
-. 
AD-778 91 7 

VIETNAM: STRATEGIC INCOMPETENCE IT'S 
CAUSES AND IMPLICATIONS 

James E. Chapman 

Army War College 
Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania 

18 October 1973 

DISTRIBUTED BY: 

National Technical Information Sorvice 
U. S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 
5285 Port Royal Road, Springfield Va. 22151 

uüNttMHNifeaNiMIalHttHaMNilMtfltfMMMÉLlUMMÉ Él««* 



r
security Classification of this page (Whmt Dmtm Bntt^d)

REPORT DOCUMENTATION PACE READ INSTRUCTIONS 
BEFORE COMPLETING FORM

1. REPORT NUMBER 2. GOVT ACCESSION NO. 3. RECIPIENT'S CATALOG NUMBER

/P-P 77 P^/7
4. TITLE (end Subtitfe) 5. TYPE OF REPORT 8 PERIOD COVCI^D

Vietnam: Strategic Incompeter,'e its Causes Student Essav
and Implications 6. PERFORMING ORG. REPORT NUMBER

7. AUTHORra; 8. CONTRACT OR GRANT NUMBERfa)

COL James E. Chapman, MC

9. PERFORMING organization NAME AND ADDRESS 10. PROGRAM element. PRC JLCT. TASK 
AREA 8 WORK UNIT NUMBERS

US Army War College 
Carlisle Barracks. Pa. 17011

11. controlling office name and address 12. REPORT DATE

18 October 1973
Same as Item 9. 13. NUMBER OF PAGES

9/,
U. monitoring agency name 6 AODRESS<'l/ different from ContrrJilng Office) 15. SECURITY CLASS, fof Me report)

Tin 1 a g g •! f i
15«, OECLASSIFICATION/OOWNGRAOINC 

SCHEDULE

"ie. DISTRIBUTION STATEMENT (of thit Koporl)

Approved for public release; distribution unlimited.

17. DISTRIBUTION STATEMENT (of thm mbotrmct ontond fn Btoek 20, If dlfforenl from Report)

18. supplementary notes

19. KEY WORDS (Continue on re- •mry and identity by block number)

' ‘nATION'AL tfchnical 
INFORMATION FFRVICF
!! S r‘ Ti 'i-'i.O'ro

20. ABSTRACT (Continue on reverme aide If neceemaay and Identify by bfrcA n%md^ar}

The US has intervened in two limited wars in the last twenty years. 
Further Communist expansion by military effort will probably take place 
through use of limited warfare or wars of national liberation. In both 
previous limited wars, the US failed to adopt and adhere to precise political 
objectives and developed vague military objectives which in Vietnam were 
pursued hesitantly and without resolve employing a technique of gradual 
escalation. During a long, bloody and costly engagement, US and world

DO 1473 EDITION OF t NOV 88 IS OBSOLETE

SECURITY CLASSIFICATION OF THIS PAGE (When Data Entered)



»ICumTV CUAltiriCATlOW OF THI» PAOenWll Dmtm Knfrmd) 

Block 20 continued 

PoUMcaÏ^M» !}lenated- a"d conduct of United „ar arc reviewed 

n5 inept^poiltical a i.1 «etna™ „aa_ caused by inadepua'te a_j . , , -rr* ¿cute ui. vieenam was caus 
nd inept political direction and hampered by faulty strategy 
default could lead to wider or total war. strategy. Defeat by 

// 

SECURITY CLASSIFICATION OF This PAGErr*i«n Dm* F.nttfd) 



üjA«ü rttStArtCr! LLtMLNT 
(Lssay) 

The views expressed In this paper are those 

of the author and do not necessarily reflect 

the views of the Department of Defense or any 

of its agencies. This document may not be 
released for open publication until it has 
been cleared by the Department of Defence. 

VltTf.AMi blrtnlcblL IhCuMHlTtNCE 

CAUbtii ANL IMHLICATlUNS 

Dy 

Colonel James C. Chapman 

Mefxcal Corps 

Aon: ov'"j : or pi.h11c re 1 tase ; 
dir.tribut.Ion unlimited. 

US Army War College 

Carlisle barracks, Pennsylvania 

16 Uctober 1973 

; » » 

// / 



ABSTRACT 

Authort James E. Chapman, LUL MC 

Title ' Vietnam; Strategic Incompetence its Causes and Implications 

Formé t; Essay 

Data ; 18 Uctober 1973 

Pages t ¿4 

The US has intervened in two limited wars in the last twenty years. 

Further Communist expansion by military effort will probably take place 

through use of limited warfare or wars of national liberation. In both pre¬ 

vious limixed wars, the US failed to adopt and adhere to precise political 

objectives and developed vague military objectives which in Vietnam were pur¬ 

sued hesitantly and without reaolva employing a technique of gradual escala¬ 

tion, During a long, bloody and costly engagement, US and world opinion became 

alienated* The goals and conduct of limited war are reviewed. Political ob¬ 

jectives, national and military strategy of the Korean War and the Vietnam War 

are subjected to comparative analysis. Further, comparison of commend struc¬ 

ture and national afforts in Korea and Vietnam is drawn. A danger exists that 

future limited war challenges will be avoided by the US because of the Vietnam 

experience. It is held that limited war strategy is a necessary capability and 

that the u vappy experience of Vietnam was caused by inadequate and inept poli¬ 

tical direction and hampered by faulty strategy. Defeat by default could lead 

to wider or total war. 
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"To carry tha apxrit of peace into -^r is a weak ana cruel policy. 

When an extreme casa calls for that rams 'y which is in its own 

nature moat violent, and which in such cases, is a remaOy only 

because it is violent, it ia idle to think of mitigating and di¬ 

luting. Languid war can do nothing which negotiation or submia- 

sion will not oo batten and to act on any other principle io not 
to save blood and money, but to squander them IT 

LIMTtD WAK, A MtCESSAhY CAPABILITY 

"-the only rational course (for the US) is to develop a strategy 

capable of limiting warfare and fignting limited wars successfully". 

In an age when nuclear exchange is mutual suicioe, Communist expansion 

will likely be attempted at a level insufficient to evoke neither a nuclear 

response or, in the Communist expectation, a conventional response. The Commu¬ 

nist's subdued ana suotle approach is certainly not spurred by any humane con¬ 

siderations but rather based on inability to challenge tie US in a nuclear con¬ 

test ana with the hope of making a strategic gain in a peripheral area of mi¬ 

nor importance to the US. The enemy will seek a challenge likely to bs unpop— 

uIbj: to the US and one for which it ia anticipateo the US may not have adéquats 

general purpose forces. 

I Despite the cries of "No mors Koreas" and now, "No more Vietnams", the US 

muai have the wwpability to do mors than mount a nuclear onslaught or surren¬ 

der to a Communist limited war challenge. The ability to define and adopt pre¬ 

cise, attainable political goals and achieve them rapidly with unswerving and 

bold use of appropriate military force is the essence of limited war, and is 

the means to counter Communist wars of national liberation. Unce engaged in a 

limited war not waged effectively, there follows loss of reputation in the lim¬ 

ited war arena- forfeit of diplomatic power and flexibility and erosion of na¬ 

tional political power. If the US lacks the resolve or the capability to un¬ 

dertake limited war, the US w:11 be tempted either to yield to Communist ad¬ 

vances or resort to total wax. Aware of US reluctance to prosecute vigorously 

2 



—or at all— subversive wars of national liberation, and sensing their unpop¬ 

ularity with the American people and noting Congressional distrust of Pres¬ 

idential warpowers, there is a very real probability that the Communists will 

soon try again. The irony of genuine oesire for peace ana US hesitancy to 

oppose aggression may ba one day to allow significant and dangerous Communist 

incursions leading inevitably to a much larger war. 

L1MITCU NAH, bUALb AND CUNDUCT 

Hobert £. Usgooo in his treatise on limiteo war provides the principle 

"that military power shoulo be subordinate to national policy, that 

the only legitimate purpose of military force is to serve the na¬ 

tion's political objectives. This principle of political primacy 

is basic to all forme ind all uses of military power, whether 

employed overtly, covertly or only tacitly." 3 

Further Usgood explains that military power must "serve as a controllable and 

predictable instrument of national policy, ... subjected to an exacting polit- 

4 
ical discipline." In summarizing his concept of the relation of military 

force to political objectives, Usgood states, 

"The primacy cf politics in war means, simply, that military opera¬ 

tions should be conducted so as to achieve concrete, limited, end 

attainable security objectives in order that war's destruction end 

violence may be rationally directed toward legitimate ends of na¬ 
tional policy." ^ 

Further indorsing "political primacy", Usgood further identifies three 

rules (of application) to "minimize the difficulties and maximize the potenti¬ 

alities of political control."*’ In his first consideration Osgood refers to 

limiting the political oojectives and clearly communicating the limited nature 

of these objectives to the enemy. Here Usgood impliss that the objectives are 

clear cut, well-defined and understood by the enemy and, most important, that 

they are consistently adhered to by the sponsor. He further delineates main¬ 

taining diplomatic intercourse and limiting the physical dimensions of the war 

as the other two rules. 
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riela Manual 1üU-b, Uperationa of Artny Forcea in the Field recognizea 

"political primacy" where it defines, "Military strategy is the art and sci¬ 

ence of using the armed forces of a nation to secure the objectives of the na¬ 

tional policy by applying force or the threat of force." The relationship of 

national ana military power is further explained as "Military power -s that 

element of national power which is designed to apply force in the implementa¬ 

tion of national policy ani: in the attainment of national objectives...", and 

that "Military forces, the operating element of military power, must be capable 

of exerting physical force in a manner ana on a scale that will insure the 

attainment of these goals*"0 Later the Manual reflects on the dilemma posed 

by limited warfare commenting that "limited aggression presents a double prob¬ 

lem. Un one hand, aggreesion must re opposed promptly and forcibly lemphaaie 

added), un the other hand, force must be applied in a manner that reducee the 

. ^ 
risk of the conflict expanding inte a general waz‘. 

Numerous authcrities have unu<:recored the importance of clearly defined 

political or national objectives in limited war. Michael A. Morris holde that, 

"a political objective is clear whan it continues to represent con¬ 

cern for the preservation of the same specific vital interest or for 

the same kind of post war paace. If the objectives are clear in this 

asnee, they can provide adequate polit^gal direction for the choice 

of military objectives and strategy." 

Morris further warns of what he terms "drift" in political objectives whan he 

notes that, "brift occurs when political objectives are not continuous in 

meaning or when they are so vagus as to permit several divergent strategies to 

appear to be adequate ways of attaining objectives.”11 William E. LeGro out¬ 

lined in two requirements how the Uä could best employ military ceoabilities 

in a limited war. 

"The first requirement is that the political leadership must furnish 

precisely defined political objectives. Uur major adversaries must 

understand the limits of these objectives. Unce battle is joined, 

these objectives should he expanded only with great reluctance for it 

ia essential that we establish a credible pattern cf performance in 

this regard."^ 
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Le&ro's second requirement bolus that, "decisive military objective, should 

be assigned, and they should be seized quickly", hzs implicit assumption being, 

of course, shat only precisely defined political objectives can yield decieive 

military objectives.13 In aodition to cacisiveness, Lebro adds another factor 

of speed in achievement} consideration of this element will follow. 

Seymour J. Deitchman addresses the relationship between political objec¬ 

tives and military strategy from a reversed perspective when he states, 

nhe military objectives of a military action can be clear, the po¬ 

litical objectives should be clear, but are not always because we can 

not sea well enough into the future. If military objectives can be 

achieved rapidly and decisively, tht. immediate political aima are 

easy to see —Israel preserved its independence, the radical group 

did not take over the Dominican hepublic, and the Hungarians and 
Czechs did not break away from Soviet domination." 14 

Arthur t. Brown, Jr. in discussing objectives in limited war feels that, 

"the objectives sought by the use of force shoulo be reasonable and 

attainable, for if they are not, it is unlikely that an appropriate 

balance between means and ends can be reached. Thi. is an essential 
component of a successful limited war stia.sgy." 15 

Further Brown concurs with isgood'r "political primacy" in concluding that 

"operations involving the use of armed force, or the threat of its use, must 

be designed to accomplish definite, attainable objectives that support national 

objective^." ^ 

The US, therefore, when encountering a limited war challenge must at the 

outset define as clearly as possible limited political objectives and promptly 

inform its polity and the world. Next, appropriate, orecise and attainable mili¬ 

tary objectives must be assembled into a military strategy supporting the nation¬ 

al political goal. Barring major chsnges in the situation, the original polit¬ 

ical ana military objectives should not be abandoned or changed. Political 

objectives, clearly defined ana unoerstood enlist domestic support and foreign 

understanding of Ub national effort. Additionally it is essential that the 

unemy oe informed fully and accurately as tu U5 political intent and channels 
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maintcuneu oetwean the ÜS enu the enemy. Accuracy and relxaLalxty of word and 

deed carry enormous weight in a fast moving limited force encounter. Maintaining 

open channels between US and the enemy is vital to following up early US mili¬ 

tary ana political advances with a probe or solicitation to the enemy to desist 

or accept future inevitable anu more serious losses. This latter concept 

leadr comfortably to another consideration, specifically speed or the time 

factor in achieving objectives. 

The tactics and methods of initiating limited war produce a built-in time 

lag which confuses and delays an intervening power. is the conflict a civil 

war.' An insurgency? Is an outside power supporting one side or the other? 

Lues the US have vital interests in the area and is there a US treaty obli¬ 

gation? Time passes while a diagnosis is made, yet in limited war, time is 

crucial. For centuries the military mino has known that achieving objectives 

before an enemy can re-inforce or be supported is usually decisive. 

Deitchman's comment that rapid seizure of military objectives clarifies poli¬ 

tical objectives is worth noting,^ LeGro introduces a balance between th# 

least cost ana in the shortest possible time in fighting a limited war.'^ He 

further cautions against hesitation and over concern for exciting confronta¬ 

tions, warning that, "The quick use of decisive force hes caused us the most 

19 
difficulty." LeGro concludes by urging that, "decisive military objectives 

should be assigned, and they should oe seized quickly."^ He believes that if 

limited wars are fought at all they should be fought "decisively, in a hurry, 

after a boldly realistic analysis of the risks." Gradualism as an expres¬ 

sion of the flexible response strategy is ruled out by Jay b. Durst in ob¬ 

serving that, "step by step escalation as practiced in Vietnan was ineffective 

because the enemy had sure knowledge of what our threat could become during 

any succeeding six month period.", and "that the threat of an escalation, whos* 
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top limit was roughly predictable, was incapable of breaking the will of 

22 
even a small and weak opponent." Similarly waiter beinkc warns on use of 

graduated counterforce as trapping us "on the escalation ladder", if initial 

commitjiment does not provide an early solution. Like Lelãro and Durst, 

beinka advised that, "once our forces are committed, it is imperative that 

operations be conducted at the level of intensity required to assure rapid 

■y* 

victory and early disengagement." 

In discussing duration or time as a limiting category in limited war Drown 

advocates using time as a form of weapon, that is, inflicting damage for a 

period, then desisting to allow an enemy "time" to reconsider or cease hostile 

25 
acts. This concept, while attractive by humane considerations, might sug¬ 

gest weakness, uncertainty or vacillation to a determined enemy. Raymond J. 

ft*rr*tt addresses another aspect of time as a propaganda trap. He argues that, 

"The time that passes while we gradually increase our application of 

force allows international pressures to build up. Distortion of the 

picture received by international opinion is almost inevitable. — 

The protracted, gradually stepped up bombing of North Vietnwi gave 

United States a "bully" image in many parts of the world."26 

U.S. STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES, KOREA 1950-53, VIETNAM 1953-73 

A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

In section II we touched on Osgood's requirement of "political primacy" 

in limited war and that political goals should be limitsd, clear fit and clear¬ 

ly understood by the enemy. Most authorities agree that political objectives 

once pronounced should be consistently adhered to by the sponsor. Other author¬ 

ities quoted voiced emphasis on how clearly defined political objectivas gen¬ 

erate precise military objectives. 

Application of US strategy in Korea failed to adhere consistently to one 

clear cut attainable political objective. On 25 und 27 June 1950 UN resolu- 
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tions restricted the political objectives to restoring peace and recovering 

the border at the 3bth parallel. Military operations above the border would 

be limited to oestruction of military supplies anc air action was confined to 

Korean Peninsula. After the Inchon landing on 15 September 195U, the U5 gov¬ 

ernment, and, on 7 October 1930, the Ufa General Assembly altered the political 

objectives of the war by authorizing General h.acArthur to destroy North Korean 

armea forces in Korea in order to bring about a free, independent ano united 

Korea, by 16 October 1950 the Chinese Communists hao intervened and by 28 No¬ 

vember 195Ü, the UN forces had retreated south of the 38th parallel. After 

the limiteo offensive of January 1951 the opposing armies stabilized the situ¬ 

ation along the 38th parallel. Following the deadlock at the 3bth parallel, 

the U5 again changed its political objectives back to the original goal of 

expelling the aggressors and restoring bouth Korea. Had the UN effort been 

halted after the Inchon assault, positions consolidateo and the enemy aovised 

to desist, it is likely that North Korea would have sought negotiations and 

the Chinese would not have intervened. A classic "limited war" would have 

been concludec with political objectives clear and well-defined, military ob¬ 

jectives precisely outlineJ, and rapidly achieved, (four months). Unaltered 

political goals would have teen achieved and war weariness in the US would 

have Peen avoided. 

Turning now to the other end of the western Pacific area, US strategy in 

Vietnam unfortunately displayed a similar changing set of political objectives. 

Evolution of US strategy in Inoochina encompassed about 20 years rather than 

the about three years in Korea (1949-1952). The two decade US involvment in 

Vietnam will be divided here into ten year periods, 1953-1963, ending with 

President Kennedy's assassination, and 1964-1973 including President Johnson's 

gradual escalation and President Nixon's strategic withdrawl. 

Following the armistice in Korea, a joint US-French communique of 28 March 
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1ySJ warned that if the Chinese took auvantdge of an armistice in Korea to 

pursue aggression elsewhere (italics added for emphasis), "such action would 

have the most serious conseouances (emphasis adoeci) for the efforts to bring 

about peace in the world and would conflict directly with the understanding on 

27 
which any armistics in Korea would rest." In a speech 16 April 1953 President 

Eisenhower said that peace in Ko-ea should mean "an end to the direct and in¬ 

direct attacks upon the security of Indochina and Melava (emphasis added). 

For any armistice in Korea that merely released aggressive armies to attack 

26 
elsewhere would be a fraud." between 2 September 195J ana 7 April 1954, only 

one month before the French defeat at Dienbienphu, both President Eisenhower 

and Secretary of otate Dulles repeatedly warned China, stressing the importance 

29 
uf Indochina to the US. In 1954 President Eisenhower promised "to assist 

the government of Vietnam in maintaining a strong, viable state capable of rc- 

30 
sisting attempted subversion or aggression through military means." 

Thus despite repeated US warnings to China and indirectly to the Viet Mirh, 

over a two year period - (1953-54) - the US failed to meet its challenge in 

Indochina. The only -.ower capable of st wing off French oefeat was the US, and 

while the US exhorteO the French to continue the fight, aiding with air ci’ft, 

technicians and heavy financial support, the US proved unwilling, at the criti¬ 

cal moment, to cormiit air and ground forces. The defeat was as great for the 

US as for the French. In the view of ueguod, 

"The reverse in Indochina demonstrated that successful containment 
in the gray areas depended upon a capacity for local ground defense 
that the United States could not provide. It also demonstraced the 
disastrous effect upon American prestige, diplomacy, and thr credi¬ 
bility of her deterrent of trying to contain Communist agg-jssion 
by military policies that purported to escape the ne<. ssi.y of local 
ground defense but that actually put the United btata.i in the 
position of having its bluff called."^ 

In July 1954 the US shirked any involvment in the armistice negotiations 

at ben,iva. In 1955 American adviser took over from the French in equipping 
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and training the jouth Vietnamese army. In uctober 196u President Eisenhower 

assured President Liem of American aid "so long as our strength can be useful". 

Later, in 1961, the US violated the Geneva Accord limits on military advisers 

by increasing the numbers to 3UÜU against a maximum allowed of 6UU. iby the end 

of 1963 the number of advisers hau increased to ITfUU11}. According to Milliam 

a. Kaufman by 1959, "The guerillas began seriously to challenge tie regime of 

Ngo uinh Diem,”^ The characterization of the US as a "paper tiger" is evident 

from the oft repeateo warnings 1953-55, and the ineffective commitment of US 

power in 1961-62. 

In 1961 after President Kenneuy heu sent Vice President Johnson to Viet¬ 

nam in Hay and General Taylor there in Uctober, a strategy of a sort began to 

emerge which was actually, in the words of Joseph buttinger, a compromise 

"between withdrawl and full intervention by increasing the advisers and Id- 

34 
gistical support." Not appreciating that, under biam, the basic structure 

of South Vietnam was bieaking (anc being oroken by the enemy), the US decided 

to support South Vietnam militarily without assigning political objectives. 

The plan seemed to be that the struggle could be somehow limited to Vietnam 

and, that with US advice and logistical support rendered on a "cost-effective" 

basis, the war could be militarily won b, the South Vietnamese, while the US 

avoided involvment in an Asian war. In the views of Lornalius D. Sullivan 

et al, the "Kennedy administration had not formulated a coherent, long range 

military strategy for Vietnan. The Kennedy calculation appeared to have been 

that the insurgency would be put down with relative ease with a logistic and 

35 
advisor role only for the US." The implementation of the Kennedy strategy 

ir 1961 and V<62 directly committed US personnel to a combat role and placed 

US prestige and power "on he line." The program included extenaive retrain¬ 

ing of the Army of Kepublic if Vietnam (ARVN) to the concept of mobile de- 
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fence ana furthei econunuc measures, but it specifically orueieü American 

personnel to fly intelligence, air reconnaisance ana photography missions with 

the Vietnamese, oirecteo American naval craft to participate in surveillance 

of coastal shipping and provioed helicopter and light aircraft with technician 

support to enhance the AHVN offensive capability. The results of this program 

were obvious. American advisors entered battle with the hHVK, American pilote 

flew missions and American naval units were in action. US prestige was even 

more positively identifieo and committed in 1^61 than when Ub aircraft carriers 

stood off the coast in the bulf of Tonkin in 1954 reaoy to aid the French. It 

is clear that U5 policy makers "did not appreciate the depth of the struggle 

36 
to which they were committing Ub resources." 

by September 1963, uiem's repression of the auodhists lea Kennedy to 

repudiate diem's regime, referring to how tiiem had "lost contact" with his 

people ana that the war could not be won without their support, while this 

utterance, followed by US withdrawl of support for diem's notorious special 

force (Saigon uecrat Police), dio not further U5 strategic aims, it certainly 

must have encouraged the enemy's plans. The ensuing coup against Diem was un- 

ooubtedly encouraged and precipitated oy this show of disaffection for Diem 

by Kennedy. 

The first ten years of US involvment in Indochina (1953-63) began with a 

political objective of apparently trying to bluff China ana Ho Chi Minh out of 

conquest in the area while exhorting the French to fight with the assistance 

of economic aid and some logistical support. The French capitulation was a 

defeat for the Ub as well since our bluff was called and we did not respond 

to the challenge. The Ub neglected the ueneva sessions in July 1954 but bugan 

at once to back diem's fumbling and inept regime as the Viet Cong and North 

Vietnamese began to step up terrorism. Toward the end of the decade Kennedy 

had not develop^ ^ comprehensive strategy toward Indochina but elected 
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rather than a compromise between withdrawl anc intervention with the expecta¬ 

tion that the booth Vietnamese would oo the fighting, not by the end of 1963, 

KenneOy was disenchanted with diem arid his alienation from the people ana the 

world saw a U-> Hrasiuent publicly announce that the government of an ally was 

so out of touch with the people that there was considerable doubt the war could 

be won. The decade ended thus with no real Ub strategy, Viutnam about to col¬ 

lapse, its faltering government overturneo by a coup, and vast areas dominated 

by tne enemy. 

The second oacodb saw the Johnson administration inherit the strategic 

hiatus of the Kennedy days, but by the time Johnson took office the situation 

was rapidly ueteriurating. 1964 became for Presiaent Johnson what 1961 haü 

been for President Kennedy. Without clear political objectives and no over-all 

str tegy, Johnson realizec that some action must be taken and promptly. As 

put by auttinger, ''1964 was the last year during which a solution could have 

been sought before the war became primarily American and before it extended to 

the north. 

Unfortunately for Johnson and for the U5 as a nation, 1964 was also a Pre¬ 

sidential election year, behaving much more a«* the politician than the strat¬ 

egist, although faced with a critical situation for which the US had no infec¬ 

tive strategy, Johnson umbaiked on a politic»»! campain for re-eJaction. Op¬ 

posed by Senator ¿tarry Goldwatc-, President Johnson believed it expedient to 

paint himself peaceful in contrast to the „ellicuse stance assumed by his op¬ 

ponent. Uut of political needs stumbled a series of US policy statements 

from a US President that became, at the time, close to the only strategic con¬ 

cepts available. Un 12 August 64, only a few days after the Gulf of Tonkin 

incident, Johnson promised not to send US youth to South East Asia, and on 

29 August 1964 he "rejected advice to loao our planes with bombs and drop them 

on certain areas."38 Even as late as 20 September 1964 Johnson hedged hie po- 
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sition with, "so we #re nut yoing north to drop bombs at this stage of the 

3Ü 
oans." It should be noted, howevtr, that "in mid 1964 a promise h^d been 

made to Premier Khanh for a bombing offensive in return for baigon "stability 

40 
and efficacy," 

Un 2 August 1964, i\orth Vietnamese gunboats attacneo the US Maduox and on 

4 August 1964 a seconc incident allegedly occurao. The President ordered re¬ 

taliation in the form of attacks against the boat pens and deck facilities and 

obtained from Congress the South East Asia résolution allowing the President 

"to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces 

41 
of the US end to prevent further aggression." According to Buttinger there 

is a question whether the US provoked the Tonxin Culf incident by accompanying 

South Vietnanese vessels on a raid, and that "Johnson represented the Con¬ 

gressional resolution is a spontaneous reaction supporting the administration, 

but some Presioential aides (reportedly) hao cameo a 'draft of the resolution' 

42 
around with them for weeks." Kegardless of the mechanics of the situation, 

Johnson had, in mid August 1964, an incident challenging US on the high seas, 

an "act of war" if you will. Following his radio address to the nation at the 

time there was considerable "closing of ranks" in his support. Johnson stood 

at an hour of decision, armed with a congressional resolution to "take all 

necessary measures" and "to prevent further aggression" (emphasis added) and 

backed by a major segment of ths people Inr'.e.id of defining a clear cut po¬ 

litical objective in Vietnam and integrating this into national purposes which 

would permit definition jf precise military objectives, the Honolulu meeting 

was held and instead the fateful decision was made favoring Secretary McMamara 

and General Taylor's wish to test the "flexible response theory" or to "twist 

the arm a little." 1964 thus produced no concrete plans for obtaining victory, 

no ultimatum to the enemy, no mobilization of US reserves and no appropriate 

territorial organization for conflict. Perhaps worse, it required no further 
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efforts toward mobilization of the oouth Vietnamese. 

un 7 FeOruar> 1965 following the Fleiku attack against Ub positions, 

bombing of the North began, between 7 tfarch 1965 and June 1965 Ub troops were 

moveu into South Vietnam, reaching 5U,(JUU. Ün IQ July '.9b5 President Johnson 

announced what coulu hrva oeen a preamula to a national goal ana a strategy 

for accomplishment* "we committed out power and honor and that has been af- 

4 J 
firmeu by three Presidents." by 2u July 1965 McNamara nad returned from 

Saigon impressed with "the deterioration in the Vietnam war." It was McNamara's 

recommendation that manpower be increased from 5U,üÜu to 15Ü,ÜÜU with plans 

tj qc to 2U0,UUJ. by late summer a plan was in being which required obliga¬ 

tion uf new funds, bro^.J near-war powers fox the President ana e mobilization 

of Ub military reserves, in an apparent oreach with the Congressional reso¬ 

lution authorizing "all necessary measures", Johnson rejected this plan and 

asked for a revision providing for 15Q,UQU men, less cost and no reserve mo¬ 

bilization. Thus oegan the faltering ano fumbling prosecution of the war with 

escalation in a stepwise fashion rougnly predictable by the enemy so that the 

Ub commitment could be adjusted to, matched or avoioed by the North Vietnamese. 

It was the Ub slowly climbing the escalation ladder while, ironically, the 

enemy enjoyed the option of "flexible respunse". As Durst ably summarizes, 

"escalation, designed to win by destroying tne opponent's will, if not mas¬ 

sively concentrated, and capable of aven further massive and cradibl steps 

44 
upward in the scale of attrition, will not oo tha job." 

1965 tc. 19b9 saw Ub strength rise to a peak of 543,4QU men. According to 

bjllivan et al, 

"The first integrated military plan for Vietnam seema to have taken 

shape with the uoint Chiefs of btaff (JCb) air strike recommendations 

and Qeneral Westmoreland's estimate of the aituation for ground war¬ 

fare in mid 1965. Apparently the JCb submitted a target list of 94 

critical targets in North Vietnam to include main airfields, major 

porte, PÚL facilities, rail ana highway system choke points, war 
materiel storage areas, barracks and assembly areas. 
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The XS favorecí reduction of theee 94 toréete within a two or thsee week 

period temphasia added), not graouelly over a three year period. Sullivan 

et al conclude, dy offering their opinion that had the XS recommendation been 

adopted, th» "shcck of surprise and intenaity of such a blow would have had 

influential military anu psychological effect."46 The euthor also pcinteu out 

that in 196b North Vietnam air defenses were primitive and that US loases woulo 

have been small. 

„hat restrained President Johnson from a concise definition of national 

etrategy and an associated military strategy may never be known ana it is in 

any event, beyond the scope of this work. In passing comment, however, the 

pertinency lies possibly in Johnson's inability to define, belance and relate 

his role as Chief executive of domestic affairs with his role as Commander-in- 

Chief. 

uurvey of some military students ano historians reveals lack of agreement 

on the objectives of Uu national and military strategy in Vietnam. As in 

Korea, so in Vietnam, there appear to have been three sets of political ob¬ 

jectives. deitchman summarizes the changes most succinctly as, "In Vietnam, 

we at first expected to defeat completely the Communist attempt to take over 

the country; we then argued 'or self-determination; and now say that, if self- 

„47 
determination leads to a Communist government, we will accept it." barrett 

agrees +het the US had adopted a "basic goal of persuading the north to end 

its aggression."40 Durst identifies three other more loosely defined ob¬ 

jectives. Durst first states that, "Cur long-announced policy had consis¬ 

tently stated that uur role in Vietnam was to assist the South Vietnamese in 

49 
choosing their own form of government, free of outside interference." Leter 

Durst asserts that the successive steps in the US build up, "were in pursuit 

of a military strategy which would compel the North Vietnamese to lower their 

objectives ano reduce their involvement."bU Finelly Durst concluües that after 
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July 1ÿ65, "Uur strateyy uf attrition, oesigred to grind down his military 

strength and reducs his areas of control, seemeo proved by almost any indica¬ 

tor we examinad." To emphaeire the lack of coherent strategy and the shifts 

in whatever interests the US displayed, Morris indicts the Johnson administra¬ 

tion by stating that, 

"The vicious circle of reciprocal influence between abstract vital 

interests and vague political objectives makes clarification of US 

political objectives in Republic of Vietnam extremely difficult... 

This vagueness allowed tho US commitment to the Hepublic of Vietnam 

gradually tc deepen in spite of the limitations the Uniteo States 
had originally set on its involvement."" 

Morris conduces by assigning responsibility to the highest level, 

"Most of the responsioility for the drift uf US policy in the 

Hepublic of Vietnam must be assignee tu inadequate political direc¬ 

tion. This occurs when vital interests ano political objectives 

are not defined clearly anu wnen thair respactiva costs and benefits 

of implementation are not thoroughly consioered. The US strategy 

followed until recently in Vietnam was a manifestation of inadequate 

political oirection. Aa noted, political objectives should deter¬ 

mine the nature of military objectives and atrategy... Lack of 

clarity reyaroing what kind of a situation we want to end up with 

after the war, ana lack of certainty about how to achieve auch a 

situation that is consistent with our interest, led by default to 
primary emphasis on military efforts."53 

The student can only conclude that poorly definad political objectives in 

Vietnam prevented formulation of an effective national strategy. 

THE FAILUHE IN MILITAHY STRATEGY 

TERhITUHIAL URGANIZATIUN, COMMAND STRUCTURE AND ALLIED EFFORT 

Without a coherent national strategy based on well-delineated political 

objectives, an appropriate military plan it impossible. To commit US power 

ana resources to Vietnam alone while military operations slop over into Laos, 

Cambodia and Thailand wee folly. At the moment such a commitment was under¬ 

taken or entertained, the U5 should have sought international understandings 

with Laos, Laaa, Cambodia and Thailand, agraaing that the entire area is a war 
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ion. .no th.t . theater of »er ... MccgnirM .no thereby or,«,izM. htop.r 

territorio org^it.tion .t the ooteet .oulo hev. precluCd the .«h.rr.erng 

•dirty heno." poetare the Ub found iteeif in ..,h Cü„0uctin9 tB. cu 

““ in L“‘ 'n° *n' i'’V“i0n ‘he Peeing of 0,,.0.., in 

Cieerl, the ..r ion. ehoolo incluo. Ol er.ee invol.ed or likely to Peco», in- 

vol.ea in .iliter, opere,ione. Cieerl, ,h. ene», .., to o^itoir. on 

such careless terntonel control in contre,, to Korea .here the geography of 

e peninsula permitted th, classical territorio organization. 

In the command stroctore, striking differences O.t.een K01,. end gi.tn«, 

are apparent. In Korea unity of co-eand ... achi.u.d Oy the creation p, , ok 

Combined commend .ith on. allied commander, hon-05 troops .ere integrated .. 

to major Lb commando ana all grouno, axr and naval operations Mere co- 

nruinated through a .in,Is commander, booth Korea mobilize, it. n.tionel re- 

eouzce, totally and »en. on a foil ..rtime beeze. I, 1, „ot.d th.t th, 

populación is more ho,«,g.noos and poiltically unified th«, in Vietn„. In 

»ie,n»a th, bulk of th. people .,ze somewhat united in wanting the french out, 

out were undecided whether to line up with the Viet hmh 0r th. untried Cie. 

regime. Th. feeling, about ub intervention ..re a, 0.» mixed, .inc. ,hey did 

not wan, th. Ub to take the pice of France and were ondartein .boot US aa- 

sistance. In any .vent, in Vietnam, tne Us tolera,« a ...k govern»«, the, 

failed to mobilize folly it, resource,. Further th. US Failed to inei.t on 

full, integrating ArtVb p.rcnnel and units into Ub unit, or, a, least organ- 

neo within the US or allied command structure. Thu. th. AHVN remained ...k, 

autonomous, tactically independent, at best dubious military «société.. 

«hile i, i. true that ick of port fcilitie. prevent« m...i„. .„d rcid 

input of Ub forces ano material prior to 1967, ah« through-put cecity was 

.Urin« in the, same year. ,h. Ub did no, seize the opportunity ,0 .ppiy over. 
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whelming force at whet would have Deen a decisive moment. Ir contrast to the 

Israeli effort which took place simultaneously , the Ub failed to appreciate 

that fighting a limited ^ar means keeping it short in duration with rapid and 

maximum force application. Mlthough US strangth exceeaeo 543,ÜÜÜ, the US 

failed to organize into a fielo army structure and thus was unable to avail 

itself of the tactical and strategic capabilities cf this organization. 

when the trail of damages following the Vietnam war is inspected one 

perceives as Ueneral Maxwell Taylor commentée, "the loss of n^-xonai pnoe, 

a loss of rtspeci for ourselves anu for our institutions starting with the 

54 
hresioency." When the loss of life, the dollar cost, the weakening of US 

prestige, ana finally a basketfull of aseorteo problems of drug use, PUW anu 

veteran problems, domestic turbulence anu morale in the armed forces is addeo, 

to 

the total effect is shattering, we h*ve come^soul-searching ourselves both 

as a notion and as irdivuduals. Une can ask whether it is morally any worse 

for a US Air Force Officer to be accuseu of falsifying flight records of 

bomoirg runs over Cambooia than for a US President to stand guilty of failing 

in the higher political anu military direction of the nation? Can a military 

subordinate be helo accountable for a tactical error which occurs in the frame¬ 

work of a faulty national strategy? 

CUM.LUS10N - NU QTHLH CUUHSt 

The US can not abanuon the option of the limited war. Although we do not 

seek such a conflict it will be forced upon us. If there is another time for 

limited wax, the US must diagnose the situation accurately and rapidly, then 

determine US political objectives and formulate a national strategy and 

accompanying military strategy to achieve rapidly the political objectives. 

The political objectives must be consistently adhered to. The military oper¬ 

ation must be planned according to acknowledged concepts of war to include 

IB 



T .. " 

proper territorial orrjpization for «ar, unity of command, mobilization of 

t;,e national resources ana appropriate mobilization of the allrao nations' 

rasources and espocially of the attackeo hont nation, buch actions will 

affirm our intent to the enemy and impress the national resolve on our people 

Finally t , national power must be committeo rapidly, resolutely and with 

impraasiv :orc-, so as to preclude any significartununterforce or residual 

enemy options ana to cr„ipel early negotiations to achieve the enounced po¬ 

litical objectives. With two unpopular limited wars within as many decades, 

tn-re is a real possibility that the US might flounder if cunfronted soon 

aga.n with another limited »ar situation. To succumb by default will seed 

the greater war of the future. 
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