverse reaction undermined NLF
efforts to expand its power and influence throughout the countryside. Beginning in 1968,
the proliferation of terrorism and harassment (combined with increased taxation, forced
conscription, and labor impressment) disenchanted a significant portion of the rural
population and prompted a rejection of the NLF and its cause in many areas. Perhaps the
most egregious example of revolutionary repression and the backlash it created occurred
during February 1968, when communist guerrillas and political cadres executed
thousands of Vietnamese civilians in the city of Hue.422 As one district chief from Thua
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Thien province commented after the massacre, “Many people here don’t particularly like
the Saigon government . . . but since Tet 1968 all of them fear and hate the VC.”423
According to an August 1968 study of one village located in the Mekong Delta, villagers
that were previously uncommitted to either the RVN or the NLF were beginning to
demonstrate “an anti-VC sentiment” in response to the high taxes and labor impressment
imposed on villagers by local insurgents. “These harsh and coercive tactics,” it read, “are
not winning any hearts and minds for the VC. For the first time villagers who had
traditionally opposed the presence of GVN and Allied forces as a nuisance are now
openly expressing their hopes for increased friendly troop strength to provide a shield
against unwarranted VC incursion.”424 Former RAND analyst turned historian David
Elliott has noted that many South Vietnamese peasants who “might otherwise have
supported the revolution on patriotic grounds,” turned away from the insurgency in the
years after Tet due to “the communists’ own brutality.”425 As the populace became
increasingly disillusioned with the revolution and its repressive modus operandi, growing
numbers of civilians rejected the NLF. As a result, many of them – despite a lack of
enthusiasm or love for the RVN – began to assist government forces in rooting out and
eliminating insurgents. “The tide of popular favor appears to have turned against the little
men in black pajamas who organized and led the rebellion,” wrote one veteran war
correspondent. “The Viet Cong’s claim to be the ‘authentic representative’ of the South
423
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Vietnamese people is a mockery of the truth to most of these people. The people still fear
the Viet Cong from the destruction and cruelty they are capable of wreaking, but fewer
support them than formerly, even under coercion.”426
In 1970, the Systems Analysis Division concluded that terrorism applied in areas
that were traditionally unsympathetic to the NLF was “generally counterproductive” and
that repression stiffened the people’s resistance to the insurgency in these areas.427 This
observation was corroborated by events on the ground. According to one report submitted
by a senior deputy for CORDS, the surge in revolutionary violence in his military region
was “self-defeating” because it had embittered the populace and prompted growing
numbers of rural residents to provide intelligence on insurgent activities. “Already there
is considerable evidence that a backlash effect is being generated among the people,” he
wrote. “Incidents are being reported more frequently and promptly; taxes and materials
are not being contributed so frequently to the enemy; more and more people, by both
word and deed, are committing themselves to the support of GVN and; fewer people are
by choice remaining in enemy controlled areas.”428 Although care must be taken to not
overstate the frequency of such events, it can be safely assumed that the above
occurrence was not an isolated incident, and that revolutionary violence did in fact garner
negative backlash against the NLF for perpetrating violent acts on the civilian population.
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Repression was an integral part of the political struggle for South Vietnam and
efforts to control the civilian environment. In the eyes of communist leaders and the rank
and file, localized violence was not only a legitimate but a necessary means to advance
the revolution and expand the Front’s hold on the countryside. To the NLF and their
masters in Hanoi, repression was a cost-effective means of winning and maintaining
political suzerainty at the local level at a time of diminishing power and resources. When
applied, however, the Front’s extensive use of violence, force, and coercion yielded
mixed results. On one hand, it advanced revolutionary aims by disrupting pacification
programs, cowing the rural population, discrediting the Saigon government in the eyes of
its constituency, eroding RVN control, and weakening the government’s administrative
structure in numerous villages and hamlets. On the other hand, repression was
counterproductive; its sheer brutality often worked at cross-purposes to the goal of
growing popular support and strengthening the NLF’s political and administrative
apparatus in rural areas. Although assassinations, kidnappings, and indiscriminate mortar
and rocket attacks on populated areas hurt the enemy, they also damaged the insurgency
by alienating the rural population and repulsing a community the Front desperately
needed to attract. In fact, many of the difficulties the communists faced after Tet 1968
stemmed from the fact that this vital constituency had become increasingly disillusioned
with the NLF. Blowback and unintended consequences arising from repression, however,
were not the most significant factor in the decline of NLF control over territory and
population during the post-Tet period. As will be discussed next, the violence program
enacted by the RVN and the United States played a larger part in the communists’
diminishing fortunes and loss of control over rural villages and hamlets.
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As we have seen, violence and coercion were an effective mechanism for
extending communist influence and control over the civilian environment. The two
primary methods of revolutionary violence – military force and repression – did not
receive equal weight in the years that followed the 1968 Tet Offensive, however. The
asymmetrical nature of the conflict along with a shift in communist strategy toward a
lower level of conflict in response to adverse circumstances had forced Hanoi and the
NLF to adopt an approach that largely avoided large-scale conventional combat
operations in favor of repression and guerrilla activity at the local level. Although there
were moments where the communists had used overt military force to overrun select
areas and grow the insurgent state, these instances where eclipsed by an approach that
was dominated by repression and small-scale violence and coercion at the local level – a
method that allowed the insurgency to conserve manpower, rebuild its shattered forces,
and maintain pressure on the RVN and its allies as they battled to expand control over the
villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam and prepared for future offensives against
the Saigon government.
Violent Pacification
Pacification, despite its name, was no less violent or coercive than communist
efforts to extend politico-military control over the civilian environment. Contrary to
shibboleths and nostrums such as “winning hearts and minds,” “social revolution,” and
“building democracy,” the program was not a passive popularity contest. Military support
of pacification relied as much on the “stick” of combat operations as it did on the “carrot”
of land reform, civic action, community development, and national and local elections.
Contrary to what some might believe, pacification was never a gentler, kinder form of
224

warfare. Clear and hold operations conducted in the villages and hamlets of South
Vietnam under the rubric of pacification were often just as deadly and destructive as
search and destroy missions undertaken within the main force conventional war.
Moreover, they had an equally if not greater devastating impact on the civilian
population. The frequent use of overwhelming firepower in and around populated areas,
particularly airstrikes and artillery fire, not only caused high numbers of civilian
casualties,429 they generated thousands of refugees,430 as peasants fled their homes for the
safety of government-controlled areas.
Much like revolutionary violence and repression, the use of armed force and
coercion to advance pacification and expand politico-military control was the product of
circumstance and design. To begin, the insurgency remained an entrenched, dangerous,
and disruptive presence that could only be eliminated through force. Although the NLF
had suffered tremendous losses in 1968, and its power and influence had atrophied in the
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years that followed, main force and local guerrilla units – along with increasing numbers
of NVA fillers sent from the north to supplement depleted guerrilla ranks – continued to
operate in varying degrees throughout South Vietnam’s forty-four provinces. According
to a 1969 Special National Intelligence Estimate, anywhere from 50,000 to 65,000
insurgent combat forces continued to operate in South Vietnam and adjacent areas. These
forces were supplemented by an additional 40,000 to 50,000 administration service
personnel and anywhere from 50,000 to 100,000 active guerrillas.431 The estimate also
asserted that the communists retained “a substantial capability to sustain military
operations. The Viet Cong infrastructure, which plays a vital role in supporting the war
effort, continued to function effectively despite some attrition and reduced access to the
population and resources of the South.”432 Faced with a tenacious and substantive armed
threat that was embedded within the very social fabric of rural South Vietnam, allied
military forces had no choice but to root out and destroy insurgent elements from
contested and communist-controlled villages and hamlets using the hard hand of war.
The use of conventional combat operations to advance pacification and extend
government control over the civilian environment was rooted in existing military doctrine
and practice.433 As noted in Chapter 3, the tactics and techniques used to support
pacification were identical to those used in other operations; and they included an array
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of offensive “strike” missions supplemented by air and artillery fire, such as sweeps,
ambushes, raids, saturation patrolling, search and destroy, and cordon and search
operations. Military doctrine drafted during the 1960s wedded military force and violence
to pacification through the concept of area security. “Clearing operations” were meant to
cleanse an area of hostile elements so that civil, economic, and social measures could be
implemented. In the eyes of allied military planners, area security was the “key” to
pacification’s success and an essential first step in pacifying the countryside vis-à-vis
civic action, community development, and other government programs meant to build
political community and a cooperative relationship between the government and the rural
population. In short, pacification and nation building could only take root and flourish
within a secure environment. Military action and “aggressive offensive operations” that
destroyed or drove off enemy forces created that environment. “Pacification is not
possible unless there is security,” a report generated by the U.S. 9th Infantry Division
stated bluntly. “Strike operations by US and RVNAF

. . . provide this necessary

ingredient.”434
The laws of war governing U.S. forces in the field solidified the use of traditional
combat tactics and techniques during pacification operations. Although military
commanders had repeatedly dictated to subordinates that civilian casualties and collateral
damage were to be avoided when possible, and the rules of engagement (ROE) for
Vietnam placed stringent restrictions on indiscriminate force in populated areas and
required that allied troops issue warnings to civilians when an attack upon a village or
434
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hamlet known to contain insurgent forces was forthcoming, they allowed these
restrictions, along with limitations on artillery and airstrikes, to be overridden when
dictated by military necessity. For example, MACV Directive 525-18 stipulated that fire
missions directed against known or suspected enemy targets in villages and hamlets
occupied by noncombatants could be waived and that populated areas could be attacked
without warning if deemed necessary or relevant to the success of an operation.435
Commanders in charge of military support of pacification agreed. On one hand, they
openly recognized the wisdom of limiting artillery and airstrikes in populated areas. On
the other, they argued that, at times, the use of overwhelming firepower was not only
necessary but permissible. According to one American officer, U.S. and RVN forces had
no choice at times but to “lower the boom” and use massive force against guerrilla forces
wherever they were located. Battalion commanders charged with supporting pacification,
he argued, were authorized to use heavy firepower against guerrillas in populated areas
when small arms were ineffective and the situation met ROE requirements.436 Studies
conducted by MACV show that even in situations where the ROE forbade the use of
indiscriminate fire, American and RVN units frequently violated artillery and air
bombardment restrictions in populated areas either because they did not understand the
rules or because they chose to disregard established protocol when retaliating against
NLF attacks. “Recent tactical operations,” read one report, “have resulted in death and
injuries to a considerable number of civilians. The frequency and number of such
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incidents clearly dictates that responsible personnel are either unaware of existing MACV
and RVNAF rules of engagement or fail to adhere to these principles.”437 Instances where
Vietnamese civilians were killed or wounded as a result of ROE violations, it continued,
were not only detrimental to the pacification effort, they were counterproductive to U.S.
goals in Southeast Asia.
The use of conventional combat operations to advance pacification was also
sustained by a persistent and deep-seeded belief in the utility of force among general
officers. “The payoff,” General Creighton Abrams declared shortly after taking command
of MACV, “is getting a hold of this fellow [NLF / NVA] and killing as many of them as
you can.” Lieutenant General Fred C. Weyand, commander of II Field Force, agreed. “I
couldn’t believe more in the truth of what you said about killing people,” he responded.
“This is right now what’s got to be done – people got to be killed. It isn’t so much his
supplies and his food, it’s just this son of a bitch running around with an AK-47. We’ve
got to find him and kill him – or capture him.”438 When queried about the continued
usefulness of search and destroy operations by a fellow officer in October 1968, Abrams’
deputy, General Andrew Goodpaster, responded that the purpose of such missions was
“to win the war in South Vietnam, and you can do it by killing troops and you can do it
by going after him out in the bush.”439 Despite a strategic realignment towards
Vietnamization and a reemphasis on the pacification program and the civil / political side
of the war after the 1968 Tet Offensive, American and South Vietnamese commanders
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remained reluctant to abandon their reliance on firepower and mobility. According to
Vietnam scholar Guenter Lewy, allied commanders “had a penchant for calling in
artillery and air support at the slightest sign of enemy resistance, using air strikes in
particular as a substitute for rather than in support of infantry forces, and much of the
time they seemed quite oblivious of the destruction and suffering these weapons inflicted
on the civilian population.”440 Many expressed the long-held conviction that the
annihilation of the enemy was the raison d’être of the armed forces. Although a growing
number of general officers recognized the importance of civic action and political and
economic reform, and many freely acknowledged the primacy of civil considerations and
the need to subordinate military to political action, commanders continued to place a
premium on the use of force to limit allied casualties and eliminate enemy units. In 1969,
counterinsurgency expert Robert Thompson lamented this fact, noting that the
“Americans seem to have been influenced only by the very worst interpretation of
Clausewitz’s doctrines and by the Prussian example of Moltke, so that the sole aim of
most American orthodox military commanders has always been ‘the destruction of the
enemy’s main forces on the battlefield.’”441
During the 1968-1972 period, no American officer personified Thompson’s point
better than Lieutenant General J. Julian Ewell, commander of the 9th Infantry Division.
Ewell admitted that while he tried to closely mesh pacification and military operations,
the latter would always be given first priority. Moreover, he argued that pacification was
meaningless unless the enemy was forcefully eliminated. “I had two rules,” he said. “One
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is that you would try to get a very close meshing of pacification . . . and military
operations. The other rule is the military operations would be given first priority in every
case. That doesn’t mean you wouldn’t do pacification, but this gets at what you might
call winning the hearts and minds of the people. I’m all for that. It’s a nice concept, but in
fighting the Viet Cong and the NVA, if you don’t break their military machine you might
as well forget winning the hearts and minds of the people.”442 In his final report as
commander of the 9th Division, Ewell stated that that the “hearts and minds approach”
was often “overdone” in Vietnam. “Some units do a tremendous job with pacification
support,” he wrote, “but put so much effort into it that their military operations suffer
unduly. I prefer the opposite approach. Put maximum military pressure on the enemy.
This helps pacification more than anything else.” The only way to overcome guerrilla
control and terror in the countryside, he argued, “is by brute force applied against the
VC.”443
Although it would be unfair to portray all general officers in the same light as
Ewell – an infamously aggressive and hard-driving commander who earned the sobriquet
the “Butcher of the Delta” during his tenure with the 9th – similar attitudes toward the
lavish use of firepower and the utility of force were representative of most American
officers who commanded troops in Vietnam. In fact, postwar surveys revealed that a
large majority of those who served in Southeast Asia believed that the levels of close air
support and artillery support used to assist ground forces in South Vietnam were
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appropriate. Only a substantial minority believed the amount of firepower used in combat
operations was excessive given the irregular nature of the war.444
Efforts to rapidly expand pacification and RVN control of the civilian
environment through “brute force” were revived and intensified in the early spring of
1968 following the first phase of the 1968 General Offensive and General Uprising. Less
than a month after the initial Tet attacks had begun, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, General Earl J. Wheeler, was urging RVN and U.S. forces to “restore security in
the heavily populated areas of the countryside” and to “regain the initiative through
offensive operations.”445 Two months later, Ambassador William Colby argued that 1968
was a critical year for pacification and that the RVN should rapidly expand its control in
the countryside to undermine communist claims to territory and population.446 On
November 1, U.S. and RVN military forces launched the Accelerated Pacification
Campaign (APC), a three-month nationwide blitz meant to rapidly expand government
control in the countryside and improve the security ratings of nearly 1,000 hamlets that
were either contested or controlled by the NLF.447 The campaign was followed over the
next several years by a number of pacification programs that applied the same military
principles.448 The APC and subsequent campaigns meshed pacification and military
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operations as part of the “one war” strategy. Moreover, they assigned U.S. / RVN
military forces a prominent role in support of pacification.
The use of American forces to advance pacification with overwhelming firepower
and large-scale operations was best illustrated during Operation SPEEDY EXPRESS.
Launched in November 1968 as part of the APC, it focused on pacifying four key
provinces of the Mekong Delta. Military support for the operation was assigned to
elements of the U.S. 9th Infantry Division and three additional divisions from ARVN.449
According to the 9th Division’s after-action report, SPEEDY EXPRESS was designed to
assist pacification by eliminating guerrilla forces and increasing government control over
more than 400 designated hamlets that were either “contested” or fully occupied by the
NLF.450 Although the operation’s aim was to support pacification efforts in portions of
the Delta, its “fundamental purpose,” according to the report, was “the destruction of the
enemy” in Military Region (MR) 4.451 To accomplish this mission, U.S. and ARVN
forces conducted a six-month series of intensive offensive operations, lasting from
December 1968 through May 1969. SPEEDY EXPRESS employed a variety of standard
combat tactics and techniques designed to harass and destroy NLF forces, including
patrols, assaults, sweeps, ambushes, sniper team activities, and search and destroy
operations. Ground operations were lavishly reinforced by airstrikes, artillery, and naval
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riverine operations.452 Over the course of the operation, artillery support fired hundreds of
thousands of rounds in direct support of combat units and to interdict enemy infiltration
routes.453 Meanwhile, tactical air support flew anywhere from 95 to 120 combat sorties a
day, incorporating helicopter gunships, fixed-wing aircraft, B-52 strikes, and a variety of
air cavalry / airmobile missions sent to find, fix, and destroy NLF guerrillas and secure
areas for pacification.454
Judged by the primary objective of expanding government control over rural areas
and the civilian environment, SPEEDY EXPRESS had achieved impressive results. To
begin with, hamlet security ratings in the four provinces under the 9th Division’s tactical
area of operations showed remarkable improvement. According to the Hamlet Evaluation
System (HES), the number of hamlets that were under communist control in Dinh Tuong,
Kien Hoa, Go Cong, and Long An provinces dropped from 1,061 in January 1968 to 398
in July 1969. The numbers of people living in “liberated” areas also dropped significantly
from approximately 662,000 to 239,000 within the same time frame.455 Ninth Division
after-action reports reveal that combat results were equally if not more impressive. As of
3 June 1969, the division reported 10,899 enemy killed and another 2,579 captured. U.S.
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and RVNAF forces, meanwhile, suffered only 242 friendly killed over the course of the
seven-month engagement; an impressive kill ratio of 45 to 1.456
Despite inflicting a spectacularly high number of casualties during SPEEDY
EXPRESS, however, U.S. / RVN forces recovered only 748 enemy weapons during the
operation. The discrepancy in body count and captured weapons, along with the
acknowledged aggressiveness of 9th Division leadership, raised concern that many of the
“enemy” forces killed during the operation were in fact civilians rather than NLF
guerrillas. “Units of the 9th were intensely active, possessed awesome firepower, and
operated over a large area of operations,” read one report on the division’s activities in
MR 4. “It would be naïve to assume that all activity would be precisely and exclusively
directed at enemy forces. According to . . . advisors in the area, U.S. commanders may
have placed undue emphasis on body count, and there may have been too great a
tendency to view anyone near the VC controlled areas as hostile.”457 Post combat analysis
of the 9th Division’s activities in Kien Hoa and Dinh Tuong provinces during 1968-69
reached similar conclusions. “It was felt by advisory personnel,” stated an October 1969
report generated by the Pacification Studies Group, “that the high body counts achieved
by the 9th were not composed exclusively of active VC. The normal ratio of three or four
enemy KIA for every weapon captured was raised at times to fifty to one; this leads to the
suspicion that many VC supporters, willing or unwilling, and innocent bystanders were
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also eliminated.”458 Although it would be difficult if not impossible to determine the
exact number of noncombatant deaths inflicted by allied actions during SPEEDY
EXPRESS, one American official estimated that of the roughly 11,000 people killed by
allied forces during the operation, at least 5,000 were civilians. "Noncombatants," they
explained, “were always mixed with the Viet Cong." According to one villager from
Kien Hoa province, U.S. forces actually killed more civilians than NLF guerrillas during
the operation.459
SPEEDY EXPRESS was not unique in its use of conventional combat operations.
Other pacification operations conducted between 1968 and1972 were just as reliant upon
intensive infantry operations, artillery bombardments, and airstrikes to eliminate guerilla
forces, establish territorial security, and “pacify” rural areas – particularly villages and
hamlets that were either contested or under the total or predominant control of communist
insurgents.460 “In order to expel the VC rapidly with minimum casualties to friendly
forces,” read a 1968 report on pacification efforts in Thua Thien province, “it was
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necessary in many instances to inflict heavy damages on the occupied hamlets.”461
Monthly pacification reports generated by CORDS, including province and military
region field overviews, further indicate that combat operations in support of pacification
had in fact severely damaged villages and hamlets, inflicted civilian casualties, and
generated thousands of refugees in the process. For instance, when an estimated 200-300
NVA troops occupied three pacified hamlets in Long An Province “for the stated intent
of disrupting the pacification program and destroying the district town” of Thu Thua in
May 1969, subsequent efforts to dislodge them by U.S. / RVN forces partially destroyed
the hamlets. In addition to killing 19 civilians and wounding another 50, airstrikes and
artillery damaged or destroyed three hundred homes and made nearly 3,000 residents
homeless.462 Similar efforts to expel insurgents and expand pacification gains in Kien
Hoa Province during May and June 1969 generated 2,200 new refugees in the densely
populated district of Ham Long. During the same period, allied operations undertaken to
eject NLF / NVA forces from two occupied hamlets in Chau Doc Province had destroyed
or damaged over 900 homes in Tan Chau District. According to a report generated by the
CORDS Refugee Division, allied military operations in Kien Hoa and Chau Doc
provinces destroyed over a thousand homes and generated more than six thousand new
war victims during May and June.463
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Vietnamization and the withdrawal of American combat forces did little to lessen
the use of firepower and conventional combat operations. Although the overall size,
scope, and intensity of major combat operations diminished in South Vietnam between
1969 and 1972 (with the exception of the 1972 Nguyen Hue Offensive), the drawdown of
American units and increase in RVNAF combat responsibilities did little to curb the use
of overwhelming counterforce to eject communist forces from occupied villages and
hamlets. Because the RVNAF had been organized, trained, and equipped to fight like
American forces (reliant upon technology, firepower, and mobility), military support of
pacification during Vietnamization looked very much like it did when American combat
forces were at their peak. As pointed out in one postwar study on firepower and limited
war, during the Vietnamization phase, the RVNAF merely followed the example of their
ally, who “relied on helicopters to get to battle and on firepower to destroy the enemy.”464
One former South Vietnamese officer, Hoang Ngoc Lung, agrees. He believes that
beginning in 1969, after nearly two decades of advice and support from the U.S. military,
it would have been impossible for the RVNAF to abandon the high technology, high
firepower approach of its ally. Lung argued that Vietnamization really meant the
“Americanization” of RVNAF combat tactics and techniques. “It was going to have to be
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fought the American way,” he wrote. “This meant that firepower was the dominant
element of the strategy.”465
Operations undertaken northwest of Saigon in the fall of 1972 best illustrate
RVNAF reliance upon overwhelming counterforce to support pacification efforts during
the Vietnamization phase. In early October, six main force NVA regiments supplemented
by local guerrillas launched an “all-out offensive” in Binh Duong and Bien Hoa
provinces as part of an offensive meant to “attack the GVN pacification program” and
“control population centers” throughout these two provinces. After successfully
contesting and then occupying more than a hundred hamlets, communist forces were
eventually driven out by the RVNAF after two months of bitter fighting and tremendous
material cost. “In the contested hamlets,” read the October province report for Binh Dinh,
“a great deal of destruction has occurred.” According to CORDS advisors, 8,000 homes
had been destroyed and another 4,000 damaged in Binh Duong and Bien Hoa by the end
of November. The former province bore the brunt of the battle, with approximately 5,000
houses destroyed and an additional 2,000 damaged. The human toll was also high.
Although civilian casualties were limited (a majority of the population had fled their
villages as communist forces entered), 50,000 new refugees were created in the process
of ejecting communist forces from these provinces, and 1,100 communist forces were
killed – more than half by tactical air strikes – in Binh Duong alone. By the time
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November came to a close, the RVNAF had successfully driven NLF / NVA forces from
all of the hamlets and villages that they had occupied since the first week in October.466
The operations discussed here illustrate that overwhelming firepower and
conventional force clearly advanced the short-term goal of pacification – control – by
eliminating communist forces and expanding government presence in rural areas. “Where
we are in Vietnam,” Abrams informed the White House National Security Council in
September 1968, “is due to the application of raw power. That is why the enemy is where
he is, why pacification has moved. . . . When you turn off the power you have got an
entirely new ball game.”467 Abrams’ predecessor agreed. “At the time we entered, the
government held only a few enclaves,” Westmoreland informed the House of
Representatives Committee on Appropriations in February 1970. “It took a great deal of
effort, sweat and blood to expand the enclaves to the point that the countryside opened
up. In the process of that, we have had to grind down the guerrilla force, which has been
done. Pacification has been extended bringing more people and area under government
control. The indigenous enemy in the south has been reduced. The enemy now has been
required to take refuge in remote areas of South Vietnam, in Cambodia, in Laos, and in
the DMZ area.”468 Such assessments were accurate; the American combat experience in
466
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Vietnam demonstrated that large conventional combat operations such as SPEEDY
EXPRESS did in fact have a place in modern counterinsurgency warfare. These missions
assisted pacification by decimating communist main force units and by destroying NLF /
NVA base areas, sanctuaries, and safe havens within South Vietnam. Search and destroy
and other “big-unit” combat actions not only saved the RVN from imminent collapse in
1965, they also helped pave the way for pacification progress and greater government
control over the countryside in the years that followed. By the end of 1969, search and
destroy missions and other main force combat operations had helped bring Saigon’s
control of population and territory to peak levels. According to a study produced by the
Vietnam Special Studies Group in 1970, conventional military operations were the
foundation for the unprecedented expansion of RVN control in the wake of Tet Mau
Than. “Throughout late 1968 and 1969, enemy main forces were destroyed, dispersed,
and forced to withdraw from populated areas of the countryside,” the report read. “In
most provinces studied, this change in the main force environment was a prerequisite to
the RVN control gains of late 1968 and 1969.”469
Overwhelming firepower and conventional combat operations, despite their shortterm benefits, did frequently undermine the long-term goals of pacification and nationbuilding. This was particularly true in the case of constructing a national political
consciousness among the peasantry. Although conventional military force possessed an
obvious utility in expanding RVN control over population and territory, high levels of
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physical destruction and collateral damage along with war-weariness incurred by a
seemingly endless conflict damaged allied efforts to win popular support for the Saigon
regime in both South Vietnam and the United States. Military operations may have
facilitated the expansion of government control, but they also corroded the very essence
of pacification, which was to build a nation founded on unity and construct a national
political community based on comity and cooperation between the Saigon regime and the
rural population.
Studies conducted during the war by the RAND Corporation reveal that in
addition to physical destruction, allied military operations damaged the social and
cultural fabric of rural South Vietnam. According to one report, the disruption of the
everyday life of the peasant was “almost total” in many areas. Frequent ground sweeps,
air and artillery bombardments, the destruction of crops through chemical defoliation or
“Rome plow” ground clearing, and other intrusive counter-guerrilla operations had made
it virtually impossible for the rural population to perform the daily routines and normal
functions of their lives. “In many areas of Vietnam schools have been shut down since
they appear to be prime targets – groups of persons tend to draw attacks,” the report
concluded. “Farmers till their fields at night if at all. What little capital goods the
Vietnamese farmers had – pigs, buffalo, ox carts, etc. – have been either killed or
destroyed. The traditional family life is placed under severe strain. The consequences of
these changes are hard to evaluate; but, they appear to be largely dysfunctional with
regard to the avowed . . .

interest in building a more stable, prosperous South

Vietnam.”470
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To many, the sheer destruction to the civilian environment caused by allied
military operations was highly disconcerting. In 1970, Congressman Paul McCloskey
delivered a statement before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in which he
decried the desolation he witnessed during a recent trip to South Vietnam. “In waging
counterinsurgency war in this area over the past several years,” he stated, “I was advised
that we had destroyed 307 of the original 555 hamlets of Quang Nam Province. I flew
over miles and miles of area south and southwest of Danang where nearly every hamlet
had been destroyed that was not within a mile of the main highway or larger settlements.
Tree-lines, hedgerows, and gravesites are all that remain. The purpose of this destruction
was to deny rice, cover, and support to the Viet Cong, as well as to the North Vietnamese
units operating in the adjacent mountainous areas.”471 Journalist Tom Buckley reported
similar scenes of devastation in the Mekong Delta in November 1969. Buckley reported
that a young American he had interviewed had informed him that U.S. / RVN forces were
“blasting” Front-occupied villages and hamlets “right out from under them” during
pacification operations. Reflecting on this statement, Buckley wrote: “To fly over the
Delta or the central lowlands is to see the truth of that statement – bomb craters beyond
counting, the dead gray and black fields, forests that have been defoliated and scorched
by napalm, land that has been plowed flat to destroy Viet Cong hiding places. And
everywhere can be seen the piles of ashes, forming the outlines of huts and houses, to
show where hamlets once stood.”472 Three years later, legendary CORDS advisor John
Paul Vann voiced similar concerns about the devastating impact of allied firepower on
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rural South Vietnam. In a memo issued to U.S. advisors in MR3 in April 1972, Vann
stated that he had personally witnessed hundreds of villages and hamlets that had been
destroyed through combat over the past decade. Such widespread destruction, he argued,
was predominantly the result of “heavy friendly fires.”473
More damaging than bad publicity, the use of overwhelming counterforce in
populated areas hurt pacification by inciting the hostility of the rural population towards
allied military forces and the RVN. “One of the major things you must keep in mind in
this conflict in Vietnam,” one commander warned, “is the confidence that the people
have in the government and the progress in pacification. Often, we defeat our own efforts
when we use more firepower than the enemy situation warrants”474 Although reports
based on interviews with South Vietnamese civilians indicated that the NLF often
received an equal share of animosity when villages and hamlets were damaged and
civilians killed, RVN / U.S. forces were routinely denounced for the death and
destruction they caused. Such hostility only served to undermine pacification. “Blame
and resentment are emotional reactions which are inimical to US / RVN goals,” noted
one report.475 In 1968, John Paul Vann, then head of the pacification program in the
Mekong Delta, confirmed this trend when he warned General Weyand, the commander of
II Field Force, that the high degree of collateral damage caused by “friendly firepower”
in one village under his jurisdiction was driving the population into the arms of the NLF.
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“I have never detected an air of greater hostility by any group of Vietnamese, even those
in hamlets under long-term VC control,” he wrote of an inspection made shortly after the
village was bombed. Peasants made homeless by U.S. / RVN artillery and airstrikes, he
argued, not only became embittered towards those responsible, but amenable to insurgent
persuasion and likely to abandon the government in favor of the NLF. “The logistical and
administrative facts of life,” he wrote, “are such that the family is without their own
home for a number of months and possibly for an indefinite period. This causes a
resentment that grows each day they remain in this status, fanned naturally by enemy
agents and enemy propaganda activities. They then become highly susceptible to
switching sides (if they were GVN supporters) or siding with the NLF (if they were
previously uncommitted).”476
In May 1969, Vann expressed similar sentiments in a policy statement that
denounced the use of overwhelming counterforce in populated areas. Writing in response
to an incident where helicopter gunships had destroyed a Buddhist pagoda and killed or
wounded a number of civilians in response to insurgent sniper fire, Vann argued that
while CORDS advisors were expected “to influence an aggressive, hard-hitting military
offensive against the enemy at all times,” they were at the same time “charged with the
conscience of the U.S. effort in Vietnam and of insuring to the extent possible the
security and welfare of the civilian population.”477 Although Vann admitted that there
were occasions when “security requirements” justified attacks on populated areas, he
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argued that such instances were rare and – most importantly – counterproductive to
pacification and to the U.S. / RVN mission in South Vietnam. “The point I wish to
emphasize,” he stated, “is that the net result of this action was to make more difficult the
task of eventually restoring GVN influence in this area. . . . It is a well know tactic of the
Viet Cong to deliberately stimulate fire attacks upon the population and upon built-up
areas as a means of creating dislike for the government. Regardless of the logic which
considers the Viet Cong presence as the basic causative factor, my experience has
indicated that the Viet Cong end up gaining and we end up losing when we fall for their
trap.”478
Three years later, Vann again lamented the unresolved habit of falling for
guerrilla tactics meant to provoke an overwhelming response vis-à-vis artillery
bombardment and airstrikes on populated areas.

“I have witnessed the enemy’s

employment of this tactic for the past 10 years,” he wrote in April 1972. “His specific
objective is to get our friendly forces to engage in suicidal destruction of hard-won
pacification gains. Invariably, he is successful since in the heat of battle rational thinking
and long term effects usually play second fiddle to short term objectives.”479 Although
Vann again admitted that there were “rare instances” where military operations dictated
the use of artillery bombardment and airstrikes in built-up areas, the “destruction of a
hamlet through friendly firepower,” he concluded, “is an event that will always be
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remembered and practically never forgiven” by those whose lives and property were
destroyed.480
Given the fact that support for the NLF among the peasantry had actually declined
in the years after Tet Mau Than and that evidence clearly shows a populace that had
become increasingly hostile and disenchanted with the communist revolution rather than
more supportive, Vann was clearly overstating the case when he argued that allied actions
were helping fuel the insurgency and fill its ranks by generating widespread antipathy for
the GVN among the rural population. Although this may seem like a reasonable
assumption given the resentment most people feel when their property and their means of
living are destroyed, there is little evidence to support Vann’s argument. Nonetheless, the
death and destruction caused by allied military operations did little to build bridges
between the peasantry and the government, advance pacification’s goal of developing a
national political community, or overcome the war-weariness and apathy that continued
to grip the population and sap its enthusiasm for the Saigon regime. The reality, as we
will see in Chapter 9, was that despite a decline in popular support for the NLF, there was
no commensurate increase in support for the RVN. The rural population, for the most
part, remained largely skeptical of both sides and unwilling to commit to either until the
“mandate of heaven” had been revealed and the legitimate power in South Vietnam had
become evident.
Despite Vann’s outspoken criticism, the use of overwhelming counterforce to
eliminate insurgents and advance allied efforts in the villages and hamlets of South
Vietnam continued. Condemnation of the standard use of conventional military force had
480

Ibid., p. 7.

247

little impact on the conduct and character of the “other war” in the years following the
Tet Offensive. Because overwhelming firepower paved the way for greater government
control over the countryside, it remained a fundamental element within the military’s
operational and tactical repertoire in Vietnam during the post-Tet period. Although the
tempo and intensity of the war tapered over time, as American forces withdrew and the
RVN assumed larger responsibility for military support of pacification, the other war in
Vietnam remained a violent and deadly affair throughout the period of Vietnamization
and America’s last years in Vietnam.
Allied combat operations may have brought far greater levels of destruction to the
countryside than repression. They were, nonetheless, no more sinister or condemnable
than communist actions. Both sides freely applied violence and force as needed and in
appropriate measure to advance their position in the control war and expand their
influence and / or control over the civilian environment. Circumstances and a disparity in
the balance of forces in the field, however, led each side to stress a particular approach –
repression and political violence for the communists; and conventional military force and
combat operations for the allies. This difference in emphasis was in large part a product
of the asymmetrical nature of the conflict and the overwhelming material superiority held
by allied military forces. It was also a result of timing and the different force
requirements and methods for maintaining and expanding politico-military control that
were inherent within the insurgent-counterinsurgent struggle for South Vietnam. To
begin, the NLF had metastasized and established a presence in nearly every village and
hamlet long before the RVN and the Americans had launched the accelerated pacification
program in the autumn of 1968.

This posed immense problems for Saigon and
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Washington once Vietnamization and an American withdrawal had become reality. With
the clock running and military assistance from U.S. forces diminishing, the allies had no
choice but to pursue a hard-and-fast pacification strategy – an approach that demanded
heavy combat actions to rapidly remove insurgent forces from rural areas. The
communists, meanwhile, had no such time restrictions; protracted war by nature allowed
Hanoi and the NLF to take the indirect approach and apply a far more patient method of
warfare.
Next, the strategy of communist revolutionary warfare and its use of base areas,
guerrilla tactics, and blend of conventional and irregular war had enabled Hanoi and the
NLF to set the tempo, the scope, and the intensity of the war. The ability to pick and
choose when, where, and how the control war was fought not only allowed the
communists to husband their resources, strengthen their forces for future offensives, and
to stretch out and exhaust a much larger enemy at a much lower cost and with relatively
fewer forces, it afforded them the opportunity to alternate between repression and
conventional combat as needed. The communists also enjoyed strategic mobility and an
ability to concentrate their forces on those areas where the government was most
vulnerable. The RVN and the Americans, in contrast, had to literally defend everywhere
and were required to offer an armed riposte anywhere insurgent forces were located. The
political obligation to remove the stigma of insurgency root and branch from the national
soil and to annihilate the enemy wherever he was found was a burden the communists
simply did not have to bear. Together, these disparities helped shape the different
emphasis on force and violence during the post-Tet Mau Than period.

249

Notwithstanding what some have argued, the events that transpired between 1968
and 1972 did not constitute a “better war,” particularly for the population living in
thousands of villages and hamlets throughout South Vietnam. In fact, beginning with Tet
Mau Than, the conflict became an increasingly deadly and destructive affair for those
living in rural areas. Despite the overdue precedence given to pacification and the civil /
political side of the war in the years following Tet, traditional combat tactics and
overwhelming firepower continued to ravage the countryside. Military force helped
pacification progress by bringing increasing numbers of villages and hamlets into the
government’s fold; yet it sustained in many places a cycle of death, destruction, and
social disruption brought about by nearly two decades of war. Revolutionary violence
and repression, likewise, exacted a deadly price on inhabitants of the countryside.
Although less intense than allied efforts, the violence program used by the NLF to attack
the RVN administrative apparatus in rural areas in order to expand insurgent control in
the countryside was equally brutal.
The net effect of the control war was a protracted conflict that brought
devastation, death, and displacement to South Vietnam’s densely populated rural areas.
As noted by two former ARVN officers, the civilian environment was the crucible of war
and bitter revolutionary struggle. “The countryside of South Vietnam was the major arena
of contest and, as such, suffered unspeakable destruction,” they recollected.
The rural areas were the warehouse of manpower and material resources. .
. . Our opponents regarded the rural areas as a strategic objective to be
captured, which was the reason why the RVN and its allies defended them
at all costs. The participation of US and FWMA forces, with their
tremendous firepower, added to the destruction. Many villages were
completely obliterated from the surface of the earth. Throughout the war,
it could be said that no corner of the countryside had been spared the
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destructiveness of bombs and shells; many areas had in fact changed
hands many times, and each time the destruction was worse. The end
result was that houses were reduced to rubble, innocent people were
killed, untold numbers became displaced, riceland was abandoned, and as
much as one-half of the population of the countryside had fled to the
security of cities, province capitals, and district towns at some time during
the war. A small minority of rural people with resources adapted
themselves quickly to city life, but most languished in abject poverty in
refugee camps or as outcasts in city streets. When the situation seemed to
have improved, the people returned to their home villages, only to flee
again at the next battle. This process was repeated again and again over
the war years.481
To the poor suffering peasants caught in the crossfire of the control war, the increasingly
harsh contest to establish and expand politico-military domination over the civilian
environment had made the post-Tet period a worse – not better – war. Within the villages
and hamlets of the countryside, the battle between communist revolutionary warfare and
pacification confirmed the old proverb that “when elephants fight, it is the grass that
suffers.” Or, as one individual pointed out in 1968, “the terror of Vietnam is being in the
middle.”482
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CHAPTER SIX
PEACE POLITICS AND THE TRANSFORMATION
OF THE SECOND INDOCHINA WAR: THE IMPACT OF
THE 1968 TET OFFENSIVE

The conduct and character of the Second Indochina War during the last four years
of American intervention, particularly the struggle to control the countryside, cannot be
understood without first looking at the context within which both sides fought to establish
political hegemony over the civilian environment of South Vietnam. After several years
of conflict dominated by main force combat and a grinding war of attrition, the struggle
for the villages and hamlets, with some minor exceptions, had once again become the
primary focus in 1968, with each side striving to strengthen its hold on populated areas.
This chapter attempts to explain why this shift occurred and why protracted war and
politico-military struggle at the local level had resumed a preeminent position in South
Vietnam at that time.
New Initiatives and New Trajectories in the Wake of Tet Mau Than
On January 30, 1968, NLF main and local forces aided by NVA regulars launched
the largest and most closely coordinated offensive of the war. Known as Tet Mau Than
(Tet Year of the Monkey), the attacks targeted thousands of villages and hamlets, thirtyfour provincial capitals, sixty-four district towns, and five of the RVN’s largest cities,
including Saigon and the ancient imperial city of Hue. Tet was part of an overall plan to
collapse the South Vietnamese government, force an American withdrawal, and create a
coalition government that would be dominated by the NLF and used as a vehicle for
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reuniting the divided country under communist rule.483 The means to achieve these ends
was the mythical General Offensive and General Uprising, a coordinated politico-military
attack that meshed an international propaganda campaign with offensive military
operations and popular uprisings launched simultaneously against urban and rural
environments throughout South Vietnam. “The coming General Offensive and General
Uprising will be the first stage in a process involving a very fierce and complex strategic
offensive which will combine military and political attacks to be carried out by all the
three forces in all three strategic zones in combination with the diplomatic offensive,” the
Party Central Committee declared in the fall of 1967. “Military attacks by the armed
forces on the main fronts and the uprising of the people in large urban areas,” the
resolution continued, “are the two main thrusts.”484
The communists launched Tet Mau Than in hopes of achieving three primary
objectives. These were: first, to disintegrate a large portion of the South Vietnamese
armed forces; next, to overthrow the RVN administration at all levels; and finally, to
provoke a political crisis in the United States that would produce a loss of political will
and culminate in American withdrawal from Southeast Asia.485 Despite careful planning
and a rapid, unexpected, and violent execution during the initial phase, however, the
series of country-wide attacks failed to achieve their immediate goals. The RVNAF were
not crippled and the Saigon government did not crumble. Moreover, the much hoped for
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general uprising by the “oppressed” and disgruntled masses of South Vietnam never
materialized. Within days most of the military attacks on urban areas were blunted or
reversed. Subsequent communist offensives, one in May and the other in August, were
also rebuffed by strong allied countermeasures. Perhaps even more damning, the
population did not initiate a popular uprising. Rather than rise up in rebellion against the
neocolonial “puppet” government, the people instead increasingly turned away from the
NLF as a result of the failed attacks and the destruction and suffering they unleashed in
populated areas. “It is increasingly evident that the people continue to harbor resentment
against the VC / NVA for the Tet attacks, and for the disruption to normal living caused
by them,” noted an American advisor.486 In short, Tet Mau Than was a major military
defeat both for the NLF and for Hanoi. Besides failing to achieve short-term objectives,
the series of communist offensives and allied counteroffensives decimated the Front’s
political infrastructure and its fighting forces (NVA forces were held in abeyance during
the first wave of attacks and therefore suffered few casualties). According to some
estimates, the NLF lost approximately 80 percent of its fighting force and suffered as
many as 50,000 casualties.487 These losses would have a profoundly negative impact on
communist fortunes in the years following Tet.
Despite its failures, however, Tet Mau Than turned out to be a long-term political
victory for Hanoi if not necessarily for the NLF. The attacks were the catalyst that
destroyed Washington’s commitment to U.S. intervention and spurred American
withdrawal. Nearly twenty years after the war in Vietnam had ended, North Vietnamese
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general Tran Van Tra identified the central paradox of Tet: “The General Offensive and
Uprising of Tet Mau Than . . . matched the conditions at the time,” he wrote. “Despite the
fact that the General Uprising did not take place and power was not turned over to the
people, Tet Mau Than was still a great victory, creating the most important strategic
turning point of the war, eventually leading us to total victory.”488 Tra was correct; Tet
set in motion a series of events that, over time, helped the communists overwhelm and
eventually defeat the RVN and its armed forces. The attacks, through their unexpected
suddenness and sheer audacity, fundamentally transformed the conflict in Vietnam by
shifting its emphasis from the politics of war to the politics of peace.
Tet Mau Than profoundly changed the dynamics of the war in Southeast Asia.
Although the 1968 campaign failed to break the politico-military stalemate in South
Vietnam or present a clear-cut advantage for either side of the conflict (despite claims to
the contrary by both camps), it was, nonetheless, a major turning point in the Second
Indochina War. On the strategic level, Tet was indecisive; it produced no winners. Yet it
was a heuristic event; a point of no return that shaped and determined, in the words of
one scholar, “the succeeding stages of peace politics for the losers.”489 For Hanoi and the
NLF, Tet laid bare the reality that – together – the allied armies were just too large and
strong to defeat militarily. Moreover, it revealed that the revolution could no longer
sustain the extremely high casualties and material losses it had suffered over the past
three years and hope to survive. Nor could the communists count on the masses to rise up
and initiate a popular insurrection in support of the General Offensive and General
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Uprising. For all intents and purposes, the NLF and Hanoi were largely on their own;
they would get little help from the majority of the population in South Vietnam, most of
whom remained uncommitted to either the NLF or the RVN. Together these
circumstances produced temporary retrenchment and a shift in strategy from a
predominantly military approach to a method that fused low-level protracted war with
diplomatic struggle.
Tet Mau Than was equally jarring to the allies. For the United States the attacks
validated the argument that the war in South Vietnam could not be won on the battlefield
and that current policy had to be reconsidered and revised in light of growing war
weariness among the American people and an increasingly problematic domestic political
situation. Such recognition prompted Washington to significantly alter American policy
at both the strategic and grand strategic levels. After Tet, the U.S. not only refocused and
accelerated the pacification program and efforts to expand government control over rural
areas, it also capped its overall commitment to the RVN and began the process of
extricating itself from the war in Southeast Asia. For Saigon, Tet demonstrated that the
government and people of South Vietnam would have to assume primary responsibility
for prosecuting the war; they simply had no choice but to accept the increased demands
that would be placed upon them in light of new developments and shifting circumstances
both inside and outside the country.490 Once it was decided that the U.S. was pulling out,
the RVN would have to increasingly undertake the burden of its own defense and prepare
for the day when U.S. combat forces would no longer be there to assist them.
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In sum, Tet proved to each adversary that the war could not be settled decisively
through military force, at least not at that particular moment. Issues related to political
power and who would rule Vietnam, they realized, could only be mediated through new
and unprecedented initiatives that included diplomacy and a reemphasis on political and
military struggle at the local level. “Politically as well as militarily, stalemate
increasingly appears as the unavoidable outcome of the Vietnam struggle,” the New York
Times declared on February 8, 1968. “Neither side is entitled any longer to illusions about
military victory, nor is there evidence that either side is achieving political ascendancy. A
negotiated settlement seeking a political accommodation . . . remains the alternative to a
prolonged war of attrition, a war that neither side can win.”491
The effects of Tet Mau Than on larger political and military currents were felt
almost immediately. Mere weeks after the first leg had begun and before the shock of the
initial attacks had even worn off, significant changes were under way. On March 22,
President Johnson formally rejected General William Westmoreland’s post-Tet request
for an additional 206,000 troops for Vietnam despite grave warnings from the Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that a denial might result either in military defeat or an
indefinite continuation of the war.492 That same day the Johnson administration
announced that Westmoreland, the beleaguered head of Military Assistance Command
Vietnam (MACV), was being recalled from Southeast Asia to serve as Army Chief of
Staff.493 Given the fact that the general was essentially the architect of American ground
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strategy in South Vietnam from 1965 to 1968 and the posterboy for the American war in
Vietnam, this development was significant. It was also in March that the Johnson
administration had informed Saigon’s top leadership, President Nguyen Van Thieu and
Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky, that the United States, while it would continue to provide
assistance to Saigon, now expected the RVN to assume greater responsibility for its own
defense. According to historian George C. Herring, this decision represented a significant
shift in American policy. It was, he argued, “a return, at least in part, to the principle that
had governed [American] involvement before 1965 and adoption, at least in rudimentary
fashion, of the concept of Vietnamization which would be introduced with much fanfare
by the Nixon administration a year later.”494 Finally, on March 31, President Johnson
announced publicly that the United States was halting the bombing campaign against the
DRV (with the exception of the area immediately above the demilitarized zone that
separated the two Vietnams) and initiating unconditional peace talks with Hanoi. “We are
prepared to move immediately toward peace through negotiations,” the president
informed his audience. “Tonight, in the hope that this action will lead to early talks, I am
taking the first step to deescalate the conflict. We are reducing – substantially reducing –
the present level of hostilities. And we are doing so unilaterally and at once.”495 Also
significant in Johnson’s March 31 speech was his announcement of another key change
in leadership – his own. The immense problems facing the nation both at home and
abroad and the “awesome duties” of president, he argued, precluded any “personal
partisan causes” (i.e. running for reelection). He would, therefore, neither seek nor accept
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the nomination of his party for another term as president. Johnson’s March 31 speech was
profoundly important because it essentially ended America’s open-ended commitment to
the defense of South Vietnam and set the stage for subsequent developments, each of
which would exert tremendous pressures on the control war and the struggle to establish
dominion over the civilian environment. These included the commencement of peace
talks in Paris; a change of leadership in Washington; the possibility of a negotiated
settlement to end the war; and of course, American withdrawal and Vietnamization.
The Crux of the Paris Peace Talks: Withdrawal, Coalition, and Regime Change
The peace talks that opened in Paris on May 7, 1968 were a direct result of Tet
Mau Than and President Johnson’s subsequent call for negotiations on March 31. More
importantly, the talks were a product of the practical realization that despite an immense
expenditure of blood and treasure the war had achieved nothing more than military and
political stalemate. Both camps had agreed to formal negotiations because each side
realized, as did the New York Times on February 8, that military victory was unattainable
under current circumstances and that neither the NLF nor Saigon had been able to
achieve political ascendancy in South Vietnam after nearly a decade of war. The ultimate
decision to enter into negotiations, however, lay largely with Hanoi and Washington.
Although Saigon and the NLF were touted as equal parties at the negotiating table and on
the battlefield, the reality was that the DRV and the United States were the senior partner
in each coalition and the fountainhead from which the lifeblood for the contending
southern factions flowed. As such, Hanoi and Washington assumed the leading role in
negotiations, with Saigon and the newly formed Provisional Revolutionary Government
(PRG) playing second fiddle.
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The United States entered into formal negotiations in Paris because Tet
underscored the reality that the application of American military power had its limitations
and that brute force and conventional combat operations had failed to achieve policy
objectives in Vietnam. Although a number of American officials496 considered the failed
general offensive a tactical victory for the allies, one that opened up new possibilities for
pressing the attack – particularly in pacification – others believed it was an indicator of
the bankruptcy of American strategy. “The Tet offensive and its aftermath starkly
revealed the strategic vacuum in which United States policy had been operating since
1966,”

Westmoreland’s

onetime

intelligence

chief

stated.497

The

Johnson

administration’s decision to enter into peace talks in Paris stemmed largely from a series
of national security meetings in which a majority of the president’s top advisors on
Vietnam, collectively known as the “Wise Men,”498 had determined that the war was
unwinnable under current conditions and that the best policy for the White House was to
move immediately toward a negotiated settlement.499 The man held most responsible for
the Wise Men’s verdict on Vietnam and Johnson’s subsequent decision to deescalate was
the newly appointed Secretary of Defense, Clark Clifford. Clifford, a staunch critic of
American policy in Vietnam, was eager for a way out of the war in Southeast Asia. “I
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was convinced that the military course we were pursuing was not only endless, but
hopeless,” he wrote in July 1969. “A further substantial increase in American forces
could only increase the devastation and the Americanization of the war, and thus leave us
even further from our goal of a peace that would permit the people of South Vietnam to
fashion their own political and economic institutions. Henceforth, I was also convinced,
our primary goal should be to level off our involvement, and to work toward gradual
disengagement.”500 Once begun, the peace talks in Paris went nowhere. Negotiations
deadlocked almost immediately and absolutely no progress was made during the final
months of the Johnson administration. The burden for pursuing and (hopefully) reaching
a negotiated settlement to end the war in Vietnam, therefore, fell upon the incoming
president, Richard Nixon, and his top advisor, Henry Kissinger.
The objective of peace talks for the United States and the RVN was simple: to
bring the war in Southeast Asia to conclusion and preserve the national sovereignty of the
RVN. Another goal, of course, was to create conditions that would allow the United
States to “honorably” extricate itself from an exceedingly unpopular and divisive war.
Ultimately, the overall aim was to end armed hostilities between Saigon and the NLF and
create a postwar environment that was free from outside interference and that allowed for
the peaceful, democratic, and volitional mediation of power between the contending
Vietnamese factions. According to President Nixon, the basic terms of the settlement that
Washington and Saigon sought to negotiate in Paris were modest: the mutual withdrawal
of all non-southern Vietnamese forces from the RVN and the ability of the people of
South Vietnam to freely choose their own government. “I believe that the long-term
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interests of peace require that we insist on no less and that the realities of the situation
require that we seek no more,” the president declared on May 14, 1969.501 In order to
achieve these objectives, the United States and the RVN set out to win two primary
concessions from Hanoi and the PRG: the bilateral withdrawal of all American and North
Vietnamese forces from South Vietnam; and the preservation of Thieu and Ky as heads
of state.502 Both of these conditions, the allies believed, were critical if a brokered and,
more importantly, lasting peace was to be achieved in Southeast Asia. The former
demand was vital for the military survival of the RVN. Should only U.S. and other allied
military forces be removed, the communists would launch another major military
offensive from within South Vietnam and conquer the RVN by force. It was vital,
therefore, that all outside military forces, especially those from the DRV, be extricated
and regrouped north of the 17th parallel. The latter condition was necessary if the RVN
was to survive politically. Should Thieu and Ky be removed from office and replaced by
a coalition government that was dominated by the NLF (both were key communist
demands), the RVN would be outmaneuvered and overrun, albeit through political rather
than military means. The mutual withdrawal of American and North Vietnamese armed
forces and the retention of the Thieu-Ky government, therefore, were considered
mandatory if peace was to be preserved and the RVN was to have a fighting chance at
survival after the United States had left.
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The DRV had agreed to formal peace talks in the spring of 1968 because it too
recognized the bankruptcy of its military policies under current conditions. Although
Hanoi’s leaders proved much more reluctant to relinquish their military strategy – as
evinced in the May and August phases of Tet Mau Than and again during the spring and
summer attacks of 1969 – they eventually understood that the General Offensive and
General Uprising was a bust (an extremely costly one at that) and would remain so as
long as American combat forces remained in South Vietnam. It was only after the
communists had exhausted their forces in the series of failed attacks that the Vietnam
Worker’s Party Politburo had decided to take diplomatic talks seriously.503 Hanoi’s
willingness to enter into serious negotiations was also influenced by communist setbacks
in the wake of Tet Mau Than. The allied “one war” strategy, which combined a
revitalized pacification program with unrelenting allied military offensives, had caused
serious

damage

to

the

southern

insurgency.

Former

British

officer

turned

counterinsurgency expert Robert Thompson believed Hanoi had begun to negotiate
seriously because it knew the revolution was losing ground in the countryside. This vital
strategic area, Thompson argued, would be extremely difficult to recapture given the
weakened state and diminished number of communist guerrillas and political cadre
operating throughout rural areas. “It was one of the reasons they had to negotiate,” he
wrote, “they were about to lose territory which they had gained, because they could not
possibly have held it with what they had left.”504 Historian Lien-Hang Nguyen has
confirmed this assertion. “With reports reaching Hanoi of the deteriorating military
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picture in South Vietnam,” she wrote, “the Party leadership had no choice but to advance
the diplomatic struggle in Paris in order to provide much-needed support for the
weakened military and political struggle in South Vietnam.”505
For Hanoi, the overall objective of peace talks was not to achieve a compromised
solution to the war, but to win it. Despite a willingness to enter into talks, the communists
refused to renounce the fundamental purpose of the revolution, which was to liberate the
South, defend the North, and unify the country under communist rule.506 Winning the
war, however, first meant negotiating a favorable set of circumstances that would
improve the communists’ chances of toppling the RVN. The most important among these
was the removal of all U.S. combat forces. American withdrawal had been a possibility
as early as 1968. By mid-1969, however, it had become reality. The process, however,
was gradual and there were no guarantees that Washington would reverse course if
necessary or try to leave a residual force in South Vietnam. Hanoi’s negotiating policy,
therefore, was aimed at prolonging the deliberations so that the military and political
struggle on the ground could develop and pressure could be brought to bear on the United
States to make vital concessions and initiate a precipitous and permanent withdrawal
from Southeast Asia. Although it appeared on the surface that Hanoi had a desire to
seriously explore the possibilities of a negotiated settlement, it was obvious that the
communists would never accept a deal that did not, at a minimum, guarantee the
complete extrication of all U.S. forces and a fairly clear shot at political control in South
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Vietnam once the Americans had departed.507 According to Lien-Hang Nguyen, recently
declassified documents have revealed that Hanoi’s envoys in Paris were ordered to
“appear cooperative at the talks but not overly eager in working toward a settlement.”508
Historian William Duiker has also shown that Hanoi’s primary objective in Paris was “to
string out the negotiating process by imposing conditions until the United States had been
driven by military defeat and domestic unrest to make fundamental concessions at the
conference table.”509
The communists’ central negotiating plank during the Paris talks called for three
primary conditions: the complete, unilateral withdrawal of all non-Vietnamese military
forces; the removal of the current regime in Saigon; and the formation of a “peace
cabinet” or coalition government in South Vietnam.510 The purpose of these demands,
however, was not to achieve a peaceful settlement but to provide the communists with an
advantage they could later use to eventually overwhelm the RVN and achieve victory.
“We should fully understand,” the Provisional Revolutionary Government declared, “that
the purpose of the new diplomatic offensive is to coordinate efforts and provide
conditions to change the balance of forces between us and the enemy, but not as a step
toward a peaceful solution.”511
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The deliberately intractable nature of communist demands along with
Washington’s stubborn refusal to agree to any conditions that would undermine its quest
for a “just and honorable peace” delayed an agreement for more than three years.
According to Kissinger, the administration considered Hanoi and the National Liberation
Front’s negotiating demands to be nothing less than unconditional surrender and political
desertion. “With an immutable deadline set for our withdrawal, with all known noncommunist leaders excluded from political participation, and with the existing
government overthrown,” Kissinger recalled bitterly after the war, “there was no possible
outcome except a communist takeover in which we were asked to collude. It was not just
a matter of our pulling out and letting the chips fall where they may, nor of pulling out
abruptly without any quid pro quo whatever. Our unilateral exit was not enough; we had
to engineer a political turnover before we left, or else the war could not end. . . . Our
dilemma was that Hanoi maintained this position until October 1972. As long as it did so,
no negotiated settlement was available.”512
A complete, unilateral, and unconditional American withdrawal had been the
central aim of all communist military and political efforts since 1965. It was only natural,
therefore, that Hanoi and the NLF pursued this objective at the bargaining table once the
“diplomatic front” had officially opened in May 1968. Even before Tet Mau Than, the
communists insisted that the removal of all U.S. combat forces was a central requirement
for any negotiated settlement. “If the enemy wants to negotiate, he must . . . cease his war
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of destruction against the North, withdraw his troops from the South, and dismantle his
military bases,” North Vietnamese general Nguyen Van Vinh declared in 1967.513
The United States initially rejected a unilateral withdrawal not only because it
feared the communists would exploit the situation and attempt to conquer the RVN by
force once U.S. combat forces had departed, but because the Nixon administration
believed that American combat power could still win the day in South Vietnam. Despite
these fears and hopes, however, and in spite of its haggling and tough talk in Paris, the
Nixon administration did in fact capitulate to Hanoi and the NLF’s demand for a
unilateral American withdrawal a little more than a year-and-a-half after taking office. In
a shocking reversal of its previous position, Kissinger tacitly indicated to Hanoi in
September 1970 that the White House was willing to waive its request for a bilateral
extraction of both North Vietnamese and American units. The concession left the door
open for North Vietnamese troops to remain in South Vietnam after a negotiated
settlement had been reached and American forces departed.514 This decision rested, in
part, on the administration’s conclusion that the best way to get the communists to agree
to a negotiated settlement was to offer an in-place ceasefire followed by territorial
accommodation. It also sprang from cold pragmatism and the administration’s earnest
desire – above all other considerations – to protect its own political interests. Nixon and
Kissinger both knew that while neither of the preceding scenarios would end the war nor
initiate a lasting settlement, they would provide a decent interval between a complete
American withdrawal and a decisive conclusion to the war. “Both the options of sharing
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power and de facto territorial accommodation establish a framework for continued
struggle,” Kissinger informed Nixon in 1970. “They do not construct a permanent
political settlement. Any arrangements that are truly negotiated . . . must leave both the
communists and the GVN the potential for eventual national control and leave the U.S.
with a reasonable period after its extrication during which the final outcome is at least in
doubt.”515
The informal secretive offer that would allow North Vietnamese forces to stay in
South Vietnam made in September 1970 became official on May 31, 1971. The sevenpoint “final” proposal for a settlement presented by the American delegation in Paris
made no mention of the removal of NVA troops. The long-standing American demand
for mutual withdrawal, a cornerstone of America’s diplomatic strategy for ending the war
in Vietnam, had been dropped.516 This concession represented a fundamental shift in
American strategy away from one that ensured the survival of the Thieu government
toward one that allowed, in the word of historian Jeffrey Kimball, “the unwanted but
possible outcome of Thieu’s fall from power by political or military means following the
withdrawal of American forces.”517 Known as the “decent interval solution,” the decision
to allow North Vietnamese forces to remain in South Vietnam after a settlement had been
reached in January 1973 had a profound impact both on the control war and on the final
outcome of the conflict itself.
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Nixon and Kissinger had agreed to a unilateral American withdrawal because they
felt that pacification and Vietnamization had progressed to a point where such a move
was possible, and because, as just mentioned, they believed that accepting this demand
was the only way to broker a deal with Hanoi and save face should the RVN be
conquered sometime after American troops pulled out. As for reneging on the
administration’s earlier commitment to mutual withdrawal, Kissinger later recollected
that by late 1970 it was obvious that the U. S. Congress would never allow the White
House to keep American forces in Vietnam as a precautionary measure should Hanoi
refuse to extricate its troops after hostilities ended. Given the certainty of congressional
resistance to maintaining a U.S. combat presence in Southeast Asia, Kissinger argued, the
administration simply had no choice but to proffer a deal that provided the communists
discretion in removing their military forces from Southern soil. “The decision to propose
a standstill ceasefire in 1970 thus implied the solution of 1972,” Kissinger recalled. “That
North Vietnamese forces would remain in the South,” he continued, “was implicit in the
standstill proposal; no negotiation would be able to remove them if we had not been able
to expel them by force of arms.”518 Self-serving and self-absolving as this statement was,
Kissinger was correct; the chances the United States could wait out the communists on
the matter of mutual withdrawal or that it could either leave a residual force in South
Vietnam or, more importantly, reverse the American drawdown by reintroducing
American combat forces should Hanoi refuse to extract its forces had become highly
unlikely by 1970 given the American public’s continued dissatisfaction and
disenchantment with the war. As we will see in Chapter 9, the “solution of 1972” and the
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decision to allow NVA units to remain within RVN borders after the Paris Peace Accords
had gone into effect in January 1973 played a significant role in the war to control the
countryside and bore bitter fruit in the years that followed the 1973 Paris Peace Accords.
The formation of a coalition government was the second key communist
condition for a negotiated settlement. According to the NLF, such an arrangement was
absolutely necessary if a peaceful resolution to the conflict was to be achieved. The
function of a coalition government, it argued, would be to implement an agreement once
all outside forces had been removed, to unite the southern population regardless of class
or political affiliation, and to hold elections so that the people of South Vietnam could
exercise self-determination and decide democratically what type of government they
wanted. It would also be responsible for adjudicating the reunification of the northern and
southern halves of Vietnam through peaceful means.
Despite paeans to democracy and self-determination, the communists pursued
coalition government solely as a means to seize political power; they had no intention of
allowing true democratic processes to mediate the struggle in South Vietnam. The
objective was not to pursue political supremacy through consensus, but to manipulate the
system at the local level in order to gradually move into a position of dominance. In
1970, MACV issued a report that claimed “it is noteworthy that the term ‘coalition
government’ is a misnomer, in that the [GVN] is specifically excluded from coalition.
The communists view coalition government as a transitory vehicle for change from the
GVN to eventual full communist control in the South.”519 According to Vietnam expert
Douglas Pike, coalition government as understood and pursued by the communists in
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Vietnam did not mean power sharing. Unlike its practice under parliamentary systems,
coalition government in the eyes of Hanoi and the NLF was not an arrangement for joint
authority, but rather a means – a “technique” – for achieving absolute political power for
the Party. Once inside and allowed to work within the provisional coalition government,
the communists would then use infiltration and superior organizational work at the grass
roots level to gradually take over the reins of power.520 Captured communist documents
verify Pike’s argument and reveal that while the communists intended to preserve a
“broad union of all strata” at the top of any coalition government (more than likely for
propaganda purposes), the lower echelons – villages, districts, and provinces – would
consist of governing bodies that were not only hand-picked by the NLF and Hanoi but
dominated by pro-revolutionary factions.521 The communists were not meant to merely
participate in a coalition government, but to dominate it.522 According to COSVN, “The
national, democratic coalition regime, which is our immediate fighting objective, is . . .
conditioned on . . . the NLF playing the key role.”523
The United States rejected calls for a coalition government because they
understood that Hanoi and the NLF intended to use it as a political mechanism for
overthrowing the RVN and because they knew the Saigon government would more than
likely be unable to stop the steady erosion of its power should one be implemented.
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Kissinger later recalled that while communist demands for such an arrangement seemed
reasonable on the surface, a more in-depth exploration revealed that the conditions for a
coalition government were much more insidious. In addition to demanding that all
American forces be withdrawn and the current regime in Saigon be deposed, the
communists reserved for themselves the right to determine which political groups would
be allowed to serve in the new government. “The operational content,” Kissinger wrote,
“was that after we had decapitated the government of South Vietnam and demoralized the
population by total and unconditional withdrawal, we would then collude with the
structure containing the NLF and whatever groups the communists alone would define as
acceptable. And that new coalition government was to be negotiated between it and the
NLF, backed by Hanoi’s army. Such was the communist definition of a ‘just’ political
settlement.”524 In September 1970, Kissinger informed Nixon that the communists were
also demanding that any coalition government be arranged in a three-tiered or “troika”
framework. This, he stated, was additional evidence of their intent to game the system by
dividing the Saigon government into separate strata. According to Kissinger, the division
was intended to “emasculate” the organized anti-communist political forces in South
Vietnam.525 Allied fears concerning a coalition government were also rooted in
empiricism; recent history in the region had given Washington and Saigon reason to be
skeptical. As pointed out by Kissinger in 1969, the United States dreaded a coalition
government because, as evinced in Laos during the early 1960s, such an arrangement
would more than likely create two competing regimes rather than a true governing
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coalition. Each would have its own territory, administrative apparatus, and military
forces, and each would carry on its own business – thus perpetuating rather than settling
what was in many ways a civil war. The Nixon administration also feared that a coalition
government would not only help destroy the existing political structure of South Vietnam
and facilitate an eventual communist takeover, it would remove Washington’s ability to
influence events in the region by ending American involvement. “Negotiations seeking to
impose a coalition from the outside are likely to change markedly and irreversibly the
political processes in South Vietnam – as Vietnamese who believe that a coalition
government cannot work quickly choose sides,” Kissinger wrote. “We would, in effect,
be settling the war on an issue least amenable to outside influence . . . and the long-term
implications of which are most problematical.”526
The third – and perhaps most irreconcilable – negotiating demand made by the
communists was that the current regime in Saigon headed by Thieu, Ky, and Prime
Minister Tran Thien Khiem had to be removed if a negotiated settlement was to be
reached. This, Hanoi and the NLF argued, was an indispensable prerequisite for the
establishment of a coalition government. “The U.S. should top supporting Thieu-KyKhiem so that there may be set up in Saigon a new Administration standing for peace,
independence, neutrality, and democracy. The Provisional Revolutionary Government of
the Republic of South Vietnam will enter into talks with that administration to settle the
internal affairs of South Vietnam and to achieve national concord.”527 According to the
communist delegation in Paris, the Thieu-Ky-Khiem “clique” was a “bellicose” and
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“oppressive” administration that suppressed those parties in South Vietnam that were
genuinely committed to peace and willing to work with the communists to reach an
agreement. More importantly, it was an illegitimate regime whose very existence
depended on U.S. aid and the presence of American combat forces. Thieu and Ky, they
argued, were American “puppets” and pretenders to the throne who obstructed a peaceful
solution; they had to be removed if progress was to be made toward a settlement.528
Lurking beneath these public pronouncements, however, lay a shrewder and more
pragmatic reason why the communists found the current regime unacceptable. Hanoi and
the NLF knew they could not manipulate the system and advance the revolution inside of
a coalition that included such virulent anti-communist stalwarts as Thieu and Ky.
The United States refused to capitulate to the communists demand for the forced
deposition of the Thieu-Ky regime. In June 1969, Kissinger informed Soviet ambassador
Anatoliy Dobrynin that the Nixon administration dismissed Hanoi and the NLF’s demand
that the current RVN regime be dismantled because such a concession would virtually
guarantee a RVN defeat / NLF victory. “We would never accept that,” Kissinger told the
Soviet diplomat. “We would agree to a fair political contest – not to what [Nixon] had
called a disguised defeat.”529 Kissinger later confessed that while the United States found
all three of the communists’ primary conditions unacceptable, he and Nixon considered
the demand that Thieu and Ky be removed to be the most objectionable. It was this
demand, Kissinger later recalled, that stymied allied willingness to agree to a
compromised settlement the longest. “We were not prepared to do for the communists
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what they could not do for themselves,” Kissinger stated after the war. “Our refusal to
overthrow an allied government remained the single and crucial issue that deadlocked all
negotiation until October 8, 1972, when Hanoi withdrew the demand.”530
The stubborn refusal of both sides to acquiesce to conditions that would deny
them what they wanted most stalled the peace talks in Paris or more than four years. For
Hanoi, the objective was to win concessions that would swing the balance of forces in
their favor and improve communist chances for total victory once the Americans had left
Southeast Asia. For the United States, the goal was more modest; it was looking for an
“honorable” exit from Vietnam and a deal that would give the RVN at least a fighting
chance at national self-determination and survival. Washington, unlike Hanoi, was no
longer pursuing “victory” as the concept is traditionally understood. Although, as Nixon
later admitted, the initial goal of his administration was to “go for broke” and attempt to
“win the war one way or the other – either by negotiated agreement or by an increased
use of force,” the overall objective became much more circumscribed after sustained
military pressure failed to break Hanoi’s political will. 531 “It is not our objective to ‘win
the war’ in the conventional sense,” Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker informed the Council
on Foreign Relations. “When we talk of winning the war, what we aim at is a negotiated
settlement.” The endgame in Vietnam, Bunker argued, was no longer to guarantee a noncommunist South Vietnam but to provide the Vietnamese people “the opportunity . . . to
choose freely (on the basis of one man, one vote) the form of government under which
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they want to live.”532 Nixon himself underscored this shift in objectives early in his
administration. “We seek the opportunity for the South Vietnamese people to determine
their own political future without outside interference,” the president announced in May
1969. “We are prepared to accept any government in South Vietnam that results from the
free choice of the South Vietnamese people themselves.”533 Despite its muted goals and
strategic shift from securing a non-communist South Vietnam to ensuring selfdetermination for the South Vietnamese people, however, the Nixon administration’s
dogged commitment to winning concessions that would at a minimum preserve the RVN
as an independent nation (and America’s international prestige along with it) at least for a
“decent interval” after the U.S. had left Vietnam helped produce stalemate in Paris, one
that remained unbroken until October 1972, when the first signs of movement appeared at
the negotiating table.
In-Place Ceasefire and Territorial Accommodation
Any negotiated settlement to end the war in Vietnam would have included a
ceasefire agreement. Throughout history ceasefires have been looked upon as a welcome
development, particularly in conventional wars. In Vietnam, however, the cessation of
hostilities was a highly problematic scenario that was laden with enormous political
implications. This was due to the war’s “mosaic” nature and the patchwork state of
control that existed throughout South Vietnam. “When two armies oppose each other on
either side of a clearly defined front line, a ceasefire is much easier to arrange,” noted one
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journalist. “Each side continues to hold its ground while the shooting dies away. In
Vietnam, however . . . there is no front line, no clearly demarcated area belonging to each
of the combatants. Rather than a well-defined zone across the country, a depiction of
government-held areas and those controlled by the Viet Cong would, on a map, appear to
be a series of intermixed blotches.”534 This was a common concern after 1968. According
to another observer, “areas of relative peace for both the communists and the nationalists
are likely to be unevenly formed zones of local influence. No clear, single demarcation
line will emerge from the checkerboard of both Viet Cong and GVN ‘liberated’ areas.”535
In 1969 the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff expressed concern that an in-place
ceasefire would be dangerous given the highly fragmented nature of the battlefield in
South Vietnam. “If we had a frontal war we could do so,” General Earle Wheeler stated
in a national security meeting with the president. “In this war where the enemy is pockmarked in the countryside, unless you have verified withdrawal plus other factors, you
are giving the enemy the ultimate advantage.”536 The possibility of a ceasefire in Vietnam
clearly raised a number of practical concerns regarding territorial apportionment and the
designation of respective zones of control south of the 17th parallel. It was obvious that
should a ceasefire be declared, both the NLF and the RVN would claim authority over the
territory and hamlets they controlled. Moreover, they would both seek to rapidly expand
their influence and control prior to a ceasefire and make every effort to “fly the flag” over
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the areas they occupied and as many contested villages and hamlets as possible in order
to claim larger jurisdiction after a truce had gone into effect. A ceasefire, most observers
understood, would more than likely perpetuate hostilities, albeit in a different form, rather
than reduce them. “A ceasefire in South Vietnam,” noted one American official, “does
not imply a shift from war to peace. It means instead a shift from military to political
conflict.”537
Because the war in South Vietnam was a civil war in which a partially homegrown insurgency had metastasized and established entrenched enclaves throughout the
host nation, the likelihood of a ceasefire with regroupment like the one after Geneva in
1954 was highly unlikely. The only other alternative open, then, was an in-place – or
“standstill” – ceasefire accompanied by territorial accommodation between the RVN and
the NLF. In such a situation each side would remain in place once hostilities had ended
and govern the territory it occupied at the time of the ceasefire. Territorial
accommodation, which was first introduced as a possible solution by Harvard professor
Samuel P. Huntington in 1968 and later embraced by former U.S. ambassador Cyrus
Vance and members of the Nixon administration, proposed partitioning the country into
respective zones of control. Under such a deal communist forces and political cadres
would be permitted to administer the areas they currently occupied in exchange for NLF
recognition that Saigon was the sole, legitimate national authority. The purpose was to
integrate the NLF into the Saigon regime’s political structure and allow for an interim
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distribution of power at the local level.538 The plan’s major emphasis, therefore, was on
political competition and accommodation at the village, hamlet, and district level;
questions concerning communist political participation at the national level would be left
until a later date and settled through elections, once a ceasefire had been declared, all
U.S. and North Vietnamese forces had been removed, and the people were able to
determine their own future without outside influence. In a practical sense, territorial
accommodation was intended to recognize the realities of territorial control in South
Vietnam and to implement what Nixon called “a fair political solution” that reflected “the
existing relationship of forces” inside the country – i.e. a status of mixed control where
NLF enclaves and government territory were interspersed.539 According to U.S. officials,
such an arrangement would help facilitate negotiations by legitimizing areas of
communist control and granting the NLF a role in the political process. Moreover, it
would assimilate the NLF into the body politic while preserving the overall structure and
integrity of RVN sovereignty. “The advantages of this alternative,” one official informed
Kissinger, “are that the GVN would retain its national authority and constitutional
legitimacy, and that it might serve as a flexible basis for negotiations, since the Viet Cong
would be offered a large measure of local control of at least part of the country.”
Although territorial accommodation risked a de facto partition of the country, something
that had the potential to undermine Saigon’s national authority, U.S. policymakers
believed the risks were minimal because the plan guaranteed the political legitimacy of
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the RVN by granting the NLF a limited, carefully prescribed role in the overall political
structure.540
The Nixon administration had considered a standstill ceasefire as early as 1969. In
September of that year, Kissinger urged the president to consider an alternative strategy
for settling the war aside from elections or a coalition government, one that would freeze
opposing forces in-place and apportion territory to the party that exercised effective
control over the zone it occupied. Although Kissinger believed the current negotiating
strategy and its emphasis on a political settlement through “free, fair and supervised
elections” to determine the future political structure of South Vietnam to be sound in
many respects, he felt nonetheless that this approach was seriously undermined by one
major weakness: time. The communists, he alleged, would never accept elections held
under the auspices and authority of the RVN. On the other hand, the Thieu regime would
never accept a coalition government nor agree to elections by an international electoral
commission. Meanwhile the patience of the American people would be increasingly
strained. Unless some “great outside pressure” forced both sides to move toward a
settlement, he argued, negotiations would stagnate because Thieu and the communists
would both refuse to negotiate any agreement that did not guarantee their preferred
mechanism for political competition. “If there is not rapid movement in Paris,” Kissinger
wrote, “we just will not have the time with American opinion fully to play out this
strategy . . . there will be building pressures in this country for further compromises . . .
or accelerated troop withdrawals or a ceasefire.” Kissinger’s conviction that the current
diplomatic strategy provided little incentive for either side to negotiate seriously or reach
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an early settlement prompted him to propose the alternative approach of ceasefire and
accommodation.541
Kissinger and others assumed that a negotiating policy that pursued an in-place
ceasefire followed by territorial accommodation was the best way to avoid the temporal
dangers inherent within the current diplomatic strategy (protraction and gridlock). Such
an arrangement, they argued, would expedite an agreement by assuaging communist
concerns about elections and convincing Hanoi and the NLF that Saigon was willing to
share power in South Vietnam. “Territorial accommodation should hold many attractions
for them, both in terms of short range consolidation of local power and a longer term shot
at national control,” Kissinger informed the president. The willingness to cede control of
territory and share political power with the communists appeared extreme. Kissinger,
therefore, assured Nixon that territorial accommodation would do nothing more than
place a legal imprimatur upon a de facto situation that had existed for some time. “The
situation which has existed for many years in South Vietnam would be given a measure
of legal status. . . . Territorial accommodation would invoke implicit acceptance of the
status quo and would seek to rule out efforts to change it by force. The NLF and the GVN
would retain control over the territory and population in South Vietnam they now
dominate. Power would be shared in contested areas.” Kissinger argued that the surest
way to achieve such an accommodation was through a negotiated ceasefire; and this, he
believed, was the best way to buy time for settling the war on terms that were favorable
to the U.S. “We would be buying time with the US public by being forthcoming in Paris
negotiations and moderating our military tactics, as well as continuing a careful phasing

541

Memo, Kissinger to Nixon, 11 September 1969, FRUS, 1969-1976, Volume VI, p. 383.

281

of troop withdrawals,” he wrote. “If, indeed, a general ceasefire in place were put into
effect, the psychological effect on American opinion would probably give our policy a
major new lease on life.”542 As Kissinger would find out, mollifying the American public
by adopting accommodation was one thing; convincing Saigon and the American military
of its merits, however, was something quite different.
Kissinger’s optimistic assessment of an in-place ceasefire and territorial
accommodation was not shared by all – including Kissinger himself. In an article that
appeared in Foreign Affairs in January 1969, the incoming assistant to the president
warned that a standstill ceasefire could pose a number of problems for ongoing
negotiations. First, it could encourage a “mad scramble” to establish predominant control
over population and territory just prior to any cessation of hostilities. With time running
out and the opportunity to maximize their respective political and administrative zones
rapidly diminishing, the RVN and the NLF would make every effort to expand their
control over rural areas before hostilities ended. Next, an in-place ceasefire could make it
virtually impossible to verify the withdrawal of NVA forces from South Vietnam. The
communists, he argued, would more than likely lie about the nature of forces within the
areas they controlled in order to keep as many of them as possible inside the country.
This would make things infinitely more difficult during the post-hostilities period. Lastly,
such an arrangement could facilitate a continuation rather than termination of hostilities,
particularly low-level conflict, guerrilla activities, and terrorism aimed at disrupting the
pacification program. Although the communists would more than likely honor the
ceasefire militarily, Kissinger reasoned, they would at the same time ramp up the political
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struggle at the local level and continue to use violence and coercion to tip the balance of
forces in their favor.543
Although some officials expressed reservations about the possibility of an inplace ceasefire and territorial accommodation, others outright rejected it. President Thieu
stood among the staunchest critics of such a proposal. Throughout 1969 and most of
1970, the RVN repeatedly dismissed the idea of an agreement that would permanently
partition South Vietnam and grant the NLF jurisdiction over the scattered areas it
occupied, something often referred to as a “leopard spot” configuration. Although Thieu
and his government had repeatedly claimed they were amenable to a supervised in-place
ceasefire as a temporary measure, they would never accept such a plan if it led to a
perpetual territorial division and a coalition government. Such an arrangement would not
only allow the communists to rebuild their political and military strength to resume the
struggle, it would also gradually dissolve the Saigon government. “To accept a leopardspot solution,” Thieu informed the press in July 1970, “is to go from step to step toward a
coalition government, from rear to high echelons, from local areas to the entire nation. I
confirm that I will never accept it.”544 RAND analyst Guy Pauker also believed territorial
accommodation should be rejected because he believed it would create an unpopular
balkanized state. Such an arrangement, he reasoned, would not last long. Pauker argued
that a “leopard-spot” division of the country would be detrimental to the political stability
of the RVN because it would force a “medieval pattern of authority” on a country that
had long ago ceased to consist of isolated “autarchic” village communities. Should such a
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governing formula be imposed, he argued, it would quickly be overthrown. “Sooner
rather than later,” he wrote, “a new power center would have to emerge, smash through
the barriers, destroy the new ‘feudalism,’ and unify the country.” Any unifying
movement, he argued, would more than likely have the backing of a substantial portion of
the population because accommodation and the balkanization of South Vietnamese
society it inferred would impose “intolerable restrictions on the daily life of all
people.”545
Aside from concerns of an inevitable descent into coalition government, Theiu
and other Saigon officials rejected proposals for territorial accommodation because they
believed that any agreement that involved the political inclusion of the NLF (which in
their eyes was simply an extension of the North Vietnamese government) would be
tantamount to allowing Hanoi to intervene in RVN affairs.546 Moreover, accommodation
struck directly at issues related to the territorial sovereignty and political legitimacy of
the Saigon government. Should the current regime accept and recognize communist
control over any portion of South Vietnam, however tentative or temporary, it would
signal the first step in a loss of national sovereignty. This is something Thieu was
reluctant to do. After all, the legitimacy of the RVN as the rightful government in South
Vietnam lay at the heart of the war itself. Thieu’s objection to a standstill ceasefire put
him in a difficult situation. Rather than accede to territorial accommodation, Thieu and
others instead advocated national elections, particularly after 1969. This was because
they believed that extensive RVN control would translate into an electoral win for the

545

Guy J. Pauker, An Essay on Vietnamization (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 1971), 22.

546

Memorandum for the Record, 6 August 1970, FRUS, 1969-1976, Volume VII, p. 17.

284

government should a referendum be held.547 Caught between communist efforts to
destroy his government and the disillusionment and growing impatience of the American
people, Thieu found himself on the horns of a dilemma. Yet he had no choice but to
“hold the line,” as one commentator put it, in order to protect the sovereignty of his
country. “The U.S. government has gone to some lengths to establish the legitimacy of
the Government of South Vietnam and has a continuing interest in seeing that legitimacy
maintained. To pressure Thieu into further concessions would invite chaos within his
regime.”548
There were others who were pessimistic about the possibility of an in-place
ceasefire and the dangers it could bring. A 1971 plan produced by MACV reveals that
military planners also believed a standstill ceasefire would do little to alter Hanoi and the
National Liberation Front’s goal of toppling the RVN and seizing control of South
Vietnam. Nor would such an arrangement reign in communist activities, although an
armistice would more than likely prompt a shift from military to political struggle. The
communists, they argued, would make every effort to expand their control and attack
pacification during an orchestrated cessation of hostilities. “The enemy, even after an
agreement is reached, will continue to pursue his ultimate objective of controlling South
Vietnam,” the plan asserted. “Thus, even if he abides with the agreement with respect to
his regular forces, an upsurge in terrorist and propaganda action is likely. Even a
ceasefire of short duration would probably result in an increase in enemy influence in and
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control over the countryside and the rural population.”549 Military planners were also
concerned that once a ceasefire had gone into effect the NLF would move to announce a
capital for the PRG and begin administering the areas under their control through popular
associations known as Liberation Committees. Combined, these developments would
give the NLF de jure as well as de facto control over portions of the country and grant the
Front an aura of national and international legitimacy it had not previously enjoyed.
Lastly, an in-place ceasefire was dangerous because it would afford the communists the
time and freedom to prepare militarily for a resumption of large-scale hostilities. “He
would be able to refurbish and strengthen in-country and out-country base areas,” the
plan’s author continued, “and develop with relative impunity his [lines of
communication] in the Khmer Republic and Laos.”550
The Vietnam Special Studies Group (VSSG) harbored reservations concerning a
standstill ceasefire as well. In 1969 the group conducted its own ceasefire study in
twelve selected provinces throughout South Vietnam and concluded that an in-place
ceasefire would, at best, produce mixed results, providing benefits in some provinces but
serious drawbacks in others. The VSSG determined that in provinces where RVN
authority was strong and NLF guerrillas and political cadre relatively weak, an in-place
ceasefire would be beneficial. Such an arrangement would allow Saigon to consolidate
and eventually expand its control over populace and territory. Conversely, in areas where
the NLF was strong and the government’s administrative apparatus relatively weaker, an
in-place ceasefire would be harmful. Here any cessation of hostilities would be followed
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by a steady erosion of RVN control and NLF ascendancy.551 Given the impact of existing
levels of control and the ebb and flow of the control war in the countryside, the timing of
an in-place ceasefire would be crucial. Should such an arrangement occur when levels of
government control were at their peak and those of the NLF at their lowest, it would
benefit the RVN and the United States. Should it occur when levels of communist control
were expanding, it would benefit Hanoi and the NLF. Both sides, therefore, focused their
efforts on maximizing influence and control over the civilian environment after Tet Mau
Than in the expectation that an in-place ceasefire, should one be declared, would
effectively halt opportunities for future expansion.
The VSSG study concluded that a ceasefire that did not include the withdrawal of
North Vietnamese units from South Vietnam would bring about “major and serious
losses” in government control of territory and population at the national level. Such
losses, the report continued, “are likely to be irreversible without the reinsertion of
massive U.S. troops; and barring that, the enemy’s prospects for a military victory would
be greatly enhanced. At best, South Vietnam would be a divided country with the enemy
in control of I and II Corps and the control of GVN in III and probably IV Corps.
However, this situation might not be stable, making further GVN deterioration a
possibility. At worst, the GVN would grow weaker and fall, by political or military
means, to the communists.” The only conceivable way the RVN could survive, the study
concluded, was if there was a withdrawal of NVA units as part of a ceasefire package.
Although the removal of North Vietnamese troops did not necessarily make victory over
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the insurgency inevitable (the underlying social and economic problems that fueled the
rebellion would have to be solved), the removal of the NVA from south of the 17th
parallel gave Saigon the best chance of defending itself should Hanoi abandon political
competition and once again seek to overthrow the government through military means.552
Debate over the decision to pursue an in-place ceasefire and territorial
accommodation among allied policymakers was effectively settled in October 1970
through unilateral executive actions. In a televised address delivered from the White
House, Nixon attempted to break the negotiating “logjam” by asking the communists to
join the U.S. and the RVN in an internationally supervised ceasefire followed by an
Indochina Peace Conference. “I propose that all armed forces throughout Indochina cease
firing their weapons and remain in the positions they now hold,” the president declared.
“It would not in itself be an end to the conflict,” he continued, “but it would accomplish
one goal all of us have been working toward: an end to the killing. I do not minimize the
difficulty of maintaining a ceasefire in a guerrilla war where there are no front lines. But
an unconventional war may require an unconventional truce; our side is ready to stand
still and cease firing.”553 Though relatively simple in concept, Nixon’s proposal did little
to dispel the uncertainty surrounding the modalities of an in-place ceasefire. “If a
ceasefire were declared immediately in South Vietnam,” one journalist pondered, “who
would be holding what, and where?”554 Another newspaper stated acerbically, “if there is
one clearly outstanding feature of the President’s ‘new’ proposal it is ambiguity. It could
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be new, or old; real or illusory; promising or not . . . in this matter of a Vietnam ceasefire
everything depends on how you define the term.”555
Despite reservations, Nixon’s offer for an in-place ceasefire reflected a growing
confidence in Washington that the dual strategy of pacification and Vietnamization was
working, and that progress in these areas, along with the recent allied incursion into
Cambodia, had made the allied position strong enough to make an offer for territorial
concessions possible. In his October 7 speech Nixon had stated that his new peace
initiative had “been made possible in large part by the success of the Vietnamization
policy.”556 Several days later, a White House spokesman had informed the New York
Times that Nixon’s decision to embrace the idea was made “because of the improved
military and pacification picture.” Statistics generated by the Hamlet Evaluation System
seemed to support such a claim. During the same week Nixon delivered his speech,
pacification officials reported that 92.8 percent of the population was living in “relatively
secure” areas.557 American newspapers were quick to pick up on Washington’s newfound
optimism. “White House officials acknowledged . . . that as recently as last year U.S.
military leaders opposed a ceasefire in Vietnam on grounds it would then be extremely
disadvantageous to allied forces. Now the tables are turned enough for the United States
and South Vietnam to propose what they once feared would be thrust at them,” noted the
Washington Post.558 “It was a sense of military and political weakness that had hitherto
caused both the Johnson and Nixon Administrations to shy away from the idea of a
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ceasefire,” the New York Times declared. “These fears,” it continued, “have been
dispelled in recent months. Even officials who continue to doubt the ability of Saigon to
withstand a long guerrilla war believe that its position for the time being . . . has been
made reasonably secure.”559 These assessments of American attitudes were correct. In
fact, Washington optimists were so convinced they were now holding a winning hand
they were able to convince Thieu and other South Vietnamese officials to agree to a
standstill ceasefire. In a statement issued hours after Nixon delivered his address, Saigon
had announced its support for the plan. Although Thieu continued to express reservations
concerning the success of such a proposal, he nonetheless reversed his previous position
and reluctantly agreed to support an in-place ceasefire throughout Indochina.560 The
decision, more than likely, was based on assurances by the United States of continued
support as well as on the conviction held by many in Saigon not only that it currently
held a winning hand, but that Washington would continue to assist the RVN in its fight
against insurgency and military “aggression” from the DRV.
Washington and Saigon’s willingness to sanction an in-place ceasefire was not
matched in the communist camp; Hanoi and the NLF immediately rejected the offer.
There could be no ceasefire, they argued, without first removing all U.S. forces and
deposing the Thieu-Ky-Khiem regime. Within days of the president’s October 7 speech,
DRV and PRG spokesmen put forth a point-by-point denunciation of the proposal. Only
when the Americans agreed to withdrawal quickly and unconditionally and end its
support for the current Saigon government, they maintained, could a ceasefire be
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considered.561 “We are not opposed to a ceasefire,” the DRV’s chief negotiator in Paris,
Xuan Thuy, stated in an interview. “The two fundamental questions – the military
question and the political question – should be settled first. That is to say the United
States should withdraw completely all its troops, and those of the other foreign countries,
from South Vietnam. And the government of Thieu, Ky, and Khiem should be changed
for the formation of a provisional coalition government in South Vietnam.”562 A
Liberation Radio broadcast asked, “How can peace be achieved while more than half a
million U.S. expeditionary troops and satellite servicemen and the country-selling,
dictatorial Thieu-Ky-Khiem clique, which are the instruments of war and the basic cause
behind the waging of this aggressive war, continue to exist?”563 On November 16, Thuy
reiterated to American ambassador David Bruce that Hanoi and the NLF would not
consent to a ceasefire until all political and military problems were settled and an
agreement had been signed.564 The communists’ refusal to declare a ceasefire until a
settlement had been reached and American combat forces had left South Vietnam was not
new. In November 1969 Nguyen Thi Binh, the Provisional Revolutionary Government’s
representative at the Paris peace talks, informed the American press that the communists
would never agree to a ceasefire until or unless Washington and Saigon accepted the
NLF’s ten-point program for ending the war. The central demand of the program was an
unconditional American withdrawal. “Our position is very clear,” Madame Binh
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informed the delegation. “A ceasefire is not enough. It must go together with withdrawal
of all United States troops from South Vietnam and only by this means can an end be put
to the war in Vietnam. . . . Justice requires that we must demand that the United States
withdraw all troops from South Vietnam. It must not simply be a ceasefire. It must be a
lasting peace.”565
The communists rejected an in-place ceasefire and political accommodation in
1970 and for another two years because they were not interested in a compromised
settlement; they were, instead, intent on crushing the Saigon government and seizing
power. Should an in-place ceasefire be declared while the U.S. and the RVN held a
superior position in South Vietnam (something they in fact did have at the time) these
objectives would be almost impossible to fulfill. A ceasefire, therefore, had to be avoided
because it would stop the communist revolution dead in its tracks, both on the battlefield
and at the negotiating table. Moreover, if revolutionary activities were arrested it would
afford the RVN and the United States an opportunity to consolidate and strengthen
Saigon’s position in the countryside, thereby tipping the balance of forces in the control
war in Saigon’s favor. Hanoi and the NLF believed the United States and Saigon would
use the cessation of hostilities to roll back communist influence and control in South
Vietnam. “We oppose a ceasefire,” Binh declared in 1970, “because this is the way for
the United States to compel the South Vietnamese people to stop fighting while U.S.
aggression continues there.”566 Madame Binh and others argued that such an arrangement
prior to a settlement would leave Saigon in a dominant position in regards to population
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and territorial control, and that the RVN would attempt to consolidate the pacification
gains made since 1968.567 “If the ceasefire means no more shooting while Americans and
their allies go swarming all over South Vietnam to distribute food, build homes, and
deliver the mail,” one journalist noted, “it would be tantamount to an enemy
surrender.”568 Many communists also feared that the allies would use the lull in fighting
to press the attack against vulnerable guerrilla units and political cadre. According to one
source, a standstill ceasefire would “force the NLF to reveal its positions and expose
itself to being liquidated by superior firepower.” A North Vietnamese official declared
that any ceasefire without a formal settlement would be extremely risky. “The proposed
ceasefire,” he said, “is in fact a camouflaged demand for the surrender of the National
Liberation Front.”569 Still others cited the violence and repression of the Diem regime
after the 1954 ceasefire as proof that the RVN would not honor a cessation of hostilities
but rather use it to attack the revolution and gain leverage. “With such a ceasefire there
will be no more gunfire but there will still be death, imprisonment, humiliation, poverty
and starvation,” declared a Liberation Radio broadcast. “With such a ceasefire territorial
integrity will be encroached upon, the people’s right to self-determination will be
trampled on, and there will be no independence, freedom, peace and democracy. Because
the South Vietnamese people lived out the dark days during the six years of restored
peace under the U.S.-Diem regime, they can now clearly realize what would happen,
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after such a ceasefire would become effective.”570 According to Wilfred Burchett, an
Australian journalist who spent years embedded with the National Liberation Front, the
International Control Commission established after Geneva in 1954 failed to prevent “the
physical liquidation of hundreds and thousands of patriots,” at the hands of Diem’s police
and military units. The only guarantee against a repetition of these acts, Burchett argued,
would be the “maintenance of the armed forces of liberation and the preservation of their
military and political integrity.”571
Hanoi and the NLF also rejected an in-place ceasefire in 1970 because they feared
that an agreement that ended hostilities while large numbers of American troops still
“occupied” portions of Vietnam would legitimize the neo-imperialism of the United
States and its Vietnamese ally. Moreover, it would rob the people of their sacred right to
rebellion and armed resistance against the “illegal occupation” of South Vietnam by a
foreign power and an illegitimate “puppet” regime.572 “A ceasefire of the Nixon type,”
one source noted bitterly, “is to deprive the South Vietnamese people of their right of
self-defense, to ask the people to unconditionally surrender, to let the American troops
freely occupy South Vietnam for an unlimited period of time and to legalize the ThieuKy-Khiem clique, the instrument of U.S. aggression in South Vietnam.”573 According to
Xuan Thuy, Nixon’s ceasefire proposal was “tantamount to the legalization of the U.S.
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aggression in South Vietnam and also the legitimization of the position of the U.S. agents
in South Vietnam and other countries of Indochina.”574 Yet another justification given for
rejecting a ceasefire was that it would rob Hanoi and the NLF of a key bargaining chip in
their efforts to force the United States to withdraw: dead GIs. As one American journalist
noted, the communists’ preference during the Paris peace talks had been for “a political
negotiation during which American forces are being killed and held hostage in
Vietnam.”575 Should hostilities cease, some argued, the communists would lose the
ability to apply pressure on the United States vis-à-vis inflicting casualties on its armed
forces. In November 1969 Nguyen Thi Binh dismissed suggestions for a ceasefire based
on this very reason. According to reports, Binh maintained that a ceasefire at the present
time would leave more than a half-million American military personnel in South Vietnam
with no firm program for their withdrawal and no means to exert pressure to speed their
exit. “A ceasefire when there are 500,000 American troops staying on in Vietnam,” she
declared in a press conference, “would mean we would be compelled to accept their
presence without being able to oppose it.”576
Concerned as they were about the possibility that the allies would violate a
ceasefire and attempt to use it to their advantage, the communists nonetheless had
developed their own plans to exploit a cessation of hostilities and expand their influence
and control should a negotiated settlement be reached. According to sources, Hanoi had
been making contingency plans for a potential ceasefire as early as 1969. Reports from
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communist defectors indicated that proceedings held during the second congress of the
Communist Party of South Vietnam in September of that year reflected Hanoi’s interest
in manipulating a potential standstill ceasefire both before and after U.S. withdrawal and
the installation of a coalition government. According to the defectors, communist leaders
anticipated not only that NLF political cadre would infiltrate cities and other urban areas
to foment demonstrations and popular uprisings against the RVN during the period
between when a ceasefire went into effect and U.S. forces were withdrawn, but that
communist units would be ordered to attack South Vietnamese forces in an attempt to
defeat them after the Americans had left.577 Here we see the General Offensive and
General Uprising strategy applied to a ceasefire situation. Captured communist
documents generated in fall 1972 reveal similar machinations in the months leading up to
the signing of the Paris Peace Accords. “When a political solution is reached,” stated one
directive, “we have to initiate a general uprising which is carried out continuously on the
largest scale and which will go on before, during, and after the ceasefire becomes
effective, the purpose is to gain biggest victories and to liberate the bulk of the rural
area.” It continued, “we have to dispute decisively with the enemy for every citizen,
every inch of land, to plant our flags, encroach deeply on enemy territory and enlarge our
area.”578 According to another directive, the period between a ceasefire and a final
political settlement was a favorable occasion to continue the struggle against the RVN
and advance the revolution. “This period will be a great opportunity for revolutionary
violence, for gaining power in South Vietnam, for troop and enemy proselyting, and for
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making great leaps in the balance of forces,” it read. “This is a period of transition
between two struggle phases of the revolution in South Vietnam. . . . It is a decisive race
between us and the enemy. We must work against time to seize new victories each day
and each hour to hit the enemy so hard that he cannot react or recover.”579
The RVN was no less determined to use a ceasefire to its advantage. Although the
allies had no formal plans to openly violate a cessation of hostilities, Thieu’s insistence
that his country’s sovereignty be preserved at all costs and its territorial integrity
respected made it inevitable that he would not allow the communists to expand liberated
areas any further than they already had, and that he would exert every effort to seize
control of as much territory as possible prior to a ceasefire and shrink or eliminate any
remaining communist areas after an armistice went into effect. Thieu’s platform for
negotiating with the communists between 1969 and 1972 was infamously known as the
“four no’s” policy: no recognition of the NLF as a legal entity in South Vietnam; no
neutralization of his regime; no coalition government; and no surrender of territory to the
enemy.580 In 1972, the Deputy Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs,
Major General Alexander Haig, had remarked to Kissinger that while Thieu might be
willing to show some flexibility concerning the “practical mechanics” of a ceasefire, he
would more than likely not “back off a micromillimeter from his public claim to
sovereignty and lawful jurisdiction over all of South Vietnam’s people and all of its
territory.”581
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The United States, although it appears to have had every intention of honoring a
ceasefire once a negotiated settlement had gone into effect, nonetheless collaborated with
Saigon’s plan to seize as much populated territory as possible in the fall of 1972, a period
when a settlement appeared imminent. On October 8, Haig suggested that Kissinger send
a backchannel message to Bunker instructing the ambassador to press Thieu to move
rapidly and grab as much territory as possible in anticipation of a possible ceasefire offer
by the communists. “You should tell Thieu as soon as possible that at today’s meeting the
other side pressed very softly on political issues and major concentration was on military
and security arrangements,” Haig informed his liaison, National Security Council staff
member, Richard T. Kennedy. “This means that the other side may surface a ceasefire
proposal during [the upcoming] meetings. While we certainly will not agree without
further consultations, it is essential that Thieu instruct his commanders to move promptly
and seize the maximum amount of critical territory.” The following day, Bunker
responded that Thieu had already issued such a command. “Concerning your reference to
fact that it is essential for Thieu to instruct his commanders to move promptly to seize the
maximum amount of critical territory,” the ambassador informed Haig, “Thieu informed
me at my meeting with him on October 6 that he had given these instructions to his Corps
commanders.”582 On October 12, Kissinger reiterated to Bunker the need to press Saigon
to seize as much land as possible in light of a potential break in negotiations and Hanoi’s
willingness to agree to a standstill ceasefire. “My judgment at this juncture would be that
they appear ready to accept a ceasefire in place in the near future,” Kissinger wrote.
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“This, of course is corroborated by field intelligence and it is for this reason that you
cannot overemphasize upon Thieu the need to regain as much territory as possible.”583
Like virtually every other issued discussed at the peace talks in Paris, the
modalities of an in-place ceasefire and territorial accommodation remained unresolved
until January 1973, when all four parties signed the treaty that would ostensibly end the
war in Vietnam. Although the informal allied proposal for a standstill ceasefire first
introduced by Nixon in October 1970 had officially become part of the allied negotiating
platform the following year, when the American delegates in Paris incorporated an
Indochina-wide in-place ceasefire into their final proposal for a negotiated settlement,584
Hanoi and the NLF were unwilling to reciprocate. In 1971, the communists had codified
their previously informal rejection of an in-place ceasefire as part of the DRV’s Nine
Point Peace Program proposed by Xuan Thuy in Paris. Among its terms for a settlement
was the often-repeated stipulation that a ceasefire would only be implemented once a
final agreement to end the war had been signed.585 The issue of a standstill ceasefire and
territorial accommodation, although it exerted a profound influence on the control war
and the struggle for population and territory in rural South Vietnam, remained
deadlocked in Paris for another eighteen months.
Vietnamization and American Withdrawal
If negotiations and peace talks in Paris were the diplomatic leg of Nixon’s twotrack strategy for ending the war, Vietnamization constituted the military leg.
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Vietnamization was the centerpiece of allied military policy in the years following Tet
Mau Than. Designed to allow the RVN to assume stewardship of the war effort and
provide for its own defense, the program centered on efforts to modernize and develop
the RVNAF and expand government control over the countryside. “Vietnamization has
two principal components,” Nixon informed Congress in February 1970. “The first is the
strengthening of the armed forces of the South Vietnamese in numbers, equipment,
leadership and combat skills, and overall capability. The second component is the
extension of the pacification program in South Vietnam.”586 The President’s description
was apt. Vietnamization and pacification, while distinct programs, were part of a single
overarching plan to strengthen the RVN militarily and politically so that it could stand on
its own without American assistance. They were, in short, two faces of a single strategic
coin. “Vietnamization is on the nonmilitary side what is usually embraced in the term
‘pacification’; that is, the extension of government control, government services, and the
presence of the government within the countryside,” Undersecretary of State U. Alexis
Johnson informed the House of Representatives in 1970. “On the military side,
Vietnamization means improving the training, improving the equipment, and improving,
in general, the capabilities of the Vietnamese forces to deal with the enemy they face.”587
Vietnamization was also closely linked to the ongoing peace talks and part of Nixon’s
overall diplomatic strategy to compel Hanoi to negotiate. Frustrated by the stalemate in
Paris, Nixon touted the program as a way to break the diplomatic logjam by applying
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pressure to the communists. “Vietnamization is . . . a spur to negotiations,” the president
declared. “In strengthening the capability of the government and people of South
Vietnam to defend themselves, we provide Hanoi with an authentic incentive to negotiate
seriously now.”588 The program also contained the added bonus of placating – or at least
undermining – domestic critics of the administration and opponents of the war in
Vietnam. “Withdrawing a number of American combat troops,” Nixon recalled after the
war, “would demonstrate to Hanoi that we were serious in seeking a diplomatic
settlement; it might also calm domestic public opinion by graphically demonstrating that
we were beginning to wind down the war.”589
Empowering the RVN and its people to assume the burden of their own defense
first meant building up the nation’s armed forces so that the government could protect the
population and handle the communist threat on its own. The overall objective was
military self-sufficiency. “Vietnamization seeks as its primary objective the assumption
by the South Vietnamese Armed Forces of the total responsibility for military security
within South Vietnam,” declared a congressional report. “In the context of a war that is
part conventional and part guerrilla, this entails the development of a multi-function force
that can carry out several types of security related tasks.”590 A “multi-function” force had
already existed in South Vietnam. The one in existence when the Vietnamization
program had been put in place, however, was inadequate for meeting the task at hand. It
needed, therefore, to be expanded and improved. The problem was not that the RVNAF
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lacked a variety of forces geared towards tackling different security contingencies; the
problem was that the multi-function force the RVN did have was unable to defend the
nation without the help of U.S. and other allied combat forces. Vietnamization was meant
to remedy this weakness. The program, therefore, worked to quantitatively and
qualitatively improve Saigon’s conventional and territorial forces vis-à-vis conscription,
modernization, and training. Special attention was devoted to improving and expanding
units charged with local defense, particularly the Regional Forces (RF) and Popular
Forces (PF), so that ARVN could be freed to assume mobile tactical operations against
enemy main forces as the Americans drew down. According to South Vietnamese general
Dong Van Khuyen, one half of the total increase in force structure under the
Vietnamization program went to the RF / PF. The buildup of regular army combat forces,
meanwhile, also progressed although it was modest when compared to the number of
U.S. forces they were replacing.591 In the three years that followed Tet Mau Than the
RVNAF grew by more than 400,000 troops, swelling their ranks to 1,045,000 personnel
by 1971. The following year, overall enrollment peaked at 1,090,000 men under arms.592
RF / PF, meanwhile, jumped from 392,000 to 532,000 members during the same time
period. In 1972 RF / PF had a membership of 520,000 personnel.593
As originally conceived, Vietnamization was intended to build a fighting force
that could provide security against the NLF insurgency alone. This was done for a
number of reasons. “The present RVNAF modernization program was designed only to
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build up the South Vietnamese forces so that they could cope with VC insurgents,”
Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird informed Nixon in March 1969. “Our military
authorities believe neither the . . . manpower base nor any possible modernization
program would enable the RVNAF to cope alone with a threat comparable to the present
level of aggression.”594 The original plan for a limited defense force also reflected the
assumption that a negotiated settlement to end the war would remove all North
Vietnamese troops from southern soil. General Creighton Abrams, the man who replaced
Westmoreland as head of MACV, revealed this supposition in 1969. “We’ve tried to
design them [the RVNAF] to deal with insurgency, and not with an NVA force of the
magnitude and kind that is present at the moment in and around South Vietnam,” Abrams
stated. “The thrust of this whole thing has counted on . . . negotiating the North
Vietnamese out of South Vietnam.”595
The initial limited mission of the RVNAF as articulated by Laird and Abrams was
later altered when it became obvious that North Vietnamese units could not (and most
likely would not) be negotiated out of the country. By September 1969 plans for
improving and modernizing the RVNAF had changed. Instead of building them up to
counter insurgent forces only, the program was expanded so that the RVN could meet a
mixed threat of NVA regulars and NLF guerrillas. In September Laird informed Nixon of
this change in focus. The “Improvement and Modernization Program was originally
intended to prepare the RVNAF to meet the residual VC insurgency threat after the North
Vietnamese troops had been withdrawn,” Laird informed the president. “That residual
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VC threat, however, has been declining. This diminishing VC threat, coupled with
RVNAF improvement, must lead us to reorient our thinking of Vietnamization goals. We
are now considering the feasibility of expanding the program to prepare the RVNAF to
meet a combined VC / NVA threat.” According to the Secretary of Defense, goals for the
revamped program included improvement in military leadership and esprit de corps,
reduction in desertion rates, improved logistics and intelligence capabilities, increased
combined operations and planning, and the development of strategy and tactics to meet
military capabilities.596
Vietnamization was introduced as part of the planned American withdrawal from
Southeast Asia. By April 1968 it was obvious that the United States was pulling out and
that the RVN must begin to assume responsibility for its own defense if allied strategic
aims were to be salvaged and the RVN was to have a chance at survival once the
Americans had departed. A central feature of the program, therefore, was the phased
drawdown of American combat forces. The plan was that as American forces were
withdrawn they would be replaced in the field by RVNAF; or, to paraphrase another U.S.
president who faced a similar foreign policy decision more than thirty years after
Vietnam, Saigon’s armed forces would “stand up” as the American military “stood
down.” American policymakers believed that current efforts to expand pacification and
strengthen the RVNAF made the American drawdown possible. “These two things,
together,” Undersecretary Johnson informed Congress, “mean a lessening need for a U.S.
role and are thus what enable us to bring about a reduction of our forces without
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endangering the existence of this program.”597 Others credited the improved situation on
the ground. “This withdrawal program, at least in the areas of ground combat, could and
should be accelerated,” Congressman Howard W. Robinson informed the Select
Committee on United States Involvement in Southeast Asia in July 1970. “The military
situation in South Vietnam today,” he continued, “is better for both the U.S. and the
South Vietnamese than at any time since American units first entered the war in the
summer of 1965. In addition, the South Vietnamese fighting units have undoubtedly
gained new self-confidence as a result of their role in the Cambodian sanctuary
operation.”598 The first round of withdrawals, which included 25,000 troops, was
announced on June 8, 1969, and completed by the end of August.599 Another 35,000 were
removed by December. A third increment of 50,000 was withdrawn by the end of April
1970.600 On April 20, Nixon announced plans to withdraw an additional 150,000 troops
over the next year. By that point American troops had been leaving Vietnam at a rate of
about 12,000 men a month.601 As of May 1, 1971 nearly half of all U.S. forces had
returned home from Southeast Asia. Of the remaining 284,000, another 257,000 were
sent back to the United States over the next 18 months. By the end of 1972, there were
only 27,000 American military personnel left in South Vietnam, most of them
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advisors.602 The great American war machine that had been sent to Southeast Asia to save
the teetering Saigon regime in 1965 and that had reached more than a half a million men
by the spring of 1969 had been dismantled. By December 1972 the war had essentially
been de-Americanized and full custodianship for the conflict on the ground had passed to
the RVNAF.
Vietnamization and the phased withdrawal of U.S. combat forces had a profound
impact on pacification and RVN efforts to control territory and population. To begin, it
diminished the overall levels of American advice and support, particularly in pacification.
According to historian Richard Hunt, “Vietnamization meant fewer and fewer American
forces would be available to provide security for cadre teams, government officials, and
territorial forces implementing pacification. There would also be fewer advisers
overseeing South Vietnamese planning and program administration.”603 The American
drawdown also placed added pressure on both U.S. forces and the RVNAF, demanding
the latter achieve proficiency within a limited timeframe. Although, as seen above, the
extraction of American units was gradual, South Vietnamese units still had to be rapidly
brought up to speed so that the transition was seamless and there were no gaps in allied
combat capabilities. Once gone, the Americans would not be coming back. The RVNAF,
therefore, had to be capable of fulfilling their security missions even before the
Americans had left. “The process of withdrawal was likely to become irreversible,”
Kissinger wrote after the war. “Henceforth, we would be in a race between the decline in
our combat capability and the improvement of South Vietnamese forces – a race whose
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outcome was at best uncertain.”604 The fact that U.S. combat forces were leaving also
mandated that the RVN sprint to expand government presence and control throughout the
countryside. American withdrawal elicited a need for speed not only in the military side
of Vietnamization (the modernization and strengthening of the RVNAF) but in the
nonmilitary side (pacification) as well. Dwindling numbers of U.S. combat forces meant
that the RVN had to shrink the insurgency and maximize government control over
population and territory within a relatively short period of time. In short, Saigon had to
quickly “pacify” the countryside and create an environment that was both safe and
productive if the nation was to, on its own, manage the ongoing insurgency and survive.
“As the withdrawal of the U.S. presence in the country proceeds,” read a report generated
by a special committee of the House of Representatives, “only a secure and productive
countryside can maintain in South Vietnam a society economically viable and politically
stable.”605
As with virtually all armed conflicts, the war in Southeast Asia shaped and was
shaped by larger political currents far removed from the battlefield. After Tet Mau Than
both sides scaled back their main force operations and placed greater emphasis on
pacification and low-level protracted war. The Tet attacks and the immense political
changes they wrought, particularly the advent of peace talks in Paris and American
withdrawal, were responsible for these adjustments. As this chapter has shown, the
conflict in Southeast Asia had moved from what Charles Joiner had called the “politics of
war” to the “politics of peace” beginning in 1968. This new era of peace politics, as we
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will see in the next two chapters, had a profound impact on efforts to control the denselypopulated villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam. Once Vietnamization and the
American drawdown had become reality, and the possibility of a negotiated settlement
became imminent, both sides altered their strategies and adjusted their tactics. The goal
was to rapidly maximize control over the civilian environment in preparation for the
postwar political struggle that would surely follow a brokered peace. Neither the
communists nor the RVN and its allies knew what would come out of the ongoing peace
talks. The only certainty was that time was now of the essence and that both sides had to
move quickly to improve their situation in case an in-place ceasefire and territorial
accommodation were implemented. What followed was an immense effort to expand a
physical and / or psychological presence over as much of the civilian environment as
possible. The control war was off and running.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
ALLIED ASCENDANCY AND THE CRISIS OF THE
INSURGENT STATE, 1968-1971
Beginning in the fall of 1968, efforts to expand and consolidate control over the
civilian environment had assumed unprecedented urgency thanks to the fallout generated
by Tet Mau Than and the “politics of peace.” Establishing political suzerainty at the local
level and attaining hegemony over the villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam had
become a top priority for both sides vis-à-vis the advent of peace talks in Paris and the
possibility of a negotiated settlement that could include an in-place ceasefire and
territorial accommodation. Over the next four years, the struggle to seize control of the
civilian environment would dominate the war inside South Vietnam and serve as a
touchstone for the ongoing diplomatic efforts in Paris.
Pacification and the 1968 Tet Offensive
At first glance, Tet Mau Than seemed to have been as damaging to pacification
as it had been to the insurgency. Less than a week after the January 30 attacks had
commenced the press and allied policymakers were claiming that pacification had been
dealt a severe if not mortal blow. “Pacification is dead,” declared Ward Just of the
Washington Post. “The [Tet] raids, audaciously conceived and executed with
extraordinary ferocity, have as a practical matter killed dead the pacification program –
and most of the assumptions that went with it.”606 In a February 5 intelligence brief,
Thomas Hughes, the Director of Intelligence and Research, informed Secretary of State
Dean Rusk that pacification had suffered “serious setbacks” in the countryside as a result
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of the attacks. “Headquarters and support facilities have been disrupted or destroyed in a
number of towns, and many pacification . . . cadre presumably are without any guidance
and/or in a highly demoralized state. More importantly . . . the Communist attacks have
almost certainly raised further doubts among the rural populace as to the ability of the
government to protect the countryside when it cannot protect secure urban areas.”607
General Earle G. Wheeler, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, made an equally
grim assessment on February 27. “The enemy is operating with relative freedom in the
countryside, probably recruiting heavily and no doubt infiltrating NVA units and
personnel,” he proclaimed. “The defensive posture of ARVN,” he continued, “is
permitting the VC to make rapid inroads in the formerly pacified countryside. ARVN, in
its own words, is in a dilemma as it cannot afford another enemy thrust into the cities and
towns and yet if it remains in a defensive posture against this contingency, the
countryside goes by default.”608 Further adding to the pall cast over the pacification
program, the Central Intelligence Agency proffered a similar assessment shortly
thereafter. In a memorandum dated March 19, the agency announced that pacification had
suffered greatly as a result of the Tet attacks. “The pacification program has received a
severe setback in the majority of South Vietnam’s 44 provinces as a result of enemy
activities since the initiation of the Tet offensive on 30 January,” it stated. “In the long
run, the most damaging aspect of the offensive may well prove to be its adverse impact
on popular attitudes toward pacification. Evidence already indicates that the enemy action
607
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has greatly increased the apathy and passivity of many rural residents toward government
programs and personnel.”609 Pacification field reports generated by province senior
advisors confirmed on a localized level that Tet had damaged pacification. In Thua
Thien, one of country’s northernmost provinces, the situation was dire. “The Tet
offensive in late January disrupted all efforts in the countryside, and effectively destroyed
all semblance of GVN rule until late February,” noted the March pacification
summary.610 Down in the densely-populated Mekong Delta things were not much
different. “The Viet Cong are succeeding in their strategy to contain the government
within the cities while they occupy the countryside,” read the March summary for Kien
Hoa Province. “They are also having some success,” it continued, “in discrediting the
Government of Vietnam’s competence and capability to protect and provide for its
people.”611
Evidence such as this indicates that the early attacks of Tet Mau Than had in fact
hurt pacification in rural areas. The overall damage, however, was far from incurable.
Despite taking a severe beating, pacification remained a viable program. The initial
attacks had seriously eroded security in many areas and brought numerous villages and
hamlets under communist control as security forces abandoned rural areas in order to
protect towns and provincial capitals;612 yet the program survived. As pointed out by
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some of Washington’s more optimistic officials, pacification, contrary to early reports,
had not only weathered the storm, but was poised to make a comeback. U.S. Ambassador
Ellsworth Bunker informed President Johnson only weeks after the attacks had begun that
despite the large number of alarming reports, pacification was alive and well. “We now
have a better feel of the pacification situation,” he stated. “Reports are in from all
province senior advisors … their major conclusion is that there is not nearly as much
damage to pacification as we earlier feared and [the] press is still reporting. Pacification
is far from dead.”613 In April, General George Forsythe, the Acting Deputy to Civil
Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) estimated that
pacification was only “seriously interrupted” (3-6 months setback) in nineteen provinces.
The remaining twenty-five provinces experienced either a minor setback (less than 3
months) or no setback at all.614 That same month, American advisors in all four military
regions reported that the situation in the countryside had stabilized and that pacification
was once again moving forward. “Setbacks experienced during Tet,” one American
advisor declared, “have largely been restored and there are indications that the overall
program has a chance to attain original goals.”615 According to another, “the trend
upward from the nadir of February continued through April with a definite improvement
in nearly every aspect of pacification. Generally, this reporting period is the most
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encouraging that IV Corps has experienced in the past eight months.”616 On April 18
Robert Komer, the civilian head of CORDS, informed the American press that
pacification was “back on track.”617 Although he admitted that the RVN had lost control
of over 1.1 million people as a result of the communist offensive, the overall damage to
the program, Komer claimed, was much less than had been initially reported. “I’ve said
before that pacification suffered a distinct setback,” he declared. “But the more data that
comes in, the more we get a perspective on the situation, and the more it seems as though
the impact was more limited than we had earlier thought.” Citing the relatively small
number of hamlets that came under full communist control, a high number of personnel
assigned to pacification work, and positive developments such as the reopening and
clearing of roads and waterways, Komer painted an encouraging picture of pacification
recovery. “The bulk of our pacification assets are intact,” he proclaimed. “We are moving
increasingly back into the countryside. In effect, we’ve . . . absorbed the Tet setback and
we’re on a recovery curve. I think the outlook is an encouraging one.”618
For Komer and others, the damage Tet caused to pacification was more
psychological than physical. The major problem with the program, they believed, was not
the loss of government control and material assets, but timidity and a lack of initiative
among the RVNAF and CORDS personnel. In his March 20 report to the president
Ambassador Bunker stated that the loss of territory and population was not a major issue;
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these things could and would be recouped. What was problematic, he argued, was the
lingering tentativeness and inactivity brought on by the communist general offensive.
“The key problem is one of defensive-mindedness,” Bunker wrote. “RVNAF forces and
U.S. advisors alike are recovering only gradually from the shock effect of the Tet
Offensive. As a result they are only slowly pushing back into the rural areas which were
lost.”619 On March 29 the New York Times confirmed this assessment, reporting that
insecurity and fear of another communist attack was undermining a revival of
pacification efforts in the countryside. “Our biggest concern,” explained one senior
official, “lies in the greater fear and apathy among the rural population, some loss of
confidence in the government’s ability to protect them, and a greater defensivemindedness among government security forces worried over renewed Viet Cong
attacks.”620
When combined with the urban focus of Tet Mau Than and the erosion and
disorganization of NLF guerrillas and political cadre throughout South Vietnam, the
apprehension shown by pacification personnel and sluggish pace of recovering populated
areas that had been lost to the communists had created a politico-military vacuum in rural
areas – a void that both sides were determined to fill. Tet had denuded the countryside of
military forces from both sides as the NLF and allied forces focused on cities and
provincial capitals. Once the communist onslaught had been checked in urban areas and
the failure of the General Offensive and General Uprising became evident, efforts then
pivoted toward a rapid return to the countryside in order to seize control of rural areas
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and the civilian environment. “The real question now is who will fill the vacuum in the
countryside,” stated an American official. “It depends on how fast the South Vietnamese
government moves in and how aggressive and how fast the enemy will be.”621 Former
president Richard Nixon made an identical assessment nearly two decades later. “Our
defeat of the Tet Offensive had produced a political vacuum in the countryside,” he
wrote. “Areas that the National Liberation Front had controlled for years were now up for
grabs. We knew that whichever side won the race to take control of the hamlets would
have won half the battle.”622
In order to rapidly fill the politico-military void in the countryside and preempt
communist efforts to reassert their influence and control over the civilian environment,
policymakers urged immediate action. In his March 20 transmission, Ambassador Bunker
informed President Johnson that the NLF, despite suffering heavy losses, was quickly
trying to fill the vacuum that had been created in the countryside. This, Bunker argued,
demanded a swift allied riposte. “We must get our local forces back out into the hamlets
to cope with him, which means overcoming the defensive-mindedness of GVN
pacification forces in the field,” he stated. “The critical need is to reassert a GVN
presence in the countryside as fast as possible.” Bunker went on to argue that what the
allies needed were “quick-fix solutions” that could produce “high impact” over the short
term. The “slow, painstaking work by RD teams in hamlets as they seek through 98 tasks
to accomplish everything from elimination of VC infrastructure to eradication of
illiteracy,” he declared, “simply cannot be afforded.” In order to facilitate an accelerated
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government presence in rural areas, Bunker suggested cutting the size of RD teams from
59 men to 30 or 40 men “half-teams” in order to “show the GVN flag” in a larger number
of hamlets. He also urged RD cadre to focus on security, psychological operations, selfdefense, and anti-VC activities at the expense of development activities, which could be
resumed later.623
The hasty, corner-cutting method of pacification advocated by Bunker became the
modus operandi of allied efforts over the next two years. Later referred to by the
legendary John Paul Vann as a “fast-and-thin” approach to pacification, the method
advocated by Bunker in March 1968 privileged the rapid (albeit tenuous) extension of
government control over the slower and more methodical tasks of nation-building. “In
this situation we intend to focus on short-term, high-impact programs to capitalize on
[the] existing situation,” the Acting Deputy for CORDS stated in April 1968. “This may
require temporary subordination of certain of our long-term programs of economic and
political development.”624 As we will see later in this chapter, the method of
subordinating politico-economic development to politico-military control in order to
rapidly expand RVN control over the civilian environment characterized the Accelerated
Pacification Campaign and subsequent operations. The goal was to quickly establish
political hegemony throughout the country by eliminating communist military forces and
political infrastructure through armed force rather than on nation-building through social,
economic, and political development. “The accelerated pacification program,” noted a
British newspaper, “has wisely shed some overambitious attempts at rural reform . . . It is
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now purely and simply an effort to wrest control of hamlets and villages from the Viet
Cong.”625
The decision to pursue fast-and-thin pacification and a hurried expansion of
government control over territory and population rather than meticulous political and
economic development and slow-and-steady nation building came in reaction to the
shifting circumstances and profound changes wrought by the January attacks. As seen in
Chapter Six, Tet Mau Than was a “game changer” because it fundamentally altered the
dynamics and the trajectory of the war in Vietnam. Although the attacks did little to
dissuade the contending parties from the pursuit of victory or their faith in armed force
and violence as a means to achieve political aims, Tet did convince both sides of the
conflict that current methods for settling the war were largely ineffective and that
alternative strategies had to be pursued to achieve an advantage over the enemy. This, as
we shall see, modified the behavior of the belligerents and prompted significant changes
in policy and action.
Talk-Fight
Between 1968 and 1972 the communists engaged in what was known as a “talkfight” strategy. “Peace talks,” former ARVN colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung noted, “did not
delude our enemy into forsaking or even diminishing his war efforts. On the contrary,
military victory still remained the sine qua non for peace and the ultimate goal to be
achieved regardless of the talks.”626 Lung’s analysis was correct. Hanoi and the NLF,
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however, were not alone in this approach. Both sides employed a reciprocal method that
used violence and combat actions to influence the ongoing negotiations on one hand, and
diplomatic pressure at the negotiating table to affect events on the ground on the other.
Neither the communists nor the RVN and its allies were willing to stop fighting or halt
their attempts to gain advantage through the use of military force, despite the ongoing
talks in Paris. Both sides believed that the best way to make progress at the negotiating
table was through sustained military pressure against the enemy.
For its part, Hanoi’s talk-fight strategy compelled communist leaders to
implement a strategy that would not only be tailored to battlefield realities and current
capabilities, but that would work hand-in-glove with ongoing peace negotiations. “We
must fight to win great victories with which to compel the enemy to accept our
conditions,” declared North Vietnamese general Nguyen Van Vinh. “If we stop fighting .
. . no considerable success can be achieved in negotiations . . . . Thus, we will take
advantage of the opportunity offered by the negotiations to step up further our military
attacks.”627 In May 1968 Tran Van Dac, a former North Vietnamese officer who defected
to the RVN, claimed that the communists would continue to fight in an effort to influence
the negotiations that were just beginning to get off the ground in Paris. “Well, you must
realize,” he stated at a press conference, “that the Paris talks will be like any other peace
negotiations with the communists. For them, the battlefield will be supporting the talks –
at any sacrifice. You can expect them to fight, even when it means heavy losses, to win
successes on the battlefield that will strengthen their position in the talks.”628 A captured
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directive issued by COSVN in February 1969 confirmed this position. “We are attacking
the enemy in the military, political, and diplomatic fields,” it read. “We must positively
affirm that the strong position in which we attack the enemy military and politically, and
our actual military and political forces on the battlefield will determine the attitude of the
enemy at the conference table and the issue of negotiations.” It continued, “We should
not in any way disregard the effect of the diplomatic struggle, of the art of using
stratagems in foreign relations, which did and will secure success. But we must not
absolutely depend on and expect too much from the Paris Conference, and nurse an
illusion of peace.”629
The allies, despite overtures toward peace, had also adopted the strategy of
fighting while negotiating in the years between Tet Mau Than and the signing of the Paris
Peace Accords. “Although the United States is trying to negotiate a settlement in Paris
and the [Nixon] administration seems to have given up all hope of achieving a purely
military victory in Vietnam,” read a May 1969 New York Times article, “in the absence of
orders to let up on the enemy the military sees no choice but to continue to bear down.”
Media interviews with a number of American officers conducted that month confirmed
that the military had been under orders to pursue the enemy relentlessly and exert
“maximum pressure” on communist forces inside of South Vietnam ever since the
implementation of the November 1 bombing halt against the DRV. “The message . . . is
simple,” one officer stated. “It is to go all out, all the time, to search out the enemy, cut
off his lines of supply, disrupt his communications and block his major infiltration
routes,” he explained. “The fact that there are negotiations under way doesn’t mean we
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should stop fighting,” stated another. “The enemy certainly hasn’t and I don’t think we
should unless we get something in exchange.”630
The Nixon administration had made hard-hitting combat options a cornerstone of
its two-track strategy for ending the war. Although Nixon and Kissinger had opted to
maintain the Johnson administration’s bombing moratorium against the DRV (at least up
until May 1972), they made no corresponding limitations in the use of force south of the
17th parallel. “The mix of actions should be something like this,” Nixon declared at a
January 24 meeting of the National Security Council. “We talk hard in private but with an
obvious peaceful public stance, seeking to gain time, initially giving the South
Vietnamese a chance to strengthen the regime to add to the pacification effort while
punishing the Viet Cong.”631 According to one internal document: “Our current strategy
aims at keeping two options open: negotiation of a political settlement in Paris and
gradual, flexible Vietnamization of the war to permit U.S. disengagement in the absence
of a settlement. Our military tactics are designed to keep ‘maximum’ pressure on the
enemy to induce them to negotiate and to minimize our casualties to buy time at
home.”632 Less than a month after taking office, Nixon had made it clear that allied
military forces were to maintain an offensive position in South Vietnam given the
ongoing negotiations. “In reading the January 31 news report on the Paris negotiations,”
the president informed Kissinger on February 1, 1969, “it seems vitally important to me
at this time that we increase as much as we possibly can the military pressure on the
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enemy in South Vietnam.” He continued, “I believe it is absolutely urgent if we are to
make any kind of headway in Vietnam that we find new ways to increase the pressure
militarily without going to the point that we break off negotiations.”633 After the war,
both Nixon and Kissinger admitted that military force was an indispensable corollary to
the Paris peace talks. “I was far less optimistic than some of my advisers about the
possibility of quick progress in the negotiations unless we coupled our diplomatic efforts
with irresistible military pressure,” Nixon wrote in 1985.634 Kissinger confirmed this
admission. In his memoirs, the former assistant to the president stated not only that Nixon
favored a military policy of “maximum pressure” but that the president was “not too
eager for negotiations until some military progress had been made.”635
Communist Strategy in the Wake of Tet Mau Than
The decision made by communist leaders to continue fighting while engaging in
peace talks reflected a fierce unwillingness to abandon military dau tranh in the pursuit
of victory. The attacks of May and August 1968 along with the massive 1969 WinterSpring Offensive (often referred to as “Tet 1969” because it was synchronized, as was the
previous year’s offensive, to coincide with the Tet holiday) demonstrated just how
tenaciously Hanoi and the NLF clung to major military offensives as a primary means to
advance the revolution in South Vietnam. This unshakable commitment to the traditional
use of military force, however, was accompanied by a strategic pragmatism and
flexibility that allowed the communists to modify their method and transition back and
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forth between the stages of Maoist revolutionary warfare doctrine when necessary. By
mid-1969, after four years of large-scale military efforts had failed to move the needle in
South Vietnam, the need for such a change had become obvious. The devastating impact
of the 1968 and 1969 offensives on the ranks of the southern insurgency636 along with the
failure of these initiatives to achieve their objectives or tip the strategic balance of forces
in their favor had made it evident that the current military strategy was not only
unsustainable, but unachievable as long as American combat units remained in force. The
Politburo, therefore, had no choice but to resort to a protracted war strategy that was built
predominantly – although not exclusively – on guerrilla tactics and politico-military
struggle at the village and hamlet level.
Some allied leaders and strategists had predicted such an approach months before
it was actually implemented. In September 1968, Nguyen Van Thieu stated his belief that
the communists would return to low-level guerrilla war and political struggle now that
the third leg of Tet Mau Than had failed. Hanoi and the NLF, he argued, would devote
most of their resources to rural areas in an attempt to control territory and gain leverage.
In a telegram sent to the White House that month, Ambassador Bunker informed Nixon
of the South Vietnamese president’s views. “Failing to get a major offensive off the
ground,” Bunker declared, “he [Thieu] believes the enemy will now revert to the tactic of
attempting to control more and more territory and thus divert more of his attention to
rural areas. While he will exploit any opportunity he may discover to carry out attacks on
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cities, and will attempt to exert enough pressure to hold allied troops near the urban areas,
his real objective will be the countryside.” According to Bunker, Thieu was certain that
the communists would attempt to seize control of as much of the civilian environment as
possible before calling for a ceasefire followed by elections. Douglas Pike, a government
information officer and authority on Vietnamese communism, had also predicted an
emphasis on protracted strategy after Tet Mau Than. Pike informed Bunker that the
communists would likely abandon their main force effort, albeit temporarily, in order to
pursue a protracted war aimed at gaining control of rural areas. The Politburo, he
surmised, was currently experiencing a period of “great doctrinal indecision” and that
given current circumstances, the faction that was advocating a return to protracted war
strategy would probably win out over those that favored either a negotiated settlement or
a continuation of maximum offensive military pressure. Indications of a shift in
communist strategy, Pike informed the ambassador, would include a reemphasis on
training and indoctrination in guerrilla warfare, avoidance of contact with large allied
military formations, and greater attention to seizing and expanding control in the
countryside. Should such a change occur, however, it would likely only be temporary; the
communists would once again return to the general offensive and uprising after the
Americans had left.637
The first empirical evidence that the communists were reemphasizing low-level
protracted war appeared just months after these predictions. In November, American
advisors in all four military regions reported a sharp decline in overall levels of enemy
activity. According to pacification officials, communist main forces were deliberately
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avoiding major engagements with allied units while stepping up harassment, terrorism,
small-scale operations against territorial forces and pacification personnel, and other
guerrilla activities. “The enemy continued to avoid large unit engagements but
significantly increased his indirect fire attacks on outposts, RD teams, and district and
provincial towns,” declared the senior advisor in MR 4.638 “The overall low level of
enemy activity,” noted the November assessment for MR 2, “is primarily in the form of
standoff attacks against military installations and isolated ground attacks against
vulnerable villages and RF / PF units, coupled with increased propaganda activity
(especially flag raising and leaflet distribution), assassinations of civilians, tax collection,
and hamlet intrusions.”639 In MR 3, CORDS personnel informed MACV that captured
documents and other indicators had revealed that the communists were conducting
extensive refitting and political reorientation, possibly in preparation for a future
offensive.640 Meanwhile, in MR 1 it was reported that most enemy activities, aside from a
series of coordinated attacks by fire and / or ground attacks against friendly forces and
populated areas, involved guerrilla activity combined with low-level political agitation
and organization.641
That same month, MACV recognized that a change in communist approach had
taken place. “What we’ve seen over the past few weeks leaves little doubt that the enemy
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has made some fundamental changes in his prosecution of the war,” Abrams was
informed in an intelligence briefing, “changes possibly as far-reaching and important as
his July 1967 decision to escalate to the general offensive and general uprising.”
According to intelligence assessments, Hanoi and the NLF had begun to change tactics as
a result of a “fundamental reappraisal” of current efforts, one that urged military,
political, and proselyting efforts be “radically redirected” in light of the failure of Tet
Mau Than. These changes, it was disclosed, included an emphasis on small-unit and
guerrilla-sized actions; standoff and sapper attacks against outposts, allied war facilities,
and lines of communication; and a shift toward insurgent activities in populated areas in
an attempt to increase the effectiveness of the political infrastructure and expand
communist control over the people. “His political tactics are aimed at the immediate goal
of bringing about U.S. withdrawal,” it was determined, “while his long-term goal is to so
weaken the GVN that it will be unable to survive alone.”642
By December, reports began trickling in that NVA main forces were being
deliberately and systematically broken down into roving companies and that NLF local
forces were being splintered into platoons and squads. Allied intelligence believed
communist leadership had divided insurgent forces into smaller units to help them recruit,
collect taxes, eliminate government officials, and generally make the revolution’s
presence felt in as many villages and hamlets as possible given their diminished numbers.
Others believed these efforts were meant to offset the Accelerated Pacification

642

Lewis Sorley, ed. Vietnam Chronicles: The Abrams Tapes, 1968-1972 (Lubbock: Texas Tech
University Press, 2004), 79-80.

325

Campaign, which began November 1.643 According to one MACV study, the breakdown
of larger NLF / NVA units into smaller entities was intended to advance protracted
guerrilla warfare by facilitating a faster and more flexible maneuver capability, reducing
the need for logistical support from the DRV, easing the ability of communist units to
gain local support from the populace, and increasing both the geographical scope and
frequency of attacks against allied units. “Starting in November . . . all [military region]
observers noted that battalion-sized or larger NVA units were being systematically
broken down and, in several cases, combined with guerrilla units and [NLF] cadre,”
declared one study. “It now seems clear that the first step was then being taken in
accordance with . . . COSVN directives . . . to construct a mini-war army composed of
small units comparatively well equipped, well trained, well led, and largely locally
victualized. This type of unit is well suited to carry out the mobile, well-coordinated,
centrally conceived and directed tactics of protracted war.”644 MACV also pointed out
that the purpose of subdividing larger units into smaller ones was not to break down
communist main forces, but rather to build up local guerrilla forces.
The construction and use of a “mini-war army” comprised of an ad hoc mixture of
NLF local guerrillas and NVA regulars645 signaled the emergence of a new and unique
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form of armed dau tranh, one never before seen in South Vietnam. Douglas Pike labelled
this phenomenon the “super guerrilla” concept. This was essentially a return to protracted
guerrilla war albeit with a new twist: well-trained sapper or commando teams that were
designed to undermine the enemy’s advantage in firepower and mobility, and whose
purpose was to harass and wear out enemy military forces rather than decimate them.
“Gone was the guerrilla in black pajamas, fighting in his home region with homemade or
captured weapons,” Pike wrote. “In his place came a new fighting man, organized into a
highly skilled team as well knit as a professional football squad, proficient in the best
weapons and explosive devices the communist world could produce, linked to higher
headquarters with sophisticated communication equipment, striking sudden deadly blows
that would neatly destroy medium-sized enemy installations.”646 Hanoi and COSVN
considered an economy-of-force strategy built around the extensive use of “sapper”
tactics by guerrilla forces to be the most effective measure for inflicting damage with
minimum expenditure. Such an approach was intended not only to preserve communist
forces, but to maintain constant military pressure on South Vietnamese and American
forces in order to inflict costly military and political damage on the allies, tighten
insurgent control over the countryside, disrupt the economic and political stability of the
RVN, and influence the ongoing diplomatic negotiations. In short, the super guerrilla
concept was implemented to maximize communist control over the civilian environment
at a minimal cost and to place the revolution in an optimal position to resume the political
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struggle should a negotiated settlement be reached.647 According to MACV, the
communists’ newfound emphasis on small unit tactics, sapper activities, and guerrilla
warfare was more than simply a defensive response to allied initiatives or suggestive of
an inability to win the main force war against conventional RVNAF and American units;
it was “a positive response, a strategy,” for defeating the pacification program which
itself hinged on the work of relatively small politico-military “units” spread over a large
geographic area.648
Ground-level observations by pacification personnel such as those mentioned
earlier along with other intelligence had convinced allied leadership that a shift in
communist strategy was underway. On November 24, Creighton Abrams, head of
MACV, issued a report estimating that communist strategy had undergone a paradigm
shift in the wake of the Tet Offensive. Abrams argued that although the “ultimate
objective” of the communists remained “the complete domination” of the RVN through a
combination of military, political, and psychological actions, Hanoi and the NLF had
made a major decision to shift their emphasis from “the military to the political” and was
preparing a change in the ground tactical activity and deployment of communist forces.
This decision, Abrams asserted, was based not only on the enemy’s “own recognition of
his rapidly deteriorating military posture” in the wake of the failed 1968 general
offensive, but on the emergence of a new series of short-range political objectives,
including a possible ceasefire, the formation of a coalition government, and the potential
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withdrawal of American combat forces. “In preparation for these,” Abrams wrote, “the
enemy realizes that he must strengthen his control over the population. There is evidence
of his plans to attain these near term objectives and counter our [pacification and
Vietnamization] strategy.” According to Abrams, Hanoi and the NLF were attempting to
contest the pacification and Vietnamization programs by shifting their tactical and
operational focus toward attacking outposts, territorial forces, and pacification personnel;
destroying war facilities in order to weaken RVNAF capabilities; and maintaining and
expanding politico-military control over the population.649 Abrams’ estimation of the
situation was shared by others. In his November 30 telegram, Bunker informed Nixon
that the communists would likely pursue a new strategy and step up efforts to strengthen
control over the countryside. Insurgent forces, the ambassador declared, were expected to
increase terrorism and employ a three-pronged counterstrategy aimed at inflicting heavy
casualties on allied units, wrecking government outposts and military facilities, and, most
importantly, strengthening their control over the rural population. “Enemy activity,”
Bunker stated, “seems to be directed primarily toward the third factor.” The ambassador
also informed Nixon that should this assessment be correct, it would reinforce the need
for a vigorous pacification offensive to “frustrate and undercut enemy efforts to extend
his control over the population in anticipation of a ceasefire.”650
Allied suppositions concerning the new communist strategy turned out to be
accurate. By the summer of 1969 most of the observations made by Abrams and MACV
personnel in the field had been codified in a series of resolutions and directives and
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disseminated to NLF / NVA units through COSVN and the Lao Dong Party. Issued in
response to the failed 1968 and 1969 offensives and reflecting what MACV called a “new
realism,” these edicts clearly advocated a shift in communist strategy, from an emphasis
on a swift victory and aggressive all-out offensives to a more proscribed and pragmatic
approach that called for protracted warfare and the careful husbanding of human and
material resources. Douglas Pike was correct; the faction within the Politburo that had
advocated an adjustment in the current approach and a return to protracted warfare had
won out – at least temporarily. In April, Lao Dong Party Resolution “C” was issued
quickly followed by COSVN Directive 81 and Directive 88. Unlike prior directives, these
instructions were notable both for their caution and their circumscribed objectives. Each
recognized the immense power of the allied armies and the unlikelihood of defeating
RVNAF and US military forces on the battlefield. As such they omitted hopes of a
conventional military victory and advocated a more modest set of objectives, including
inflicting maximum casualties and destroying as much war material as possible. Such
actions were intended to influence US domestic politics and to bring pressure to bear on
the Nixon administration to either rapidly withdrawal America combat forces, acquiesce
in the formation of a coalition government with NLF participation, or both.651 “Our basic
objective is to gain the decisive victory,” read an addendum to Directive 81. “Our
steadfast viewpoint is that the U.S. government must withdraw all U.S. and satellite
troops from [South Vietnam] to achieve peace independence, and territorial integrity. The
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coalition government must stand for democracy, peace, and neutrality . . . . We must
achieve partial successes before advancing toward the final victory.”652
As the directives mentioned above had indicated, rather than pursue the
impossible objective of total military victory in a relatively short period of time, Hanoi
and National Liberation Front leaders were instead advancing a more gradual, piecemeal
political victory based on protracted guerrilla war. “We do not intend to attain the victory
overnight or in a single phase, nor do we plan to obtain the victory in any predetermined
phase after conducting many phases,” COSVN announced. “The victory will not come to
us in such an easy way, but it will come in a difficult and complicated way. It will be a
limited victory and not a clear-cut, complete victory.”653 Scores of other captured
documents supported the idea of a long and circuitous road to winning the war. “We
secure victory not through a one-blow offensive, not through a phase of attack, not even
through a series of attacks culminating in a final kill,” read one COSVN study. “Victory
will come to us,” it continued, “not suddenly but in a complicated and tortuous way.”654
According to another document, the decisive victory looked for by Hanoi and the NLF
would only come “step by step, bit by bit.”655 As these passages illustrate, communist
leaders had embraced, albeit reluctantly, the reality that the communist revolution could
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only come to fruition incrementally and over time. Although it was not mentioned in
official COSVN and Lao Dong publications, this reality was rooted in a firm
understanding that the insurgency had been severely weakened as a result of Tet Mau
Than and that the strategic position of the revolution in South Vietnam vis-à-vis the RVN
and the United States was now retrograde. The substance as well as the timing of victory
had also changed for the communists. Although the definition of a complete victory had
not been altered – the overthrow of the RVN and unification of Vietnam under
communist rule remained the raison d’être of the revolution – the means to get there had
been modified. The method for seizing political power would no longer be an
overwhelming military victory but rather a negotiated political settlement that included
American withdrawal, coalition government, and a favorable balance of forces that would
later be used to seize power in the post-settlement period. “A decisive victory is not a
complete victory,” one source declared. “It is a victory gained by one step; but it is a very
basic one, creating favorable conditions for us to move one step toward gaining complete
victory. This decisive step means that the Americans will accept to withdraw their troops,
a coalition government will be established, and the revolutionary forces will be stronger
than the counterrevolutionary forces.”656
In July, COSVN released Resolution 9, the most comprehensive pronouncement
to date on the new communist strategy. Although it was in many ways a basic review and
restatement of earlier directives, the resolution was, nonetheless, a unique, complex, and
highly-detailed strategic blueprint for advancing the revolution in the wake of Tet Mau
Than. According to one former ARVN officer, Resolution 9 was a “watershed policy
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directive” because it “set the communist conduct of the war in South Vietnam on an
entirely new course.”657 According to historian Ang Cheng Guan, Resolution 9 “directed
the communist forces to be relentless in developing their strategic offensive. But it also
required them to consolidate their strength in anticipation of a prolonged war. Large units
were to be broken down into smaller ones, while provincial local force units were to split
into smaller cells. The aims were twofold: (1) to hit US troops and installations in order
to pressure US troops to withdraw; (2) to disrupt pacification and destroy Saigon’s
control of the population.”658 As Guan illustrates, the heart of the new communist
strategy, as expressed in Resolution 9, was to attack the pacification-Vietnamization
strategy put in place by the allies. Its primary goals were to force a rapid and complete
American withdrawal; defeat Vietnamization by shortening the time devoted to training
the RVNAF; disrupt and roll back pacification gains and allied efforts to expand
influence and / or control over the countryside; and lay the groundwork for exploiting a
negotiated settlement. These goals were to be achieved primarily through armed dau
tranh and violence, although political dau tranh, particularly at the local level, was also
urged. Besides advocating greater emphasis on terrorism and guerrilla activity aimed at
destroying the RVN’s rural administrative structure and pacification personnel at the
local level, particularly territorial forces, PSDF, and RD cadre, Resolution 9 called for
mobilizing the population and strengthening the revolution’s base, improving the
revolution’s economic position, and expanding political proselyting, particularly among
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the RVNAF, in order to spur defections and increase penetration into government
organizations.659
In accordance with the new communist strategy, Resolution 9, unlike previous
resolutions and their appeals for an ultimate military victory in a short period of time,660
called for a limited military victory followed by a final political victory by way of an
American withdrawal and establishment of a coalition government that would be stacked
in the communists’ favor and used to subvert and eventually overthrow the RVN.661
According to COSVN, the objective was to “smash the Americans’ will of aggression;
force them to give up their intention of ending the war in a strong position and end the
war quickly and withdraw troops while the puppet army and administration are still too
weak to take over the responsibility of the Americans; [and] force the Americans to
accept a political solution and recognize an independent, democratic, peaceful, and
neutral South Vietnam with a national, democratic coalition government working toward
reunifying Vietnam.”662 MACV took note of communist intentions. According to one
report, “COSVN Resolution 9 . . . clearly specifies the objectives for the 1969-1970
Winter-Spring Campaign are a limited military victory, followed by a coalition
government leading to final political victory. In stating how it plans to achieve these
659
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objectives, the enemy leadership is clearly oriented toward planning for a post-war
political struggle.”663
Defeating the allies’ pacification-Vietnamization strategy and winning the control
war was the centerpiece of the new communist strategy. According to Resolution 9, the
objective was to thwart the plan put in place by Saigon and the United States after Tet
Mau Than, which was to “de-Americanize and de-escalate the war step by step . . . and to
compete with us in territory and population control so as they can end the war on a
definite strong position.” COSVN leadership recognized that in addition to consolidating
and strengthening the RVNAF and government administration so that the Saigon regime
could stand and fight on its own, the allies were expanding “clear and hold” operations
throughout the countryside and accelerating the pacification program “in order to gain
control of the people and territory . . . weaken our military and political forces, cause
difficulties for us, [and] create conditions in which they could gradually withdraw
American troops while keeping the puppet troops strong.”664 According to COSVN it was
vital that this strategy be confronted. Its leadership, therefore, called for stepped up antipacification activities and an emphasis on maintaining and expanding areas under
communist control. “We must defeat the enemy’s rural pacification campaign, dominate
the major part of the rural areas, and control the important strategic positions in the
jungle-and-mountain area and on strategic communication lines, and especially in areas
bordering the cities and some parts right in the cities,” the resolution declared.
Communist guerrillas and political cadre, it continued, must “destroy and weaken the
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puppet administration at various levels; especially, defeat the enemy’s pacification plan;
wipe out the major part of the puppet administration and its control grip at the
infrastructure level; at the same time we must establish and strongly consolidate the
people’s revolutionary administration at various levels, especially at the infrastructure
level, and promote the role of the Provisional Revolutionary Government.”665
Subsequent COSVN resolutions and directives further illustrated that the core
component within the revolution’s new strategy was to thwart the pacification and
Vietnamization programs and expand communist influence and / or control over the
civilian environment. According to Resolution 10, the task of revolutionary forces was to
frustrate the allied strategy of strengthening the South Vietnamese military and
administrative structure, intensifying the pacification program, and maximizing
government control over rural areas. In order to do so revolutionary forces were ordered
to “expand our control to all villages and hamlets, break the enemy defensive and
oppressive control system in rural areas, and expand and improve the revolutionary
movement in cities by creating strong political organizations.” These tasks, it argued,
would thwart the enemy’s pacification and Vietnamization programs and help the
revolution advance towards a “new strategic offensive position,” one that would enable it
to eventually overthrow the Saigon regime and destroy a significant portion of the
RVNAF. “In this way,” it read, “we will basically frustrate the enemy strategy of
Vietnamizing and prolonging the war and shift the situation to our favor to facilitate an
eventual decisive victory.”666
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Resolution 14, issued in October 1969, stated that the three pillars of communist
strategy (armed struggle, political struggle, and military proselyting) were meant to
expand revolutionary government, consolidate revolutionary organizations, and protect
and enlarge liberated areas. Although the resolution discussed the importance of the
communist main force effort and urged close coordination between conventional and
guerrilla units, its emphasis was on the small-unit tactics and protracted warfare
techniques of the latter. “At the present time, guerrilla warfare holds a position of
particular importance,” it read.667 According to Resolution 14, guerrilla warfare helped
advance the current communist strategy in three ways. First, it assisted the revolution in
coping with an enemy who was much stronger. By waging a protracted war throughout
the three strategic areas of South Vietnam (mountains, lowlands, and cities) NLF / NVA
guerrillas stretched out and exhausted the more numerous allied forces as they dispersed
to counter the guerrilla threat across a wide geographical scope. Next, guerrilla warfare
helped roll back pacification by weakening Saigon’s hold on rural areas and by
expanding communist control in the countryside, thus tipping the balance of forces in the
control war in their favor. Finally, guerrilla tactics helped provide the necessary
conditions for success in the main force war. Allied forces that were dispersed and
stretched thin through widespread guerrilla action, Resolution 14 reasoned, were
vulnerable to a coordinated main force attack. Vo Nguyen Giap, the foremost proponent
of a protracted war strategy, recognized the utility of meshing guerrilla warfare with
NVA main force actions. “In the new situation, we must further improve the local
military tasks and develop the great capabilities of local armed forces,” he declared in
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July 1969. “Under the present war conditions, it is necessary to develop guerrilla warfare
to a very high level, thus creating favorable conditions for the regular war to defeat the
enemy. Local armed forces must be developed vigorously and widely, thereby enabling
regular troops to acquire high mobility and great offensive strength.”668 Together, these
three developments – stretching RVNAF/U.S. forces thin, defeating pacification, and
meshing guerrilla actions with main force offensives – were intended to help the
revolution regain a strong presence in the countryside and tighten its hold over local
villages and hamlets.
Throughout 1970 and 1971, the communists remained focused on rebuilding the
insurgency’s shattered politico-military infrastructure and disrupting the allies’
pacification-Vietnamization strategy. “The Vietnamization of the war is an overall plan
consisting of many objectives, but the two fundamental objectives are pacification and
the development of the Puppet troops and Puppet Government,” COSVN declared on
March 10, 1970. “Pacification is considered the most fundamental objective. . . . To
frustrate the pacification program is to deal a deadly blow to the enemy’s scheme of
Vietnamization of the war, to win great victories and to achieve the decisive victory in
the last period of the resistance war against the U.S.”669 Efforts to attack the pacificationVietnamization strategy were designed to shift the balance of forces in the countryside to
the communists’ favor through a combination of political and military means. In VC
Military Region 5, VC / NVA forces received two interdependent tasks: 1) to “foil [the
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enemy’s] pacification plan, break his oppressive control, and expand our control over the
population;” 2) to “destroy and disrupt a great part of the puppet army and cut off his
source of troop replacements.” Units were ordered to intensify military operations and
expand their area of operations; frustrate pacification and sweep operations and relocate
the population to communist-controlled areas; attack weak areas including hamlets,
refugee camps, and isolated outposts; consolidate liberated and base areas; step up
political activities in cities and in district and provincial capitals; intensify proselyting
activities among the population and RVNAF; and strengthen local guerrilla and selfdefense forces and their leadership. Units under this command were told to “concentrate
all efforts on the immediate and primary missions . . . to win and hold the people.”670 In
April 1971, another directive stated that anti-pacification activities remained “the
principal mission” of communist forces operating in South Vietnam. “Make all echelons
and specialized agencies thoroughly understand the strategic significance of the counterpacification task in the current situation,” it read. “The entire Party . . . must concentrate
on frustrating the enemy pacification and Vietnamization plans. At present, get rid of
subjectivism, impatience, pessimism, and passiveness, and grasp missions and operation
and combat procedures, and apply them appropriately with the situation of different
areas, villages, and hamlets.”671
Applying the tactics and techniques of protracted warfare appropriately within
different contexts meant tailoring the method and level of activity to the local
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environment. In liberated areas under firm communist control, guerrillas and political
cadre were ordered to hold the ground and defend the villages. They were also
responsible for maintaining a revolutionary spirit among the population, increasing
agricultural production, and conscripting the population to contribute manpower and
material resources to the revolution. “In the liberated zone . . . we must motivate and
unify the peasant bloc . . . push strongly toward guerrilla warfare, the construction of
combat villages, the movement of killing the enemy to defend our villages, and defeating
all enemy maneuvers of pacification, sabotage, espionage, psywar and appeals to rally
and surrender.” In contested villages and hamlets as well as those under predominant
government control, insurgents were ordered to develop local guerrillas and political
cadre, disrupt the RVN administrative apparatus, launch attacks against territorial forces,
PSDF, and RD cadre, assassinate government officials, proselyte and attempt to
strengthen the political base, and disrupt pacification activities. These actions were to be
conducted by special operation and armed propaganda teams trained in guerrilla warfare,
armed propaganda, terrorism and repression, and the building of revolutionary bases. “At
present the enemy is still maintaining his control grip on a number of densely-populated
rural areas,” Resolution 9 pronounced. “It is necessary to . . . transform these areas into
areas of struggle against enemy oppression, for the purpose of winning political control,
liberating the people from enemy schemes to take control . . . destroying the enemy
sources of manpower and material resources and turning these into ours, broadening the
liberated areas and areas where we have political control, and creating a new position of
encirclement and pressure against the enemy.”672
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The protracted war prescriptions found within COSVN and Lao Dong resolutions
were intended to work hand in glove with ongoing political initiatives, particularly the
formation of governing and administrative bodies within liberated areas during 1968 and
1969. After the introduction of American combat forces in 1965 and subsequent
escalation of the main force war, Hanoi and COSVN had abandoned efforts to establish
government-style administrative councils and committees in rural areas. These efforts,
however, were revived in the wake of the 1968 Tet Offensive, as revolutionary leaders
believed that “democratically elected” local governmental bodies were necessary to
consolidate the territorial gains made during Tet and to prepare for future campaigns.673
“In the present situation, with the momentum of our offensive against the enemy in the
military, political, and troop proselyting fields we will certainly liberate many large parts
of the remaining rural areas, as well as a number of urban sections and towns,” COSVN
declared on March 5, 1968. “Such a situation requires revolutionary government
organizations in order to firmly establish security and order and rapidly strengthen
various revolutionary forces. We must continue to step up the struggle, firmly hold and
protect newly liberated areas, resist every U.S. and puppet counterattack and stand
victorious in every circumstance.”674
In the fall of 1967, most likely in anticipation of Tet Mau Than, communist
leaders instructed NLF cadre in Long An province to elect “People’s Liberation
Committees” in areas that were under predominant communist control. In villages and
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hamlets that were either contested or controlled by the South Vietnamese, communist
cadres were ordered to appoint committees with the purpose of forming an insurgent
governmental structure that would parallel the RVN governmental structure at the local
level. These early initiatives would later be repeated throughout South Vietnam. The
purpose of Liberation Committees, also called Revolutionary Committees, was to form
the foundation for a rural administrative apparatus at the local level and to legitimize
communist assertions to territory and population control. In essence they laid the
foundation for claims to a de facto NLF “government” within South Vietnam.
“Politically, the communists are engaged in a major effort to weaken the GVN and to
create the appearance if not the substance, of an ongoing administrative apparatus
‘governing’ as much of South Vietnam as possible. Their aim is to boost the prestige and
image of the National Liberation Front and its claims of control over territory and
people,” Jesse Helms, the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, declared.675
According to MACV, liberation committees were “an apparent attempt to establish, at
least on paper, a viable alternative to the GVN.”676 Moreover, they were meant to serve
as transitory organs for establishing politico-military control at the local level, and were
intended not only to mobilize the population, but to perform civil administrative
functions much like any legitimate local government.677 To COSVN, Liberation
Committees were a vital mechanism for growing the revolution at the grass roots in
preparation for the seizure of political power at the national level. According to a Party
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directive dated March 5, 1968, “The problem of building state power is, above all, the
problem of building village and hamlet government in liberated areas . . . an
indispensable matter which we should strive to achieve positively. To achieve
organizational uniformity in the local areas . . . COSVN has decided to proceed with the
election of . . . People’s Liberation Committees in the villages.”678
Another function of Liberation Committees was to provide the NLF with leverage
should a ceasefire be declared and a coalition government formed. “To regain . . . power
we should at first build an administrative system in the villages and hamlets, in liberated
areas,” declared one directive. “This is our immediate task which requires our urgent and
greatest efforts and helps us build the solid foundation for the establishment of a high
level coalition government.”679 Liberation Committees were intended to be instruments
for expanding and consolidating local control over the civilian environment vis-à-vis the
ongoing peace talks in Paris and the possibility of an in-place ceasefire. “The communists
now have a legitimized administrative apparatus covering much . . . of the population
under their control,” noted one MACV study. “Should the talks in Paris turn to more
serious negotiations or should the war take a dramatic turn in South Vietnam,” it
continued, “the communists [would] have, in this apparatus, a formidable card to
play.”680 According to another source, if the ongoing negotiations should result in a
ceasefire, Liberation Committees would play a critical role in the communists’ bid for
control of the countryside. “If during a state of ceasefire the GVN did not immediately
678
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consolidate its control over contested villages,” it read, “the VC / NVA, because of
decreased military pressure, would be in a good position to establish more Liberation
Committees.” Greater numbers of these committees, the report continued, would
“heighten the degree of population control by the VC / NVA. This increase in . . .
population control could lend credence to any future claim by the VC / NVA of a de facto
government in South Vietnam, and thus would constitute a strategic element in
negotiations toward the establishment of any coalition government.”681 Ambassador
Bunker shared similar reservations. Although he considered Liberation Committees to be
simply “existing bodies under a new name,” and pointed out that more than half of them
were in areas already under the control of communist forces, he felt, nonetheless, that
they could pose problems for the allies should a ceasefire be declared. “Given some kind
of international ceasefire,” he informed the White House on October 19, “Liberation
Committees could lend some credibility of control over wide areas of the countryside.”682
ARVN officer Nguyen Be also believed Liberation Committees posed a threat. “The
communists will bide their time until the last weapon falls mute and the ceasefire
begins,” he warned Thieu in October 1968. “At this time, the communists will surface as
the legitimate hamlet governments, with a claim to the trust and affection of the people.
They will fly the communist flag and organize the people very easily according to their
plan, for they will have the approval of the people.”683
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Be’s warning held a great deal of truth. Many South Vietnamese citizens believed
Liberation Committees did in fact offer the NLF an opportunity to legitimize their claim
to be “the authentic representative” of the people of South Vietnam. Should the current
Saigon regime collapse, they argued, the elected committees and councils would be the
closest thing to a popularly elected government in hundreds of rural villages and
hamlets.684 By the end of October 1968, sources claimed the communists had conducted
elections for revolutionary committees in more than 1,200 villages and hamlets and
established administrative bodies in 17 provinces, 5 cities, and 31 districts. According to
the NLF, revolutionary forces controlled four-fifths of South Vietnam’s territory and 10
million of the country’s population. The Front also claimed that revolutionary
administrations had been established in almost all of the national territory. Some
American officials, however, refuted these claims, arguing that the communists had, at
best, held elections in only 10 percent of those areas under Viet Cong control. They
claimed that since the United States Mission estimated that only 15.3 percent of the
population was under Viet Cong control (according to the Mission 14.9 percent were
living in contested areas and 69.8 percent living under government control) the election
of Liberation Committees should not be seen as a major threat. To the Americans, the rise
of revolutionary committees were tied to the launch of the Tet Offensive. The
communists had given them high priority in the spring of 1968 because they assumed the
General Offensive and General Uprising would bring the war to a precipitous end. This
was familiar, they argued, as Hanoi and the NLF had made similar claims to legitimacy
just prior to American intervention in late 1964 and early 1965, another period when the
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communists were on the offensive and believed a final victory was imminent.685
Nonetheless, the proliferation of Liberation Committees caused concern among allied
policymakers.
On June 10, 1969, the NLF announced the formation of the Provisional
Revolutionary Government (PRG), an organization that assumed the mantle of “national”
leadership and was immediately recognized as such by a number of communist nations.
The de facto insurgent government within South Vietnam that the Liberation Committees
were created to implement a year earlier had – in the eyes of the communists at least –
become reality.686 At a press conference held on June 11, the president of the PRG,
Huynh Tan Phat, declared, “The establishment of the Provisional Revolutionary
Government of the Republic of South Vietnam is the development of a necessary step in
the process of perfecting the network of the revolutionary government which has been set
up over half the territory in South Vietnam. It is also aimed at meeting the great
requirements of the fighting – these consist in striving to step up the general offensive on
the military, political, and diplomatic fronts so as to advance toward complete victory.”687
According to the National Congress of People’s Delegates, “The Provisional
Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam is the highest executive
body expressing the will and aspirations of the entire people, and having as its tasks to
lead the various branches of activity and the various echelons, to mobilize the entire
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people to step up the resistance and to liberate South Vietnam.”688 Former NLF operative
Truong Nhu Tang indicated in his memoirs that the PRG was meant to establish a formal
NLF governmental structure at the regional and lower levels and to create a “central
political entity” that could contend with the Saigon government from a formal, legal
standing. Among its most important benefits, the PRG was a tool used to influence the
public and garner political legitimacy as well as sympathy for the revolution, not only in
South Vietnam, but within the international community and even in the United States.
“Our goal was to influence public opinion,” he wrote, “domestically, where a
noncommunist government would give us added credibility with the South Vietnamese
populace; internationally, where we would be able to compete with Saigon for formal
recognition . . . and in the United States, where we would enhance our claim of
representing the Southern people, giving the peace movement additional ammunition.
The administration’s effort to portray the Saigon regime as an autonomous, legitimate
government would now be answered by another Southern government fighting hard in
every international forum to establish its own claim to legitimacy.”689
Unlike the NLF and the Alliance of National, Democratic and Peace Forces of
Vietnam, a front organization comprised of a network of variously named organizations
founded in April 1968 and committed to working with the NLF to overthrow the Saigon
government, the PRG was presented as a fully functioning government replete with a
president, ministries, and an advisory council. This was an important development given
that both the NLF and the Alliance were never portrayed as anything other than front
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organizations. Once established, the PRG became the “chief public organ” for the
communist insurgency in South Vietnam as well as the national directing body in charge
of the Liberation Committees. The PRG also replaced the NLF as the negotiating arm of
the communist insurgency in the Paris Peace Talks, and assumed primary responsibility
for conducting diplomacy with foreign countries.690 The appointment of Madame Nguyen
Thi Binh as the official PRG representative at Paris and its foreign minister gave the
communists a powerful diplomatic tool to use against the Thieu regime.691 To some, the
arrival of the PRG signaled that the communists had in fact constructed a rival,
alternative government to the Saigon regime. According the New York Times, the
formation of the PRG was seen by many as “an important step in an intensive effort to
establish a credible alternative to the Thieu government.”692 To others, however, it was an
illegitimate pretender to the throne. Thieu and the Saigon regime, naturally, rejected the
formation of the PRG and disavowed its claims to political legitimacy. “We will never
recognize a coalition or any other sort of government arbitrarily imposed by the
communists,” blurted one South Vietnamese official. “This new so-called government is
not recognized by us in any way at all.”693
Immediately following the announcement of its formation, the PRG released a 12point action plan. Among those points most pertinent to our discussion here were the first
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four, which dealt with the continuing politico-military struggle to force an American
withdrawal, toppling the RVN, and establishing a coalition government. The first point
vowed to lead the people and the revolutionary armed forces and intensify the military
and political struggle in an effort to force an unconditional American withdrawal,
frustrate the allies’ pacification-Vietnamization strategy, and end the war by negotiating a
peace that comported with the conditions laid out in the 1954 Geneva Accords. The
second called for the eradication of the “camouflaged neocolonialist regime” set up by
the “U.S. imperialists” in South Vietnam and the construction of a “truly democratic and
free republican regime,” one not only based on equality, freedom, and democracy but free
from outside intervention. The third point mandated the formation of a provisional
coalition government comprised of groups reflecting the various social strata and political
tendencies of the South Vietnamese people, and based on “the principle of equality,
democracy, and mutual respect.” The coalition government would be responsible for
holding elections, electing a national assembly, and building a constitution that fully
reflected the interests and aspirations of the people. The fourth point vowed to
consolidate and develop a revolutionary administration, strengthen revolutionary armed
forces, and expand and consolidate liberated areas.694
In February 1970, the People’s Revolutionary Party Committee of VC SubRegion 2 issued a directive that sheds light on how the PRG sought to expand and
consolidate its hold on the civilian environment. According to the directive, guerrillas and
political cadre were ordered to establish Liberation Committees in contested areas using
the methods of protracted war laid out in Resolution 9 and other COSVN directives. “The
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mission of the . . . village committees is to intensify military and political attacks,
frustrate the enemy’s pacification and land encroachment plans, use our governmental
authority to annihilate tyrants, break the enemy’s oppressive control of the population,
strengthen our forces, and expand our control over the areas by gradually consolidating
our installations toward the establishment of our local government.”695 In areas that were
totally or predominantly under the control of revolutionary forces, the requirements for
establishing PRG administrative machinery were quite different. Here Party members
were required to reorganize and consolidate committees at the village, hamlet, and district
level, and then assign individuals to carry out various functions laid out in Party
resolutions. According to Party leaders, specific steps to be taken included promoting
political awareness in the local population, mobilizing manpower and material resources
for the frontline by recruiting civilian laborers and financial support, increasing
agricultural production and developing public health, cultural and education activities.
Committee members were also charged with fulfilling security missions, including “the
annihilation of the enemy” and the suppression of “counterrevolutionaries.” Other
responsibilities given to PRG administrators were to sustain revolutionary activity among
the population and to “ensure democracy for the people” by means of propaganda and
population control measures.696 “Through indoctrination, we must heighten the
revolutionary vigilance and security maintenance concerns of the people, troops, and
agencies and closely control our personnel and the population.”697 Stepped-up activities
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in cities and in province and district capitals were also required. According to the
directive, urban guerrillas and political cadre, much like their counterparts in rural areas,
played “a key role” in the struggle to disintegrate the RVN administration and extend
communist control. “Breaking the enemy’s oppressive control and killing tyrants in
cities, province capitals, district seats and city bordering areas, are the missions of the
armed reconnaissance, military, political, and military proselyting forces, especially the
local secret force, in annihilating the enemy tyrants and ringleaders who directly destroy
our movements.” The directive also stated that in addition to assassinating “U.S. and
puppet intelligence espionage forces and public security agencies in cities, district seats,
and province capitals,” security units were to break the RVN’s “oppressive control” by
promoting armed and political struggles.698
Liberation Committees and the PRG played a fundamental role in the control war
and the struggle to establish dominion over the civilian environment in the years that
immediately followed Tet Mau Than. Closely tied to the tactics and techniques of
protracted guerrilla warfare and communist efforts to expand influence and control over
population and territory as a foundation to claims of political legitimacy should an inplace ceasefire be reached and coalition government be implemented vis-à-vis peace talks
in Paris, developing and maximizing local administration at the grass roots before the
clock ran out and a settlement was reached became the engine that drove the control war
and the struggle to establish political suzerainty in the villages and hamlets of rural South
Vietnam.
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Allied Strategy in the Wake of Tet Mau Than
As stated earlier, the primary allied objective in the wake of Tet Mau Than was to
reorient military and political efforts towards the countryside and rapidly expand politicomilitary control over the civilian environment. Tet revealed that the main force war
against the large NLF / NVA units had yielded little in the way of bringing the war to a
successful conclusion. Although Westmoreland’s main force efforts had helped advance
pacification and elevate the level of RVN politico-military control over the countryside to
peak levels,699 the nationwide surprise attack launched on January 30 had demonstrated
that the RVN and the United States had not come close to crushing the communist
insurgency and that new initiatives were required if the allies were to salvage their plans
for the defense of South Vietnam. The decision to pivot toward an accelerated
pacification program and a rapid expansion of government control over rural areas was
also rooted in a number of developments and opportunities that had arisen as a result of
Tet Mau Than and its short-term tactical failures.
To begin, the high number of communist casualties and focus on urban areas and
district capitals had not only badly damaged the insurgency but denuded much of the
countryside of military units and political infrastructure. This political and military
vacuum, many believed, provided the allies with an occasion to exploit the situation,
particularly in relation to advancing pacification, “Vietnamizing” the war, and extracting
American combat forces. In July, Komer postulated to Bunker and Abrams that if the
699
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communists launched another offensive and it was crushed, Hanoi and the NLF would
change their strategy and be forced either to make significant political concessions in
Paris or revert back to a lower level of fighting. Should the latter occur, he argued, the
RVN and the United States would be afforded a unique opportunity to make rapid and
substantial gains in pacification and nation-building. Combined with the additional
attrition of communist units via the main force war and improvement in the RVNAF’s
combat capabilities, gains in the control war would put the allies in a winning position
and help facilitate the impending drawdown of U.S. troops. “We can gradually redeploy,”
Komer declared. “We do not need any more U.S. forces. What we do need is time –
enough for the . . . process to bear fruit. If we can only hold the negotiating line long
enough to defeat the next enemy offensive effort and let the RVN / RVNAF grow in
relative power, we can reasonably expect to be in a much greater position of strength than
is visible at present.”700
Next, the new allied emphasis on rapidly expanding RVN control over rural South
Vietnam was an effort to counter the new communist approach of establishing alternative
political and administrative structures in the countryside. As pointed out by William
Colby after the war, the response of the South Vietnamese government and its American
ally after Tet clearly had a political imperative and was intended to “establish legitimate
local authority to counter the claims of the communists and their fronts.”701 According to
Colby, the founding of the PRG and formation of Liberation Committees had demanded
an appropriate commensurate counterstrategy by the RVN and the United States. The
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measures necessary to contest communist efforts to expand their administrative apparatus
over populated areas, therefore, entailed “a vigorous extension of security and political
presence by the government, with American support, in order to preempt the areas not yet
penetrated by the communists and to spread the government presence into contested
areas.”702 In 1968, Colby underscored the importance of pacification in defeating the
communists’ new emphasis on building local administrative bodies. In a memo to South
Vietnam’s Minister of the Interior, Tran Thien Khiem, Colby asserted that one of the
most critical aspects of pacification was that it helped strengthen local government
through village/hamlet elections. Holding elections as soon as possible after villages and
hamlets had been secured, he argued, was an “urgent objective” that must be met if the
allies were to counter the recent proliferation of NLF Liberation Committees in rural
areas. “This should be a high priority task in view of the stress the enemy has been
placing upon legitimizing his political structure in the countryside,” Colby stated. “The
GVN,” he continued, “is in a much better position to extend its influence through
elections than is the enemy. Yet, the enemy seems to be moving ahead at a faster pace. In
my view, this imbalance must be reversed rapidly.”703
Rapid politico-military expansion into the countryside was also a response to the
reality that the level of control each side held over the civilian environment was a central
factor in the ongoing negotiations in Paris. The ability of Washington and Saigon to win
concessions at the bargaining table and secure conditions that would allow them to
achieve political objectives was directly influenced by their capacity to shrink the
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insurgency and grow RVN influence and control over rural areas. “Relative control in the
countryside is going to be one of the things that will largely determine the shape of any
settlement reached between the North and South Vietnamese,” Komer declared in his
final press conference as the civilian head of CORDS.704 Bunker agreed with this
argument. “Success in the pacification and military sphere will have a direct effect on the
negotiations,” he informed the White House on December 19, 1968. “By extending
territorial control and driving enemy forces across the border into Laos and Cambodia,”
he continued, “the South Vietnamese greatly strengthen their position at Paris. This is
obviously a strong incentive, and Thieu is pushing his people to get on with the war effort
and pacification faster and with better effect than at any other time since I arrived.”705
Thieu himself was more succinct. “At the conference table in Paris,” he stated in
December 1968, “there will be long discussion as to who controls the land and the people
. . . as to who has governments in the villages and hamlets.”706 Less than two weeks after
Thieu made this statement an American newspaper reporter placed the resurgence of
pacification at the center of the new allied strategy that had been put in place after Tet
Mau Than. “No one speaks of conventional ‘military victory’ over the 110,000-man
North Vietnamese army, with its secure Laotian and Cambodian rear base areas. Such
talk died among working-level folk here long before it vanished from U.S. official
rhetoric in the wake of the communist Tet Offensive last January,” he wrote. “The goal
. . . is more modest: rapid consolidation of South Vietnamese government authority over
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as many of Vietnam’s 17.5 million people as possible in 1969, before any ceasefire
agreement is reached in Paris.”707
Finally, the allies implemented a strategy of rapid pacification and hurried
expansion of government control over territory and population because – thanks to
American withdrawal and Vietnamization – time was now of the essence. The war’s
unpopularity along with a growing sense of frustration and impatience for an end to the
fighting had made tangible results on the ground an imperative for the allied governments
and their armed forces. The political pressures brought to bear by the international
community and, especially, the American public and its elected representatives required
that Washington and Saigon achieve measureable success within a limited timeframe.
“The realities of the American political situation indicate a need to consider time
limitations in developing a strategy to ‘win.’ The time available to achieve U.S.
objectives in Vietnam has definite upper limits,” a summary of the 1969 MACV
Objectives Plan stated. “The reality of the long-term consequences of failure has not
adequately impressed the majority of the American people. The U.S. public does not see
the issues in Vietnam . . . as being worth the cost. Therefore, support in terms of
personnel and dollars for U.S involvement in Vietnam has been given reluctantly, and
related to continued promises that ‘the war is just about over.’ Time then, is running out.”
Should the allied military effort not make “measureable success” by July 1970, the report
continued, “widespread disillusionment with the congress” and a subsequent reduction in
funding and personnel for the war would follow.708 According to another source “the
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length of time that the war has gone on . . . has led to a loss of enthusiasm as the people
become more war weary. Therefore, the significance of time itself cannot be overemphasized. The need for time in which to further develop the already improving [GVN]
leadership and to show positive tangible results, as opposed to the amount of time
remaining before the withdrawal of Free World support, is a very real and serious
limitation.”709
The push to gain “positive tangible results” on the ground in South Vietnam had
begun shortly after the communists had launched the 1968 General Offensive and
General Uprising. Three months after the NLF had launched the most infamous and
unexpected offensive of the war, Colby announced that efforts were underway to advance
pacification and reassert government control over rural areas. “A military
counteroffensive has been launched to push Viet Cong forces away from important
areas,” he declared on May 1. “However, the VC political structure, looking toward the
possibility of negotiations and coalition, will make every effort to retain influence and
control over the rural population. It is important that the GVN assert its authority
throughout the country to prevent the . . . NLF claiming that it represents any area or
percentage of the people. The pacification program then must regain its earlier
momentum and develop a widespread effect in the next three to six months.”710 The
momentum and widespread effect Colby and others had called for would have to wait,
however. In May, the NLF launched the second phase of Tet Mau Than; three months
later they launched the third. Although these offensives were much smaller and less
709
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effective than the first wave, they were nonetheless disruptive enough to impede
pacification and delay a counteroffensive until the fall.
By October, U.S. and RVN officials were back on track and had developed a plan
for rapidly expanding government control over the countryside. At its heart was the
pacification counteroffensive Colby had called for in May. Known initially as the Le Loi
Pacification Plan and then later as the Accelerated Pacification Campaign (APC), the
operation was intended to move from the improved allied military position and growing
political strength of the RVN to more extensive and more secure control of the
countryside. According to allied planners, the new pacification plan would target
contested hamlets in South Vietnam rather than on those that were controlled by the NLF.
Should the security status of the targeted hamlets be raised and added to the 5,000 or so
that were already listed in the “relatively secure” category, Bunker informed Washington,
it would bring an overwhelming majority of the population under a “reasonable” level of
RVN control. Moreover, if successful, the campaign would “forestall any VC effort to
partition the country or justify any claim to coalition government.” In addition to
improving security, targeting the insurgent infrastructure, and intensifying efforts to
induce communist guerrillas and political cadre to “rally” (defect) to the RVN, the new
pacification plan focused on strengthening hamlet and village administration so that they
could compete with NLF Liberation Committees for political suzerainty at the local
level.711 Bunker believed that the new pacification counteroffensive took on new
significance given the heavy emphasis the communists were placing on Liberation
Committees. In a telegram dated October 30, the ambassador tied the proliferation of
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communist administrative bodies directly to the pacification effort by urging allied
leaders to act and to push the new counteroffensive more vigorously. “Since the spread of
VC ‘liberation committees’ and the enemy’s waning military fortunes signaled the
possibility of a VC switch to a more political phase,” he stated, “we urged that the GVN
preempt this policy by vigorously expanding its influence in the rural areas.”712
The Accelerated Pacification Campaign was intended to wrest control of rural
South Vietnam’s contested areas away from the communists by rapidly extending RVN
authority over territory and population. The plan was to upgrade approximately 1,000 of
the 3,600 hamlets in the “contested” category (D, E) to the “relatively secure” (C)
category. Slated to begin on November 1, the APC was designed to “extend GVN
influence over as much presently contested population as feasible by 31 January 1969.”
Its primary components included “an intensive military spoiling campaign” to destroy
communist forces and drive them away from populated areas; an accelerated Phung
Hoang campaign to “neutralize” at least 3,000 Viet Cong Infrastructure per month; and a
stepped-up Chieu Hoi program to “rally” 5,000 communists to the RVN by the January
31 deadline. The APC also called for an “information campaign” to convince the
population that the RVN had seized the initiative as well as a program to organize
roughly one million PSDF and arm at least 200,000 of them. Should it succeed, the APC
would reclaim much of the civilian environment lost during Tet and bring approximately
75 percent of the total population into the “relatively secure” category.713 According to
allied planners, the APC was vital to combatting the communists’ resumption of
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protracted guerrilla warfare. “If there is any validity to estimates of the enemy’s
strategy,” declared one memo, “it reinforces the need for the GVN, the RVNAF, and the
Free World Forces to press the Accelerated Pacification Campaign to the maximum.”
The 1,000 target hamlets, the Phung Hoang campaign, the PSDF program, the Chieu Hoi
effort, it continued, were all designed to extend Saigon’s authority well beyond what
many officials thought possible. “The word must be to extend the authority of the GVN
and to stamp out every last vestige of VC authority throughout the countryside.”714
Although it had fallen far short of stamping out “every last vestige” of the
communist insurgency, the APC succeeded in rapidly extending government authority
throughout the countryside. By the end of November MACV had reported that 73.3
percent of the population was living in relatively secure areas – a new high. The
population living in contested and VC-controlled areas, meanwhile, had dropped to 13.3
percent and 13.4 percent respectively. The 3.5 percent increase in people living in
relatively secure hamlets from the previous month represented an additional 636,800
people inhabiting areas considered to be under reasonably good RVN control. The largest
increase in government control occurred among the rural population, which increased 5.2
percent to 60.7 percent overall, or 586,000 additional people. “I am pleased with the
increased activity which has resulted [from the APC],” Colby declared, “and I believe
this campaign has initiated a real momentum in pacification which is proving contagious
in many quarters hitherto included to the cautious and defensive. It is an important
counterpart to Paris, as it builds Vietnamese confidence in what they can do and at the
same time strengthens the machinery of constitutional government for the political
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contest to come.”715 Colby was correct; the momentum of pacification was contagious.
By the end of the first month of the APC three out of four military regions had reported a
“marked improvement” in territorial security. Only MR 2 reported no change in the level
of security.716 The lack of progress in central South Vietnam, however, did little to
damper the enthusiasm shown by American advisors in the other three zones. “The
Accelerated Pacification Campaign has been, thus far, the most successful GVN program
attempted in this CTZ in the last three years,” noted John Paul Vann, the Deputy for
CORDS in MR 3.717 According to the senior advisor in the Mekong Delta, “The IV Corps
pacification program in November reflected more tangible indications of progress that
any previous month of 1968. Phase one of the Accelerated Pacification Campaign
received enthusiastic GVN support and produced important gains in territorial
security.”718 Up north in MR 1, CORDS personnel were reporting similar advances.
“Significant measureable progress in pacification occurred during November. The
Accelerated Pacification Campaign proved to be the vehicle around which the
civil/military teams of the GVN, the U.S., and the FWMAF united in a coordinated
program to improve territorial security and to attack the enemy’s political infrastructure,”
the senior advisor reported. “Highly successful encounters with the enemy, encouraging
progress with VCI neutralization, and optimistic plans for continued programs in all
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fronts,” he continued, “have created a sense of purpose and optimism among U.S. and
GVN officials that should cause the pacification program in I Corps to move with
renewed vigor and purpose into calendar year 1969.”719
A new sense of purpose and renewed vigor in the pacification program did in fact
occur in 1969. When the APC concluded on January 31, allied policymakers were elated
by the outcome. “Results of the Accelerated Pacification Campaign generally exceeded
expectations,” Colby trumpeted. “The GVN has seized the initiative in the countryside
and the enemy has yet to react positively. Thus, the ambitious pacification plan for 1969
starts from a greatly expanded base . . . and with considerable momentum.”720 Colby’s
excitement was well founded. By nearly all measures, the “1,000 Hamlet Campaign” (as
some called it) had been a success. In addition to upgrading 1,055 out of 1,338 targeted
hamlets to at least a C status, the campaign exceeded its goals for the Chieu Hoi and
PSDF programs. As for the former, more than 3,600 additional Hoi Chanh (the name
given to communist guerrillas and political cadre who defected to the RVN) had rallied
on top of the original target number of 5,000. The goals for organizing and training PSDF
were also exceeded although the number of local militia issued firearms fell below
expectations. As of January 31, CORDS reported 1.1 million PSDF organized, 660,000
trained, and 170,000 armed. The only area that failed to meet expectations was the Phung
Hoang program, which fell short of the stated goal of 3,000 Viet Cong Infrastructure
neutralizations per month. Even here, though, there was cause for optimism. The number
of VCI neutralized during the APC averaged 2,400 per month, which was roughly double
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the number of the 1,200 per month prior to the launch the campaign. Military support for
the APC, particularly the contribution of the territorial forces, was also deemed a success.
“The RF / PF support of the APC was outstanding: they continually improved their
combat performance and provided most of the protection around the target hamlets.
ARVN / FWMAF were thus able to continue large scale operations.”721
The APC was succeeded by the 1969 Pacification and Development Plan. With
some minor modifications, the new plan was identical to the accelerated campaign.
“During 1969 we are determined to destroy the supporting structures the enemy has
created among the people by the use of violence and terrorism,” the Central Pacification
and Development Council declared. “Owing to repeated military victories of ARVN and
Allied Forces, the enemy has been obliged to change tactics. He has shifted from military
efforts to political ones and is attempting to expand his political and guerrilla machinery
in order to control rural areas. . . . In this situation, our essential task . . . is to act quickly
to liberate the people from the coercion and control of the enemy. The 1969 Pacification
and Development policy is thus a continuation and extension of the APC.”722 Much like
its predecessor, the centerpiece of the 1969 plan was a military campaign designed to
eliminate communist insurgents and expand RVN authority. The overall security goal of
the program was to bring 90 percent of the population into the relatively secure category
and extend national sovereignty throughout the country. Other goals included eliminating
33,000 VCI, rallying 20,000 Hoi Chanh, establishing local government in all villages
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under RVN control, and raising the number of PSDF to more than two million, including
400,000 armed. The plan also included efforts to decrease the number of refugees and
displaced persons to less than one million, increase the information and propaganda effort
in the countryside, and stimulate the rural economy primarily through stepped-up rice
production.723 The 1969 pacification plan, like the APC, was a success. Although it too
had fallen short of stated goals in a number of areas, particularly Hoi Chanh and VCI
eliminations, the program did exceed its objectives for organizing PSDF and, most
importantly, in territorial control. As of December the percentage of the population living
in relatively secure areas had climbed to 92.7 percent. This roughly translated into 16.3
million out of 17.6 million total population. As these numbers indicate, 1969 had turned
out to be a banner year for pacification and allied progress in the control war. While
progress began to slow in November and would continue to stagnate into the early part of
1970, the year had still witnessed the largest and most rapid pacification gains of the
entire war, rising from approximately 65 percent of the rural population living in
relatively secure hamlets in January to more than 90 percent by year’s end.724
In December 1969 MACV concluded that the overall progress in pacification over
the past thirteen months had been due to the RVN’s increasingly effective use of its
military resources to clear target areas as well as its strong emphasis on the development
of local government and local defense.725 A lack of strong enemy opposition, both during
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the APC and throughout 1969, had greatly facilitated pacification efforts and the rapid
gains in government control. Nonetheless, a general improvement in the RVN’s political
and military machinery, particularly at the local level, was considered by many to be the
critical factor behind Saigon’s increasingly firm hold on rural areas. “I was very
impressed by the improvement in the military and political situation in Vietnam, as
compared with all previous visits, and especially in the security situation both in Saigon
and the rural areas,” declared retired British general Sir Robert Thompson, a former critic
of allied military efforts in South Vietnam. “This has been demonstrated in the 1969
pacification program which has resulted in greatly increased government control in rural
areas.”726
The momentum of the 1969 pacification program was sustained throughout 1970
and 1971, albeit at a much slower pace; pacification continued to progress and the allies
enjoyed an overall favorable balance of forces in the control war. By December 1970, the
overall population living in relatively secure areas had jumped to nearly 95 percent. In
the countryside, RVN control of the rural population was equally impressive, increasing
more than 25 percentage points since the beginning of the American drawdown. The
VSSG figure for December showed Saigon in control of more than 66 percent of rural
inhabitants. “The war in South Vietnam has wound down to a point well below the levels
of previous years and has entered a period of relative quiescence,” the office of the
Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense (ODASD) declared in its end-of-year report.
“Pacification progress and activity has exceeded expectations, despite reduced U.S.
forces and activity,” the report continued. “Experienced observers returning to Vietnam
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after long period out of the country unanimously agree that security conditions in the
countryside are better than ever before, and that the allied main force military campaign
has achieved most of its objectives in MR’s III and IV.”727 Twelve months later it was
shown that pacification had continued to progress; 1971 witnessed unprecedented levels
of control over territory and population. In December, the ODASD reported that the
number of people living in relatively secure areas was up to 96.8 percent. RVN control of
the rural population, meanwhile, climbed to 76 percent, a ten point increase from the
previous year. Despite these unparalleled levels of government control, however, there
were some dark spots. As 1971 drew to a close, a number of provinces remained beset by
persistent insurgent activities. Moreover, American intelligence analysts had determined
that much of the 1970 and 1971 pacification gains had resulted as much from a lack of
enemy activity as they did on allied initiatives.728 Nonetheless, the gains made in
pacification and the control war since the APC had launched in November 1968 were
impressive.
The dramatic gains in allied control over territory and population naturally came
at the expense of the communist insurgency. As early as 1969, reports indicated that
pacification had “constricted” communist control over the civilian environment and
limited the insurgency’s ability to secure material resources and recruit personnel.729
Others had shown a serious decline in insurgent manpower. “Since the Tet Offensives of
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1968, VC guerrilla and local forces have faced increased frustration in their efforts to
maintain effective strength levels,” MACV stated. Decreased support from the rural
population along with the Accelerated Pacification Campaign, it continued, had made it
exceedingly difficult for the communists to maintain a robust guerrilla movement. These
developments not only reduced the NLF’s overall numbers, but weakened the
insurgency’s ability to maintain itself at the local level. “The VC guerrilla and local
forces are considered the mainstay of the enemy’s efforts in the Republic of Vietnam. To
be effective, they must control the population, extort taxes, gather supplies, and conduct
proselyting activities among the South Vietnamese. Failure in these areas will hinder all
efforts to gain ultimate control of the south.”730 According to a Special National Security
Intelligence Estimate issued in February 1970, the NLF was “in trouble.” The report
noted that NLF casualties had exceeded infiltration, the quality of combat units had
declined and was heavily dependent upon NVA support, and the morale of soldiers and
political cadres had dropped. “During the past year and one-half, the GVN has sharply
reduced the population controlled or influence by the communists,” the intelligence brief
read. “As a result, communist access to local manpower and sources of supply is being
restricted, the mobility of many communist units limited, and local cadre exposed and
demoralized.” It continued, “Hanoi may well believe that GVN pacification progress is
essentially fragile and can be rolled back once U.S. forces are out of the way. However, it
may now feel compelled to recognize that further contraction of communist-controlled
areas, or even a prolonged continuation of the current situation, will limit the ability of its
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forces to confront the RVNAF, to launch major attacks on population centers, or even to
wage a prolonged struggle.”731
Hanoi and the NLF themselves acknowledged that pacification was not only
taking a heavy toll on the insurgency but had degraded their ability to wage a protracted
war. Between 1969 and 1971 scores of directives and interviews with captured guerrillas
and political cadre revealed that allied pacification efforts had in fact damaged the NLF.
“The enemy’s pacification program will bring great danger to friendly forces because
their pacification activities are steadily increasing,” one cadre lamented. “The enemy
pacification program is very dangerous,” he continued. “This program can affect the
potential of the revolution, the morale of the people, and even the morale of the friendly
soldiers. . . . Due to fierce enemy attacks and poor cadre leadership, the guerrilla
movements in a number of local areas have suffered a setback. This setback was even felt
in areas where the guerilla movement had previously been strong.”732 After defecting to
the RVN in 1970, one former NLF member stated “In 1969 . . . pacification accelerated.
From then on, the Front has been going downhill.” When asked if the program had
caused difficulties to the NLF cadres in his area, he replied “Yes – a lot of difficulties. . . .
Life has become ten times more difficult for the cadres now. The cadres at present only
see imminent death wherever they turn.”733 According to a captured document dated May
1970, communist units were becoming increasingly weakened and demoralized as a
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result of expanded RVN activities. “The enemy has gradually expanded his control over
our areas,” the author noted bitterly. “The enemy has succeeded in his pacification
program. Our areas of activities have been narrowed considerably . . . at present . . . we
are exhausted.”734 Postwar analyses have also conceded that the reinvigorated
pacification program of the post-Tet period had imposed major difficulties on the
revolution. “The enemy’s horrible, insidious pacification program and his acts of
destruction created immeasurable difficulties and complications for our armed forces and
civilian population,” the official history of the People’s Army of Vietnam read. “Our
liberated areas were shrinking, our bases were under pressure, and both our local and
strategic lines of supply were under ferocious enemy attack. . . . In the meantime, the
enemy gained control of many heavily populated areas.”735
The deterioration of the NLF and declining strategic position of the communists
had given rise to a new sense of optimism in Saigon and Washington. The pacificationVietnamization strategy when coupled with progress in the main force war had, as one
pundit put it, “carved out a new set of realities on the ground in Vietnam.”736 By 1970,
these new realities along with the allies’ ascendant position in the control war had given a
number of officials cause to celebrate. In the fall of 1969 Abrams declared, “The
pacification program is no longer a laughing matter from his [the communists’]
viewpoint. It’s after people, and that’s what he’s after – that’s what the whole thing’s
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about.”737 He continued, “I must say when you take the whole thing . . . the progress in
pacification . . . no one has to buy the 90 percent or 86 percent, but the fact that security
of the people is improving every month, I think is clear. I feel that he has to do something
because the march of events seems to me to be inexorable.”738 That same month John
Paul Vann informed the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations “we have essentially
stolen the enemy’s thunder by engaging in a people’s war on our side. This is what has
made such a difference in Vietnam. That is why for the last eighteen months I have been
called an optimist in Washington.”739 The positivity surrounding pacification and the
control war in 1969 and 1970 was so strong that it persisted long after the war had been
lost. “Pacification worked wonders in South Vietnam,” Nixon declared in 1985. “We
were in control of areas that we had previously not dared to enter . . . our pacification
program had extended Saigon’s control throughout the country down to the hamlet
level.”740
Despite the heady optimism of some individuals, others were less sanguine about
the state of pacification and the control war. As we will see next, concerns over the
durability of pacification gains were not only prevalent but well founded. The program
and the progress it made between November 1968 and December 1971 were much more
fragile than many realized. The communist insurgency, despite unrelenting pressure from
the allies, had managed to hang on and survive to varying degrees throughout South
Vietnam. The RVNAF, meanwhile, was becoming increasingly overburdened by
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territorial defense and stretched thin as Saigon’s armed forces attempted to hold on to a
larger percentage of territory and population with diminishing numbers of American
combat troops. Moreover, military units in support of pacification were plagued by a
number of systemic problems, including a lack of leadership, low morale, and desertion.
These weaknesses undermined Vietnamization and RVN efforts to maintain its hold over
populated areas. By the spring of 1972, the unique spatiality of the control war and a
protracted guerrilla war without frontlines had left the RVN and its armed forces
overstretched and unable to adequately defend the territory and population it had
conquered over the previous three years. This became increasingly evident beginning in
March, when a new communist offensive laid bare the hollowness of the RVN’s ninetyplus percent security ratings and the inherent weaknesses of the fast-and-thin approach to
pacification. The outcome of the offensive was considered by some to be a victory for the
RVN and a vindication of the pacification-Vietnamization strategy. Nonetheless, the
communist general offensive of 1972 would in time bear bitter fruit for the RVN.
Although beaten back by the RVNAF, the “Easter Offensive” had established a firm
NVA foothold in South Vietnam and set in motion a series of events that led to the
decline and eventual collapse of the Saigon regime in April 1975.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
THE TENACIOUS REVOLUTION AND REVIVAL OF THE
INSURGENT STATE, 1969-1972

As we have seen, pacification had achieved impressive gains in the control war
between November 1968 and December 1971, bringing a reasonable degree of security to
roughly 95 percent of the South Vietnamese population. Despite the unprecedented level
of RVN control over territory and population and historically low levels of communist
insurgent activity in the countryside, however, there was cause for concern. Security
levels in a number of provinces were extremely fragile and susceptible to regression
should the communists step up anti-pacification activities or launch another large-scale
offensive. While everything may have appeared relatively quiet on the surface by 1971,
there existed putrefaction underneath that belied the RVN’s quiescent façade. Not only
had the communist insurgent state survived, leaving pockets of rebellion and sustained
politico-military conflict throughout South Vietnam, but the pacification and
Vietnamization programs were beset by a host of debilitating problems that grossly
undermined Saigon’s ability to maintain control over the national territory and its
population. In February 1970, a report on the pacification program generated by a
subcommittee of the House Armed Services Committee expressed a lingering suspicion
regarding the war in Vietnam. Given the history of that conflict, the report argued, there
were grounds for hesitancy and doubt. “Anyone who has followed developments in and
reports on Vietnam over the years has learned the value of skepticism,” the committee
declared. “No other war, no other great national undertaking has suffered so much from
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overly optimistic estimates. We are constrained to inject a note of caution, to remember
past occasions when indices of progress proved to be illusions.”741

The Paradox of Fast-and-Thin Pacification
Pacification progress was not an illusion; yet the unparalleled levels of security
and government control it achieved were much more precarious than the official numbers
suggested. As early as January 1969, before the Accelerated Pacification Campaign
(APC) had even concluded, a number of analysts and advisors expressed concern
regarding the rapid pace of the program. Some argued it would spread available forces
too thin and weaken territorial security and government control.742 Others believed the
speed of security gains left them vulnerable to regression. “A principal conclusion about
the entire pacification program . . . is that its gains are tentative and can be adversely
affected by military setbacks; this is especially true of the gains registered during the
APC,” declared a January 16 national security intelligence estimate. “The VC . . . will
attempt to counter gains in pacification . . . and they will probably have some success;
such an intensification of fighting would . . . set back the pacification program.”743 Two
months later, a national security study commissioned by the Nixon administration
revealed that the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the State Department both
believed that the pacification gains made in 1968 were fragile and that a single solid
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shock, such as the one delivered in Tet Mau Than, would more than likely wipe out any
progress achieved over the past year. According to National Security Study
Memorandum One, the gains made during the Accelerate Pacification Campaign were: a)
thin and tenuous because they were achieved through a “hard-and-fast” approach that
spread military and administrative resources thinly over contested areas; b) made only
because the insurgents did not vigorously oppose pacification; c) as much the product of
urbanization and a massive demographic shift to the cities due to pacification operations.
Intelligence analysts acknowledged recent progress but deemed it largely untested. “The
GVN has yet to succeed in the countryside,” the study concluded. “The rural population
security has not changed significantly and certainly not at a rate which will free us of
noticeable burdens within 2-5 years. We may even be overextended in the rural areas and
open to a damaging VC counterattack. . . . The real test of how solid recent gains in
pacification have been will come when the VC initiate serious counter-pacification
activity.”744 In April, John Paul Vann, a senior civilian advisor for Civil Operations and
Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) expressed similar reservations. Now that
Vietnamization and the withdrawal of American combat forces had become a reality,
Vann argued, the fast-and-thin approach to pacification was particularly dangerous. “I am
questioning the wisdom of taking what might be the remaining one to two years of U.S.
presence in Vietnam and using this period in an attempt to gain major additional
population control,” he declared.
It is obvious that there is no way to “wipe out” the enemy during this
period and our actions may well be setting the stage to permit him,
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particularly after we have forced him into a vastly more mobile role, to
gobble up our newly acquired hamlets in the same manner that he did the
strategic hamlets [program under Diem]. If the de-Americanization of this
war is to be accomplished within one or two years, then I am certain our
present pacification policy is wrong. Even if the de-Americanization were
to be over an extended period wherein we would not be below 200,000
Americans by 1972, our pacification policy may still be too ambitious. I
believe we should re-examine the direction in which we are now moving
for the express purpose of determining whether the GVN position in later
years would not be stronger if it had firmer control over less population
than the predictably modest to weak control it may have over 90 percent
of the population if our 1969 program is successful.745
The following September, Kissinger, who had himself advanced a “less is more”
argument the previous January,746 informed Nixon that while large numbers of the rural
population had come under government control over the past ten months, the durability of
recent pacification gains remained in doubt. This was particularly true in contested
hamlets. Much of the progress in government control, he informed the president,
stemmed from mass emigration from rural areas to the cities rather than the efficacy of
the pacification program. Kissinger also noted that officials from the top agencies
continued to demonstrate major disagreements over pacification progress. As usual, the
Joint Chiefs and MACV were offering more optimistic assessments and arguing that
substantial progress had been made. The CIA and the State Department, meanwhile, were
much more pessimistic, stating that pacification had not made sufficient gains and that
the program would continue to flounder unless “radical changes” were put into place.747
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Despite some detractors, there were still some who continued to support fast-andthin pacification and its inherent risks. When asked in 1970 if pacification was built on
“numbers and mass” rather than high quality security and development, Ambassador
Robert Komer rushed to the program’s defense. Komer admitted that while the allies had
employed a qualitative approach whenever possible, the overall low quality of available
resources and the need for a quick impact had forced Saigon and the Americans to adopt
a predominantly quantitative approach. Pacification, he argued, received only a small
fraction of available material resources and lower quality personnel despite its massive
territorial obligations (the main force war had received the lion’s share of both).
Sacrifices in quality, therefore, had to be made. “We needed a massive across-the-board
effort on a countrywide basis if we were to achieve the necessary impact in the village
war even though this necessarily meant some degradation of quality,” Komer admitted.
Contradicting views expressed by Vann and Kissinger, Komer argued that a 10 percent
improvement in every province was better than a sixty percent increase in only a few.
This, he reasoned, was because every province in South Vietnam possessed at least some
administrative structure and resources. “Why confine ourselves to a few [provinces],” he
queried, “the enemy didn’t.” According to the ambassador, the need to deliver at least a
modicum of security to roughly 10,000 hamlets, 2,000 villages, 250 districts, and 44
provinces dictated that the allies use “simple mass approaches” for pacification. “To
provide some permanent in-depth security presence took a lot of people,” Komer
explained. “We had to provide continuous local security to thousands of hamlets, not just
for a few.”
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Komer defended the timing as well as the scope of the current pacification effort.
It was urgent, he argued, that the allies expand pacification into the countryside quickly
because, after years of neglect, the program had finally received the attention it required
late in the day. “If we had started way back in the late Fifties or even the early Sixties,”
he declared, “we could have had a much more careful buildup; we could have used much
more sophisticated techniques; could have had much more time to learn and improve. By
1967 we didn’t have time . . . to work on it village by village. There are 2,000 villages in
Vietnam, and it’d be 1984 before we even got a quarter of them garrisoned, much less
pacified.” Komer concluded by stating that the allies simply did not have the time or the
resources to conduct a slow and methodical pacification campaign. Substituting quantity
for quality and running a simplified program was the only effective way the RVN and the
U.S. could pacify the countryside and maximize government control over territory and
population in a relatively short period of time.748
Down but Not Out: The Durability of Communist Revolution and the
Insurgent State
During the summer of 1969, intelligence analysts estimated that while communist
forces had taken a beating and suffered a severe setback in rural areas during the previous
sixteen months, they were far from defeated. Overall, the insurgency and its position in
South Vietnam had eroded: the political infrastructure was being squeezed by growing
government control over rural areas, and guerrilla units were experiencing a decline in
morale and military effectiveness under heavy casualties and local logistical problems.
Yet despite these difficulties and in spite of persistent allied military pressure and an
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accelerated pacification campaign, the communist insurgency had managed to survive. In
July, a CIA national security estimate verified that the insurgency was gravely hurt but
far from dead. “The military capabilities of communist forces in the field in South
Vietnam have declined over the past year, and the overall intensity of their military effort
probably fell below intended levels,” it stated. “Nonetheless, the communists retain a
substantial ability to sustain military operations.”749 According to the estimate, the
political infrastructure showed no signs of weakening; it maintained a presence in nearly
every village and hamlet. Moreover, it continued to operate effectively despite a loss of
personnel and diminished contact with the rural population. Local and main force
guerrilla units also remained viable thanks to an abundant manpower base and the strong
logistical system that ran from the DRV through Laos and Cambodia. The flow of men
and material down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the CIA estimate concluded, would enable
communist fighters to absorb casualties and continue to apply military pressure at “1969
levels” for several years.
The insurgency’s ability to survive in the years following Tet Mau Than resulted
largely from infiltration. According to figures compiled by MACV, more than 100,000
communist troops had slipped into South Vietnam in 1969. This was in addition to the
57,000 individuals who were recruited by the NLF within the RVN. Although the overall
number of infiltrators had suffered a sharp decline in 1970 (57,000), the number rose
again to approximately 73,000 in 1971 and more than 150,000 in 1972. In-country
recruitment by the NLF during these years, meanwhile, topped more than 68,000 men.750
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As for war materiel, the communists moved more than 26,000 short tons down the Ho
Chi Minh Trail in 1970-71.751 This combined infusion of manpower and materiel had
allowed Hanoi and the NLF to sustain their hybrid warfare approach and preserve the
revolution. “It seems likely,” one CIA report concluded, “that communist strategy will
call for them to stay in the field with forces which will enable them to conduct periodic
offensives, some of which may be fairly large-scale and costly, and to maintain pressure
on the GVN presence in the countryside.”752
Infiltration revealed both the strengths and weaknesses of allied efforts in the
control war. On the one hand, the need to ferry manpower and material into the RVN
from outside the country stood as a testament to the success of pacification and allied
military operations. It was also an indicator of how far the revolution had fallen from
favor among the rural population. After Tet Mau Than, communist revolutionary forces
inside South Vietnam simply could not sustain the war from within; only with generous
support from Hanoi could the insurgency survive. On the other hand, successful
communist infiltration revealed an inability by the RNV and the United States to police
the borders or control the national territory. Had the constellation of guerrilla base areas
and liberated zones inside the RVN been eliminated, then the infiltration of men and
supplies would have been moot. This was not the case, however. Although greatly
reduced, the insurgent state survived. It was able, therefore, to preserve the insurgency
and sustain the revolution by exercising control over the land and establishing a
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revolutionary space where manpower and material supply from the DRV could be used to
sustain the attack against the Saigon regime and its American ally.
Aside from infiltration, the primary reason Hanoi and the NLF had been able to
conserve troop strength and maintain a relatively high level of military activity was the
network of base areas they had established over the years both inside and outside of
South Vietnam. The 1970 Combined Strategic Objectives Plan confirmed this
observation. “Although faced with obstacles and the allies’ continued battle victories, the
VC have not been immediately defeated,” it declared. “With their capability to initiate
military operations from base areas beyond the borders, the enemy may exert significant
pressure at the time and place of his choosing. . . . Until these hideouts or base areas are
denied the enemy, particularly the NVA, he will continue to represent an immediate
threat to the achievement of our combined objectives.”753 Although base areas had been a
consistent target of allied main force operations throughout the war, they proved
incredibly resilient and impervious to destruction. Even in instances when allied forces
had effectively destroyed an insurgent stronghold by dispersing its forces, wrecking any
fortifications and infrastructure found therein, and liquidating its weapons caches and
foodstuffs, these areas were quickly reconstituted after major combat operations within a
given area of operations had been concluded.754 “We were able to rebuild many of our
‘leopard spot’ bases within the enemy-controlled areas,” declared the official history of
the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN). “Many areas in the . . . lowlands that the enemy
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had ‘pacified’ during the 1969-1970 period were again liberated.”755 Massive B-52
bombing campaigns and large-scale search and destroy operations aimed at destroying
cross-border sanctuaries and weapons caches, including the 1970 Cambodian incursion
and Lam Son 719, conducted in Laos in 1971, also failed to permanently eliminate
communist bases, both large and small. As reported by CORDS personnel in the spring of
1972, base areas and other liberated zones continued to be a persistent and ubiquitous
threat within the country despite years of allied efforts to destroy them. “In contested and
even in GVN controlled areas,” read one report, “the enemy may still be found in ‘minibases.’ The enemy can train in these bases and can conduct operations, taxation, and
recruiting out of them.”756 The following October, reports indicated that communist
forces were re-establishing base areas inside South Vietnam and making their presence
felt in rural areas. According to one newspaper account, “The communists have returned
to many interior base areas from which they were painfully pushed over the past four
years. From these base areas they are seeking to expand and re-exert their presence in the
hamlets and to return as much of the countryside as possible to ‘contested’ status.”757
Yet another reason the communist insurgency managed to hang on through 19691971 was the resiliency of its administrative apparatus at the village and hamlet level.
According to the CIA, the overall durability of the VCI was a major element in the
communists’ ability to sustain the revolution and “stay the course” in South Vietnam
after Tet Mau Than. “The Viet Cong infrastructure . . . continues to function effectively
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despite some attrition and reduced access to the population and resources of the South,” a
1969 study declared.758 Individuals who had personally fought insurgents in the villages
and hamlets confirmed the tenacity of the communist shadow government. Bing West, a
RAND Corporation analyst and former participant in the U.S. Marine Corps’ Combined
Action Program, was one. “The Viet Cong have the stronger organizational cement in the
countryside and the main reason it has not hardened and held has been the jarring efforts
of American armed forces,” West stated in 1969. “But this defensive sparring has not
destroyed the enemy. The order of battle for the Viet Cong shows their infrastructure and
local forces to be relatively intact (with their main forces heavily reliant on inputs from
the NVA resource pool).”759 West possessed intimate knowledge of the control war at the
grass-roots level. He therefore knew that the only way the Saigon government and its
American ally could truly defeat the communist insurgency was by eradicating its
political infrastructure. Many agreed with his assessment. As one American newspaper
indicated, the absence of NLF / NVA main forces did not translate into absolute
government control over the countryside. “The fact that communist combat forces have
been pushed out of most South Vietnamese populated areas does not really mean the
country is pacified,” two senior Vietnam correspondents declared in the Washington
Post. The VCI, they argued, had merely gone underground and was biding time until its
strength was rebuilt and a more favorable strategic situation had emerged. Until the
infrastructure was eliminated, the authors reasoned, the RVN would be at war – a fact
that helped explain the residual pessimism among segments of the allied camp despite
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pacification progress and in spite of the incessant setbacks suffered by communist
fighters. “Although the VC guerrillas are cut to shreds,” the article concluded, “the VCI,
in large part, endures.”760
The allies’ inability to eliminate the VCI was touted by the communists
themselves as an indicator that pacification had failed. “During the past two years, the
U.S. and puppet focused their efforts on pacifying and encroaching upon rural areas,”
declared a 1971 COSVN directive. “As a result, they caused many difficulties to and
inflicted losses on friendly forces. Generally however, they were unable to attain their
basic objectives. They failed to destroy or wipe out the revolutionary infrastructure or our
local and guerrilla forces which continued to remain in their areas of operation. In some
areas, we were even able to increase our forces. In spite of his oppressive control, the
enemy failed to subdue our people.”761
The VCI had a profound impact on the control war. Its ability to survive,
therefore, became a major factor in the struggle to establish dominion over rural areas
during the touch-and-go years of the communist revolution in South Vietnam. According
to a 1970 report generated by the Pacification Studies Group, the enduring insurgent
infrastructure in rural areas, despite extreme pressure, helped it influence and control
significant portions of the civilian environment. “The enemy . . . has been able to
maintain a degree of control in the face of opposing military activity of greater intensity
than that threatening the GVN control apparatus,” the report declared. “This is because
the enemy has a well-developed doctrine and organizational structure for the extension
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and maintenance of control through covert means (especially the VCI), while the GVN
relies on more overt control mechanisms (RF / PF forces, RD teams, etc.) which are more
easily targeted and attacked. Thus the enemy has a significant doctrinal and
organizational advantage in the control war.” The report concluded by stating that while
the government had improved its performance in recent years, the communists’ control
apparatus remained “inherently more effective, in relation to its size and overt strength,
than the GVN’s.”762 Historian David Elliott, a former analyst for the RAND Corporation
who conducted hundreds of interviews during the war with communist defectors and
prisoners of war, verified that the communists had indeed maintained a superior control
apparatus in the countryside, one that allowed the infrastructure (and by extension the
revolution itself) to survive an accelerated pacification program and relentless allied
combat operations. As long as the VCI were able to retain a presence among the
population, however secretive or clandestine, Elliott argued, they were able to elicit
support from a hard core of sympathizers and affect the attitudes and behavior of the
remaining peasantry in the villages and hamlets. “Although the village cadres were
largely passive, holed up in their ‘mini-bases’ they were able to maintain a presence in
almost every village, and they were able to come out and appear suddenly in populated
areas often enough to remind people that they were still around,” Elliott wrote. “Even in
villages that had been extensively ‘pacified’ . . . cadres could still operate.”763 Overall,
the ability of the infrastructure to hold on and sustain a presence in the countryside was
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critical because it allowed them to tax and recruit – two fundamental activities that
provided a lifeline to the battered insurgency by providing the manpower and material the
communists needed to continue a low-level protracted guerrilla war.
In addition to maintaining manpower and logistics, the insurgency’s ability to
survive also allowed the communists to sustain their anti-pacification violence program
in the villages and hamlets. Hanoi and the NLF were incapable of permanently driving
government forces from the vast majority of villages and hamlets under RVN control in
the years immediately following Tet Mau Than. Yet they were able to successfully
disrupt pacification by incessantly harassing local militia and territorial forces,
conducting acts of terror against local populations, and occasionally overrunning
populated areas and government outposts. Given the diversity of the communist force
structure, its hybrid method of warfare, and the broad geographical scope of protracted
guerrilla warfare, there was essentially no area within South Vietnam exempt from attack.
Even in areas considered secure, NLF local forces and political cadres were able to
initiate indirect fire and terrorist attacks.764 As can be seen in monthly province reports
and Military Region overviews generated by CORDS in 1970 and 1971, practically every
province experienced some level of insurgent activity. Military actions varied from place
to place and included attacks by fire, sapper attacks, and small-scale ground attacks
against lines of communication, contested villages and hamlets, military and government
installations, and pacification personnel, particularly RF / PF, PSDF, and RD cadres.
Non-military activities involved political proselyting and terrorist activities aimed at
civilians, refugees, government officials, and those tied to the pacification program.
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Indiscriminate rocket and mortar attacks against refugee camps, cities, and district and
provincial capitals were also prevalent. Although for the most part communist guerrillas
and main force units continued to avoid contact with allied forces in accordance with
COSVN Resolution 9 and the protracted war strategy put in place in 1969, NLF / NVA
units took advantage of every opportunity to attack allied main force units and territorial
forces when possible in an effort to inflict heavy casualties, disrupt the pacification
program, and corrode the government’s hold on populated areas.
Regardless of its form or intensity, sustained insurgent activity made the
revolutions’ presence felt in nearly every district and in every village throughout South
Vietnam. It would be impossible within the confines of this study to give an exhaustive
account of communist activity in each of the country’s forty-four provinces during this
period. Nonetheless, a small sample of select provinces adequately captures what had
occurred each month in nearly every district and province between 1969 and 1971. Here
are some examples. Thua Thien province, located in MR 1, reported moderate enemy
activity in May 1970, including attacks against civilians, booby traps, sabotage against
government installations, and mining incidents against lines of communication. The
estimated casualties caused by these operations included ten territorial forces, one RD
cadre, and 13 civilians killed and another 60 wounded. On May 6 and 31, insurgents
launched rocket attacks against the provincial capital of Hue.765 According to newspaper
reports, one rocket struck a military hospital, killing twelve people and wounding seven.
Another four people were injured elsewhere in the city.766 The following month CORDS
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advisors reported 38 enemy-initiated incidents. Although this number was relatively low
when compared to other provinces (Thua Thien was rated third most secure overall in
South Vietnam according to HES security ratings at the time), they demonstrate the
insurgency’s ability to launch attacks even in the most secure areas. Local and main force
guerrillas reinforced with NVA regulars were responsible for most of the insurgent
activities in Thua Thien. In addition, large concentrations of NVA forces were reported
operating in the mountainous western region of the province along the Laotian border.
Although these units were not engaged in the guerrilla activities prevalent in the
populated coastal regions, they were still considered a major threat to pacification.
“Enemy lowland activity should continue with small unit reinforcements to the VCI and
harassment of GVN pacification efforts. The enemy has the capability of company to
battalion size attacks in the western portion of the province,” the report concluded.767
Also in June, the senior advisor in Binh Dinh province, located in MR 2, reported that
communist activity had disrupted the pacification program, slowing and in some areas
reversing recent progress. “The communists’ use of selective terror,” he stated, “has been
facilitated by the apparent assignment of small elements of NVA units to act in the role of
village guerrillas and district units – providing muscle to the local insurgent apparatus.”
Binh Dinh reported 142 enemy incidents that month, predominantly terrorism and attacks
by fire by small enemy units against territorial forces and government outposts.768

767

Advisory Team 18, “Monthly Province Report for Thua Thien Province Period Ending 30 June
1970,” 4 July 1970, pp. 1-2, RG 472 / P 64 / Box 5 / Folder: I CTZ Province Reports/Jun 1970, NARA II.
768

“Province Report, Binh Dinh Province, Period Ending 30 June 1970,” pp. 1-2, RG 472 / A1
495 / Box 14 / Folder: Province Reports/II Corps/Jun 1970, NARA II.

387

Things were not much different in the southern provinces. Binh Duong, located in
MR 3, also reported moderate insurgent activity during the month of June. According to
official accounts, local insurgent forces, aided by elements of the 101st NVA Regiment,
had mined or ambushed lines of communication, planted booby traps, assassinated RVN
officials and civilians, and launched attacks by fire against allied military installations.
These actions killed and wounded a number of civilians and pacification personnel. “The
growing boldness and aggressiveness of enemy forces,” declared the senior province
advisor, “indicated that the enemy is relatively confident of his ability to avoid detection
and to initiate day and night action at the time and place of his own choosing.”769
Meanwhile down in the Mekong Deltal, CORDS advisors in Kien Hoa province reported
143 communist-initiated incidents in May, including a battalion-strength attack against a
village complex in Ba Tri district. Also that month a RVN district chief was killed while
leading troops against a NLF / NVA main force battalion. The ARVN attack was
intended to recapture a populated area that had been seized by communist units.
According to reports, the battle marked the sixth time since April 1 that the communist
had attacked pacified areas in an attempt to disrupt pacification and reverse recent
improvements in the local security situation. “This long-anticipated tactic,” the senior
province advisor declared, “places a premium of finding and destroying these battalions
in their base areas, on improved security measures to detect their movement prior to
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entering the villages, and on sound tactics designed to eject them from the village without
inordinate destruction and civilian casualties when they do succeed in gaining access.”770
The ability to sustain revolutionary violence throughout the countryside vis-à-vis
guerrilla warfare and terrorism had a tremendous impact on the control war. Insurgent
activity in the provinces discussed above indicates that Hanoi and the NLF had largely
managed to implement the anti-pacification, protracted war strategy laid out in COSVN
Resolution 9 and other directives beginning in the summer of 1969. As seen in the
previous chapter, the communist insurgency neared the verge of extinction beginning in
the spring of 1968 thanks to Tet Mau Than, the Accelerated Pacification Campaign, and
unrelenting military pressure by allied military forces. Despite extreme difficulties and
severe attrition between 1968 and 1971, however, the revolution had managed to survive.
Thanks to the infusion of infiltrating NVA regulars into depleted and battered NLF main
force and guerrilla units, a constellation of base areas and safe havens both inside and
outside of the RVN, and the VCI’s ability to maintain a presence amongst the population,
even in pacified areas, the communist insurgency maintained enough influence and
control over territory and population to sustain its protracted war strategy and attack the
pacification program in nearly every village and hamlet in rural South Vietnam. In spite
of strenuous efforts by the RVN and the United States to expel the communist presence,
the insurgent state lived on in rural areas, corrupting the national body politic, providing a
platform for attacking the Saigon government from a million points of conflict, and
creating a landscape honeycombed with liberated zones, base areas, and other pockets of
communist control. This severely weakened Saigon’s strategic position by stretching its
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armed forces dangerously thin and leaving populated areas highly susceptible to
communist attack. According to one PAVN historian, “The dispersal of a portion of our
main force troops to operate in local areas contributed to the continuation of the people’s
war at the local level and compelled the enemy to disperse his forces to counter our
troops. This effort enabled us to defend our base areas and preserve our main force army.
It was also a realistic measure that allowed our main force units to expand and provide a
basis from which we could launch future attacks.”771 As will be seen next, the protracted
war strategy used by the communists to maintain pressure in the control war and prepare
for future offensives had begun to pay dividends beginning in the spring of 1972, when a
new communist offensive laid bare the inherent weaknesses of the allies Vietnamizationpacification strategy and set the stage for a shift in the balance of forces in the
communists favor and the eventual collapse of the Saigon regime and its armed forces.
The 1972 Nguyen Hue (“Easter”) Offensive and Expansion of the Insurgent State
In the spring of 1971, Hanoi determined that it was time to abandon the low-level
protracted war strategy that had dominated the revolution since the summer of 1969 and
resume the General Offensive and General Uprising strategy shelved two years earlier. In
May, the Politburo’s Central Military Committee issued a resolution that called for
“winning a decisive victory in 1972.” The resolution advocated the close coordination of
all assets with a combination of military and political offensives, military proselyting,
guerrilla warfare, and mass uprisings in all three strategic areas. It also laid out a number
of specific missions meant to collapse the RVN’s military and political forces, and
expand liberated areas. According to the committee, the specific missions of the 1972
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offensive would be to annihilate the RVNAF; defeat the pacification program and destroy
government administration at the local level; draw in and tie down enemy forces; and
seize “all areas we are capable of liberating and, when there is a favorable opportunity
. . . expand our liberated area.”772 The following month, the Committee met with
members of the Politburo to draw up plans for a strategic general offensive that would
take place in early 1972. Shortly thereafter, Le Duan, the General Secretary of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, expressed in a letter to COSVN the
objectives of the offensive. They were: to destroy the pacification program and regain
popular support in the countryside; to step up the political struggle in the cities; and to
redress the balance of forces and regain the initiative in South Vietnam.773 Historian
Lien-Hang Nguyen has shown that plans for the 1972 were inspired by Hanoi’s belief
that Vietnamization had been defeated, largely as a result of the failed ARVN incursion
into Laos during Lam Son 719. Although the Politburo still regarded the pacification
program to be a threat inside of South Vietnam, the losses suffered by ARVN units in
Laos along with the withdrawal of American combat forces had “reached a level where
communist forces possessed a clear superiority on the battlefield.” Communist leadership
believed the RVN was now vulnerable to a concerted conventional attack. According to
the official history of the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), the purpose of the 1972
Spring Offensive was to defeat Vietnamization and gain a “decisive victory” in 1972, one
that would “force the U.S. imperialists to negotiate an end to the war from a position of
772
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defeat.” The immediate objectives established by the Politburo in May 1971, it continued,
were “to launch large offensive campaigns using our main force units in the important
strategic theaters. We would simultaneously mount wide-ranging military attacks
coordinated with mass popular uprisings aimed at destroying the enemy’s ‘pacification’
program in the rural lowlands. These actions would totally change the character of the
war in South Vietnam.”774
The winter-spring offensive began on March 30, when three lavishly supported
NVA divisions crossed the 17th Parallel into South Vietnam. These actions marked the
beginning what was at the time the largest offensive of the war. Known as the Nguyen
Hue (or the “Easter” Offensive as the Americans and South Vietnamese called it), the
operation involved four separate thrusts against key strategic regions throughout the
RVN. The first took place in Quang Tri and Thua Thien provinces, located just below the
DMZ in MR 1. The second phase, directed against Binh Long province just northeast of
the capital of Saigon in MR 3, commenced the following week. The third, which
unfolded in the western highlands provinces of Kontum and Binh Dinh, began in midApril. The final front, which was smaller and less intense than the other three, was
launched in MR 4 against outposts and other government-controlled areas throughout the
Mekong Delta. Overall, Hanoi had committed 14 divisions, 26 separate regiments, and
supporting armor and artillery units to the engagement, achieving impressive gains in
territory and population control within the first few weeks. After three months of steady
progress, however, the offensive ground to a halt and the RVNAF began to retake what it
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had lost.775 By September, the South Vietnamese counteroffensive had reclaimed a
significant portion of the territory and population that had been taken by the communists
during the first few weeks of the offensive.
As indicated in the letter Le Duan had sent to COSVN, the aim of the 1972
communist offensive was to disrupt pacification, grow the insurgent state, and gain
leverage in the control war. The allies were quick to pick up on the intent of the attack.
“The clear purpose of the North Vietnamese invasion,” Abrams informed the White
House in April, “is to destroy the Armed Forces of South Vietnam, to seize, occupy and
hold territory in South Vietnam, control as many South Vietnamese citizens by military
force as possible, and cause the downfall of the present South Vietnamese
Government.”776 Lieutenant Colonel Doan Cong Hau, a province chief in MR 3,
supported Abrams’ claim with his own observations. “After several months it is apparent
that the communists’ Nguyen Hue offensive is a campaign to gain control of the people”
he informed CORDS.777 The Socialist Republic of Vietnam’s Military History Institute
later corroborated these claims. “Our goals for 1972,” it declared, “were to annihilate a
number of enemy regimental task forces and brigades; to render entire puppet regular
divisions combat ineffective; to liberate a number of areas; to expand our base areas; to
move our main force units back into the various battlefields of South Vietnam and
provide them a firm foothold there; and to provide direct support for mass popular
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movements that would conduct attacks and uprisings to destroy the pacification program
in the rural lowlands.”778 Former ARVN commander Ngo Quang Truong also argued that
seizing control of territory and population was a fundamental aspect of the resurrected
general offensive. According to Truong, PRG representatives at the Paris peace talks had
disclosed Hanoi’s plan to seize and control as much RVN territory as possible in order to
obtain leverage in the negotiations and strengthen the demand for a coalition government.
“North Vietnam’s principal goal for 1972,” he wrote, “seemed to be a standstill ceasefire
as soon as it had achieved some territorial gains. From this improved bargaining position,
our enemy felt certain he could force negotiators into accepting a solution to the war that
would be almost favorable for his side.”779
Documents captured at the time of the offensive reinforce the political impetus
behind the invasion. COSVN Directive 43, for instance, indicated that the communists
would demand an in-place ceasefire once they had seized significant land areas. The
purpose, the directive claimed, would be to negotiate a settlement on terms favorable to
the revolution.780 COSVN Directive 51 showed that recent communist attacks were
intended to disperse the RVNAF, use up ARVN manpower, and roll back pacification
and government control in rural areas. “Once these attacks had widely spread the ARVN
forces and reduced their reserves,” Abrams declared in an assessment of the resolution,
“the enemy would then demand a ceasefire in place and attempt to install a coalition
government.”781 Saigon and its military agreed with Abrams’ analysis. In April, Thieu
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informed the press that the purpose of the offensive was to capture the northern provinces
of Quang Tri and Thua Thien in order to establish a capital for the PRG in South
Vietnam. Should the communists succeed in this task, the South Vietnamese president
exclaimed, Hanoi and the NLF would demand a political solution which would either
consist of a coalition government or territorial concession – demands, he warned, that
were designed to ultimately take over the country.782 In July, an ARVN officer in Hua
Nghia province posited that the communists had planned to “obtain a ceasefire and then
negotiate for a place in [the] government. In order to strengthen their position for
negotiations, they must show that they control part of the population.” It was for this
reason, he argued, that Saigon could expect to see sustained military pressure throughout
the countryside.783
Historical scholarship supports wartime arguments that the purpose of the 1972
offensive was to expand the insurgent state in order to achieve political and diplomatic
leverage. According to a number of specialists, the overall objective of the NVA invasion
was to strengthen the communists’ territorial position and enable them to negotiate from
a position of greater strength. “A resounding defeat of Saigon’s army would demonstrate
the futility of Vietnamization and weaken the American position at the Paris peace talks,”
Dale Andrade has argued. “Before a settlement was reached, Hanoi wanted to be in
possession on as much South Vietnamese territory as possible. . . . As the communists
were always quick to point out, military success dictates diplomatic success.”784 Historian
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Ang Cheng Guan maintains the offensive was intended to “complement and support the
foreign policy offensive.”785 Lien-Hang Nguyen has made similar claims. Unlike Tet
Mau Than and other previous offensives, she contends, the 1972 invasion was planned
with the recognition that military force alone could not achieve Hanoi’s goals, and that
the success of the general offensive and uprising was dependent upon the success of the
political and diplomatic struggles that were currently underway on the ground and at the
negotiating table. “In order to carry out a lengthy military campaign and to translate
battlefield success into total victory,” Nguyen writes, “the Party needed to coordinate the
military offensive with the political movement in the cities and the countryside as well as
the diplomatic struggle in Paris.”786
The Nguyen Hue Offensive was largely a conventional fight between communist
and South Vietnamese main force units. Despite a revival of guerrilla activities in some
areas, particularly the Mekong Delta, the overwhelming majority of attacks were
conducted by the NVA. As a number of observers had indicated at the time, the 1972
communist offensive was qualitatively different than Tet Mau Than. The objectives of
these two attacks may have been similar – a precipitous American withdrawal followed
by a favorable settlement that would benefit Hanoi and the NLF – but the composition of
forces was not. “In 1968, the Viet Cong in South Vietnam were the ones who were called
upon for total effort, with the North Vietnamese army units in a supporting role,” veteran
correspondent Joseph Alsop stated in April 1972, “whereas this time, the North
Vietnamese army itself is being called upon for total effort, without any very striking
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assistance from the indigenous VC.”787 Allied leaders agreed with this assessment. “This
is a great difference between 1968 and this year,” Ambassador Bunker declared. “It was a
largely VC operation in 1968.”788 Other high ranking officials underscored the
conspicuous lack of participation by NLF guerrillas and local forces. In April, a summary
of Abrams’ assessment of the offensive stated, “One of the most significant features of
the current general situation is the absence of any widespread uprising throughout the
Republic by local force guerrillas.”789 Kissinger echoed this finding the following month.
“The enemy has had only minimal assistance from local force units and guerrillas,” he
informed Nixon on May 19, “evidenced by the fact that since the beginning of the
offensive there has been significant activity in only 16 of the 44 provinces.”790 Province
reports and pacification overviews from all four military regions confirm, largely through
omission, the supremacy of NVA participation in the offensive. With the exception of
sporadic sapper activities, terrorism, harassment, and small-unit attacks against
government outposts and isolated villages and hamlets by local NLF forces, the
preponderance of reported enemy activity involved engagements between RVNAF and
NVA units. Intelligence reports also revealed that most of the gains made in population
and territorial control were made by NVA main forces rather than local NLF guerrillas.
“Invading North Vietnamese regulars have replaced local Viet Cong forces as the
enemy’s main strike force,” an April 25 CIA estimate declared. “In four major areas . . .
the communists have caused significant damage to pacification in the last three weeks: in
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Quang Tri province, along the coast from Quang Nam to Binh Dinh provinces, in Binh
Long Province north of Saigon, and in Chuong Thien Province in the Mekong Delta. In
three of these areas . . . the damage appears to have been the work of main-force units,
largely made up of North Vietnamese troops.”791
The communists’ 1972 spring offensive had a significant detrimental impact on
the control war and the rural pacification program. “While South Vietnam’s regular army
has been all too busy, half a million people and hundreds of tiny hamlets have slipped
back under communist control,” declared an American newspaper on May 31. “The Viet
Cong flag now flies over the capitals in 14 of South Vietnam’s 272 districts. Nine weeks
after Hanoi launched its current offensive the damage to South Vietnam’s pacification
program is evident.”792 Reports generated by MACV in the fall of 1972 reveal that the
damage caused to pacification by the Nguyen Hue Offensive was widespread but uneven.
Some areas had suffered a deep decline in security ratings and levels of disruption while
others fared better. The impact of the offensive was felt most acutely in MR 1, where
communist forces had completely overrun Quang Tri and inflicted severe losses in
population and territory control in the remaining provinces: Quang Ngai (-56 percent),
Thua Thien (-39 percent), Quang Nam (-38 percent), and Quang Tin (-35 percent). The
damage done to pacification in MR 2 was more ambiguous. Here there were moderate to
serious regressions in four of the northernmost provinces and only minor regression, even
some gains, in the southern provinces. Of those seriously hit, the worst losses in control
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were in Kontum (-96 percent), Binh Dinh (-35 percent), and Phu Yen (-36 percent). In
MR 3 four provinces sustained moderate to serious regression while six either made gains
or sustained a regression of less than 7 percent. Here the worst control losses were in
Binh Long (-100 percent), Phuoc Long (-38 percent), Long Khanh (-24 percent), and Hua
Nghia (-18 percent). Down in the Mekong Delta, nearly every province in MR 4 suffered
regression in population and territory control with the exception of three that maintained
security ratings of 99 percent or better. Some of the more severe losses were found in
Chuong Thien (-45 percent) and Vinh Binh (-32 percent). Regression in the remaining
Delta provinces varied from 5 percent to 19 percent.793
The Nguyen Hue Offensive had increased and solidified the communist presence
inside of South Vietnam. In November 1971, four months before the offensive
commenced, the communists exercised predominant or total control over 7.3 percent of
all hamlets nationwide. This translated into approximately 880 out of 12,032 total
hamlets. By December 1972, this number had climbed to 21 percent, or roughly 2,554
hamlets out of 12,207. The actual number of hamlets that communist forces fully
controlled and administered rose from a mere 34 in November 1971 to 885 twelve
months later. This, however, was a high point. By January 1973, the number of hamlets
under predominant or complete communist control had fallen to 18 percent (2,176) as a
result of the RVNAF counteroffensive. Nonetheless, communist military forces and
political cadre retained significant influence and / or control over approximately 2,250
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hamlets throughout South Vietnam at the time the Paris Peace Accords went into
effect.794
MACV and CORDS recognized that the Nguyen Hue Offensive had caused
substantial – although reversible – damage to the rural pacification program in select
areas. “The impact of the 1972 enemy offensive on pacification has not been
insignificant,” a September 16 report declared. “Both security and development efforts
have suffered, although the amount of damage varies widely from area to area, and the
enemy has not yet exhausted his offensive potential. In some areas recovery has already
begun, while in other areas the most which can be said at present is that the worst may be
over.”795 The report concluded that despite pacification setbacks, the overall security
situation in South Vietnam remained “far more favorable” than the one that followed Tet
Mau Than. Officials at CORDS were equally sanguine. According to a briefing on the
effects of the NVA offensive, pacification had only been “temporarily set back” in a
number of areas, including all of MR 1 along with Kontum, Binh Long, and Binh Dinh
provinces. Overall, the program remained strong. “In the large bulk of the country,” it
stated, “the pacification programs go on as before.”796 The briefing ended on a high note.
“With the exception of one or two hard-hit provinces in each of the four military
regions,” it concluded, “the government has been able to maintain some degree of
pacification momentum.”797
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Given the politico-military reality in South Vietnam and the disposition of
opposing forces on the ground, the optimism expressed by MACV and CORDS in the
wake of the Nguyen Hue Offensive is perpelxing. The RVNAF counteroffensive, despite
beating back the communist invasion and recovering most of the territory lost in April
and May, were unable to dislodge the NVA from southern soil. Moreover, as before,
communist base areas and liberated zones continued to dot the landscape. In October, the
CIA estimated that there were close to 200,000 NVA troops inside the national
boundaries of South Vietnam.798 That same month the agency reported “heavy
concentrations” of communist units in all five provinces of MR 1 and in the central
highlands, including northern Binh Dinh, Kontum, and Pleiku provinces. Multiple NLF /
NVA units were also reported north and northwest of Saigon in MR 3 and throughout the
Mekong Delta.799 According to historian William Le Gro, there were 16 NVA divisions
inside the RVN at the time of the ceasefire in January 1973, including seven in MR 1,
two each in MR 1 and MR 2, and three in MR 4. Overall, Le Gro’s figures show there
were close to 220,000 communist forces operating to varying degrees throughout South
Vietnam, including 123,000 NVA combat troops, 25,000 guerrillas, and more than
71,000 administrative and logistical troops.800 These figures were only slightly less than
the number of communist troops reported by MACV to be operating in South Vietnam in
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December 1965 (230,000) and December 1968 (259,000).801 Former ARVN officer
Nguyen Duy Hinh put the number of communist forces in South Vietnam at the time of
the ceasefire closer to 300,000 (293,000), including 167,000 combat units, 41,000
guerrillas / VCI, and 85,000 administration and rear service units.802 The RVN,
meanwhile, possessed more than 1.1 million men under arms at the time of the peace
agreement, although the actual strength of South Vietnam’s armed forces was probably
less than a million. Total numbers for the RVNAF in January 1973 included 450,000
ARVN, 525,000 RF / PF, and 96,000 in the Vietnamese naval and air forces.803
The communists also retained a substantial amount of real estate under their
control. Thanks to the Nguyen Hue Offensive, North Vietnamese troops had made
significant territorial gains and were occupying, in addition to an increased number of
villages and hamlets, significant swaths of terrain, predominantly in northern and western
South Vietnam. In the five northernmost provinces that make up MR 1, the NVA now
controlled nearly all of the rugged terrain east of the Laotian border, up to around 20
miles of Route 1, the main coastal road running from the DMZ to Saigon. In addition,
they occupied a small sliver of area on the coast southeast of the demilitarized zone and
just north of the provincial capital of Quang Tri. In the Central Highlands, communist
forces were in control of huge areas of Kontum and Pleiku provinces along the Laotian
and Cambodian borders. NVA units also retained significant portions of land in northern
801
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Binh Dinh province along with territory northwest of the capital and in the Mekong
Delta.804 “Below the Demilitarized Zone and down 500 miles of South Vietnam’s
western edge, nearly all the outlying bases in the thinly populated areas had fallen,
leaving the communist army emplaced closer than before to the populous, prosperous
coastal lowlands,” journalist Arnold Isaacs had noted.805 Although most of these areas
were largely unpopulated and the overwhelming majority of the population living in the
narrow coastal plain remained under government control, there was still cause for alarm.
“Though most of the population remains under government control with enemy units
outside the heavily populated areas, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong hold a
substantial part of the countryside,” read an October 27 newspaper article.806 “The other
side is building a nation in the hills,” an American officer noted bitterly, “the way they’re
going, they’ll soon have two-thirds if not three-quarters of the physical geography of the
region.”807 Another high-ranking American officer argued that it would be impossible to
say how much territory the communists controlled. “It’s just a guess,” he stated. “If you
say 25 [percent], nobody in the world can show that you are wrong.”808 The CIA was
equally concerned with the communists’ territorial disposition. “Present enemy force
deployments would support a communist claim to de facto control over considerable
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unpopulated territory in western MRs 1 and 2, plus a more arguable claim to enclaves in
the populated lowlands of southern MR 1 and MR 2,” one analyst informed Kissinger.
“In MRs 3 and 4 . . . the communists have moved significant forces out of relatively
isolated border sanctuaries and/or base areas and committed them to action in relatively
close proximity to urban population concentrations. These most recent moves, coupled
with previous enemy deployments, could easily be presented as a loose encirclement of
Saigon.”809
The 1972 Nguyen Hue Offensive can in many ways be characterized as a tactical
failure. The invasion, after all, was defeated and its larger objective of crippling the
RVNAF went largely unfulfilled. Moreover, the general uprising by the civilian
population failed to materialize. As in 1968, the population did not greet communist units
as liberators or rise up against the Saigon regime as Le Duan and others in the Politburo
hoped they would. Nonetheless, the attacks – much like Tet Mau Than – turned out to be
a long-term strategic success. The spring offensive not only seized and held additional
territory inside of South Vietnam, it had established a permanent NVA presence within
the national boundaries as well. Although beaten back almost to the point of departure,
the NVA had created a permanent toehold and expanded the size and scope of the
insurgent state. “It can be argued with considerable logic that the North Vietnamese
position at present is considerably improved over that of 1970-71,” a September CIA
intelligence memo stated. “Base areas and logistical routes through southern Laos and
eastern Cambodia, for example, are more secure than ever before. Serious ARVN
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incursions into these areas are increasingly unlikely . . . its operations now constitute little
more than an occasional nuisance. NVA troops are present in South Vietnam in greater
strength than a year ago and to date have successfully resisted ARVN efforts to push
them back over the borders.”810
On the eve of the Paris Peace Agreement and the American withdrawal from
Southeast Asia, communist forces held a considerable percentage of South Vietnamese
territory. Although most of the areas under NLF / NVA control were largely unpopulated
(more than 90 percent of the population continued to live in RVN-controlled areas), it
was equally true that the communists had expanded their political and military footprint
inside of South Vietnam and solidified communist control over large portions of the
national territory. This gave Hanoi and the NLF tremendous leverage in the ongoing
peace talks in Paris, which were quickly hurtling toward conclusion in the fall of 1972, as
well as a significant advantage in the control war. As will be seen shortly, the failure of
the RVN and the United States to negotiate NVA units out of South Vietnam or eliminate
the territory under communist control by the end of 1972 proved fatal in the years that
followed.
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Figure 9: Areas of Control, Military Region 3 & Military Region 4, September 1972.
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Figure 10: Areas of control, Military Region I and Kontum, Pleiku, and Binh Dinh
Provinces, September 1972.
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CHAPTER NINE
TRIUMPH OF THE INSURGENT STATE, 1972-1975

To the Paris Peace Agreement and Beyond
The short-term failures of the Nguyen Hue Offensive had convinced Le Duan and
other high-ranking members in the Politburo that the time had come to consider a
negotiated settlement. The pacification-Vietnamization strategy, they reluctantly
admitted, had established conditions on the ground in South Vietnam that made it
impossible to overthrow the RVN by military means alone. There was simply no choice,
then, but to accept a brokered peace until the Americans had left and a more favorable
balance of forces could be developed without the risk of outside interference. Although
the U.S. withdrawal was already well underway811 and the Nixon administration had
made the vital concession in Paris that would allow North Vietnamese units to remain
inside of South Vietnam as part of a settlement, the current and short-term politicomilitary situation still favored Saigon and its armed forces. Over the long-term, the
strategic balance appeared to be tilting in Hanoi’s favor; but at present, the time had come
to postpone a total victory via military means until a more opportune moment arrived.
“The North Vietnamese leadership,” Ang Cheng Guan writes in regards to the aftermath
of the Nguyen Hue Offensive, “decided to switch from a strategy of war to a strategy of
peace.”812 According to Lien-Hang Nguyen, Le Duan no longer thought it prudent to
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attempt a violent overthrow of the Saigon regime as a means to force Washington’s hand
in the negotiations after the invasion. Rather, the General Secretary “strove for more
minimal terms in Paris and shelved his military plans until the Americans vacated
Vietnam. For the remainder of the war against the United States, then, Le Duan and the
Politburo relied primarily on diplomatic and political struggles and downgraded the
military offensive.”813 Before brokering a deal and agreeing to a negotiated settlement
and ceasefire, however, the communists were determined to achieve a more subtle
expansion of their grip on rural South Vietnam in preparation for the post-ceasefire
period. Hanoi’s decision to downgrade its military offensive did not mean that it had
abandoned the use of military means to expand the insurgent state or to gain advantage in
the control war. The Politburo and the NLF, now that they had accepted the modality of a
negotiated settlement, looked forward to the period between the signing of a peace
agreement and its implementation. This, they believed, would be “the decisive phase and
the high point” of future communist efforts. Often described as the “twilight period” by
communist leaders, this phase was looked upon as a golden opportunity to rapidly expand
the insurgent state in preparation for a future political contest at the local level. “The aim
was to take control of the bulk of the countryside,” Guan argues. “After the peace
agreement became effective, they were to use political struggle to consolidate all the
areas under the PRG and to work towards weakening the Thieu administration.”814
For the remainder of 1972 and into early 1973, communist guerrillas and political
cadres made a violent attempt to expand their influence and / or control over territory as
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far as possible before an agreement was reached and an in-place ceasefire went into
effect. In June, the Deputy Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, Major
General Alexander Haig, informed Kissinger that COSVN had recently issued
instructions to its cadres to seize as much land as they could in order to expand their base
and prepare for the grass roots political struggle that would take place once an armistice
had been signed. According to Haig, the cadres were instructed to “lay low until just
before the ceasefire is to be accepted, at which time they will attempt to overrun as much
territory as possible.”815 In October, COSVN released a number of directives that ordered
units to rapidly expand their hold over territory and population in anticipation of an
imminent ceasefire. “This period will be a great opportunity for revolutionary violence,
for gaining power in South Vietnam . . . and for making great leaps in the balance of
forces,” one directive read. “It is a decisive race between us and the enemy. . . . Before
the ceasefire agreement goes into effect, our armed forces are to work against time to
strive hard to intensify military attacks in coordination with political and military
proselyting attacks so as to win great victories on the battlefield, chiefly in the counterpacification field. At the same time, they are to resolutely defeat all enemy attempts to
reoccupy [lost territory].”816 According to another directive, the “central task” of guerrilla
units and political cadres was to increase military attacks and promote uprisings in order
to expand and protect communist-controlled villages and hamlets and other liberated
areas. “The task of winning and keeping the people, seizing and holding land, [and]
disputing and occupying the important territories is a strategic matter, a pressing
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requirement for the present time and for the long future, and also a matter of survival for
the revolution containing a historical meaning of utmost importance. For these reasons,
we have to dispute decisively with the enemy for every citizen, every inch of land, to
plant our flags, encroach deeply on enemy territory and enlarge our area.”817
In response to these orders, NLF / NVA units launched widespread low-intensity
attacks throughout South Vietnam’s rural areas. Such efforts aimed at spreading
revolutionary forces over a wide geographical area and maximize communist control
over territory and population. “It appears that the enemy has recently broken down into
small groups,” declared a senior American advisor in the Mekong Delta in October. ”The
small size unit may be part of his plan to position himself in as many places as possible in
preparation for a possible ceasefire.”818 In Binh Duong province, just northwest of
Saigon, reports indicated that communist units had occupied a number of hamlets and
were preparing for additional actions in anticipation of a truce. “At this time, it appears
that the VC / NVA forces are awaiting new instructions, possibly those based on the
occurrence of a ceasefire,” read a monthly pacification report. “Should a ceasefire
materialize, greatly increased activity on the part of the VC / NVA can be expected if
they attempt a last minute expansion of their control of the population and land.”819 This
estimate turned out to be accurate. The following month, CORDS advisors reported that
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NVA main force units, guided by local guerrillas, had seized 40 hamlets in Binh Duong.
The general enemy tactic, it was reported, was to infiltrate hamlets and then “bunker in
heavily” in order to make it difficult for ARVN forces to retake these areas.820 According
to U.S. officials in Military Region 2, statements from POWs and captured documents
revealed that communist units were “determined to occupy currently contested territory
and control the population in these contested areas after the declaration of a ceasefire.”821
Meanwhile, in Military Region 1, it was reported that a “battle of the flags” was
occurring, as communist units attempted to take down, tear up, or scrape off RVN flags
in villages and hamlets and replace them with their own. A sharp increase in insurgent
political activity also occurred. “These incidents,” one account concluded, “are expected
to continue as the ceasefire talk increases in activity.”822
The RVN and the Americans were no less determined to rapidly expand their hold
over rural areas in the final months of the war. In July, Bunker reported to Kissinger that
there was a general feeling that “peace was in the air” throughout South Vietnam. Many
among the population, the ambassador argued, believed either the conflict would soon
end or that a ceasefire would be put into effect sometime in the near future. The sense
that the war was either drawing to a close or entering a new phase not only raised the
hopes of the South Vietnamese population, he continued, but prompted the government to
try and maximize its control over territory and population before a truce brought the
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fighting to an end and froze political and military forces in place. “This gut feeling
regarding an imminent ceasefire,” Bunker wrote, “is spurring the GVN to recapture lost
ground. It is clear that the GVN does not intend to be caught napping in what may be a
fast moving situation and will be resourceful in utilizing all its assets to prevent a lastminute [land] grab by the enemy if a ceasefire is declared.”823 Three months later, Haig
urged Kissinger to send a backchannel message to Bunker instructing the ambassador to
pressure Thieu to move quickly and grab as much territory as possible in anticipation of a
ceasefire proposal by the communists during the upcoming October talks. “You should
tell Thieu as soon as possible that at today’s meeting the other side pressed very softly on
political issues and major concentration was on military and security arrangements. This
means that the other side may surface a ceasefire proposal during [the] meetings. While
we certainly will not agree without further consultations, it is essential that Thieu instruct
his commanders to move promptly and seize the maximum amount of critical territory.”
The following day, Bunker responded that Thieu had in fact already issued such an order
to his military commanders.824 On October 12, Kissinger reiterated to Bunker the need to
implore the Saigon regime to seize as much land as it could in light of a potential break in
the negotiations and Hanoi’s willingness to agree to a standstill ceasefire. “My judgment
at this juncture would be that they appear ready to accept a ceasefire in place in the near
future,” Kissinger wrote. “This, of course is corroborated by field intelligence and it is for
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this reason that you cannot overemphasize upon Thieu the need to regain as much
territory as possible.”825
As it turned out, there was no settlement that October. Shortly after it appeared
that there may be a break in the negotiations, the peace talks broke down and the
frustrated American delegation returned to Washington. This collapse essentially scuttled
any chance for an armistice for the remainder of the year. There was, however, one major
diplomatic development in the autumn of 1972. Hanoi and the PRG had – after years of
fierce opposition – finally agreed to an in-place ceasefire. The concession was made for
two reasons, both of which were rooted in the Nguyen Hue Offensive. First, as previously
discussed, the tactical failures of the offensive revealed that it was impossible under
current circumstances to achieve a military victory and to overthrow the RVN with force.
Given the unexpected resiliency of the RVNAF, the severe beating suffered by
communist forces in the Nguyen Hue Offensive, and Washington’s continued use of
airpower to defend the RVN, it was obvious that a period of respite to rebuild and
reconstitute battered NVA units was necessary. Second, Hanoi believed that the
disposition of forces on the ground brought about as a result of the offensive was a longterm, strategic victory for the revolution. The net gain in real estate, particularly in the
northern and western areas of South Vietnam, along with the presence of nearly 200,000
NVA soldiers on southern soil convinced communist leaders that the revolution’s
strategic position had been strengthened to the point where they could agree to a
negotiated settlement and in-place ceasefire. “A political settlement and ceasefire
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represent a basic victory for us and a fundamental defeat for the enemy,” the People’s
Revolutionary Party trumpeted in October 1972.
Today, in South Vietnam, we have large liberated areas, a people’s
administration, and strong people’s liberation armed forces, especially the
main forces; we have a political force, a complete system of leadership
from high to low levels and a time-tested infrastructure; we have the
National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam and the Provisional
Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam which enjoy
great prestige on the international scene; and we will occupy a position of
equality in the administration of national accord.826
Although Hanoi had retained the demand that all American and allied troops be
withdrawn and the bombing and mining of the DRV terminated as part of a final
settlement, it dropped the longstanding requirement that an armistice be reached before a
standstill ceasefire went into effect. Le Duan and others had agreed to the condition that
all Vietnamese armed forces, including their own, would be “frozen in the positions they
currently held” – there would be no withdrawal of North Vietnamese units or a
regroupment of forces as there had been in 1954. Hanoi recognized that in addition to its
military benefits such a development was politically advantageous because it forced
Washington and Saigon to finally acknowledge, even if only tactitly, that there were in
fact “two governments, two armies, and two zones of control” in South Vietnam. Such
recognition, they reasoned, was extremely favorable because it would allow the
revolution to continue the struggle and work to overthrow the RVN in the months and
years ahead.827
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In contrast to Le Duan and the Politburo, Thieu and others in Saigon remained
adamantly opposed any ceasefire that would allow NVA units to remain in South
Vietnam. Such an arrangement and the “leopard spot” territorial configuration it
produced, they argued, would not only threaten the future security of the nation, it would
grant Hanoi and the NLF sovereignty over the territory they held at the time of a
ceasefire. In order to allay Saigon’s fears and garner their support for a settlement, U.S.
policymakers had pointed out that the areas under NVA control were mostly the remote,
sparsely populated hinterlands of South Vietnam. They also gave assurances that
communist enclaves would likely shrink overtime. Nonetheless, Thieu continued to warn
of the dangers territorial accommodation posed to national security. “Saigon,” one
newspaper declared, “tends to see any leopard spot as a cancer that will gradually expand
through guerrilla activity, political struggle and local accommodation.”828 Saigon also
opposed territorial accommodation and an agreement that would leave North Vietnamese
troops in the South from a legal standpoint. In October, Thieu informed Bunker that the
DMZ was not merely a military boundary meant to protect the RVN against armed
aggression from the DRV; it was, he argued, a legally constituted political boundary that
divided two independent and autonomous nations and that protected the sovereignty of
the Republic of Vietnam. Saigon, therefore, could not and would not accept the presence
of North Vietnamese soldiers on its soil or accept the current ceasefire proposal.829
“Thieu makes clear that he cannot accept the Draft Peace Agreement unless it includes a
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parallel withdrawal of North Vietnamese troops from the south under effective
supervision and removes any references to the Provisional Revolutionary Government,”
Kissinger informed Nixon on December 20. “Although his letter is couched in terms of
making further concessions by accepting the political provisions of the Agreement,”
Kissinger concluded, “Thieu’s demand for North Vietnamese withdrawal, of course,
makes a comprehensive settlement with Hanoi impossible, as he well knows.”830
In spite of months of bitter debate between Saigon and Washington and even
accusations that the Americans had sold the Saigon regime out,831 Thieu finally conceded
to the settlement proposed by Nixon and Kissinger and agreed to sign the Paris agreement
in January 1973. Although the South Vietnamese leader still held serious reservations
about the treaty, he decided to get on board after Nixon had presented him with an
ultimatum that included a mixture of threats and assurances. In a personal letter sent to
the Presidential Palace on January 16, Nixon informed Thieu that should Saigon refuse to
sign the treaty or agree to the settlement proposed by the White House, the U.S. would
have no choice but to sign a bilateral agreement on its own, without the participation of
the RVN, and to terminate all U.S. economic and military assistance. Should Thieu agree
to the plan, however, Saigon could count on the United States government for sustained
economic and military aid, and, if necessary, to re-intervene in the conflict should Hanoi
violate the ceasefire and launch another major attack against the RVN. “I hope . . . that
after all our two countries have shared and suffered together in conflict, we will stay
830
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together to preserve peace and reap its benefits,” Nixon wrote. “To this end I want to
repeat to you the assurances that I have already conveyed. At the time of signing the
agreement I will make emphatically clear that the United States recognizes your
government as the only legal government of South Vietnam; that we do not recognize the
right of any foreign troops to be present on South Vietnamese territory; and that we will
react strongly in the event the agreement is violated. Finally, I want to emphasize my
continued commitment to the freedom and progress of the Republic of Vietnam. It is my
firm intention to continue full economic and military aid.”832 When combined with the
RVN’s absolute dependence on American foreign aid, the existential nature of these
conditions convinced Thieu he had no choice but to let the chips fall where they may and
accept the proposal put forth by Kissinger and Nixon.
In January, when the possibility of a negotiated settlement once again became
imminent, COSVN replicated orders to seize and occupy as much territory as possible
before a ceasefire went into effect. Guerrillas and political cadres were also instructed to
capitalize on the initial period of confusion after the cessation of hostilities had gone into
effect by hiding their motives and falsely attributing their actions to communication
failures and misunderstandings on the exact time and circumstances of the armistice.
Intelligence analysts predicted that these last-minute efforts to expand control would be
more intense than those of the previous October, and that while such such efforts would
take place throughout South Vietnam, the main thrust would likely occur in the more
densely populated areas around Saigon and in the Mekong Delta.833 A week before the
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Paris Peace Accords went into effect, COSVN issued a final directive to its cadres to
prepare for the upcoming political struggle. In particular, they were told to develop
political and military forces, sustain political and military violence against the “puppet”
regime, disintegrate and collapse South Vietnamese military and pacification personnel,
and to consolidate and expand liberated areas. “Our immediate objective,” it read, “is to
seize control at the base level and to disrupt the enemy.”834
The Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam, also known
as the Paris Peace Accords, went into effect on January 27, 1973. The treaty called for an
in-place ceasefire and stipulated that the use of military force and other “hostile acts,”
including terrorism and reprisals, would be prohibited. In addition, it required the
Vietnamese parties to “respect the ceasefire and maintain peace in South Vietnam, settle
all matters of contention through negotiations, and avoid all armed conflict.” The
agreement also banned the introduction of combat troops, military personnel, arms, and
war material into the RVN, although it did afford for the replacement of these items after
the ceasefire should they be destroyed, damaged, worn out, or depleted. In the political
realm, the treaty called on the two Vietnamese parties to establish a National Council of
National Reconciliation and Concord, an organization that would be responsible for
implementing the agreement, ensuring the democratic liberties of all people within their
respective zones of control, and organizing elections to reconcile political divisions and
mend the social fabric of the nation. “The South Vietnamese people shall decide
themselves the political future of South Vietnam through genuinely free and democratic
general elections under international supervision,” declared Article 9. According to the
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treaty, the reunification of Vietnam was to be determined at a later date through “peaceful
means” and based on “discussion and agreement” between the DRV and the RVN
“without coercion or annexation by either party, and without foreign interference.”
Finally, the Paris Accords called for the dismantlement of all foreign military bases and
the complete removal of all American and Free World military forces, including advisors
and support personnel, within sixty days.835
In an attempt to manage the territorial disposition of opposing armies after what
had essentially been a war without front lines, the Paris agreement called for a Four-Party
Joint Military Commission (JMC) to implement the modalities of the in-place ceasefire
for sixty days. The Four-Party JMC included members from the United States, DRV,
RVN, and PRG. Once all foreign troops had been removed and their military installations
deactivated, the commission would be replaced by a Two-Party JMC comprised of just
the RVN and the PRG. Both the Four-Party and the Two-Party JMC were responsible for
enforcing the ceasefire and determining the areas controlled by each party.836 Scattered
across twenty-six locations throughout South Vietnam, JMC teams were responsible for
drawing the boundary lines that separated the territory controlled by the RVN from the
“leopard spots” and sanctuaries controlled by the PRG and DRV.837 To oversee the
process and to report RVN and PRG activities in implementing the modalities of the
ceasefire, the Paris agreement established the International Commission of Control and
Supervision (ICCS), an international body that would be activated once the ceasefire had
835
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gone into effect and then disbanded once the new government was formed by the general
elections called for in Article 9. It was the job of the ICCS to supervise the ceasefire by
investigating and reporting violations to the Four-Party and, later, the Two-Party JMC.
The ICCS was also responsible for helping to control the movement of manpower and
military supplies throughout the respective zones of control in South Vietnam and to help
supervise national elections once they were held.838 ICSS teams were comprised of
members from four nations; two communist and two non-communist. The original
membership included Poland, Hungary, Canada, and Indonesia but after becoming
frustrated by operational gridlock, Canada decided to withdraw and was replaced by
Iran.839
Within weeks it was apparent that the primary instruments for implementing the
treaty were ineffectual. While on paper the JMC and the ICCS appeared mechanically
sound, in practice, they proved unworkable. Both institutions were crippled by their own
operating principles. To begin, they lacked teeth and contained no protocols that would
put into force the provisions of the agreement. The opposing camps, therefore, were
reliant upon a process that lacked an enforcement mechanism and had no tangible way to
punish violators. As such, each side had no other recourse than to verbally denounce the
ceasefire violations of the other. Over time, the competition over territory and population
control devolved into what one former South Vietnamese officer characterized as “a
propaganda battle in which each side strived to demonstrate the ill will and belligerency
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of the other.”840 Another fundamental flaw of the ICSS was that it operated on the
principal of unanimity – no investigations of ceasefire violations could be conducted
unless all four members agreed. Predictably, there was never any agreement between
member states and a persistent impasse quickly paralyzed the organization. According to
Stuart Herrington, a former CORDS advisor who returned to the RVN in 1973 to work
for the American Defense Attaché Office (DAO), the ICCS was essentially useless.
“When the communists were the apparent violators, the Poles or the Hungarians vetoed
the investigation. If the Saigon government’s forces appeared to be guilty, then the
Iranians or the Indonesians would nix the probe.” Such a situation, Herrington stated, led
some to declare that ICCS actually stood for “I can’t control shit.”841 In the end the
dysfunction of the JMC and the ICCS, particularly the lack of enforcement and
unworkability of the unanimity principle, doomed these institutions – and by extension
the ceasefire and entire peace treaty itself – to failure. Ironically, the mechanisms that had
been put in place to regulate the Paris Peace Accords and to adjudicate zones of control
had rendered the treaty inoperable. Within a year, both institutions had collapsed and the
façade of compromise had fallen away, revealing a state of open conflict in South
Vietnam that had been neither interrupted nor dampened by the Paris Peace Accords.
While it is true that the Paris agreement had officially brokered a de jure
settlement between the RVN, DRV, and NLF, and extricated the United States from its
long and agonizing intervention in the conflict, the treaty, nonetheless, failed to bring a
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de facto compromise or true reconciliation between Hanoi and Saigon. Contrary to its
name, the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam neither ended
the war nor restored peace. Before the ink on the treaty had even dried, both Vietnamese
parties resumed their bid to expand their presence throughout the countryside and
ultimately control the civilian environment. South Vietnamese general Cao Van Vien was
correct when he remarked that the Paris treaty did not bring an end to the fighting but
rather a period of “half war – half peace.”842 Shortly after the Paris Accords were signed,
Vietnam scholar Douglas Pike pointed out that it was obvious to most observers that the
conflict would continue. The communists, he argued, were not going to leave the RVN
alone or abandon its objective of unifying Vietnam under communist rule. Nor were they
going to give up the goal to defend, consolidate, and expand the areas under communist
control. As for Thieu and the South Vietnamese government, they too were not going to
stop fighting to defend the nation’s sovereignty or their claim to dominion over all of the
national territory. “Both sides,” Pike wrote, “jockeyed for position, fought bitterly against
encroachment of territory, [and] loudly appealed to their respective allies for support in
the ‘war of flags.’ Each probed the other, searching for some fundamental weakness.”843
Former ARVN officer Tran Van Don reaffirmed Pike’s observation years after the war.
“The National Security Council was called together by Thieu at the presidential palace
with the task of determining the best ways to thwart the enemy’s efforts to make its
presence felt everywhere in order to profit from the ceasefire,” Don wrote in reference to
the situation that existed in the early months of 1973. “In fairness it must be said that the
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ARVN also was preoccupied with extending its presence and had located forward posts
in areas frequently claimed by the communists.”844
Pike and Don were correct. The advent of the Paris Peace Accords did not settle
the all-important question of who controlled what in South Vietnam. The issue of which
side held dominion in the countryside and wielded power in the villages and hamlets
remained as much a matter of dispute after the ceasefire had gone into effect as it had
before. “Any agreement that failed to answer the basic question of the war, namely who
was to hold political power,” one observer declared, “could scarcely have been expected
to lead to anything but a continuation, and possibly a gradual re-escalation of the war.”845
The irony of the Paris Peace Accords is that the agreement had perpetuated rather than
ended the conflict in Vietnam – something that very few observers failed to notice. “The
ceasefire exists,” a Vietnamese villager declared less than ten days after the armistice had
gone into effect, “but the fighting must go on.”846 Also in February, a COSVN directive
made the following observation: “Although there is an Agreement to End the War and
Restore Peace, in truth in [South Vietnam] there are many places where the shooting and
bombing and shelling continue, and in some places more than prior to the Agreement.”847
Ten months later, Kissinger underscored this contradiction. In high level talks with
delegates from Hanoi and Saigon, Kissinger lamented what he considered the
“paradoxical consequence” of the armistice. “Each time we have proclaimed a ceasefire,”
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Kissinger stated, “each side has tried to grab as much territory as it could just before the
ceasefire. And then whichever side lost territory spent the next weeks trying to get it
back. So the ceasefire led first of all to an upsurge of military activity, and then to a
period of more intense activity to try to undo the consequences of the ceasefire.”848
Grabbing Land, Grabbing People: The Struggle for Control, 1973-1974
The struggle for Indochina, regardless of a formal peace treaty and America’s exit
from Southeast Asia, continued unabated during 1973-1974. Much as they had done for
nearly two decades prior to the agreement in Paris, the communists and the RVN
jockeyed for advantage in the control war and struggled to expand and / or consolidate
their hold on rural areas. The objective, as before, was to seize and hold territory and
population. “As expected, the ceasefire did not end the fighting in South Vietnam,” the
Washington Post stated in the spring of 1973. “Military activity continued in the form of
a land rush as both armies tried to grab each other’s territory. The land rush was followed
by a less obvious but no less violent political struggle.”849 Immediately after the Paris
Peace Accords had had gone into effect, both sides began maneuvering for advantage
while accusing one other of ceasefire violations and “land-grabbing” operations. By
March 31, barely two months after an armistice had been signed, the Office of the
Assistant Secretary of Defense (OASD) estimated that more than 1,300 major ceasefire
violations had already occurred in South Vietnam. Approximately half of these took
place in MR 1, primarily in the northernmost province of Quang Tri. Another quarter
took place in and around the Mekong Delta. The remaining twenty-five percent of
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ceasefire violations were divided equally between Military Region(s) 2 and 3. Casualties
during this period also ran high despite the fact that main force units on both sides
continued to avoid contact. It was determined that 18,000 military personnel were killed
during the first two months of the ceasefire, including 12,000 VC / NVA and 6,000
RVNAF. In spite of such high casualties, however, the conflict was shaped more by
efforts to expand political presence than to destroy one another. “In essence, the military
activity which has continued since January 28 has been for political purposes and
designed by both sides to expand the base of the population they control,” the OASD
determined.850 Despite openly denouncing the actions of their adversaries while pledging
fealty to the Paris Peace Accords, the communists and the RVN both continued efforts to
tighten their grip on rural areas and expand influence and control over the civilian
environment. When asked if RVNAF military operations against communist areas were a
violation of the Paris agreement, one ARVN officer brazenly replied, “Sure it is, but the
communists are violating it too.”851 The U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
recognized the unfortunate reality behind this comment. In a report issued a year after the
Paris agreement had gone into effect, the committee made the following observation:
“Although both sides continue to charge the other with ceasefire violations, lack of
respect for the agreement is so widespread that it is impossible to apportion responsibility
for the continued fighting.”852
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For Hanoi and the PRG, the primary objective during the ceasefire period was to
attack pacification, inflict damage on the RVNAF, prevent government encroachment
into liberated areas, and, when possible, to advance the protracted guerrilla struggle and
expand the insurgent state. On February 3, a group of high-ranking communist leaders
held a plenary conference to discuss the RVN’s pacification and “land-grabbing”
operations. Convinced that the RVNAF would launch a series of counterattacks in an
effort to regain populated areas that were lost to the communists in the run up to the
ceasefire, they recommended to COSVN that revolutionary forces within the region
“rigorously maintain” their offensive posture in order to counter Saigon’s attempt to
recover lost population and territory. The group also urged a continuation of the political
struggle, particularly proselyting activities, in order to “maintain the gains made by the
revolution and continue to advance the movement.”853
Eight months later, these same orders were in effect. In October, communist
leaders convened the Twenty-First Conference of the Party Central Committee to discuss
efforts “toward completing the liberation of the South.” As it had done in previous years,
the Committee defined military activity largely as efforts to inflict losses on RVNAF,
conserve and expand liberated areas, and disrupt the pacification program and Saigon’s
efforts to expand its control over population and territory. “We must resolutely
counterattack and attack the enemy and maintain and develop our initiative in all regards,
in order to defeat the enemy’s pacification and encroachment plans, especially in the
lowland and contiguous areas,” it declared. “The application of that motto must be tied in
with the requirement of winning control of the population and winning the right of
853
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mastery, in order to gain the strength with which to defeat the enemy.”854 Similar
directives calling for stepped-up resistance against RVN “land-grabbing” and “nibbling”
operations, attacks against pacification, and the expansion of liberated areas were issued
throughout 1974. “We should expand liberated hamlets and villages and gain control on
many levels, from weak hamlets and villages to strong, from strong hamlets and villages
to liberated ones,” read a political reorientation and training manual issued to
infrastructure cadres and Party members that year. The manual also urged social,
political, and economic development in villages and hamlets under communist control in
order to support military activities and serve as “a banner appealing to the people living
in the enemy-held areas to support the revolution.”855
Thieu and other South Vietnamese officials were equally committed to gaining
the upper hand in the control war at this time. Although Saigon officials had frequently
claimed the government would observe the rules of the Paris treaty, some reports
indicated that RVNAF officers were openly planning pacification drives to shrink and /
or eliminate communist enclaves after the ceasefire had gone into effect.856 In July, the
DAO acknowledged that RVN activity in the first half of 1973 was intended to “eliminate
spheres of communist influence.”857 Saigon’s decision to continue pacification operations
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and erase communist enclaves despite the Paris agreement comported with Thieu’s rigid
“four no’s” policy and the conviction that Hanoi’s most probable course of action moving
forward would be an attempt to seize political power through guerrilla warfare and
political subversion. According to one high ranking Saigon official, Thieu believed Hanoi
and the PRG would pursue a protracted grass roots struggle in order to expand
communist enclaves, grow the insurgent state, and eventually seize control of the
country. Although he suspected Hanoi may possibly launch another major military
offensive similar to the 1972 Nguyen Hue Offensive in an attempt to capture more
territory, negotiate another in-place ceasefire, and consolidate their position in
preparation for future attacks, his contention was that the more probable scenario would
be for the communists to sustain infiltration into the villages and hamlets and corrode
Saigon’s authority in rural areas via protracted guerrilla warfare and political struggle.
Such an approach would follow past communist efforts to gradually disintegrate the
government’s presence in rural areas and leave the urban areas isolated and encircled by
enemy terrain. In his estimation, continued communist infiltration at the infrastructure
level would lead to a loss of government control in the villages, a failure of government
programs and the rural pacification program, and eventually to a central government that
was relegated to the cities and surrounded by a hostile countryside.858
By September 1973, all pretenses to following the Paris agreement were gone, as
communist units and the RVNAF launched small but intensive combat operations in
select areas in an attempt to shrink enemy enclaves and strengthen friendly control over
territory and population. “South Vietnamese government forces, using air strikes, naval
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gunfire, artillery, and elite troops, are waging a sustained campaign to wrest land and
people from communist control,” read one newspaper account of the intense fighting in
northern Binh Dinh province. “Caught by the January ceasefire agreement with little
more than the shoulders of the main north-south highway under their control,” it
continued, “the South Vietnamese are now pushing the communists back and are
beginning to repopulate villages that were lost in the North Vietnamese Easter offensive
of 1972.”859 Heavy fighting was also reported that month in Kontum and Tay Ninh
provinces as well as near the provincial capital of Hue, located near the coast in Thua
Thien province.860 Also in September, communist units began an extensive campaign to
capture remote RVN bases and outposts throughout South Vietnam’s Central Highlands.
According to ARVN general Cao Van Vien, a number of these bases were overrun by
communist forces that fall.861 Less than ten months after it had been implemented,
observers and analysts recognized that the Paris Peace Accords was a dead letter. “The
current situation in Vietnam is one of ‘less fire’ rather than ‘cease fire,’ and there is no
real peace,” declared an October National Intelligence Estimate. “Both sides have
initiated or provoked some of the fighting that has occurred since the January accords,
primarily by attempting to seize or retake territory deemed strategic.”862
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The war in South Vietnam settled into a discernable pattern in 1973 and 1974. For
its part, the DRV maintained a high level of infiltration of both men and material into
South Vietnam using the well-worn routes that ran through Laos and Cambodia. Hanoi
also worked to improve the combat capabilities of communist forces by strengthening the
firepower and mobility of main force units, reequipping and retraining local forces, and
expanding guerrilla organizations. In the northern and western potions of South Vietnam
under their control, the communists expanded their network of supply bases and
macadamized roads along the Ho Chi Minh trail complex and inside the country. They
also constructed or reconditioned a number of airfields, and built a system of fuel storage
areas and pipelines in these areas. In the densely-populated RVN-controlled areas along
the coast and in the Mekong Delta, NLF / NVA units continued to wage a protracted
guerrilla war. The objective here was threefold: 1) to expand communist control over the
civilian environment and grow the insurgent state where possible; 2) to maintain pressure
on the RVNAF wherever and whenever the tactical situation permitted; and 3) to stretch
out and ultimately exhaust government forces. The RVN, meanwhile, worked to
strengthen its grip on rural areas and deny the enemy control of the population by
expanding pacification activities and by attacking communist base areas and infiltration
routes in harassment and interdiction campaigns. “Each adversary has attempted to
consolidate his area of predominant control,” declared the Senate Committee on Foreign
Relations, “the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong in the mountains and the South
Vietnamese on the coastal plain. Most of the significant military activity has been
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concentrated where these two geographies meet or where pockets of resistance oppose
the predominant force.”863
Throughout 1973 and into 1974, the RVNAF had done relatively well in the
control war, maintaining and in some cases reestablishing Saigon’s hold over territory
and population. According to U.S. congressional estimates, Saigon added 770 hamlets to
the “relatively secure” category and reduced the number of contested hamlets by well
over a third between the time the ceasefire went into effect and May 1974. The
communists, conversely, had during the same time frame lost 90 hamlets that were under
their firm control at the time of the armistice as well as an additional 300 hamlets they
had seized immediately after the Paris treaty was implemented. Analysts also reported
that 93 to 94 percent of the population were living in government-controlled areas, a five
point increase since November 1972.864 Overall, however, the situation on the ground
remained static; there was no major shift in population or territory control despite
fourteen months of fighting and more than 80,000 Vietnamese deaths. “After more than a
year’s experience with the ‘ceasefire,’” the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
declared in May 1974, “the consensus of official U.S. opinion is that there has been no
major countrywide shift in control of territory or population between the government and
the communists.”865 The U.S. Senate was not alone in this assessment. Other observers,
both inside and outside of South Vietnam, realized that 1973 was not a year of decision.
“Though bloodletting has been as extensive as it was before,” the New York Times
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observed on the one-year anniversary of the Paris treaty, “neither side could claim
stunning victories or significant territorial acquisitions. Nor, despite continual
accusations, could either side demonstrate convincingly that it was more sinned against
than sinning.”866 This indecisiveness, along with the slight edge enjoyed by the RVN in
the control war, was about to change.
Unlike its calendrical predecessor, 1974 was a time of decision. The “Year of the
Tiger” was a turning point in the Second Indochina War because it brought powerful
changes both in the strategic balance of forces and in the conflict’s trajectory. Saigon
began the year in a strong position militarily. With more than a million men under arms,
improved logistics, and more tanks, artillery, and aircraft in its possession than ever
before, it appeared that the RVN had a fair shot at survival. “The Republic of Vietnam
Armed Forces . . . today constitutes the largest, most well-equipped force in Southeast
Asia,” an April CIA intelligence estimate declared. “In the year since the ceasefire and
withdrawal of U.S. forces, the RVNAF has proven capable of defending GVN-controlled
territory. Indeed, in the fighting over the past year, the South Vietnamese have generally
been able to prevail over the communists, and the GVN now controls slightly more
people and territory than it did at the time of the Paris agreement.”867 Saigon’s dominant
position in the control war did not last. Within a matter of months, the RVNAF had lost
its edge and been forced into an increasingly defensive posture as the result of
accumulative war fatigue among the RVNAF and the country at large, a sharp decline in
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U.S. military aid, and a resurgent communist attack.868 By the end of 1974, the
“correlation of forces” in Southeast Asia had shifted in favor of the communists, who,
thanks to Soviet largesse, employed an increasingly mobile and technologically advanced
war machine at a time when their adversary was forced to fight with diminishing military
resources. In sharp contrast to the popular image of an indigent revolutionary force armed
with primitive weapons – David versus Goliath – the NVA had been transformed as early
as 1972 into a thoroughly modern military, one that was fully equipped with an array of
highly sophisticated weapons in great numbers, including artillery, armor, and surface-toair missiles. One year after the Paris Peace Accords had gone into effect, Hanoi began to
flex its increasingly powerful military muscle.
Despite its growing strategic advantage, Hanoi did not launch a large,
conventional offensive in 1974. In fact, most communist military activity was modest and
geared towards isolated outposts and other low hanging fruit in South Vietnam’s remote
areas. Nonetheless, these efforts were effective. “Territorial security of the rural
countryside has worsened [as] enemy forces continued to intensify their efforts at
applying moderate to heavy pressure against territorial force units, outposts, LOCs, static
defense lines, and subsector headquarters,” the DAO concluded late in the year. “The
enemy continued to . . . subvert GVN control at the village / hamlet level.”869 North
Vietnamese general, Van Tien Dung, confirmed this assessment after the war. “In every
place where the Resolution of the Twenty-first Conference of the Central Committee and
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the Resolution of the Central Military Committee were understood clearly, where the
standpoint of revolutionary violence and the concept of taking the offensive were grasped
firmly,” Dung recalled, “not only was the area able to destroy the enemy’s ‘pacification’
plans and preserve our liberate zones and our bases scattered through the enemycontrolled zones, but they were even able to expand many liberated zones and back the
enemy into a position of confused passive resistance.”870 The losses in government
control described by Dung and the DAO had pushed the RVN to the precipice by the end
of 1974. According former CORDS officer Stuart Herrington, who was working for the
DAO at the time, the communists had severely damaged Saigon’s strategic position that
year and brought about an “impending communist victory.” This, he recalled, raised not
only a profoundly important but an existential question as the Year of the Tiger gave way
to the Year of the Cat: how much longer could the RVN stave off the inevitable?871
The Failures of Pacification-Vietnamization and the End of the War in
South Vietnam
The shift in the strategic balance of forces in South Vietnam during 1974 came
about due to a confluence of complex factors and developments. Some were the product
of outside circumstances, particularly the diminishment of American aid and an
increasingly muscular and assertive North Vietnamese military offensive. Others,
however, were rooted in the control war and the overall failure of the pacification and
Vietnamization programs. As discussed in previous chapters, the pacificationVietnamization strategy put in place by the RVN and the United States beginning in 1968
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was intended not only to establish a high degree of government control over the national
territory and develop an effective South Vietnamese military, but also to construct a
national political community and a resilient economy. With the exception of achieving
unprecedented, albeit tenuous, levels of security in the countryside and government
control over the civilian environment, the strategy failed to meet these objectives. The
social disruption and despondence brought on by sustained conflict and a permanent state
of war fatally undermined comprehensive nation-building in South Vietnam. Despite
years of strenuous effort, Saigon was unable to build either an economically prosperous
or socio-politically cohesive society. Nor was it able to fully exorcise the communist
presence from the national territory or develop armed forces that were capable of
defending the national territory against the communists and their unique and ubiquitous
brand of hybrid warfare. Each of these deficiencies was significant and contributed in
some way to the RVN’s diminishing fortunes in the final two years of the war. It was the
failure to eliminate the communist insurgent state or establish a rational system of
territorial defense inside of South Vietnam, however, that was decisive; facilitating both
the strategic collapse and eventual overthrow of the RVN in the spring of 1975.
In large part, the RVN’s deteriorating strategic position in 1974-75 stemmed from
the accumulative effect of adverse economic conditions. The national economy, which
was never strong to begin with, became increasingly dysfunctional in the years that
followed the Paris Peace Accords and American withdrawal. Although to a certain extent
the agricultural sector had continued to prosper after January 1973, the overall economic
situation deteriorated largely because of sustained military activity and the costs of
maintaining a military force that exceeded more than a million men. The communists’
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ability to maintain the insurgent state, sustain military pressure throughout South
Vietnam, and station large numbers of combat forces in the northern and western regions
of the country forced Saigon to preserve a robust defense posture and allocate a
significant portion of the nation’s resources to war, resources that would otherwise have
been available for economic development. In May 1974, the U.S. Congress estimated that
the RVNAF consumed approximately one-fifth of the country’s manpower and more than
one-half of the national budget.872 Overall, the money used to maintain the government
and its armed forces ($870 million in 1974-75) far exceeded what the country generated
in revenues. As a result, the South Vietnamese economy was not self-sustaining; it was
wholly dependent on large-scale U.S. assistance.873 Besides high levels of deficit
spending, the RVN was beset by rampant inflation and high unemployment. According to
congressional figures, the inflation rate was 65 percent in 1973 and expected to exceed
110 percent in 1974. Unemployment numbers were equally grim, running as high as 4050 percent in some areas. Declining standards of living and even food shortages in select
provinces were additional byproducts.874 “The South Vietnamese economy after ten years
of implacable war,” recalled Cao Van Vien and Dong Van Khuyen, “was in a desperate
situation.”875 Making matters worse, U.S. economic aid was drastically cut during this
period, falling from $2.3 billion in 1973 to about $1 billion in 1974. In September 1974,
congress reduced aid even further, approving a mere $700 million out of a $1.4 billion
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proposal in what would be the United States’ last aid package to the RVN.
Approximately half of this final installment went to shipping costs.876 These reductions
brought about a dramatic disparity in combat proficiency. At a time when the NVA was
becoming more modernized and lavishly supplied thanks to generous assistance from the
Soviet Union, the RVNAF was increasingly forced to fight a “poor man’s war” as
American aid diminished and the qualitative edge of its military equipment and weaponry
degenerated. “I am apprehensive over the GVN future,” Major General John E. Murray,
Defense Attaché to Saigon, wrote in 1974, “as the enemy builds up and our support of the
RVNAF lessens.”877
The people of South Vietnam as a whole suffered from rampant inflation, chronic
unemployment, and reduced American aid. Nonetheless, the military were among those
groups that were hardest hit. To begin, the majority of RVNAF were poorly paid – below
subsistence levels in many cases. Severe unemployment also took its toll. While ARVN
soldiers and territorial forces were obviously employed, their family members
increasingly were not. This was highly disconcerting for military personnel because their
families simply could not survive without some type of supplemental income other than
military pay. Polls taken in 1974 indicated that low pay and increasing concern for their
families’ well-being as a result of high unemployment were taking a massive toll on the
morale and esprit de corps of the RVNAF. According to one survey, more than 90
percent of those interviewed indicated that their pay and allowances were insufficient to
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meet the everyday needs of their families. More than 88 percent claimed that their
standard of living had deteriorated since 1973. Such circumstances, needless to say, were
highly detrimental to motivation and morale. “It is quite clear,” noted one report, “that
South Vietnamese military personnel are forced to live at less than reasonable subsistence
levels, and that performance and mission accomplishment are seriously affected. Day-today survival in the face of worsening economic conditions has caused a deterioration of
performance which cannot be permitted to continue, if the South Vietnamese military is
to be considered a viable force.”878 When combined with severe inflation, low pay and
high unemployment crippled the fighting spirit of the RVNAF. According to the DAO,
the country’s poor economy not only “drained the soldier’s pay and his morale,” it
“contributed to corruption, desertion, and lessened his will to fight.”879
The RVNAF’s dwindling morale, high desertion rates, and diminishing combat
proficiency also reflected Saigon’s inability to forge a strong, lasting sense of national
political community. While it is true that the pacification program had made progress in
developing democratic institutions, particularly universal suffrage and rural land tenancy,
and that the population had increasingly turned away from the NLF / PRG and toward the
RVN in the years after Tet Mau Than, the loss of American backing, along with the
jarring impact of perpetual war and unending civil strife, undermined societal cohesion
and prevented Saigon from generating genuine enthusiasm or support among the
population. As throughout most of its history, the RVN remained a fractured society after
the Paris Peace Accords. “In the midst of these difficult times, South Vietnamese society,
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which had never been united in the anti-communist struggle, was sinking deeper into
division and selfishness,” ARVN officers Nguyen Duy Hinh and Tran Dinh Tho later
recalled of 1974-75. “Internal strife and the threat of collapse were also aggravating. The
authority of government and national leaders as well as popular faith sank to an all-time
low. It was no longer possible to mobilize the masses, and the survival strength of South
Vietnam was visibly on the decline with each new communist attack.”880
A lack of social and political cohesion in the RVN was in many ways the product
of an unrelenting war, economic decline, and a sense of abandonment by its former ally.
It was also attributable, however, to the failures of pacification, particularly the Saigon
regime’s inability to build a truly national political community. Despite more than five
years of dominant government control in the countryside, the rural population remained
war weary, numb, and unsure of what the RVN brand of social revolution meant other
than what Hinh and Tho described as “an uncompromising anti-communist stance
embedded in a vague nationalistic ideal.”881 While much of the public’s apathy was
rooted in the pragmatic rationality of the peasantry and a conscious decision to withhold
(for reasons of survival) support until the balance of forces decisively favored one side
and the “mandate of heaven” had revealed the legitimate power in South Vietnam, the
overall disaffection of the population also stemmed from the fact that Saigon lacked a
positive national ideology – one that would inspire the people to support the government.
Despite Tu Tuong and government lip service to creating an “authentically Vietnamese”
national ideology, the reality is that the RVN failed to develop a unifying principle or
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political philosophy that would inspire the population and rally them behind the
nationalist banner. In March 1970, just prior to his resignation as Assistant Deputy for
CORDS, Willard E. Chambers succinctly captured the frustration felt by many over
Thieu and the RVN’s failure to garner genuine public enthusiasm for the national cause.
“The most significant of our shortcomings has been that we have failed to provide a
dream,” Chambers wrote in a letter to his boss, William Colby.
We have not succeeded, nor even seriously attempted to involve the
people in the war in an emotional level. We have asked the people to
support a government and yet we should know that people will not fight
and die for a government. What they will fight for is a great dream, an
impossible ideal, a great leader, or a great hate. None of these factors are
present nor are they being developed. At no time have we attempted to tell
the people what is at the end of the rainbow. What are the great aspirations
which can make their suffering tolerable and their sacrifices worthwhile?
We have been opposed to communism and we have somehow assumed
that because we think communism is bad that others would find resistance
to it to be worth fighting for and dying for. People will not fight and die
for negative values. And yet no positive value has been suggested.
To some degree, Chambers’ statement was an accurate indictment of the Saigon regime’s
lack of positive messaging. After the 1966 Honolulu Conference, Thieu and the Saigon
regime dropped most pretenses to “social revolution” and the verbiage of positive values
and replaced them with a language that spoke predominantly in terms of controlling the
population – something that while necessary, expedient, and successful in the short-term
– did not generate the mass support necessary for long-term nation-building. “All of
human history is ample evidence that people will not be controlled,” Chambers declared
emphatically. “They can be led, they can be motivated, they can be inspired to support or
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oppose; but a nation whose fundamental principle is control of its people, is a nation
which is doomed to fail.”882
Chambers’ argument was accurate in some regards; yet it overstated the case
concerning population control and popular support. History, contrary to his assertion, is
rife with instances where people can and have been controlled by authoritarian regimes.
Moreover, his statements overlooked the fact that building political community in a time
of civil war and social turmoil was a near impossible task. As noted by Tran Dinh Tho,
the RVN faced a particularly acute problem over the span of its short lifetime. “The
regime of the Republic of Vietnam,” Tho declared after the war, “was . . . faced with a
double challenge, that of nation building and the threat of insurgency and outright
invasion from the north.”883 A number of American policymakers agreed. In 1969,
Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird informed Nixon that nation-building was “a difficult
task” under peaceful circumstances. “It is herculean,” he told the president, “while
hostilities continue at the present level.”884 According to Henry Kissinger, “Thieu was
expected to accomplish within months and amidst a civil war what no other Southeast
Asian leader had achieved in decades of peace. He was being asked simultaneously to
win a war, adjust his own defense structure to the withdrawal of a large American
military establishment, and build democratic institutions in a country that had not known
peace in a generation or democracy in its history.”885 Nonetheless, Chambers’ overall
argument concerning the lack of a unifying political ideology and the detrimental impact
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this had on South Vietnamese society cannot be dismissed. It would be incorrect and
overly simplistic to attribute the RVN’s defeat predominantly to a lack of popular support
and the absence of a unifying nationalistic ideology. Politico-military control, after all,
trumped politico-ideological supremacy and was the more desirable and determining
factor in South Vietnam during this period. It would be equally problematic, however, to
underestimate the importance that popular motivation and morale played in the nation’s
demise.
Much like the poor economy, Saigon’s failure to articulate a vibrant national
vision or arouse its population impacted negatively on the morale and effectiveness of
government forces. As John Paul Vann pointed out in 1971, Saigon’s soldiers and civil
servants fought for a salary – not for an inspiring ideology. This grossly undermined both
the military and the civil dimensions of pacification. “The morale of South Vietnamese
soldiers is low,” Vann told reporters. “In the political field the situation is not much
better. The government does not have dedicated cadres, but only civil servants who work
for salary, not for ideology. . . . Government programs which look good on paper do not
get carried out well because civil servants, like soldiers, do not have motivation.”886
Speaking before the House of Representatives Committee on Appropriations a year
earlier, William Westmoreland expressed similar sentiments. When asked if the people
and the armed forces of South Vietnam lacked the “discipline and determination” of their
adversaries, Westmoreland replied: “I do not think it is an unfair assessment. . . .
Democracy and the doctrine of freedom and independence, of course, had not been well
codified in the minds of the South Vietnamese. The South Vietnamese were fighting
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based on a negative motivation: that they wanted no part of communist domination and
subjugation. The political turmoil in the south has been of such magnitude that it has
created problems coalescing the people.”887
The combination of diminishing military aid, the attenuating impact of sustained
combat, a poor economy, and low morale had exacerbated what was already a crushing
shortage of manpower by the fall of 1974. When the Paris Peace Accords had gone into
effect in January 1973, the RVNAF appeared to be in a relatively strong position vis-àvis the communists. Not only were they well supplied and in possession of vast material
stockpiles, but they had more than a million men under arms, about half of which were in
the regular army, navy, and air force. The other half served in the territorial forces,
police, and paramilitary formations. Despite these numbers, however, many questioned
whether or not the RVN could sustain these forces over time given the country’s
demographics and available manpower base.888 According to former ARVN generals
Vien and Khuyen, the country’s overall population of 18 million people simply could not
provide the manpower necessary to sustain a protracted war. Although Saigon had been
able to fulfill RVNAF personnel requirements after the general mobilization had been
implemented in 1968, it became increasingly difficult to fill ranks once the American
withdrawal had neared completion. “In 1972 manpower became a major problem again
despite all the positive actions taken by the GVN to keep the RVNAF up to strength and
replace losses,” they recalled. “It was obvious that South Vietnam’s draft-age resources
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were drying up and even the yearly emerging generation of 18-year olds was not
adequate to replace losses.”889
By 1975, the answer to whether or not the RVN could sustain a million-man
force in a long war had become clear. To begin, ARVN and the RF / PF lost more than
353,000 personnel to desertion alone between January 1973 and November 1974, an
average of approximately 15,000 per month.890 Although these were just that – desertions
by an underpaid and despondent military force and not defections to the communists – a
considerable number of regular army and territorial troops dropped out of the ranks.
Combined with combat and administrative losses, the RVNAF was losing more men than
it was recruiting. According to Hinh and Tho, the RVN only recruited around 150,000
draft-age men per year during this period, while its annual losses, including those
attributable to desertion, combat casualties, and administrative turnover, amounted to
around 250,000 per annum. As these numbers indicate, the RVN’s military, economic,
and spiritual malaise had produced a crisis in manpower by early 1975. “The country was
virtually on the point of total exhaustion,” the two generals recalled. “The ranks of
combat units were thinning out. The material and manpower depletion occurred at an
accelerated pace while the erosion of morale and the will to fight, which had been
smoldering for years, was reaching its climax.”891 Historian William Le Gro has helped

889

Vien and Khuyen, Reflections on the Vietnam War, 113-14.

890

Dong Van Khuyen, The RVNAF (Washington D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History,

1978), 142.
891

Hinh and Tho, The South Vietnamese Society, 120.

445

underscore the cyclical nature of RVNAF losses. “Quite understandably,” he wrote, “as
unit strengths declined, so did combat ability and morale, while desertions increased.”892
High manpower losses were merely an added stressor on what was already an
overtaxed and poorly designed force structure. Of all the weaknesses that plagued the
RVNAF, perhaps the most serious, particularly in relation to the control war, were an
inflexible system of territorial defense and lack of a general reserve. By the fall of 1974,
the RVN contained more NVA troops than at any time in its history; more than half of
these belonged to regular infantry divisions. Although each side enjoyed relative parity in
artillery and armor assets, Hanoi enjoyed a qualitative advantage. Intelligence sources
estimated that 10 percent of all communist artillery pieces could be fired beyond the
range of ARVN’s field guns. Moreover, NVA units had stockpiled enough ordnance to
support an invasion similar to the one launched in 1972 for up to twelve months. Hanoi’s
logistical infrastructure had also been vastly improved. Besides building twelve supply
airfields, North Vietnamese engineers had surfaced or rebuilt nearly a thousand miles of
road. Together, these logistical improvements provided a capability to support large
conventional offensives. Arrayed against this burgeoning military juggernaut were 1.1
million South Vietnamese regular and paramilitary defense forces. A full one-half to twothirds of RVNAF units, however, were deployed in static area defense missions. This
stood in sharp contrast to less than ten percent of NVA forces that were similarly
deployed. Tasked with defending 90 percent of the population against a much more
mobile NVA, the RVNAF was seriously disadvantage. The balance of forces clearly
favored the communists. “Basically I have one division and I have to provide security for
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six provinces with two million people,” declared one exasperated ARVN officer. “I have
to provide security everywhere.”893
Providing security “everywhere” and defending all of the national territory under
government control entailed an immense geographic obligation, one that Vietnamization
and the Area Security concept were unable to satisfy. Under these plans, the RVN’s Joint
General Staff (JGS) planned to upgrade and expand the RF into larger tactical formations
so that they could assume the burden of territorial defense and fill the gap left by the
departure of ten U.S. and “Free World” combat divisions. In theory, ARVN was to be
relieved of its responsibilities for territorial security and pacification support by RF / PF
and reallocated to mobile defense tasks. The objective was to construct a mobile reserve
that could be deployed anywhere they were needed. Under the combined campaign plans
devised by MACV and the JGS, territorial forces would progressively relieve ARVN
divisions of all pacification and local security missions so that the latter could take over
mobile large-unit operations from the departing American and allied forces. Ideally, this
reassignment was to take place once territorial forces were fully trained and organized,
and after RF / PF units were upgraded into larger tactical formations. In reality, however,
this never happened for a number of practical as well as political reasons.
According to Vien and Khuyen, ARVN divisions were never extracted from their
territorial responsibilities because a number of officers and civilian policymakers
believed such relocation would have created a physical and psychological vacuum in the
countryside, one that could not be adequately filled by the RF / PF. Although formidable,
the territorial forces proved incapable of assuming the immense tasks of providing
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regional security and pacification support. The decision to retain ARVN in a territorial
defense posture, therefore, not only overextended RVNAF ground forces and prohibited
the development of adequate tactical and strategic reserves, it seriously limited the
courses of action open to Saigon by preventing the regular forces from maintaining the
initiative for long periods of time. “As a result,” the former generals stated, “all the
ARVN could do was to protect the populated ‘national priority’ areas, which left the
enemy almost entirely free to use his base areas.”894 The highly political nature of the
South Vietnamese army also lent to this problem. As pointed out by Henry Kissinger in
his memoirs, ARVN generals put in charge of military regions resisted relinquishing
troops under their command because these units were the “indispensable props” that
sustained their political standing in Saigon. “They judged – correctly,” Kissinger
recollected, “that their political influence at the capital bore some relationship to the
number of troops they commanded.”895
Another significant reason the RVNAF were never freed from the defense of a
specific geographic area was because adverse economic circumstances made mandatory
that soldiers serve in close proximity to their families. Practical considerations,
particularly maintaining morale and limiting desertion vis-à-vis the concern among
military personnel for the health and welfare of their dependents and family members,
made it necessary for Saigon to impose a strict and inflexible territorial security structure.
Past experience had shown that ground forces deployed to regions far removed from
parents, wives, and children suffered from high desertion rates and low morale. As
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previously discussed, desertion was a major problem for the RVNAF. It was not,
however, equally spread among regular army units and territorial forces. Low morale and
desertion had always been a particular problem for ARVN because its members served at
much greater distances from their home villages than did RF / PF. ARVN operated at the
Military Region (MR) level, whereas the RF / PF remained within the province or district
in which they were recruited. In 1971, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird informed
Congress of this situation. The major impetus behind ARVN’s high rates of desertion,
Laird noted, was the troops’ concern for their families. “A man leaves to take some
money home on payday to see that his family is provided with rice and food,” the
Secretary stated. “Usually you find these people coming back into the regional forces, or
popular forces, but they are listed as deserters from the regular forces when they take off
and go home to see how the family is and to see that they are being fed.”896 In order to
alleviate this problem, Saigon stationed regular army divisions within the regions from
which they drew recruits. Although the geographical scope of ARVN’s operational
activity was much larger than that of the territorial forces, its divisions became rooted to
the defense of particular areas, which hamstrung strategic flexibility and operational
mobility.
A third key reason the RVNAF clung to a rigid and inflexible territorial defense
posture was Thieu’s stubborn refusal to yield any ground held by the RVN and to defend
every inch of national territory already under government control. Although Saigon had
succeeded in advancing pacification and frustrating Hanoi’s attempts at land grabbing
during the first year of the “ceasefire,” the South Vietnamese president’s decision to
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maintain an unyielding grip on isolated areas and remote outposts proved to be much
more difficult the following year. “Thieu’s instructions forbade their evacuation,”
Cao Van Vien later wrote. “At all costs, they were to be defended and held.” While this
policy may have been politically beneficial, Vien recalled, it was not militarily sound. “It
was fairly easy for the enemy to concentrate a force five or six times greater than ours at
any remote place and with abundant firepower overwhelm an outpost at will,” he wrote.
“To attempt to hold all remote outposts, therefore, amounted to sacrificing a substantial
number of troops who could be employed effectively elsewhere

. . . maintenance of

these outposts, although costly, was thought of as visible proof of the extent of our
control. Besides, abandoning these outposts would be tantamount to turning over to the
enemy a sizable part of the national territory.”897 According to another former South
Vietnamese officer, Thieu rejected all proposals to abandon remote outposts because he
believed them “necessary to assure South Vietnamese control of the countryside.”898
Thieu’s decision to commit the RVNAF to defending all national territory reflected a
mindset that fused politico-military control of territory and the environment to issues of
national sovereignty and political legitimacy – two cornerstones that buttressed
pacification and the control war. “President Thieu’s policy of holding on to every inch of
national territory at all costs was consistent with South Vietnam’s anti-communist policy
and entirely responsive to the situation created by a standstill ceasefire,” Vien and
Khuyen wrote after the war. Because the communists could lay claim to any area lacking
a government presence, Thieu considered it “imperative to hold on to all outposts,
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hamlets, and district towns, especially those located in sparsely populated, outlying
corners or even in the heart of enemy base areas. All of these symbolized the RVN
national authority, and they concretely demonstrated . . . that our control extended to
these areas.” 899
Throughout 1974, Saigon maintained a defensive strategy founded on a policy of
“hold all and at all costs.” Moreover, it did so despite the increasingly powerful and
mobile posture of communist main forces and concomitant degradation of RVNAF
defense capabilities. When tied to the RVN’s personnel shortages and a ubiquitous
insurgent threat that incessantly harried and harassed ARVN and territorial forces in
nearly every district and every province in the country, Thieu’s fourth “No” – no
surrender of territory – proved disastrous. The fixed system of territorial defense imposed
on ARVN precluded any action by combat units aside from staying alert and qualitatively
reinforcing the defense forces already in waiting. Moreover, it rendered the RVNAF
incapable of meeting a concentrated enemy attack by overextending its ground forces and
by consuming manpower that could have been held in abeyance and used as a mobile
reserve to meet the increasingly potent communist threat.900
Interviews with a number of South Vietnamese military and civilian leaders
conducted after the war reveal a general consensus that the “no surrender of territory”
strategy employed by Thieu was a gross miscalculation in nearly all respects. To begin, it
stretched RVNAF dangerously thin by requiring combat units to defend territory virtually
everywhere in South Vietnam. Three years after the fall of Saigon, former ARVN officer
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Tran Van Don admitted that the RVN did not adopt a “correct military strategy” to deal
with what he called the “inexorable communist steamroller.” According to Don, “We
spread our forces too thin, trying to maintain a presence in and defend each province
town, an ambition clearly beyond our capability. Although by this time we had an armed
force of over one million men, such a method of defense did not have a chance for
success.”901 More than three decades later, another former ARVN officer, Nguyen Cong
Luan, confirmed Don’s analysis that Saigon’s preoccupation with maintaining an iron
grip on the national territory had seriously weakened the RVN’s strategic posture. “As far
as territorial security was concerned,” Luan wrote in 2012, “the ARVN high commands
deployed regular combat units to the fullest extent to control the population with little
reserve force. Those units were stretched thin and had to conduct operations to safeguard
the area when local regional force units failed to fight off the enemy. The regular forces
had little time to rest, and combat soldiers seldom got leave. That seriously affected their
spirits.”902 According to Luan, even the RVNAF’s elite units – Airborne, Marine, Ranger
– were tied to territorial defense and worn out through incessant fighting. The result, he
concluded was a complete loss of tactical and strategic mobility.
As discussed in Chapter 2, the communist strategy of forcing the RVNAF to
disperse and stretch itself thin in defense of territory and population was an intentional
tactic as well as a fundamental tenet of protracted warfare. As can be seen in any number
of directives, the objective was to incessantly attack Saigon’s military and administrative
forces in as many places as possible and force them to defend everywhere. “The enemy’s
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troops are limited,” COSVN declared in December 1968. “If they disperse troops and use
a major element to support their pacification teams according to their large-scale plan, the
contradictions between concentration and dispersion will become serious. Therefore, we
will have many advantages to wear down and annihilate [the] enemy’s potential.”903 The
following year COSVN Resolution 10 indicated that the advent of Vietnamization and
American withdrawal meant that the RVNAF would have to increasingly assume “all
combat burdens” at a time they were subject to “continuous attacks from different
directions” by communist guerrillas and political cadre. It was imperative, therefore, that
revolutionary forces sustain the attack against government forces in rural areas. “The
destruction of puppet forces, especially mobile forces and tyrannical puppet units in local
areas will be of particular significance in turning the tide of war in South Vietnam . . . in
our favor,” the resolution declared.904 Three years later, the objective of incessantly
attacking the RVNAF to stretch it out was still in effect. COSVN Directive 43, issued in
March 1972 in support of the Nguyen Hue Offensive contained the following passage: “If
cadres of the revolution can successfully force the government to defend large areas, it
will spread so thin that our forces will seize major victories.” The objective, the directive
declared, was to “create a state of perennial unrest in Saigon, province capitals, and
district towns [to] pin down government forces while our forces liberate the bulk of the
countryside.”905
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Territorial defense not only robbed the RVNAF of the necessary mobility to meet
NVA main force attacks when they arose, it spent all the available manpower in a manner
that left no strategic reserve. “The government has a few resources to respond to the
communist thrusts,” the New York Times noted in January 1975. “But with no real
strategic reserve, it is preoccupied with holding what it has; the communists, as the
attackers, have their pick of targets.”906 Postwar analyses have confirmed that the RVN’s
strategic position suffered greatly from the lack of a reserve force. According to
interviews with high-ranking South Vietnamese policymakers conducted after the war,
the RVNAF’s rigid territorial posture weakened its armed forces and produced “other
adverse military consequences.” Such an arrangement, the RAND Corporation argued,
had “led to a firm commitment of all available forces to the defense of their respective
areas so that these forces had no strategic mobility and ARVN had no strategic
reserves.”907 Vien and Khuyen agreed with this assessment. “Our strategic reserves were
not sufficient for South Vietnam’s extended defense posture in the face of an enemy who
held the offensive initiative,” they wrote after the war. “The RVNAF force structure
expansion and development programs failed to solve the problem of strategic reserves
which became even more critical after the redeployment of . . . U.S. combat divisions.
Our plans to release ARVN infantry divisions from territorial responsibilities were not
practically feasible.”908
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Historian Graham Cosmas has claimed that much of the blame for the RVNAF’s
inadequate force structure and lack of reserves lies with American policymakers and the
failure of Vietnamization. He contends that the continued use of ARVN for territorial
defense was a grave miscalculation that produced dire consequences. As just discussed,
Saigon’s ground forces lacked adequate mobile reserves because most of its infantry
divisions were tied to particular localities due to territorial defense obligations. Thus, they
lacked the type of forces necessary to counter concentrated attacks like those launched by
Hanoi in 1972 and 1975. During the 1972 Nguyen Hue Offensive, U.S. airpower was the
deciding factor that enabled the RVNAF to repel the communist invasion and emerge
victorious. The days of lavish tactical air support supplied by the Americans, however,
were over by January 1973. According to Cosmas, Nixon and Kissinger had urged the
Defense Department to take action on this issue during the summer of 1972. Secretary
Laird, however, backed by the Joint Chiefs, General Abrams, and General Fred C.
Weyand (Abrams’ successor as head of MACV), balked, stating that it would have been
impossible to drastically reorganize or expand RVNAF ground forces at that time. The
only course of action available, Laird maintained, was a “sequential and evolutionary
approach” that emphasized the continued improvement of territorial forces and gradual
steps towards freeing regular divisions from static security tasks. Cosmas argues that in
the end South Vietnamese ground forces could not cope with the large-scale conventional
invasion that toppled the Saigon government in 1975. Vietnamization, therefore, had
failed because it did not help RVNAF ground forces develop the defense capacity
necessary to defeat – alone and without the assistance of plentiful American airpower – a
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major conventional NVA ground assault aided by heavy mechanized and artillery
formations.909
The combination of an overextended RVNAF and the lack of military reserves
had a deleterious impact on the relative state of control over territory and population. In
October 1974, a Party Committee conference in Binh Dinh province declared that ARVN
had been forced to “deploy thinly to hold people and rural areas.” This, it was argued,
had created “many gaps in many rural areas” and left Saigon’s territorial forces and local
militia vulnerable to attack by communist guerrillas and local forces.910 North
Vietnamese general Hoang Van Thai confirmed this situation after the war. “The enemy
forces had been stretched out, were resisting passively, and no longer had mobile troops
to support pacification and encroachment,” he wrote. “Our liberated area was expanding
rapidly and was being further consolidated in all theaters, from Thi Thien and Military
Region 5 to eastern Nam Bo and the Mekong Delta. Our network of strategic and
campaign roads was becoming increasingly complete and had created an interdicting
status which directly threatened the enemy-controlled areas.”911 Thai’s assessment was
correct. By autumn 1974, Hanoi’s “strategic raids campaign” in Military Region 3, the
Central Highlands, and throughout the remote areas of Military Region 1 had exploited
the RVNAF’s overextended posture, expanded the insurgent state by capturing a number
of strategic outposts and districts, and established territorial platforms for launching
military offensives. As a result of these initiatives, the point of contact between the
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opposing forces was now directly adjacent to a large number of the country’s most
densely populated regions.912 The gravity of the situation was not lost in the United
States. As pointed out by the Los Angeles Times, communist units were occupying large
portions of ground that thousands of GIs had been sent to Southeast Asia to liberate. It
was estimated that communist forces controlled more territory inside of the RVN than
when the U.S. Marines first landed at Da Nang in March 1965. “American troops fought
and died during seven years of war in South Vietnam to win land from the communists,”
the paper stated despondently. “Now, two years after the last American attack, the major
battlefields . . . are almost exclusively occupied by Viet Cong and North Vietnamese
soldiers.” Among the battlefields that had come under communist occupation were Khe
Sanh, the Ia Drang Valley, and Hamburger Hill in the western portion of MR 1, and War
Zone C and the Iron Triangle just north of Saigon in MR 3.913
On December 14, 1974, communist forces launched an attack on Dong Xoai, a
distreict capital located in Phuoc Long province approximately 50 miles northeast of
Saigon. After a short respite in which COSVN and the Politburo waited in vain for a
vigorous military riposte by the RVNAF, revolutionary forces resumed the attack and
quickly captured the entire province.914 Although not forseen at the time, the capture of
Phuoc Long marked the beginning of the end for the RVN. By January 1975, The RVN’s
military position had deteriorated to an alarming degree. Having lost significant ground
in 1974 as a result of Hanoi’s strategic raids campaign along the northern and western
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frontier, and now an entire province within easy striking distance of Saigon, Thieu simply
had no choice but to go on defensive. “The RVNAF has been forced into an increasingly
defensive and reactive posture,” a December National Intelligence Estimate stated. “It is
likely that heavier combat would force the GVN to dilute further the strategy and tactics
that have stood it in good stead since the ceasefire.”915 The following month, observers in
the United States highlighted the exhaustion and weakened strategic position of the
nation’s former ally. “The strains on the Saigon government are beginning to show,” one
American newspaper reported. “The South Vietnamese army, according to most analysts,
is dangerously overextended and is almost bound to lose some of its more vulnerable
defensive positions in the months ahead.”916 According to the Director of the Defense
Intelligence Agency, Lieutenant General Daniel O. Graham, Saigon was now in a
position where it would likely have to abandon a number of positions in contested
territory if it retained any hope of defending the country’s vital population centers and
rice-growing regions. “The strategic and tactical advantage,” he declared, “has passed to
the communists in South Vietnam.”917 Six weeks later, Congressman Donald M. Fraser
of Minnesota informed President Gerald Ford that in addition to the losses in the main
force war, the communists had been making gains in the local control war as well thanks
to a resurgence of the insurgent political apparatus in the villages and hamlets. “I
received reliable reports that the VC infrastructure is coming back,” he reported in a
high-level cabinet meeting. “It is a smoldering fire.” Fraser went on to report that
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600,000 South Vietnamese citizens had recently come under communist control in one
month – a 10 percent overall shift in population control that doubled the total number of
people living under communist dominion.918
The final offensive of the war in Vietnam began on March 5 when communist
units launched an attack on Ban Me Thuot, the largest city in the Central Highlands
located in Darlac province. After Washington had failed to respond to the capture of
Phuoc Long in December, Le Duan and other high-ranking members in the Politburo had
determined that it was unlikely, although not impossible, that the United States would reintervene in the conflict should Hanoi continue to press the attack. With this in mind,
communist units cautiously initiated the attack on Ban Me Thuot and set in motion a
string of events that culminated in the fall of Saigon on April 30. As with the other largescale offensives of the war, planning for the spring campaign began months earlier. In
July and August 1974, COSVN and the Central Military Committee drew up separate
plans for a two-stage offensive that would culminate in the liberation of South Vietnam in
1976 or at the latest, early 1977. Although the timeline and scope of each plan differed,
they both shared two primary objectives for the first phase: 1) to inflict as much damage
as possible on the RVNAF; and 2) to expand and consolidate communist control over
population and territory in preparation for the final offensive that would begin in the fall
of 1975.919 The planned campaign also resembled earlier offensives with its emphasis on
destroying the Vietnamization-pacification strategy and on growing liberated areas and
the insurgent state inside of South Vietnam. “The enemy continues to implement the
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‘Vietnamization’ of the war and use ‘pacification’ as its primary strategic measure to
hold on to and expand its area of control, increase its strength, and weaken ours,”
declared one Party resolution.
We must defeat the strategy of the enemy in order to win over the people,
put the people in control, expand our areas, increase our strength in all
respects, and fundamentally change the balance of forces between the
enemy and ourselves, in order to overthrow the enemy. The defeat of the
enemy’s primary strategic measure will lead to [the] overthrow of the
enemy. That is the key objective, and it is the axis of the entire apparatus
of the life-and-death struggle between the enemy and ourselves in the new
phase.
The means to achieve these ends, the directive continued, was to initiate a “high tide” of
attacks and uprisings in rural areas, to coordinate local actions with main force NVA
operations, and to intensify the political struggle in urban areas. Together, they were
meant to achieve a single objective: to “annihilate the enemy and liberate each and every
area” in South Vietnam.920
In March and April, the communist offensive rapidly liberated large swaths of
territory throughout South Vietnam, even if it did not necessarily “annihilate” the
RVNAF on the battlefield. Although much of the success was attributable to careful
planning and the skill of the communist war machine, the offensive was helped along by
a string of poor strategic decisions by Thieu and a disorganized withdrawal from Military
Region 1 and the Central Highlands that quickly degenerated into a panic-stricken rout.
On March 14, one day after the fall of Ban Me Thuot, Thieu ordered the evacuation of all
remaining South Vietnamese forces from the northern provinces and Central Highlands.
According to the U.S. embassy in Vietnam, Thieu declared he could no longer defend
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every inch of the national territory in light of the deteriorating situation. “The president
said he could no longer fight what from a military standpoint had for the last two years
been a ‘stupid’ way to fight a war,” read a memo issued to the State Department on
March 20. “He had no choice but to give up territory or face the prospect of having his
own forces destroyed piece by piece, eventually producing a situation where because of
effort to defend every part of the country, he could no longer defend any of it.” Rather
than blame the situation on himself and the last of his “Four No’s” (no surrender of
territory), however, Thieu instead denounced the Paris Peace Accords and the provision
that had allowed Hanoi to leave nearly 200,000 NVA soldiers inside South Vietnam.
According to a telegram sent to the U.S. Department of State, “The president returned to
the theme that until now the RVN had fought a war based on the premises of the Paris
Agreement,” the embassy’s telegram read. “This premise had made for a stupid war
militarily, with scattered units on the government’s side trying to defend every piece of
territory.”921
By March 24, communist forces had “liberated” Kontum, Pleiku, and Darlac
provinces – nearly the entire Central Highlands. The ancient imperial city of Hue fell on
March 25, followed four days later by Da Nang. Once Hue had been taken, Le Duan and
other high-ranking leaders determined that the time had come to rapidly accelerate the
timetable for total victory. Over the next several weeks, communist forces continued to
advance, mopping up pockets of enemy resistance in South Vietnam’s northern and
central provinces and inching closer toward Saigon. It was then that a desperate Thieu
made a last-minute appeal to the United States for assistance. Congress rebuffed his plea.
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Rather than supply additional funds or provide air support, American policymakers
instead made preparations to evacuate those U.S. personnel still in South Vietnam along
with select Vietnamese who were closely identified with the Saigon regime.922 On March
30, communist forces captured Qui Nhon, the provincial capital of Binh Dinh province
and the fourth largest city in South Vietnam. By then more than half of the country’s
territory had come under communist control. Hanoi and the PRG stood on the verge of a
complete victory. The final act of what the Vietnamese communists would later call “our
great spring victory” came on April 30, when NVA forces rolled into Saigon and took
possession of the capital. By then, president Thieu had resigned and the last remaining
Americans and South Vietnamese climbed frantically onto the rooftop of the American
embassy in Saigon for evacuation by helicopter. After providing more than twenty years
of support – material, financial, and spiritual – to the fledgling South Vietnamese
republic, the United States had thrown in the towel. Rather than re-intervene and attempt
to save the nation it had shed so much blood and treasure to preserve, America was
instead rowing away in the last lifeboat from a sinking ship of state, one that was rapidly
descending below the waterline and would soon disappear forever. The war in South
Vietnam was over.
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CHAPTER TEN
A WAR OF JIG-SAW PATTERN: A GEOGRAPHHY OF THE CONTROL WAR
IN SOUTH VIETNAM, 1968-1975

This chapter provides a visual corollary that explores the spatial aspects of the
control war in South Vietnam and reinforces many of the work’s primary arguments
using a combination of historical analysis and political / geographical maps and other
graphics. The purpose is to highlight the evolutionary and spatially complex nature of the
control war in South Vietnam and to support the argument that South Vietnam had lost
the war because it failed to achieve credible or sustainable territorial security in the years
following the 1968 Tet Offensive. Although pacification had achieved unprecedented
success beginning in November 1968, the territorial and spatial obligations placed upon
the Saigon government to hold and defend national territory were unattainable given the
sustained presence of communist base areas, insurgent-controlled villages and hamlets,
and other forms of revolutionary space that existed within South Vietnam’s borders.
Mapping a “War Without Fronts”
During China’s “War of Resistance” against Japan, Mao Tse-tung observed that
revolutionary guerrilla warfare produced a highly fragmented and irregular spatial
configuration. The resistance against Japanese occupation, he claimed in 1938,
constituted a war of “interlocking jig-saw pattern.” Mao’s description was appropriate.
As can be seen below, communist base areas were interspersed throughout Japaneseoccupied territory.923
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Figure 11. Chinese Communist Base Areas, August 1945.

Mao’s theory of revolutionary warfare depended on the development of guerrilla
warfare behind enemy lines and the establishment of a network of guerrilla bases
throughout enemy territory. The purpose of these two elements, Mao argued, was to
“dominate the spaces” – i.e. to geographically grow guerrilla territory while shrinking
areas occupied by the enemy. Base areas played an essential role in an anti-occupation
resistance war because they transformed the enemy’s “rear” into a fighting “front” and
forced him to fight ceaselessly throughout the territory he controlled.924 Moreover, they
preserved guerrilla forces while simultaneously overextending and exhausting the enemy
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through incessant attack and harassment at multiple geographic points. These techniques,
history has shown, were the fundamental tenets of revolutionary guerrilla war. As Robert
Taber famously noted in 1965, “Analogically, the guerrilla fights the war of the flea, and
his military enemy suffers the dog’s disadvantages: too much to defend; too small,
ubiquitous, and agile an enemy to come to grips with. If the war continues long enough . .
. the dog succumbs to exhaustion and anemia without ever having found anything on
which to close his jaws or to rake with his claws.”925 Base areas and guerrilla-controlled
territory formed the foundation on which the “war of the flea” operated; they provided
the means by which guerrillas exploited the “dog’s disadvantages” and exhausted their
enemies through incessant attack along innumerable geographical points. This held true
both for Mao and for those that adhered to his theory of revolutionary guerrilla war in the
decades that followed.
During the 1950s and 1960s Vietnamese revolutionaries faithfully adhered to the
Maoist model of building base areas and developing guerrilla warfare throughout enemyoccupied areas. The combination of these two elements had produced, much as they had
done in China in the 1930s, conflicting zones of control along with a contested area.
“There appeared on the battlefronts,” Vo Nguyen Giap stated “the situation of free zones
interlacing with enemy-controlled areas, intersecting and encircling one another.”926
Figure 2 illustrates this point and shows that the unique spatial configuration first
produced during the Chinese war of resistance against Japan was replicated in Southeast
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Asia. “Our army and militia forces fight the enemy everywhere, sometimes in his rear,
sometimes right in his midst,” Truong Chinh wrote in 1947 as the Viet Minh sought
national liberation against the French.927 After the fall of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Giap
had made an identical assessment. “We . . . advocated the wide development of guerrilla
warfare, transforming the [French] rear into our front line,” he recalled.
Our units operated in small pockets, with independent companies
penetrating deeply into the enemy-controlled zone to launch guerrilla
warfare, establish bases and protect local people’s power. . . . We
gradually formed a network of guerrilla bases. On the map showing the
theater of operations, besides the free zone, ‘red zones,’ which ceaselessly
spread and multiplied, began to appear right in the heart of the occupied
areas. The soil of the fatherland was being freed inch by inch right in the
enemy’s areas.928
Giap’s description of the spatial pattern produced during the Franco-Vietminh war
reveals that the presence of base areas and the development of guerrilla warfare
throughout enemy-occupied territory had in fact shaped the political and military
environment of Vietnam in ways that resembled the interlocking pieces of a jig-saw
puzzle. In contrast to Mao’s conception, however, Vietnamese communists described
enclaves under their control as spots on a leopard rather than pieces in a puzzle. The
spatial formation created by pockets of communist control in Southeast Asia, therefore,
was referred to as a “leopard spot” or “leopard skin” configuration.
The unique fragmentation of the battlefield and intermixture of oppositional zones
of control in South Vietnam prompted many to characterize the fighting, along with other
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revolutionary guerrilla conflicts, as a “war without fronts.” Mao himself noted in 1936,
“In a revolutionary civil war, there cannot be fixed battle lines . . . relatively fixed battle
lines are often to be found in the general run of war.”929 A decade later, Chinh claimed
that the “interlocking and disorderly” nature of the Viet Minh struggle against the French
made it “a war without battle fronts.”930 According to Giap, “there was no clearly defined
front” in the war against the French. “It was wherever the enemy was. The front was
nowhere, it was everywhere.”931 Thomas C. Thayer, an American intelligence analyst and
Director of the Southeast Asia Intelligence Division during the Second Indochina War,
made a similar assessment. “The Vietnam wars,” he wrote, “were highly atomized
struggles to influence the population in hundreds of different districts and there were no
front lines as we know them.”932
The Vietnamese communists metaphorically characterized the fragmented space
and interspersed zones of control produced by irregular war as an “interlocking comb
teeth position.” This unique spatial configuration was more than a product of communist
base areas and the development of guerrilla warfare behind enemy lines, however. It was
also an artifact of the unique and complex operational matrix used by the Vietnamese
communists during the First and Second Indochina Wars. Both were “hybrid” wars – i.e.
conflicts that involved a complex and transmuting mixture of conventional forces,
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guerrillas, and clandestine political cadre working in tandem. As a result, they were everevolving conflicts fought by a variety of forces of different size and composition; each
applying a multitude of tactics at different times and in different regions.933 William
Westmoreland’s onetime deputy, Philip B. Davidson, labelled this phenomenon, as it was
applied by the communists in South Vietnam, a “mosaic war.” This was because the
Second Indochina War witnessed an incessant series of back-and-forth strategic and
tactical shifts between Mao’s three phases of protracted war along with an almost infinite
variety in the mixture and emphasis of military and / or political means. At any given
time, the war in one area of South Vietnam could have been in the third phase
conventional war involving communist and allied main force units. In another it could
have been in the first phase, marked predominantly by low-level insurgency and political
struggle at the local level. Meanwhile in yet another area, the war could have resembled
stage two, which involved a mid-level mixture of conventional war and guerrilla warfare.
“There were forty-four provinces in South Vietnam,” Maxwell Taylor wrote in 1972,
“and the situation in one province was quite different from its neighbors. Thus two
reliable and conscientious observers in two different provinces could file completely
contradictory reports and both be right.”934
The mercurial and exceedingly fluid nature of the war in South Vietnam
fragmented the battlespace and created a unique patchwork quilt of territorial control and
spatial contestation. This type of situation made measurement and assessment of the
Vietnam War extremely difficult, both for contemporary analysts and for historians. Sir
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Robert Thompson, a British officer turned counterinsurgency expert and informal advisor
to the Nixon administration, could attest to this. Although Thompson did not fully
embrace the idea that the conflict in Vietnam was a war without fronts, particularly at the
local level, he did believe that efforts to assess the war or determine front lines at the
national level were an exercise in futility. “It was terribly difficult … to be in
Washington, or even … in Saigon, and think in terms of who controlled what. Was this
ours or was it the Viet Cong’s? Most people gave up and just said, ‘There are no front
lines.’ That is not entirely true. When you went down to districts, everyone knew where
the front lines were, and who controlled what. What you could not do was to put it on a
nation map, at least not in any way that made any sense.”935
Henry Kissinger made a similar assessment in 1969. In his estimation,
conventional conceptions of security – which provided neatly divided, clearly demarcated
zones of control along three categories (friendly, enemy, and contested) – were a poor
representation of the genuine state of the control war in South Vietnam. In fact they had
“little in common” with the experiences of Vietnamese villagers at the local level. The
actual situation on the ground, he claimed, something that was not captured by
intelligence briefings that used macro-level analyses, was quite different. Real levels of
control at the village or district level were not readily distinguishable or clearly
demarcated; they were much more nuanced. A “realistic” security map, Kissinger argued,
would not show neatly compartmentalized areas of exclusive jurisdiction, but rather large
areas of interspersed or “mixed” control. “The pervasive experience of the Vietnamese
villager was the ubiquitousness of both sides,” he wrote. “The typical pattern in Vietnam
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has been dual control, with the villagers complying with whatever force was dominant
during a particular part of the day.”936 Thompson and Kissinger were both correct.
Accurate measurements of the levels of communist and allied control over territory and
population were exceedingly difficult at the national level. This, as many have pointed
out, made assessing the war in Vietnam much more challenging than in other conflicts.
Historian Gregory Daddis has shown that American efforts to adequately quantify
and assess what was happening on the ground in Vietnam proved to be an extremely
difficult, if not impossible, undertaking. In his work No Sure Victory: Measuring U.S.
Army Effectiveness and Progress in the Vietnam War, Daddis begins his discussion with
a brief analysis of the June 1944 Allied cross-channel invasion of France in order to
illustrate how analysts could easily measure progress in conventional conflicts such as
World War II using orthodox conflict metrics such as the number of infantry divisions
safely ashore, the number of enemy troops killed or captured, and the amount of ground
taken by Allied forces. “American commanders considered their troops effective,” he
wrote, “because they were making progress in capturing territory and killing the enemy,
both of which led to ultimate victory.”937 Thayer’s seminal work on American efforts to
analyze the war in Southeast Asia, War Without Fronts: The American Experience in
Vietnam, makes a similar argument. Thayer was among the first to recognize that there
was a fundamental difference in how conventional and revolutionary guerrilla wars like
Vietnam were measured and evaluated.
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Figure 12. Allied Breakout in Normandy, August 1944.

“In a conventional war, like the two World Wars and Korea,” Thayer argued, “a
commander needs only two items to monitor his progress. First, he has to know where the
front is and which way it is moving. Second, he needs to know the strengths of friendly
and enemy forces. If friendly forces are stronger than enemy forces and are pushing the
enemy back, then friendly forces are winning and the front can be seen on a map to have
moved in the enemy’s direction.”938
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Like every other aspect of the war in Southeast Asia, measuring the struggle for
control of the civilian environment was highly problematic. As previously noted,
revolutionary guerrilla wars fragmented the battlefield and generated interspersed zones
of control; something that conventional war did not. As Daddis argues, the experience of
quantifying and assessing military progress and wartime developments in World War II
had done little to prepare U.S. officials for the analytical challenges that awaited them in
Southeast Asia:
When the United States Regular Army and Marine force arrived in the
Republic of South Vietnam in 1965, they confronted a war in which useful
metrics for success or failure were not readily identifiable. With a
ubiquitous enemy and no clearly defined front lines, U.S. soldiers and
commanders struggled to devise substitutes for gauging progress and
effectiveness. Their conventional World War II experiences offered few
useful perspectives. Occupying terrain no longer indicated military
success. The political context of fighting an insurgency complicated the
process of counting destroyed enemy units or determining if hamlets and
villages were secured or pacified. In short, the metrics for assessing
progress and effectiveness in World War II no longer sufficed for
counterinsurgency operations.939
William Westmoreland, in his final report as Commander, U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam, presented some firsthand perspective concerning the
problematical nature of irregular war assessment. “The aspects of pacification most easy
to measure,” he wrote, “are often not the crucial aspects – and conversely, the less
tangible aspects are not easy to perceive, let alone measure.” 940 The maps presented here
underscore the verity of Westmoreland’s claims.
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Figure 13. Political Map, Military Region 4.
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Figure 13 shows a traditional political map of MR 4, also known as the Mekong
Delta. With minimal geographic information and absolutely no accompanying political or
military data, this map shows the de jure territorial disposition of the nation and gives the
false impression that the territory of the Republic of Vietnam was politically and
militarily inviolate. This, however, was not the case. Figure 14 shows the same region
with indicating data taken from the Hamlet Evaluation System (HES), a computerassisted information management system used to measure and evaluate pacification and
insurgency in South Vietnam. As we can see, the HES map provides a de facto territorial
snapshot as it existed in May 1968. In sharp contrast to the traditional political map in
Figure 3, this view shows the fragmented politico-military situation that existed in the
Mekong Delta following the Tet Offensive. Each letter within the HES map indicates a
hamlet that is influenced or controlled by either insurgents or the government.941 “A” &
“B” rated hamlets (in black) were subject to either predominant or total government
control with little insurgent presence or activity. “D” & “E” rated hamlets (in green)
experienced minimal if any government presence and were subject to high levels of
insurgent influence and activity. “V” rated hamlets (in red) were under total insurgent
control. These hamlets had no government presence and were completely administered
by communist guerrillas and political cadre. “C” rated hamlets (in blue) endured varying
degrees of control by both sides. Oddly enough, South Vietnamese and American
analysts deliberately chose to place “C” hamlets on the “A-B” or “government
controlled” side of the ledger when assessing levels of control, thus interpreting the
politico-military situation as much better than it actually was.
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Figure 14. HES Map, Military Region 4, May 1968.
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Figure 15. VSSG Control Map, Military Region 4, September 1972.
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Figure 15 also shows IV CTZ but with a new set of metrics first introduced in
1969. Closely related to the HES map, this chart illustrates the politico-military situation
in September 1972 using a “control indicator” established by the Vietnam Special Studies
Group (VSSG). Like the HES map, the VSSG Control Map used color coding to indicate
levels of insurgent or government control. Dark blue areas (the equivalent of HES “A” &
“B” hamlets) indicate areas of total or near total government control. Light blue areas
(HES “C”) were contested and subject to some degree of influence – although not control
– by both sides. Analysts determined these areas were leaning toward government
control. Light red areas (HES “D”) were also contested but designated to be leaning
towards insurgent control. Finally, dark red areas (HES “E” & “V”) indicate areas that
were under near-total or total insurgent control. This map also shows unpopulated and
sparsely populated areas under the influence of communist military units, as well as
communist base areas (numbered polygons). The RVN’s other three military regions can
be seen in the maps contained in Chapter Eight.
As the VSSG control maps illustrate, rather than produce clearly demarcated and
well defined spatial divisions like those found in conventional wars, the control war in
Vietnam generated a series of messy patchworks and nebulous territorial boundaries that
defied easy definition. The interlaced deployment of friendly and enemy forces, rather
than divide the battlespace neatly into two opposing linear fronts, mixed allied and
communist forces together, thus forming fragmented, irregular, and interspersed patterns
of control. According to one South Vietnamese general, “it was almost impossible to
determine what area was under whose control . . . this was especially true of contested
areas to which both laid claim but in which neither side had a permanent military
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presence.”
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American journalist Arnold Isaacs argued that attempts to identify

combatant zones of control was like asking someone to distinguish “the whites and yokes
in a dish of scrambled eggs.”943 The landscape of South Vietnam, another American
journalist observed, did not look “so much like Viet Cong islands in a Saigon lake, nor
like Saigon islands in a communist lake but rather like marshland – with land and water
pretty much indistinguishable and fluctuating with the tides and storms.”944
A Kaleidoscopic War
As previously discussed, the hybrid nature of the war in South Vietnam included a
complex mixture of conventional war, guerrilla operations, and political competition at
the local level. This, along with the extensive use of communist base areas, the
development of guerrilla warfare throughout government-controlled territory, and the
irregular fragmentation of the military and political landscape, is what prompted Philip
Davidson to characterize the conflict as a “mosaic” war. This imagery, while useful, does
not adequately capture the fluidity of the war in South Vietnam, however, or its ceaseless
alterations of the political and military situation at every level of the conflict. Mosaics
tend to be subject oriented, fixed, and orderly. Kaleidoscopes, on the other hand, produce
patterns that are nonfigurative, fluid, and unmethodical. “Kaleidoscopic,” therefore, is a
more appropriate description for the war’s highly complex nature because it adequately
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captures the fluctuating and evolutionary nature of the conflict in South Vietnam as well
as the constant shifts that took place at the village, district, and provincial levels. This
aspect of the control war in Vietnam can be seen in the three HES maps found below.
Figure 16 shows the politico-military situation in MR 1 and Kontum, Pleiku, and Binh
Dinh Provinces in May 1968; Figure 17 shows the situation in May 1971; and Figure 18
shows the situation in May 1972.
Much like the metamorphosing images produced by a kaleidoscope, these
snapshots of the shifting political and military situation underscore the argument made
here that the war in Vietnam was more “kaleidoscopic” than “mosaic” in nature because
it was an ever-evolving conflict in which the political, military, and strategic landscape
shifted, altered form, and produced irregular patterns that mutated over time and in
response to changing circumstances.
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Figure 16. HES Map, Military Region 1 and Kontum, Pleiku, and Binh Dinh
Provinces, May 1968.
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Figure 17. HES Map, Military Region 1 and Kontum, Pleiku, and Binh Dinh
Provinces, May 1971.
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Figure 18. HES Map, Military Region 1 and Kontum, Pleiku, and Binh Dinh
Provinces, May 1972.
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Historian Lewis Sorley has argued that the United States and the Republic of
Vietnam had achieved “victory” in Southeast Asia by 1971, largely due to a successful
pacification program that had – after years of failure and setback – achieved spectacular
success following the Tet Offensive. Sorley states “the fighting wasn’t over . . . but the
war was won. This achievement can probably best be dated in late 1970 . . . by then the
South Vietnamese countryside had been widely pacified. . . . The successful pacification
program, one repeatedly cited in enemy communications as a threat that had to be
countered, was extending not only security but also elected government, trained hamlet
and village officials, and economic gains to most of the population.”
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alone in his assessment. Others, including key participants in the program, agree that
pacification had achieved its purpose during the final four years of American
participation. William Colby, who between 1968 and 1971 served as the director of Civil
Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS), also believed that
pacification had achieved victory in Vietnam. He argued that by late 1970 the war for
control of the Vietnamese countryside “essentially had been won.”
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Although it cannot be denied that pacification had indeed achieved impressive
gains in the months and years following the 1968 Tet Offensive, claims that the program
had achieved “victory” in South Vietnam seem dubious given the highly fragmented
politico-military situation that existed during the war. As the above VSSG maps
illustrate, national territorial integrity and area security were fatally compromised
throughout the countryside by a landscape honeycombed with enemy territory and spaces
that were either influenced or outright controlled by communist military forces and
political cadre. Recognizing the dangers of such a situation, one South Vietnamese
district chief lamented that, “as long as there are areas under VC control no hamlet in
Vietnam is completely safe.”948 MIT professor Ithiel de Sola Pool agreed. “In the
checkerboard pattern of control that has existed,” he explained in 1968, “no government
hamlet could be fully secured while there were VC hamlets three or four miles away.
Thus while we concentrate effort on areas with a substantial block of government
population, still their neighboring VC centers have to be pacified too.”949 The “leopard
skin spots” left by multitudinous pockets of communist control, noted South Vietnamese
general Nguyen Duy Hinh, “were just so many knives thrust at the nation’s back.”950
Allied policymakers understood that the fragmentation of space, a state of mixed
control, and the presence of communist “leopard spots” meant a continuation rather than
an end to hostilities. “If there existed a front line with unchallenged control behind it, as
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in Korea,” Kissinger declared in 1969, “the solution would be traditional and relatively
simple: the two sides could stop shooting at each other and the ceasefire line could follow
the front line. But there are no front lines in Vietnam; control . . . depends on who has
forces in a given area and on the time of day. If a ceasefire permits the government to
move without challenge, day or night, it will amount to a Saigon victory. If Saigon is
prevented from entering certain areas, its means in effect partition which . . . tends
towards permanency . . . the pattern would be a crazy quilt, with enclaves of conflicting
loyalties all over the country.”951 They also knew such a situation was politically
unacceptable. Thieu feared mixed control would undermine national sovereignty and
Saigon’s political legitimacy by establishing a de facto communist state within the
geographical borders of South Vietnam. “A leopard-skin solution,” he lamented, “would
mean the communists control certain areas by themselves, including political
organization, with their own flags, their own military organization, their own government
– tiny communist nations situated in [South] Vietnam.”952 Although American officials
(including Kissinger who later reversed his reservations concerning the permanent
“partition” of the RVN into opposing zones of control) had repeatedly tried to assuage
such fears by assuring the Saigon regime that areas under communist domination were
not only relatively small but located predominantly in the remote and sparsely populated
regions, Thieu and other officials continued to fear communist leopard spots as a
“cancer” that would grow and metastasize through sustained guerrilla activity, political
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struggle, and accommodation between the population and insurgents at the local level.953
Many feared the scenario posited by Thieu would amount to a “third Vietnam” – i.e. a
situation whereby zones of communist control were not only delineated but legitimated
through the establishment of a communist capital and formal recognition by the
international community that the Provisional Revolutionary Government had the legal
right to exercise authority in those areas of South Vietnam that were under communist
control. Such a condition, needless to say, was fiercely rejected by the RVN. “A third
Vietnam . . . is more than we can afford to give,” said one Saigon official. “We dread
it.”954
As it turned out, a “third Vietnam” was in fact created and maintained after the
1972 Nguyen Hue Offensive had secured a North Vietnamese base of operations within
the geographical confines of South Vietnam. The Paris Peace Accords sanctified this
situation; and as a result, it perpetuated rather than ended the war. According to Hinh, the
1973 Agreement was much more problematic for the Saigon regime than the 1954
Geneva Accord because it created a “standstill modus vivendi,” one that was not only
immensely messy and complicated, but that stimulated rather than repressed the chances
of armed conflict. Rather than provided for two well-defined regrouping areas and a
reasonable period of time for troop withdrawals like Geneva, the Paris Agreement instead
established a situation in which enemy and friendly zones of control were interspersed.
Hinh denounced the territorial control situation agreed upon in Paris. It was, he argued,
“a fuzzy mess” at best. “How could the contending adversaries arrive at a satisfactory
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agreement as to where one’s control was supposed to extend if they both claimed the
same areas,” he asked. “The standstill idea was the basis for the land grab that occurred
before, during, and after the ceasefire, with both sides resorting to mutual denunciation.
The territorial problem proved to be the thorniest of the problems and probably could
never be settled.” Hinh was correct, a standstill ceasefire simply did not work in a war
without frontlines. This is because it created a situation “where troops of both sides could
be everywhere and nowhere at any given time and where the adversaries had built up so
great a hatred for each other. It was understandable that either side would want to settle
for no less than a bigger piece of the pie than the other.”955
The Paris agreement also gave the DRV a favorable set of conditions for
continuing its efforts to conquer the RVN through force. After the agreement was signed,
the network of base areas that had been established along South Vietnam’s western
border adjacent to Laos and Cambodia in 1972 was transformed into a logistical complex
that included a newly constructed road system, a number of airfields, and an extended
petroleum pipeline. As noted by American officials in 1974, the development of these
facilities greatly enhanced Hanoi’s ability to launch conventional attacks. “Because they
are located in inaccessible areas of the interior and are well defended by anti-aircraft
units,” read a report generated for the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, “the new
North Vietnamese installations are relatively secure from government attack. Their
overall effect is to diminish significantly the logistical advantage which the South
enjoyed in the past and to give the North Vietnamese a capability to move and mass
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troops in a manner hitherto impossible for them.”956 This diagnosis was prescient; in line
with communist strategy, these base areas later served as both a marshalling area and a
springboard for main force units as they launched the final offensive of the war in the
spring of 1975.
The Vietnamese communists’ ability to maintain and expand a military and
political foothold in South Vietnam, as it turned out, was a decisive factor in communist
victory in Southeast Asia. According to the official history of the People’s Army of
Vietnam the vast network of liberated zones and local base areas largely untouched by
pacification played a significant role in cementing the communists’ road to power in
Vietnam:
The intermingling of our areas within enemy-controlled areas throughout
South Vietnam gave our troops solid footholds for their operations.
Without operations conducted by local armed forces, without civilians
supporting our forces and fighting beside them there would have been no
rear base areas, and without those bases our military units would not have
been able to maintain firm footholds, conduct protracted operations, and
continually grow in strength. Thanks to those local bases, the vast
liberated zones in South Vietnam, and the immediate rear areas, our army
was able to build and consolidate itself after every battle, after every
campaign, and was able to continuously prepare for new battles and new
campaigns.957
As this analysis indicates, Hanoi and the National Liberation Front were able to maintain
the insurgent state and control key strategic areas in South Vietnam. Over time, control of
key territory inside of the RVN not only helped shift the balance of forces in the

956

Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Vietnam: 1974 (Washington D.C.: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1974), 7.
957

The Military History Institute of Vietnam, Victory in Vietnam: The Official History of the
People’s Army of Vietnam, 1954-1975 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002), 444-445.

488

communists favor, it enabled Hanoi to achieve total victory in Vietnam in April 1975 visà-vis a conventional coup de main launched from outside the country.
Whether or not pacification could have won the war in South Vietnam, as some
revisionist historians have suggested, were it implemented more vigorously earlier on or
had the United States sustained economic and military aid to the RVN in 1974 and 1975
will never be known. One thing that is certain, however, is that it did not achieve its
purpose. Although pacification achieved unprecedented success between 1968 and 1972,
the program ultimately failed to expel communist forces from South Vietnam, destroy the
insurgent anti-state, or blunt the insurgency’s capacity to metastasize and expand
influence and control over land and population. When paired with the Paris Agreement’s
fateful provision that allowed North Vietnamese military forces to remain in South
Vietnam, Saigon’s inability to crush the insurgency fatally undermined its ability to
control and defend the national territory. Faced with a situation in which it was forced to
defend a sizeable geographical region, with diminishing military resources and without
American combat assistance, the RVN and its armed forces simply did not have the
manpower or resources to fulfill the nation’s immense territorial defense obligations. In
the end, the ability of Hanoi and the National Liberation Front to claim space and retain
control over territory south of the 17th parallel proved a Trojan horse in South Vietnam.
Had the allies implemented counterinsurgency earlier or had the United States sustained a
program of robust military and economic aid for the RVN after 1974, history may have
proven Sorley, Colby, and Palmer correct. History as it actually happened, however,
produced a reality much different from the revisionist narrative. The RVN and its
American ally lost the war in Vietnam because they failed to provide meaningful and
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sustainable national territorial security. In the end, pacification had not produced a “lost
victory” but rather defeat in the control war and a loss in the contest to control the
environment of South Vietnam.
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CONCLUSION

The Second Indochina War was shaped and in large part determined by spatial
and environmental factors. Geography and the environment, including both the natural
and the manmade world, were a central and decisive factor in the conflict that divided
Vietnam for more than three decades. Rather than just a setting or backdrop for war, the
landscape had become both the locus and medium of military and political conflict in
South Vietnam thanks to decolonization, the advent of “people’s” wars of national
liberation, and the bitter Cold War contest to control and influence a largely agrarian
peasant society. The highly ideological and revolutionary nature of the war in Southeast
Asia made it a zero-sum contest in which the overall objective was to seize political
power, exercise absolute authority, and achieve a new society, one that would bury
Vietnam’s colonial past and usher in a brave new world marked by independence,
national sovereignty, and economic prosperity. Creating a new social and political order
first meant seizing control of territory and population and establishing political suzerainty
over the places where the people and the land converged; an area Bernard Fall aptly
coined the “civilian environment.” The means to achieve these ends were revolutionary
warfare and pacification – two politico-military processes that pursued the same goals
despite possessing countervailing purposes.
In the years that followed the 1968 communist General Offensive and General
Uprising, or Tet Mau Than, both sides worked to control the territory and population of
the RVN. The objective was not, as it is often characterized, “winning hearts and minds”
or gaining the love and affection of the populace. As one American advisor put it, both
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sides strove to “get control of the people first and teach them to love us later.”958 This
perception was widely shared by observers as well as participants. “The Vietnam war has
never been a popular contest,” declared an American journalist. “Control has always been
a much more important factor than popularity.”959 The reality behind these statements
explains the methods used in the Second Indochina War. Communist revolutionary
warfare and pacification both were hybrid systems specifically designed to establish and
grow political authority over land and people via an assortment of military and political
means. Control was central to this process. It also explains why – despite all of the happy
talk about constructing a new society built on peace, prosperity, and social justice – the
communists and the RVN regularly resorted to violence and coercion to advance their
brand of revolution. Both sides earnestly desired to improve Vietnamese society and
construct a vibrant, independent nation. Nonetheless, they understood that political
domination could not be achieved through peaceful political competition. Given the
highly ideological nature of the war in Southeast Asia and the incompatible visions
advanced by Hanoi and Saigon, issues of legitimate authority and the right to rule simply
could not be settled through nonviolent means. Military force and other forms of coercion
seemed the surest methods for laying the foundations of political power in South
Vietnam: population and territorial control.
Establishing and maintaining dominion over the civilian environment became the
defining issue of the war between 1968 and 1975, as both the communist insurgency and
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the South Vietnamese government worked feverishly to shrink areas under enemy
occupation and expand their own spheres of political and military dominance. The war
for control not only shaped events on the ground and the trajectory of the war during this
period, it also profoundly impacted diplomatic efforts. Negotiations, in turn, influenced
events inside of the RVN. In this way, the control war and the Paris Peace Talks shared a
symbiotic relationship. On the one hand, the level of control each side held over physical
and human geography directly influenced the progress of the ongoing peace talks in
Paris. The willingness or unwillingness of each side to make concessions and / or agree to
a settlement depended on the amount of territory and population they controlled. On the
other hand, the issues that dominated the negotiations: a brokered settlement, in-place
ceasefire, and postwar territorial accommodation based on the disposition of forces and
areas of occupation, spurred efforts to maximize control over territory and population
before a deal was reached, one that that would have ended hostilities, frozen opposing
political and military forces in place, and apportioned political and administrative rights
over occupied territory after the armistice went into effect. Conventional wisdom has
largely credited the communists for using the technique of fighting while negotiating
during this phase of the war. The reality, however, is that both sides employed a “talkfight” strategy that wed force and diplomacy in the years after Tet Mau Than.
The outcome of the war was also largely determined by the battle for control.
Although there were a host of issues that shaped the conflict and influenced the balance
of forces at this time, particularly Vietnamization and the level of aid Hanoi and Saigon
received from their superpower sponsors, it was the ability of each side to effectively
control territory and population that decided the contest. The control war did not take
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place in a vacuum; it was highly contingent upon other military and political factors,
including the main force war, diplomacy, American support, and outside military and
economic aid. Yet the war in South Vietnam was ultimately won / lost within the realm
of territorial conflict and spatial contestation.
The RVN and the United States were the losers in this struggle. Despite the fact
that pacification had expanded government authority to unprecedented levels after Tet
Mau Than (the portion of the overall population living in “relatively secure” areas had
been close to 90 percent or better during this period), the program failed to eliminate
liberated areas or exorcise the communist presence from South Vietnam. Coupled with
the withdrawal of American combat forces, diminishing economic / military aid from
Washington, and the need to maintain a high level of military preparedness vis-à-vis a
conventional military invasion by an increasingly muscular and modern North
Vietnamese Army, the RVN’s inability to destroy the communist insurgency after 1968,
along with its decision to apply a rapid but thin method of pacification, proved disastrous.
To begin with, the RVNAF was compelled to defend nearly every inch of national
territory against an enemy that threatened the government throughout the length and
breadth of South Vietnam. The insurgency, while decimated in the 1968 and 1969
general offensives, had managed to survive the crushing blows of allied military efforts
thanks to the durability of its political infrastructure and the infusion of NVA personnel
into dangerously depleted units. Perhaps most importantly, the insurgency had endured
because of the presence of conventional communist forces – divisions, battalions, and
regiments – both inside and outside the country. Without NLF / NVA main force units
and the constellation of base areas that supported them throughout South Vietnam Laos,
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and Cambodia, local insurgents would likely not have survived. The hybrid conventionalguerrilla approach employed by Hanoi and the NLF had allowed revolutionary forces to
maintain a presence in nearly every village and in every hamlet throughout South
Vietnam after 1968.
The permanent addition of nearly 125,000 NVA regulars as a result of the 1972
Nguyen Hue Offensive placed further strains on the RVNAF in subsequent years. Faced
with a large conventional military threat now residing in the northern and western
portions of the country, and a guerrilla presence nearly everywhere else, the RVN simply
had no choice but to maintain an expansive – and ultimately exhausting – garrison state.
The immense size and scope of the RVN’s strategic posture consumed all of the nation’s
available military manpower and forced Saigon to maintain a rigid system of territorial
security based on the static defense of specific regions. This combination of limited
human capital and vast geographical obligations not only left the RVN with no strategic
reserve, it stretched the RVNAF dangerously thin. The pacification program’s objective
of near-total control of territory and population, along with President Thieu’s insistence
that every inch of South Vietnam be held at all costs, proved impossible to achieve.
According to North Vietnamese general Tran Van Tra, Thieu’s orders to defend
“everywhere,” along with his stubborn refusal to surrender a single village or hamlet to
insurgent forces, was a “stupid strategic line” that brought ruin to Saigon and its military
forces in 1975. “The tendency of defeat for the U.S.-puppets and victory for us in the
war, which began with the 1973-1974 dry season and ended with the total defeat of the
enemy,” Tra declared, “had its origins in an erroneous strategy that was pursued from the
beginning by the Americans and puppets: the strategy of defending all parts of the
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country [and] spreading troops thinly to prevent the ‘Viet Cong’ from taking a single inch
of the land, in accordance with Thieu’s ‘four no’s’ policy.”960
The ubiquitous communist threat along with massive territorial defense
obligations undercut the RVN’s strategic flexibility and stretched its armed forces well
beyond their capacity to effectively defend the nation against pervasive communist attack
and subversion. The collapse of the Saigon government in April 1975 stemmed from a
confluence of diverse factors, including low morale and high rates of desertion among the
RVNAF, widespread public despondency and war-weariness both in the RVN and the
United States, an economic crisis that crippled the RVN, and the United States’ refusal to
provide adequate military aid in 1974 and 1975. Nonetheless, the fall of the Saigon
government resulted largely from impossible territorial responsibilities rooted in the
failure of pacification, particularly the program’s inability to crush the communist
insurgency and remove the insurgent state from the national territory. “Had our army
been able to devote itself alone to combating enemy soldiers we would have been able to
continue the fight for a long time,” Tran Van Don, a former South Vietnamese officer,
wrote in 1978. “But the army also had to perform a territorial mission . . . The fighting
strength of the army was frittered away in trying to secure the countryside, and thus it
became too weak to engage successfully with regular enemy troop formations.”961
William Westmoreland also attributed the RVN’s defeat to an unmanageable
system of territorial defense rooted in the allies’ overall defensive strategy. Writing in the
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New York Times in May 1975, the former MACV head declared that Hanoi and the NLF
had won the war because communist forces possessed the advantages of strategic
flexibility and initiative. Saigon, meanwhile, had lost because its armed forces were
stretched thin and bound to the defense of a specific area. “The North and South
Vietnamese armies could not be viewed as two boxers in a ring with no initial advantage
to either,” Westmoreland stated. “North Vietnam, as the invader, was capable of massing
its forces at points of its own choosing without fear of an attack on its home territory. . . .
South Vietnam’s sole aim was to hold on to its territory and avoid encroachment along
the ceasefire line. Its troops were spread, making them vulnerable to defeat at any point
that the enemy chose to mass his forces for attack.”962 Historian Dale Andrade agrees
with Westmoreland’s assessment. The fact that the RVN had to fight on the strategic
defensive, he argues, put the young republic at a serious disadvantage throughout the war.
“This defensive strategy had been the crux of South Vietnam’s disadvantageous position
throughout the war,” Andrade writes. “While North Vietnam could prepare interminably
for an offensive with little fear of a pre-emptive strike, and then pick the time and place
of its attack, Saigon was forced to remain forever vigilant, maintaining a thinly spread
defensive network all over South Vietnam.”963
The argument advanced by Westmoreland and Andrade is correct; the strategic
situation facing each side strongly determined their combat options. The RVN fought
exclusively to protect the national territory. It did not make persistent cross-border
attacks against communist base areas, cordon off Laos and Cambodia, or preemptively
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strike against infiltration. These inactions severely handicapped Saigon’s range of action.
The bulk of their forces were tied down in static security missions to defend large swaths
of territory and population, including lines of communication, government and military
installations, and provincial and district capitals. Hanoi and the National Liberation Front,
on the other hand, were not immobilized by crushing spatial defensive obligations. The
communists had very little territory to defend, and their base areas and lines of
communication were not held or defended by large numbers of troops. Moreover, they
had little to fear outside of the geographical confines of South Vietnam. As previously
noted, Saigon and the United States never conducted sustained military operations
outside of South Vietnam proper. The majority of communist forces, therefore, were
given free rein to engage allied forces at a time and place of their own choosing.
The fall of Saigon in April 1975 resulted from more than the RVN’s failures, the
inherent advantages / disadvantages of insurgent-counterinsurgent conflict, and the varied
territorial defense obligations of the control war. The communists snatched victory by
utilizing a superior strategy that made brilliant use of space and the environment. Hanoi
and the National Liberation Front not only developed a unique method of warfare that
meshed political organization, guerrilla tactics, terrorism, and conventional warfare, but
they geared the hybrid politico-military approach of protracted war toward three decisive
spatial objectives: 1) expanding liberated areas and growing the insurgent state through
the attrition of government forces in peripheral areas; 2) diminishing government control
over territory and population; and 3) overextending and exhausting government forces
through constant military and paramilitary pressure along a broad geographic front. Each
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of these strategies occupied a central place in communist efforts in the control war.
Together, they helped the communists achieve victory in Vietnam.
Hanoi and the National Liberation Front succeeded, in part, because they
expanded liberated areas after Tet Mau Than at the same time they reduced Saigon’s hold
over territory and population. This was particularly true during the first half of 1972 and,
to a lesser degree, the latter half of 1974. Even though the anti-pacification program that
dominated communist strategy had failed to achieve its larger objectives (the RVN
continued to exercise authority over most of the population), the communists had
successfully expanded the insurgent state in a number of key strategic areas, particularly
in the Central Highlands and along the DMZ. Moreover, they consolidated and
transformed areas under communist control into springboards for future offensives. In the
northern and western portions of the country, they macadamized roads, built airfields,
and constructed a network of supply bases, fuel storage areas, and pipelines. The
enlargement of this “rear area” and the development of a large and unimpeded supply
corridor along South Vietnam’s western border funneled manpower and material directly
to NLF / NVA units without interference. This development was instrumental to the
success of the 1975 offensive. “Although the antipacification plan was a failure, the NVA
eliminated step by step isolated government outposts, most of which interfered in some
degree with the communist plan for developing sparsely populated regions and securing
the expanded and modernized logistical system supporting the rapidly growing
expeditionary force in the South,” historian William Le Gro has noted. According to Le
Gro, the communists’ success in expanding the insurgent state was significant because it
gradually pushed the RVNAF out of select rural areas and transformed the defenses
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immediately surrounding South Vietnam’s major population centers into “the forward
line of contact” between the opposing forces.964
The communists were also victorious because the spatial strategy they used tied
down large numbers of RVN forces through widespread incessant attack. According to
Tran Van Tra, “It was the all-encompassing strategy of revolutionary warfare which
caused the enemy troops to suffocate, to worry apprehensively day and night, and think
that all places had to be defended and they could be safe only with large forces.”965
Historian Graham Cosmas agrees that the protracted war strategy implemented by the
communists allowed Hanoi and the NLF to capitalize on the RVN’s territorial
weaknesses and gradually expand their hold on the countryside. According to Cosmas,
“The communists, with an army that was smaller overall than the South Vietnamese army
. . . could concentrate superior strength at any point of attack, and Saigon lacked mobile
reserves to counter them. . . . Exploiting this advantage, the North Vietnamese step by
step eliminated the outer layers of South Vietnam’s defenses, securing their expanding
logistical system and compressing the South Vietnamese back into the major population
centers.”966
Although the RVN had survived for a decade after direct American intervention,
its ability to defend its national territory was fatally undermined by the gradual loss of
U.S. combat forces, the diminishment of foreign aid, and a host of debilitating
circumstances within South Vietnamese society. In the end, the RVN was simply
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overwhelmed by immense territorial defense obligations and an enemy who successfully
stretched out its armed forces by waging a protracted hybrid war across a broad
geographic front. “Few people ever really believed that the South Vietnamese alone
would be able to do what the Americans and South Vietnamese together had never
completely managed,” an American analyst noted in 1975, “namely to defend the entire
geographical border of South Vietnam.”967

Figure 19: The insurgent anti-state and the forward points of contact it created,
January 1973. Source: James Willbanks, Abandoning Vietnam: How America Left and
South Vietnam Lost Its War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004), 171.
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APENDIX A:
HES CLASSIFICATIONS

Category A. – Friendly local security and law enforcement forces conduct adequate security
operations in the hamlet both day and night. Armed enemy military forces are very highly
unlikely to have entered the hamlet during the month – At most sporadic covert VCI activity –
The enemy does not collect taxes – many hamlet households have members participating in
GVN-sponsored self-development projects. – GVN hamlet chief is elected and present day and
night.
Category B. – Friendly local security and law enforcement forces conduct adequate security
operations by day and marginal by night – Sporadic covert VCI activity, no overt activity –
Enemy collects taxes sporadically – Some hamlet households have members participating in
enemy activities – Largest enemy guerrilla unit regularly present in or near the village is a squad,
largest main force is a platoon – GVN hamlet chief is elected and present day and night.
Category C. – Friendly local security and law enforcement forces conduct marginal security
operations – Regular covert VCI activity, sporadic overt activity – Enemy collects taxes – Up to
half hamlet households can have members taking part in enemy activities – Largest enemy
guerrilla unit regularly present in or near the hamlet is a squad to a platoon, largest main force is a
platoon or larger – Enemy base areas are often located in or near the village – GVN hamlet chief
is appointed and in the hamlet only during the day.
Category D. – Friendly local security and law enforcement forces conduct only marginal
activities – Regular covert VCI activity and overt activity day and night – Regular enemy tax
collection – Many hamlet households have members taking part in enemy activities – Largest
enemy guerrilla force is a platoon, largest main force is a company – Large enemy base area is
often located in or near a village.
Category E. When friendly security forces are present they do not conduct security operations –
Armed enemy military forces are regularly present – VCI is the primary authority in the hamlet –
Regular enemy tax collection – all or nearly all hamlet households have members participating in
enemy activities – Enemy guerrilla units are a platoon or larger, main forces are a company or
larger – Major enemy base areas are located in or near the village.
Category V. – The enemy are reported to be in physical control of the hamlet.

*Source: Richard H. Schultz, “The Vietnamization-Pacification Strategy of 1969-1972: A
Quantitative and Qualitative Reassessment,” in Richard A Hunt and Richard H. Schultz, eds.
Lessons from an Unconventional War: Reassessing U.S. Strategies for Future Conflicts (New
York: Pergamon Press, 1982.
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APPENDIX B:
VSSG CONTROL INDICATORS
GVN Control
Group A – GVN Presence (All Required)
1. Local security forces conduct at least “marginal” security operations in daytime (e.g.
patrols, ambushes, listening posts, checkpoints, etc.), or operations not needed (no enemy
threat).
2. As above for night operations.
3. GVN hamlet chief regularly present day and night in hamlet.
4. GVN administrative personnel can move about with relative freedom during daylight
hours in areas containing 91-100% of hamlet households.
5. Some or all of Village Council members are elected
Group B – Quarterly VC Veto Conditions (One or More Can Veto GVN Control)
1. Regular covert, sporadic overt activity by hamlet VCI; or hamlet VCI are primarily
authority in hamlet, at least at night.
2. Enemy agents, recruiters, tax collectors, etc. have access at night to 41-100% of hamlet
households.
Group C – Hamlet Monthly VC Veto Conditions (One or More Can Veto GVN Control)
1. VC physically control the hamlet.
2. Armed enemy forces present more than once in hamlet this month.
Group D – Village Monthly VC Veto Condition
1. Company or more of enemy main/local forces present in or near inhabited areas of village
this month.

VC Control
Group V – VC Presence (One or More Required; GVN Presence Prohibited)
1. VC physically control the hamlet.
2. Hamlet VCI are primary authority in hamlet, at least at night.
3. Regular covert, sporadic overt activity ha hamlet VCI, and either of the following
conditions hold:
a. Friendly local security activities are not conducted at all at night.
b. Friendly local security forces conduct only marginal security operations at night,
and GVN daytime access is denied to 10% or more of hamlet households.
Group Z – GVN Veto Conditions (One or More Can Veto VC Control)
1. Local security forces conduct “adequate” security operations in daytime.
2. As above for night operations.
3. GVN hamlet chief regularly present day and night in hamlet.

518

4. GVN administrative personnel can move about with relative freedom during daylight
hours in areas containing 90-100% of hamlet households.
APPENDIX B: VSSG CONTROL INDICATORS, CONTINUED

Group N – Could Not Be Rated.
One or more of the HES questions used in Groups A,B,C,D, V, or Z were rated “not applicable”
or “unknown/unable to judge” for three or more months.
*(Source: National Archives and Records Administration, NARA II)
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