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FOREWORD

This memorandum views the Vietnam War as having been alien to
the American style of conduct in g war. The threat is seen as ambiguou s .
the opposing army as primitive by Western standards , and the nature of
the war as mainly political: characte ristics not suited to the “American
way of war. ” The memorandum analyzes the US military strategy as it
was formulated by General William C. Westmore }and and as it was
countered by General Vo Ngyun Giap, and considers the influence ~ t ’

the teachings of Clause witz and Mao on the conduct of the war. The
a uth o r  cont ends that  Ameri can strategists did not understand th e
nature of the war , chose the wrong strat egy . and have yet to learn the
lessons of the war. He asserts that ,  by not reco~ tiz ing the political
nature of the war , the United States relied on a Clauscwit zi an military
strategy that had been successful in winning previous wars , but ignored
the political teachings of (‘lausewitz which were the basis of Mao~s
doc trine and Giap ’s strategy . The author concludes that to speak n~day
of military victory and political defeat in Vietnam is not only a
contradict ion in Claus ewj tzian terms , but also misscs the whole point of
the painfu l experience as well.

The Military Issues Research Memoranda program of the Strateg ic
Studies In stit u te . US Army War College . provides a means for timely
dissemination of analytical  papers which are not necessarily constrained
by format or conformity with ins t i tu t ional  policy. These memoranda
are prepared on subjects of current  importance in areas related to the
author s professional work or in te rests.

Thi s memorandum was prepared as a contribution to the field of
national security research and stud y. As such , it does not reflect the
official view of the College . the Department of the Army,  or the
Department of Defense .

DeWITT C. SMITH . JR.
Major General , USA
Commandant
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VIETNAM , MAO , AND CLA USEW ITZ

In March 1965 , when the first American ground combat troops
landed in South Vietnam . the stage was set f or the test of the differing
American and Maoist interpretations of ( ‘lausewitzian doctrine. Starting
from basically the same poin t as Mat ) Tse-tung in accepting the
Clause witz ian idea that  war is (lie continuance of political conflict.
Americans came to a much different  conclusion . While Clau sewitz and
Mao constantl y stress t he in te rac t ion  1 t l ic poli t ical  and milita ry
str uggle . t he (Jutted Sta tes  has I r i s t o i k  :ill ~ separated the two.
(‘la usewiti ’ (and M an s) phi losop hy mi ght be st a ted Is  “War is politics
and politics is wa while the Aim’: can v ie w held th a t  “There is war
and ther e is als o p , h t r ~ . the U n i t ed  Stu i c s
concentrated on the Je st  r t n  i i :  of the C H C I I 1 \  arm ~ as t he means to
,teli ieve t he p o litical aim w: r.

The (‘omrn uni s t  :.ni r ifl : i  a rmy in V i e t nam followed the pr ecepts
out lined h’. Man t n i  i e 7 : t I f l ~ a ‘‘Peop le ’s W i ; . ’’ modi fied slightly h~ the
influence of Ge ne r a l  Vn \ cn~ c i i  ( J.~1 whi le  the t ’ni ted States
i mplemented the ,nili&,rt theories of ( ‘l aus ewit ,  as it had for most
the 20th cen tu r ~ . The leaders ot the insur ge nc y in Vietnam w e e
scrupulous in e x e c u t i n g  Mao ’s st rategv I k’  Mao (and (‘lausewtt i
before h in t ) ,  Giap understo o d the primac y of the political a im:

- - - ---- .._t_ *~
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If insurrection is said to be an art , the main content  o~ th is art is to kn ow
hoss to ~ ve to the struggle forms appropr ia te  to the polit i cal s i tua t ion  at
each stage . how to ma in ta in  the correct relation between the forms of the
political struggle and those of th e arnt ed strugg le n ea ch period. I

Mao ’s philosop h y concerning the relationship bet ween the political
and the military -between the peop le and the army - is embodied in his
most famous quotation regarding guerrilla warfare:

- . . Such a belief reveals lack of comprehension of the relat ionship ~h~ t
should ex is t  between the people and th e troops. The former may be
likened to water and the latter to the fish who inhabi t it. I-low may it be
said that these two cannot e\ ist  together ? 2

What this amounts to is that  Mao believed that the support of the
peasant was indispensable if the guerrilla army were to survive , let alone
prevail.

Mao envisioned a protracted war that would be foug ht in three
phases. The first --Organization is devoted to the gathering of peasant
support (without which the guerrilla cannot win), ihe development of
the base area , and small guerrilla actions against the enemy ’s weak
points. Phase two— Expansion — is characte r ized by sab ot age, terro ris m .
and bold action by the guerrilla army to reduce the effective ness of the
enemy army, bring in new guerrilla recruits , capture supplies fron i the
enemy, and expand guerrilla control into contested areas. The decisive
t hird phase is one of Mobile Warfare , during which the war takes on the
semblance of conventional warfare , and the gu errilla p lays but an
auxiliary role.

These three ideas - the primacy of the polit ical  aim, the dccis i v cnc s s
of the peasants ’ supp ort . and the three p hase protracted sva i contain
t he essen tia l s of M ao ’s c oit cept n of revolut ionar y warfare .
Paradoxically.  Mao took the r i ta jor  thesis of Clause wit z which s ta tes

j  t h at “War is a mere con t inua t i on  ot p o l t c ’~ by ot her means ” and created
a str ategy that  perp lexed an American A n n y .  whose leade :s had
embraced the more conventional  mi l i tar y  elemen t~ of (‘ lau scwit.i:ati
s t ra t eg y  a nd had vir tual ly  go red its pol i t ical  aspecls.

American strateg ists his tor ica l ly  had no policy t ot  the use of torc ~ to
achieve political goals. .  Gene rall y speaking. American pol i t i ca l  aims were
unlim ited,  and war strategy was dir ccl e d at  the des t ruc t ion  of the
enemy arm y. This was especially t rue  af ter  the Uni ted  Sta tes  had
amassed enough national power to  proper ly e ffect th i s  t y p e  i t t  s t r a t e gy .
As Professor Russell F. Wei gley w r i t e s :
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But the tendency of war is to require that in order to impose one ’s will
upon an opponent , the opponent must be disarmed . . - - That is , he must
be overthrown . Given this tendency of later American wars to be aimed
candidly and from the outset at the overthrow of the enemy. the main
proble m of American strateg ists was usually that  of encompassing the
destruction of the enemy s armed forces. 3

This is the American version of Clausewitz ian strategy that clashed with
Mao ’s revolutionary war doctrine in Vietnam.

VIETNAM: CLAUSEW ITZ AND MAO

Prior to 1965 , the war in Vietnam was fought basically along
classical r evolutionary warfare lines. The National Liberation Front
(NLF) was established ifi S~iith Vietnam in 1 960, and in 1 962 the
People ’s Revolutionaç Party (PRP ) was created by Communist
militants wi t hin the NLF to control the insurgency in South Vietnam .
Although the NL F was an organization indigenous to South Vietnam
(albeit with rri ariy of its leaders trained and infiltrated from North
Vietnam) , the PRP hat 4 direct ties with the Lao Dong (Communist )
Part > in Hanoi. The ~. entra l Office for South Vietnam (COSVN). an
arm of the Lao Dong Par ty, exercised a large degree of political and
military control over the insurgency in the South.

It is true that the insurgency received moral and doctrinal support
fr om the North.  However , it  was still large ly a Southern effort .  I t  must
be recognized that the Southern insurgency would not have progressed
so rapidl y withou t the partic i pat ion id the approximately 1 00.000
Communists who were either underground in the South or who had
in fi l t rated from th e N o r t h . The objective of North Vietnam and of the
Vietco ng was to forcefully reunify Vietnam under Communist
leade rship.  us ing a revolut ionary warfar e s t r a te gy .  I t  fccused on the
political objectiv es i t t  the war and use d diplomatic .  p sych o lo g i ca l ,  and
mil i tary  in i t ia t ives  to enab le . itt J ohn (‘ollin~’ words:

- S n i n t h  ra te  n a t i o n ,  in  in c i :  s~r t t i  ,i t in  lion ~ t motivated peJs .t ilt s .
. o n s n t e n t l v  t u t s n r a r l  the wor ld ’s ct’ i i : ln n: ~ups ’l rI ~~‘ ~i r  at

cast  - i l  rn- en V C . I r s , and h e r d ’ ’ . pl .t l u t c d  .1 nr .i t eer  ~ t .t~ sn

[S lNV Ol V i- Ml - NT

\ t l l c : t - l ’.c d ire ct  involv e ment  in V ie tnam began in I ~ 4 . when
President  Fist ’nh wer  sent aid d i rec t l ~ to South  V :c i i t , i : r r .  The l J w r n o
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year , South Vietnamese Premier—later Pres ident —-N go Dinh Diem
formally requested the United States to train the Arm y of the Republic
of Vietnam (ARVN). The American military approached this task along
conventional lines~ that is , they organized and trained an army that
would be capable of defeating an overt invasion fro m the North , similar
to the Korean model. General William C. Westmore land states that tire
objective of the US military inv olvement in Vietnam was, from
beginning to end:

To assist the Government of Vietnam and its armed forces to defeat
ex te rn ally directed and supported Commun ist subversion a nd
aggressio n and to attain an independent South Vietnam functioning
in a secure environment. 5

The political goals that this military mission was to support were
stated in a 196 1 letter to President Diem , in which President John F.
Kennedy emphasized that the American commitment to South
Vietnam was designed to bring peace to the country, to insure that
South Vietnam retained its independence , and to contain communism.
Later , another goal was added: to defeat the Communist concept of
revolu tionary warfare.

To achieve these goals , Kennedy and h is successor , Lyndon B.
Johnson , followed a polic y—up until  the commitment of US ground
comba t uni ts—of  providing money and material aid and an ever
increasing n u m b e r  of advisors to raise the quality of Vietnamese
performance. Unfo rtunately,  the advice that  was given was frequently
irrelevant to the situation in South Vietnam and usually was more
appropr iate to the Korean War model. Indeed , after a 196 1 trip to
Vietnam , General Lyman U. Lemn itzer . Chairman of the Joint  Chiefs of
Staff , was reported to feel tha t :

The new administration was ‘over so ld ’ on the importance of guerrilla
warfare and that too much emphasis on counter- guerr i l la  meas u res would
impair the abil i t y of the South Vietnam ese Arm y to b ee t a convent ional
, us s au l t  like the a t tack  on South Korea by the ten or mor e re gular N ot i

— Vietnamese Div i sions. .6

(‘e rt a in l . the po t en t i a l  t h rea t  . 1 a massive inva sum of ’ Suni  thu Vicr n a in
could  not  he i gnored. hut  in a s t r ic t ly  mi l i t a r y  ‘ense t ite immedia te
need in the early I 960’s was for an e f f ec t i ve  t i l l i c e  or~ c . a
coun te r insurgen t  ar my .  and an integrated intel l i gence ne twork .

On the pol i t ica l  side of the house , tire need was for programs that

4
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would coun ter the NL F ’ s political propag and r~ that was beco m ing
increasin gly successful. After  Diem ’s overthrow and death in 1 963. the
treed was, of course , for poli t ical  s t a b i l i t y .  Because t l ucsc  need s W.  IC

never satisfied, the Vietcong hea ped success upon success B> ear l >
1965 . it became obvious that the Vietc ong were on the verge of
spl i t t ing  the count ry  in tw~’ and of winning the war if something were
not done. In March 1965 , Gene ral Wes inioreland est imated t h a t :

11’ present tre nds continued six months t ’rom now the confi guratio n of
the - . - ISouth Vietnamese forcesi will essentiall y be a series of islands of
strength clustered around distr ict and province capital s clogged with large
numbers  of refugees in a generall y subverted countryside . . . that we are
headed toward a VC takeover of the country , probably within a year . 7

The American reaction to this dire circumstance was to commit US
ground combat troops to the battle and for the next 4 years to turn the
conflic t into an “Amer ican War. ”

THE AMERICAN WAR

With the introduction of American ground combat forces on a large
scale , the operative question became: “H ow can these forces be
strategically emp loyed?”

One way was to follow the counter insurg ent  theories of Sir Robert
Thompson . who occupied an advisory position in Vietnam as early as
196 1 . He advocated a strategy that  took the peop le as the center of
gravity that is . as the decisive element its t ir e guerrilla war. Sir Robert
wrote:

An ins u rgent nl weru ’er  us a war for the  p d r ~ Ic. t i  s r , i n ds  to reason t h a t
L ’overn me nt  m easures t r u s t  he d i r ec t ed  re s o r une  gosernm ent  a u t h o r i t y
an d law and order t h roug h out  the  c ou r t :  - sr t Ir a t t on i  rot over the
p opul a t  I t - n  can lx’ reg ained arid i ts  support  it Ii.

* * *

The mere k i l l i n g  insurgents .  ssitlso ut Ure s i m u l t a n e o u s  dc s t ruc l i on  or
thei r  u n t r a s t r u c t u n - . Is a ik .ls t of e i n ~ because t h e i r  sub ser si vu’
or itan ica ii i  p a - i l l  eon Ii ru ns ’ to spread and all  . 5  n u t  it will he t ir ade good tr~
new r e c r u i t s . 5

A t ruu the i -  option ava i l ab le  to the  Uni te d  S t a t e s  was called the
“enclave s t r a b e g >  . ‘‘ F i r s t  enunc ia ted  hs- General M a \ w e I l  I). i i >  I i ’  in

5
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1965 , it gained currency a year later wher it was advocated by General
James M. Gav in. Essen tially, the idea involved:

I ho l d in i l  several enclaves on the coast , where sea and air power can be
made fully effective lOth erwisei we are stretchin g these lAm er ica n i
reso urces beyond reason in our endeavors to secure the entire country  of
South Vietnam from the Vietcong penetration. . . .9

Wes tmoreland approved a staff study that  rejected this approach as “an
inglorious, static use of US forces in overpopulated areas with li t t le
chance of direc t or immediate impact on the outcome of events. ” t  0

A third method of fI ght ing the war would be to gradually escalate
the bombing of Nort h Vietnam and of the Ho Chi Minh Trail until  the
leade rs of the North saw that the cost of the war was more than they
were willing to pay. Westmoreland put it this way:

the bo mbing campai gn might convince the North Vietnamese to desist
an d .  . . to make enoug h progress in the South to pe the South
Vietnamese the confidence and the vitality to go it alone. 1

This bombing campai gn would be both gradual and restrictive , so as not
to make Communist China and Russia edgy. The concern that China or
the USSR might actively intervene in the war also preclude d the
invasion of North Vietnam as a viable option.

A final strategic option was Westmoreland’ s own :

The enemy ’s shift to big-unit war was drawing ARVN troops away from
the heavily pop ulated regions , leaving the people vulnerable to subjugation
by local Com munist  forces and political cadres. A r r r c r u s . u n  and allied
troops , along with the South Vietnamese airborne and marine ba t t a l i on s  of
the general reserv e , would have to assume time role of fi gh t i n g  the bi g un i t s .
leaving the bulk of ARVN free to protect the people. No more nicet ies
about  del ’ensive posture  and reaction.  I i n t i m a t e d ;  we had t o  lor d about
en c l a s e s  and take the war to the e n c r u r v .  12

These were some of t h e  s t rate gies  developed to c o u n t e r  the
r evol t i t i on ary  war far e th reat in V i e t n a m .  In actual  p rac t ice ,  a cut iou s
amalgam of these strategies developed , with first  one emp hasized and
then another .  But the selection of which s t r a t eg y  to eni p l u r >  was r u t :

ent irely an American choice to  make.  To get t i r e  full p icture wil l
require our looking on the “oth er side of the h ill

G I A P V S. WESTMORELA ND

On the N o r t h  Vietnamese side, two fact ions  had emer eed .  cad

6
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ad vo ‘ating a particular strategy for the war in South Vietnam . 13 The
“prot racted war ” fac tion was led by Vo N guyen Giap, while the “quick
victory ” part y was led by Truong Chinh - both old-t ime party
comrades. l’he differences between these two strategic schools were
bro ugh t to a head by the American ground intervention . General Giap
apparent l y sought to have the Vietcong shift  to a more defensive
stra tegy , pu t t ing  h is money on a protracted war. The “quick v i c t o r > ”

school , however , pu shed for continued offensive operations against
both ARVN ari d US tro ops . with the u l t imate  aim being a “Gene ral
Offensive” which would cu lmina t e  in a “Gene ral Uprising. ”

Th e concepts of the General Offensive and General U prising as they
rela te to N in th  Vietn am and to tire \-‘ ic tc u rn i r  are centra l  to an
und erstanding of tire events  ot the Secoir d Vie tnam War. The Gen em al
Offensive was sitsiply the N o r t h  Vietnamese version of Nl a ur ’s Phase I I I .
which envisioned mobile war fa re  ‘fl ue General U prising , on ti re other
h and, was s t r ic t ly  a N r t i t  \ ‘n’ t t t ,unrcse v u r r u c e p t  whi ch p o s tu la ted  a
General Offensive r e s u l t i n g  in a Genera l  U pris ing of t I re  popu la t ion  th at
would then be deci si s c in  dct ’e .t r ing  tire target go sernm e lr t .  Th us. Phrase
l i i  would he relat  it ch  sb I t . s t m ni la r  in n a t u r e  l u  a hi it  ,k r ep ,  Tire issue
was resolved in t a v u  i t of the “ i lUIi  k t~ t o r > ’’ r i l e  isis  i schor 1 wh ich Wa5
advocated b y t h y ’ d r r t u t r r , u t r ~lcr  1 \ ‘ic t ~ r tn g  t ’or5 cs in t i l e  Sout h . General
N guyen (‘h i Thanh . a N i t  J r  V r e t n a r r r d s i ’ o f f i ce r .  So ti re i t p p u r s i n g  sidcs
in Vietnam in 1965 were  b uu t l r  i n t e n t  oit t n t  en sivc act ion.

Gene ral Westn sore land ’s c in n ~ ept  i t t  i top lemen t in g  his offe n sive
strategy included three p h :uses .

• Phase urns ’ : Commit those American amid All ied t u r r c e s  r necc- .s ,ur\ ‘to ha l t
th~ toting trend ’ by the end ui I 96~ .
• Phase tSr un : ‘Duri ng the  t i r st  h alf u u l  1966 ’ take tire off ensi se  with
America n and Allied forces in ‘big ht p r u u r l t ~ areas ’ t s r  d e s t r u t s  enen is  l’orees
and re ins t i tu te  paci fi cation pmo gta ms.
• Phase three: If the enenry persist e d. Ire nug ht  be defeated and his  Ioo.cs
and base areas destroyed dur ing  a peri od of one ear to  a year  and .u half
following Phase 11. 14

While General  West more land did not f l ihl ow the cla ssic “oil spo t
counter insurgent  doctr ine ,  Ire did approach it b ’s’ es tabl ishing a p r io r i t y
a rea in each corps tactical m ine , wi th  the idea if eventual ly  e f f e c t u a t i n g
a l inkup  of these zones . Gene ral We stm ore la ird . ho wever , never
accorded these pacification effor ts  more t i t an  sec o ir dar > in i rp o r t a nce .
since he was after the “bully bi n ’5 s’ t he  main I n r r  ~i’s or b ig u n i t s  whic h
he felt were the main th rea t  to w i n n i n g  the  w a r  - He als u r  saw the danger
to his s t rategy:



‘
~

- . t he se r y  c \ i s r e u r c e  01 large clients ’ un its made it es sent Ia l  t ha t  ‘ 5 r r t - r u ,  ii
t r oops  be prepared on short noti s ’t’ to drop what  they acr e  duuing  and iui uvc
against a developing hig .un it th reat.  ~‘5lien the troops nr rved aaav  from the
p opu lati on.  the guerrillas obviously gained a chance to re coup t h s ’ur  losses.
but  1 never luad the u s u r y  of enough troops to maintain  h a f  p r es ence
every whr er e all the  l i ons ’

(‘ ri t icis m of Westir sore h and ’ s strategy centered around this big-uni t
concept and around his “searcir and destroy ” t a U t i t , s , John (‘olhimrs
asse rts that  American counterinsurgency efforts  went “bank rupt ” in
1965 with the appearance of American troops. lie goes on lii s tate:

‘Anrericani cation ’ would have been accept able as a stop gap. but  iii the
long ru n, it was a s tr ateg ic disa ster .  ‘Phi,’ ‘mili tary us -ar ’ assumed and
ret ained top pr io r i ty :  our ally ’s a rmed fortes  ‘,vere sav ,u l ie r ly  s t ru n ted  aside:
c . r r u t l l a ry  pu.n l r t i c a l  and econ omic p lo gr a t r r s  teec’ised l i t t l e  enc ouragem ent .
and predictably ,  the popu lace suffe red .  Probahh nu ’ oth er pun l r cy  could
have prevented our success. ,- u s s u rc i s  as dud A n re r i c a n ue a t t u lml . 16

Other cr i t ics  a t t ack  We stn iore la nd ’s “ search and destroy ”

techn i ques. These c r i t i c s  h old tha t  in r e v o l u t i o n a r y  wa r f a r e .
pacif icat i on is the key In )  success and paci f ications dema irds “clear a n d
hold ’’ tactics.  ‘[hat  is. a f t e r  an are a is cleared nt Vie t cong mi l i ta ry  un i t s ,
tire next task is I t )  p m vide tire popu lat ion security ,  while at  the sante
time root i n r g unu t  the V i e t u o m r g  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e .  Tlrey point  out  tha t  the
real target is tire p easant . not  tire bi g t i n i l t .  Sir Ru nber t  Thompson feels
t h a t  “sea rch and d c s l r u n > ” tact ics r esu l ted m r  the ineffect ive duspersa l  of ’

I S for ce s  all r i v e r  t i re unpopula t e d  areas of ’ Sout h Vie t n a i r t ,  Bru r d e sp it e

t l t is r u t i c u s i l u .  tVc s t u t u i r r c i a n d ’ s sI u a t e gv  Irad preve n ted the collap se t n t ’

Si iu th  V iet nan r m r  I ~)65 : th ron gi n u:lu t I i166 , t h e  cite t t t v  th ai force un i  Is
h a d  beers dealt  J~li i n dy hi n sse s : ari d the beginit in g of I ~)6 ‘7 ‘.:us s c n r r p s . s r  it’
,i :t :ucks on the (‘u riritirunist war  zones t i u n r t l r w e s t  of Sah I t i  Bu t t  t ro ts -  it

was ( hip ’s t u r n .
Pri or l i i  t h e  I t ) ( r h .U ” d i v  s e , u s u u l l .  a dy - h i r e  of \‘i e t d ’r p st :11cc> , l s t : l r i l

recurred. \ - ‘ c n  ( c7ir  . , f l ’l ’ : r r t } t  : 1  ( ; .‘ ‘ r c : , i - ( . t ~ ’ We ’d  ‘ t t l

5:de n u t ’ t i r y ’  ~s i i e , h u t  t h i s  t u t i c  ( , e n r e r ,ul  ( i . u J t s V w’tt s ; r t c r  j h -cd I .
r l i a t h s i t r sg hi t  t h e  .lep lt t~ t r i en t  nt ’ N r r r : l r  \ ‘ -c t t n : u r r r t - ’s - ’ ’  .r ~~r f e - ce
t iv is i fl S f t : r n r g it our S u n t i r i r  \ : - c t t i , l r : t .  ‘- s u r e  Ge ire r :i l  ( ‘ ..I J’ ~: s s  r u t s : t h e
n r . r - .s r r t g  n r t ’ i t u v r s i r t i ~ in a s i t r Wd . i : . l t ~’g r s  a re a  r u s t  St r O l l  ‘f I t s

‘ ‘,ur ;ulli ’h , ( r i p  p l a i n  w s l t i l u , i ’ ’ s 1ri r i ’’ t r e \ : i  c’:. - i t .  ~r r a r  it> n y I n r : d r l ,’

‘,V i, ’stttr orelantl run shr i t t r o t  -~~s front -hr~ : p:lr ‘ i t  S ,i :h “ ft n u t : .
I c i e r  t .u y ’ t l f t ; l t i ( r l l  in s  bc tri nr tl t crtrrnit st I I - ( ‘ s ! it ’ ,i n i h  It

~lv’1nl , V i r i c u i t  ul lai’ ge US h i n t I ; :  t i r e  area id
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This , of course , is just what Isappened. US Marine General  Walt
W t t i y ’ S  tha t  he was required t u n slow h i s  pac i f ica t ion  eff n r t  (w h ich man>
exper ts  believe w a s  t h e  best in Vu e t n u a u u u  ) an ud ‘ ‘ l i n t  5ed to c onr i r r i t  nr cn
int o t h e  largely barn - err n o r t h .  ‘‘17 h our 1. 5 b r ig :u d cs  wcic also s h t i t t l s - .l
i l i t t u  I (‘ orp s anrd w er e  la ter  designated as t h e  ,- \u u l c r i e a l  l ) iv is i in n \~ t i
this  d i v e r s i o n  - Giap I or ced Westn rure land t i  t ake  tr tn op s f rom ir is
pn orit } areas and to place threirr in a largely static role at a p lace r h
Grip ’s cho osing. Giap chose the Northern provinces and the Central
h i g h lands a s bat t lef ields because Anrerican troops would be taken off
pacification s duties, the one program that  threatened to destroy tire
cr i t ical  factor in the southern insurgency --the VC infrastructure . So
while 1967 saw many North Vietnamese and Vietcong soldiers killed, it
was also the year in which the initiative again passed to the guerrilla.
Just over the luorizon was the decisive Tet offensive of 1968 , an event
that was destined to change the course of the war in ways that neither
Giap nor Westnr orcland could foresee.

TET

The 1 968 let offensive has correctly been called one of the decisive
battles of the 20th century.  It was a military victory for the United
States ; it was the “Pearl Harbor ” of South Vietnam tha t  final ly united
its peop le: it was a political victory for the allies because it decimated
die Vietcong i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  it ss :l s all of this  aird nr ore.  But ab ove all . it
was , in fact , tire gr eatest p sv 5 h o m u n g i e a l  defeat  in t h e  ir is tory s r i  the
United States.

Tire a t t a c k  Wa5 n u l l  en t i re ly  r i r t e x j ~~e t 5 ’ t~ 
- Gener a l  We stm oreland had

hee ir receiving c 1 t t r r t  .~ ‘ i f  a (‘ ot r i n r i u n i s t  hr, i l d i . p  for  several nnro n t hus .
Vs hat  W~~s u luex pected w,’s th e t in t ing  ol the r u t f c n s i v e ,  whichu begair
dur in g the traditi onal l e n  ho l iday  p e t i n u d .  tu r k  t i r e  sc5 - r u n d  time in
l u j sr t i n >  d i a t  a \ I t ’ n n : l r : r L ’ sy - c e n t r a l  lra ui  v i t I a t ed  t i ne l io l ida . Equa ll >
surpr is in g w e r e  the  ss ’OC and the tcr uiu ’in s nt t h e  : i n n , i 5 k .  The \ i c t c u u n g
struck ~i g a u i r s t  S, il .’ r r , . i L f t u i l l ~ t .~~( p r i r v i r r e i : r l  5 .u p i t a l s .  a gainst S of ’ t h e  6
l i c e  c i t i c ~ . a ga i n r s n  ( 4  d i s t r i c t  t r w  n t ,  and over Si t  l r anshc t s .  \hu n ’ ,l ut f  these
at t : l s ’ks were repulse d in just .u leo -  sI r i r  s a t  heavy s’ n l s t  to tire ~s Iu ’ n e s n n l g .
t ir e exceptions being Saigon and I l u r e ,

General W e stmor c l a i td  e s t in r ra t e s  t h at  the  ( u u r t r n r r u n i s t s  l u i s l  40.000
either  killed oi c a p t u r e d  - compared It ’ al l ied losses oh about  3. 100
k illed. Even (‘U SV\ - u t t e r cnumc m aling tIre su ccesses of the e r r e l i r >
o f f e n s i v e .  adini t ted t o  t ire fol lowing shu or t conu ing s :
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- - . tu e failed to sel /s ’  a nunr h t ’r of p r i lur a r ~ ~hj e~ u ses and ho co m pletely
dn .’st r u 6  mobile and d e t e r r s i v e  un i r s  uf thu s ’ enemy.  I,t s’ ,i lso tailed to hu u l d the
occupied area s . In  the  polit ical I’ield we failed r u n mo t iva t e  the  people to
snag s ’ uprisings and break the  s’neu ur s ’s nn p p n e s s t v s ’ c on t ro l , 18

So it t  the (‘onisnit unist ’s owir wor ds , t he a t t a c k  did r io t ach ieve all tn t ’ ti r e
inte nded oh iect ives. But just wh at were (h ap ’s i nr t er r t i on u s~‘[o answer this question. t) ne t i rust  turns in ) tire summer i i i  1967 and
Hanoi , The first event that  inr pacted on the p lanning u if  ti r e ofl ’ensive
was the deaths of N ur u ve ir  (‘hi Thanh f’ron i wounds ni ra t  he is believed to
have received front a B-5 raid in t ir e border jung les ni l  Sout lr  Viet n ar r ,
lie had been , as t inted earlier . Hanoi ’s senior gen eral in the South the
Red nrri l i t ary counterpart  of General West moreland. General Tha n rh had
been the leading Nor t h  Vie t namese advocate of the b ig-unit  sva . Re call
that earlier he was oppose d to Giap ’s conce i rnrat  ion of regular divis i unns
sm iths of the Denr r ilitarized Zone (DMZ) and, in l’act , had propo sed t i ta n
t he regular uni ts  he dispersed thr cu ug iuout all of South Vie tr ra m . But h >
earl y 1967 . Thanlr sec ured to have changed isis mind , possibly as a
result  of tire success of the US forces in a t t a ck in g  War Zones C arid D in
tire fail of 1 966, and he now f’avored orchest ra t ing large uni t  ac t iv i t ies
wit h th ose of tire local guerrilla uni ts .  lie had openly chided General
(;iap a year earlier for his insistence on the strategy of pr us t rac ted
guerrilla warfare , hut now had apparently drifted closer to Giap ’s ideas.
I t  is nine of tire niore interesting ‘‘ what ifs ” of ti r e war to specula te  what
et ’fect General  Thranlu would irave h a d  on the n a t u r e  of the Tet t u l i e r r s i s e
hiad he lived.

But Ire d id n u t  l ive  ~it rd .  as th e Nor nhi  V ict  nanue ~c dip ion ta ts f ’r n r n n
rut i n  n un d due wIn rid arr ived in Ha ii n ni  iii tire earl > ’ stu n rite r of I On ~

‘ t o
decide tire s t ra tegy for  tire comin g > ear , Get seral T l ua ns ht  ss : u’ , s i l en n t
( ;en i era l Giap irad tirade I r is  v i e w s  lint Sta g ing a p r n n t r a e  ted stru t pu blic m r
Septe i r ther  I %7 p r c s r .u r u r a l r l >  a l t e r  tIre decisi u tn to haunch  the Ten
n rf ’fensive h a d  been made. lie t l r nu u i g hi t  th at a s t a l e n t s r u t e  eu n u ld  st ri the
war t u r n ’ t u e  N i n r t i u , hi’s- j o se t i ue  [‘ n n i t e d  S t a r e s  ei ru i d  not , i t l t t r s l  Inn  he
b u gge d d u n w n  ins Vietn airr ini det ’ini fel y. it t  I r is  t r e : u r i s c , /?~t’ I n :  r i  - ( r 1 ’ t / .
Task , (ha ir ree mp ira sited tire u n n p n r r t a n r c e  uI the guer r i l l a  i u n r r n ’  runud V. is

conle n i p tu ot i s  m I  V s e s n m o r e l a n r d ’s ‘‘sr’ ,I n s - h r  arid s i e s n : r \  - ,  l : u , ’ t t 5 s  l i t
out l ined l u r s  101) t w i t  n r n i h i t a rv  p r io r i t i e s :  mns f ’h ie tmnsg heavy ~‘ :u ’ , u u : u h t i e ~ inn
Anin erican r ind allied uni t s  and a t t ack in ig  threir  base :ure as. lie saw t u u s
i n r tp or t ancc of both tire enx rdi t r a t ed and indepe nr den t ct urr e e p n s un~
operatio n. Tire coord intated nnt’hhs od . wIn ch used iruai ni t i n t  cc i n t l  ru n i t  r -

ar t i l l e ry .  anud sabotage units .  wo unid he used I n n  a t t ack  t i re  en em y wh e t .
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lire opportun ity for causing heavy casualties presented itself .  Guerril la
units  would be used as auxiliaries ho tire main fu nrce .  The independent
meth od would be used I u u  strike allied base areas arid strong points wit h
crack consimando units  that would u~e ru ckets and mortars to inflict
heavy enemy casualti es , while r isking few guerr i l la  losses. 19

At first glance . the concepts just described wu )u ld not seem to be in
hnarmotny with tire General Offensive and General U prisi n g doctrine than
was the ratio n ale for Tet. inrdeed . t h ere is evidence n o support tire
nn n .n t i o n th i at  Giap implemented tire Tet o ffensive reluctantl y . 20 Yet
Grip appears to have bee un responsible for p l ar nn ing and executing
hla nn i ’s decision to launc h tine Tel n i f f e r r s i v e .  Giap sougint a way to
achieve iris two top mili tar y objectives at t ine same lime that lie
achieved the twin politica l goa ls of topp lin g the Saigu in governn renr and
dealing a fatal blow to the pacification pr ogra m . which by May 196
had been placed tinder the aot itu rity of General Westn iore iand. For the
first time iii the war , the hng ’unit war and the “other ” war were
integrated. Since General Giap had always been concerned about tire
pacification effort . tin s US organizational change must have jolted hint.

in early 1967 , Giap noted t u e  US reaction to Isi s divisional p robe
aru )und Con Thien in Northern I (‘orps. He saw the pullout of the VS
Marines in force, t h eir swit elu nu n r t hward ,  anrd the consequent
detr imental  effect that  this had (in paci l ica l ion. In October 1967 .
sinr i iar operatiot r s at F)ak To and l ine N in h i in tI n e Il Corp s (‘en tral
Hig hlands area achieved sin ìi lar - e s u l t s  As let drew’ near , G iap s h i fted
his operati t ins to the DMZ at KIr e Sanir rind p nr ss ib h y provided fuel to
tine rumor tha t  thi s was t n n  he anot h er Dien Bien l’}r u h> allowing
hinr sel f to he seem in n l t s ’ r o t a ,  W e s l m u n r e h a n d  reac ted  p red i c t ab l y . an n d
the let m rft ’cn sive Was t : u u n c h n c d .  w r t h  t ine re su l t s  pr ev io uusl v s t a t e d -

Kite Sanir arid r i t e  n p e n r l t u i r n r s  inn t u e  (‘ e r u t r a h hh i g hi l an t i s  fur t h ered u he
a l t a in u r r e i r l  n u t  ( h i p ’ s 5 5 ’  r t u l l r n : l r \  - t h r ~’~ t t ve~ t h t u n n u r i t h  ,.‘ m t i t u d i r n : u t e d  un i t
t : u y t r y s . w hile t i re  rnd epi ’rri k ’n nr t t r r u  ‘ t r I l a  i u ’ ,n c k s  u r n  tin e ,‘rt iL ’s and wit s
f ur thered  I r is p u ) I r n r 5 - . Il l ii ’s t I C s ’s Thue t r i l l I ng  u uf  t i r e  peace t a lk s  ri
1965 sl ip p e r t s  i i i , ’ id i ’:r t h a t  I s r  nsa> - r u t s ’ hei ’nu a pnnli tie ’al r i ro vi ’ t o p u t
\ r u r t h  ~~r i ’ n n r , l t h l  tn  fa v t r ahie l u y ’gu r~, , n r : r~’ I r t r s l t i u l n u .  t % h i r i i s ’~ s t t i re
inr t e n t r i n n n u s  an r d  rite ’ evide n ce’ is i i i , ‘ t i ~ l u i s r v e  h u e  resu lts welt’
a s t n r n i n i d r i r g  I t r i  n ine  “ r u !  \‘le n : u r n r l ’ ss - p e r sp e c t i v e , tIre at t r n 5 ’k o n.
c t n s t l > I n n  t i m e  ~~r ’ t e r r e  ~ sp e5- i a h h y  sinscc t hre i r  i t r l r a s n r n i e t u u r e  w :us v i r n i i a h i s
dcs t i t t s e s l  Tire V( r u i r  : a s t r n i 5  t i m e arid g i u e r r i h l a  t :ns ’ t r s s  n r s ’ve : , l e -, r r r ’
p layed a key role itt  tIne south. General Wal t characterized tine b a t t l e  u s
t ire “Pearl [harbor m t  South Vietnam - it sn u l idi fi ed and strengthn ened tire
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peop le and broug irt them closer to their own government and armed
forces t inan ever before .” 2 l  ARVN m orale soared. in effect , it was a VC
military defeat of gigantic proportions.

thu what was lost on the battlefield in Vietnam was recn mu ped
tenr t’old h alt ’ a world away in the United States. And here tine media
ntust  accept part but not all ‘of the responsibility for turning vi ctory
in rt o defeat. David Halbersta n i characterized tire effect of let thi s way:

I - o r  thus ’ first r ime they l~’C I funug irt in tir e cities , wh ich meant  than day
af te r  day Ameri carn nrew sp apernren , and unore imporuantly .  t el es ision
cameramen,  could reflect their abil ity , above all their  fai lure to
collapse . 22

Certainly, let destroyed tine credibility of President Joh nson ’s
adurn inistrat i on. In retro spect , the reasons for this are clear . For one
thing, the press and TV were advocating a point of view in opposition
to tire Vietnam War which the American public was ready to accept ( I )
because it never real’v understood the war and (2 )  because the media
found a dissident intel lectual element that was fully prepare d to exp loit
any unfavorable news about the war. Nevertheless , in the final analysis,
the government must take tine blame for never really leveling with the
American peop le.

Of equal importance to tire percep lion of tire American peop le of a
battlefield disaster was the Marc h 31. 1Q68 , speech of President
Jo i r ni s n urn . w ir ere in ire declared h rin ni se l f a “ non canrd i da t e ” for ree l ectiu )n.
This cuuu ld i n i l > ’  rna~ n i fy tine public fe chnng t i ra h s u n r n r e t h i n g  was s e r i n u u u s l >
wr m n nr g . Bu t tire m ost cr i t ica l  b lunder  SV.I5 tire request  by W e s t r n r -  i n e l a i r d
l i i i  an add i t ional  206 .000 An r r e n i s ’ arn su ul dier s .  Whue n i re n  t i m is  r eq u es t  w- :u~n m r , u r s a r e d  b y ~~e~ t n n n u , r c l a r u d ’ s de s ire h i  exp h n i t  a ba t t l e f i e ld  v u t t u n t >  inn
hs t i t a n  uI ( , cn nenal  Ear le  t , . Wh eele r the ir  ( ‘ i ta i n i n n arn  of ’ t Ine Jo in t  (‘ h i d ’

i St :u ’l  t i n  h~~se n r u r l n i h u z a i r o t n  of ’ r i te  Reserve (‘n n r n r p o n r e n r r s  ls un c lean
amid.  p en hia p s . i rrelevan t . Ir ecau se t i re  An tu e r ican s  p u u h l k  viesved tine
request as ,u lud :u r uuu g t h e  nriedia ’s c h ra na c ter i z a t io u r  of let a s a n i  - ‘s r u r c u
det ’can anr d ci nnr s uder e d pou r r ing nu n re I r o u rp s  m r  to Vie n n r am :u s ‘‘ t i n n u wi nig
ur g i n n i d  mill _ u rns ’> a f t e r  had . ’’ ‘fire p nrhl i c ’ s support fh r  this ’  war annul f i n r  t I re
a d n r m i r i i s n r a t t u n n s  wa s  severely erode d as a result  nil let and i n s  : u l t em nnra r h r

D i S F N G A ( ~F MI NT

E vern t s  after the Tet i n t ’l ens ive moved rap idl y .  “ N c g n u t i a r  i t n n i s ” were
begun , and General Abran ni s was put in n cumn r i and in Vietnra m n n,  Ri ch ard
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Nixon was elected President of the United States by a slim margin and
was politically committed to the withdrawal of US troops from South
Vietnam. During 1969, the VC switched to a strategy of small .uni l
ac tions. getrerally in accordance with General Giap ’s independent
tactic s~ likewise . General Abrams also turned to smail-unil tactics .
There were exceptions , however . The VC launched three offensives
during tire year , generally in tine areas near Saigo n . in the DMZ . and in
tire Central High lands. The major actions inn 1970 and 197 1 were the
“incur sions ” into Laos and Cambodia. By 1971 , t h ere was a rhn arp
reduction in US casualties , and by the end of 1973. a cease ’tIre m a d
been established.

But by n u w  boOr pacificati nrn and Vietnan n ization had taken root.
Ge mnera l Westn nn or eha u rd gave th ese policies a push in 1967 whe mn he
na mnn ed An nn h ass ad or Rn nhert  W. Komer as ir is  Deputy for Paci t lcat iu nn r
and gave his nnn ih itany deputy ,  Ge neral A h rannr s ,  re sponnsi h i l i ty  for wh at
l ater can n ’te to be called Viet nnan n ization. The im r r pr o ve m rient  was dran n n at ic .
By I 969 . Sir Rohern Tho mr r ps on reported t lrat ire “was able to visil areas
and t o walk tirrough villages which h a d  been under Vietcong control  for
yea rs. ”2 3  The up grading of ARVN was alsu moving apace. pavinn g tine
way for (IS disengagement. So fina lly , after a decade of trying . ti re
United States rediscovered tine key to victory in Vietnam. Sir R in h n r r t
Th ompson ’s t h ough t s  are significant in t in s regard:

I t  su ns never und ers t unn ud  before 1969 1 t h a t  nat ion buildin g w as  thus ’
n t t t s ’ n s i v e  c i nns t r uc t ive  pruugranrn se desi gned to st ren g tb i i’n tIne gov s ’rn rnmenr ’c
luse n s  and el iminate  its weaknes s . whri le tire mn lu l a ry  u upera t i n nn s  ssers ’
defensive and destructive desi gned t n  hold t I re ring . . . and, in sin d i n ing .  to
weaken the enerrry ’s mil i tary r us s e n s.  The p log ram mr r e  ss-hn iclr l inked t t i e ~ s’
I Wu ) together was pa c ih i c at i t n n . . .  this ’ three programm e s suer e tackled and
reg arded un pr es’isely the reverse order ol in r rp n ur i anc s ’  un r eh a t r on  tn t tIme

n b iu ’c t n s c tu r d , in r u m, t he s t r u r s ’mr\ 24

S~ . by I u i l Y ~ l ine  I ru led S la t e s  ss-r is rut last on tine ri gh rt  t rack . r u n td N>
071 .  in inu n uke d as i f the N or t h  Vi e t i r an . cs e  could t r i l l  wi r r  N> r i s !n lC

.:mi ern !h , u  :,t ~ n r e s
Ui ’s’ts- ’’ the \- .: l’ \n is.t n r .u mnn c s e Su er’ m i t u , ~tv e inn si n s’ r u ~r !\  h l r j r u i t t

‘eC ers e ll  i s  s u n ’ . , t : , l t e t\ . uon l  d c e rd ed  to  l a u u t t c h n  ii s i ’ t r t - c r m t n , ’ n m n r !  t t V i l 5 t i i i
n t  ~ i n n i h h  \ . c 0 i , l t t I  .ft r n i \ 5  t I r e  DM 7., R e  n t ir a c k r i ch w i n l i  i n i t i a l  sUdses ’

‘ l i i  Was es ct : i r m n u lh> ,iI :c s l \R\- N , in s’ll mrru tr c r ni l  sv ul u I. S air  pl wi ’t .

i n n u m n t i ’ l at n i~~lri’d .n nr , r , N> tire t a l l  n i l  OT~ wt hiu  i !aip i m u u n t g  lu a u  I ’ m  tun int ed ,
l i e Vt ’ suc r e  - ti i ; ’.pcd in n l ine b r u t t l c l ’iehil . V i e t n r u t n i , r u t u u , n  m a d  p t n n t e s l  t n ’

hi’ s’ t l n ’i r u ’ .e [his  w.us  h i a n r u n i ’s s i r u i k e s i  m n ’ l u u  - On c e  . lg : u i r i .  l r r i s s e s e n .  a
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battlefield loss was turned into a dip lomatic success--the cease-fire was
signed in January 1973.

In true Communist style. the North Vietnannese thn en began a logistic
bui ldup under cover of tine cease-fire . During tin e sumnrer of 1974 , the
V(’ attacked , enjoying some l inn ited success, although by January 1975 ,
tire ARVN had regainned all of tine territory that  it had lost. Even while
US aid was being curtailed in 1974 . ARVN repulsed divisional and
corp s level attacks. By 1975 . Hanoi was ready to itn ount another
iarge.scale ct snventiona i i nnv a si onn of the South. Tire capture of Song Be
in January 1975 was a test of US resolve . and when the V isited States
did u tot  f i rnr n l y respond . t h e  stage was set for tine collaps e of tine Saigons
go v ern nre r rt .  Without firm US supp ort . the ARV’N lost its ‘ki ll to light
and the siramef nr l result . m ore th an adequate ly covered by tine US
med ia, is familiar to us all .

CON(’LIJ S IONS

The conflict between the two interpretat ions of (‘ laus ewitz h a d
ended. Mao ’s version cer tau nn l y ei rn erged tine vict or , largely be cause tine
American planners ignored tine teach n ing s of Clausewitz on the po litical
level . win ile th ose inn tire irr i l i tary level were energetically applied. A
c lose r exa nnni nati n ) n of this claim seems in order.

In tIre first p lace. tire A in seri can strategists i gn nored (‘lausewit z m r  runt
determining the kind n) f war they were prepared to figh t :

Now the f irst, the greatest and the most decisive act of judgment which a
ctatesn ul afl  and commander performs is t h a t  of correctly recognizing in this
respect the k ind of war he is under t aking.  of not taking it for , or wishing to
make i t . su umcthnn g  whnch by the n a t u r e  it t  tire circu uni sra nce u it canno n be.
Th is u s , therefore,  the h itc h and most comprehensive of all stra le~~c
qu ecn innns .  25

In effect , the military, failing to nu nderstand tIr e type of war it faced.
di d wira t  it kn ew h ow to do best - - light a conventional  war. However ,
Vietnam was anything hut a convenrtio n a l war . In w’as first , last , and
always a political war.

Anrd sun our second major lessorr nrnust he tinat . on tire politica l level,
the An nr crican mili tary strategy never supported the p olitical objective.
In fact , it was difficult  to dcte rn rn ine wirat  tire p u r h i t ica l  objective wa~ al
any given mu r rnen t ,  line ini t ia l  political objective was h u n  a t t a i n  ant
independent arid secure Soutir Vietnam. After  the inr t roduc l ion of large
A m e r i c a n  ground com inbat units.  this relativel y sinr ip le and
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stn’ aightforward political objective became obscured. Soon , tine defeat
or con t ainn n ent of conn nrrunisn n becanrre a driving goal (perhaps it was
the real goal in the first place . and self- deternn ination for South
Vietna m was simpl y the rationale ). Later , Anni erican prestige and resolve
beca me m ajor go~ls , often overshadowing or eveir replacing tIne other
gu ais. Finally, the defeat of the revolutionary warfare concept al snn
became important. Th ese may all have been valid goals , but the point is
t ln at many u t  these goal s were developed after tine decision to intervene
uvas made. While the politicians must accept a nirajor share of the blame
f u r  defeat because they failed to set proper and unambiguous policy.
the military is equally to blan n e for m l  demanding clear , coordinated
policy fronr their civi lian superiors.

Thirdly, con sidering com mand and control in its broadest sense , the
American policymake rs and strategists turned their backs on both
common sense and Clause witz :

war is to be regarded as an organic whole , f rom which the single
members cannot be separated, in which therefore every individual activity
flows into the whole. , , , 26

During the Vietnam conflict . General Westmore land controlled the
ground war in South Vietnam: pacification , until 1967 , was the
responsibility of the American ambassador ; the naval war was fought by
the Commander , Seventh Fleet ; and tine air war over Hanoi was planned
by the Comnnandin g General , 7t ir Air Forc e (however , targeting priority
was established in Washington , DC) . Th ere never was any conr nbined
comnrand of VS . allied , and Republic of Su n u t in  Vietnann forces. lnsstead
there was “cooperation ,” win ch is a dif f i cul t  way Inn run any wan  and a
particularly ba d way to run a counter ins u r genc y,

Then there is the Cl ausew it i ian  m nu nt i omr  n u f  tire c e m nter  of g r ; u v u n v .  TIre
co n cep t is h o idenr t i f y tin e e m r s ’ n r v ’ s dec is ive  poimn t his center  of
gra vity and to at tack t i ra r  p u u i n t  as a ‘l u  5t pr i u n n i t > - ’ and lii  rele gate n n the t
matters  tu r secui ndar >- ro les. As Sir Rohern l l s uu nnn ps on pointed n un - t i re
center  of ~~irv i ty  n il  t i re Vi e t n ran n \Vnu r s u n s  t i r e  c u n n u r n n u i t n n n e n l  u nf  t i re
peop le ni l  Soul in V iet n i  tsr t o  i Item gt  sc r nm i ue nn I .  A p rec nuns din i on I i  r n ina  I
~ n nn n m i n n tnrncn I su .15 thus ’  ss’cn u r u t  y i n  I t Im e n cu rp l ‘ ‘ . and t hu e pac i lie at in in
inro~~a nr 55 1$ t ire mrie ans t i  a e c i n n u n p h m s i  I i n ,  i t h  h i u n w e v e n  . Genre rid
West nr ro re l annd ’s sr m eg> w,u s designed }n : t i t a n  i l >  In d e f e a t  t h e  \ n n t n h r
Vietnamese Ar n rn . This is m r n n l  h u n  say t l ra t  operat ions again r st nnrai n n t n n n 5 -s’
un n it s and inf i l t r a tnnsnn To urt es wer e m ini innrp n r l amr l  or r u e ce s s a r >  The> ’
were . hut riot as a nnat ter  nu f first priority.
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After reviewing bo th the Annerican and the Maoist s t r a t e g i e s  th a t
ev olved on the battlefield in Vietnann. one nnust co m nclude t h a t
Clausc witz is indeed relevant to fi ghti ng revolutionary w n l n s ,  inn esse nse ,
the American and Maoist interpretations were different sides ni l th e
sanre Clausewi tzian coin. But Clausewitz is elusive- - his p ln i io sop luy can
be (and has been) invoked to argue a innrost any strateg ic point of v i e su .
The trick is tn ) app ly the appropriate parts of Clausewitz to tine s t rare g is
si tuatio mn at hand. Those enunnerated above- deciding what  kind ni l  war
nrnust be fought , deciding what the political aim is bef t ure going to war,
linking the military strategy to the political aimni , recogniiing and
at tacking the proper center of grav ity, and insuring that  the war is
com rducted as a unified effort—appear to be especially relevant ho
Airnerican counterinsurgency strategy in Vietnam.

Finally, the war in Vietnam was not lost because tire American
nn n i l itary were restricted from fighting the war their way. Certain ly.
some of the limitations p laced on the military by their civilian superiors
were wrong. There can be no political justification for the tactical
restraints - both in the air and on the ground -on the interdiction of the
Ho Chi Minh Trail. Nor is there any excuse for the fragn’rentatio mn of
command and control of the war or for the confusion surrounding the
political objectives. But , had any of these shortcomings been redeemed ,
the re sult would surely have been the more efficient pursuit of the
wrong strategy. Good nnanag ement is no cure for poor strategy.

Had all the shac kles been rennoved , one can only expect that  General
Westnr ore l and would inave pursued his big-uni t war nnore assiduously.
t ire air war migirt have tried to “bomb Hano i back into tire stone age .”
and per lraps even lactical  mruclear weapons would have been used. But
all n i f tin s was ainr u ed at tine wrong center of ’ gravity ,  using tine wrong
s t r a t e g y -  ‘l ire key Ii v u e n o r y  was in t h e  Inands of the n rn i h i t a r >  s t rateg isl
h ’ru nmru  I n I S  4 onward: Ire had hut  to use it .  If lire pacific ation and
Vic nn rmm nni ia t i nu n  po licy had hcenn followe d as a ma t t e r  of ’ first  pr io r i ty
t in rnn t r g l n o ut  the  cnn m n fh i c t . tire na ture and tine result  iii the war nnni gin t h ave
been c uu n nrp l ehe i y di fferenr n . an nd tine restraints  wuiu ld irave m a d  l i t t le
e f f ec t  - This ’ war  would h ave en ta i led  less blood annd t reasure ;rnd would
not In ave divided onur counr t rv  as i t  f i na l l y  did.  Tire i r i n m r >  of tine s i tua t inun
is t lrat it In u o k  I 4 years of c ffuur t  and a col uns sa l nr n i l i l ar y blunder N>
General Giap to  s l i seun v e m a s t u a t e g n  t h at had been present f’ru i nrr  t ime
start .  Had tire rrr i h i tary s n r a n c g i sn s clrosen ti n is less ghu nrious  p ac i f I ca t i u nnu
stra teg y at t ine iuuts e t , t h ere wn u u l d  not be ann > ta lk  li nda > u I  a n r n i i i t a r >
v i c t nn r ~ amrd a political defeat inn Vie t t ran nn .  Tsr talk m t  a tnnihtary victor >
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arid political defeat is not only a contradiction in Clausewitzian terms,
but it is also a failure to grasp the whole point of the painful
experience.

17
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