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‘I see a bad moon nsrng. I see trouble on the way. I see 
earthquakes and Irghtenrng. . . . Hope you are quite prepared to die.” 

J. C. Fogerty, Credence Cleat-water Revival, 1969 

Introduction 

Discussing the current problems In Kosovo and Bosnia with a friend 

recently, he commented to me that the solution seemed simple enough, if we as 

a nation Just had the guts and brains to use our clearly superior power After all, 

we are, without a doubt, the most powerful nation on the earth. There IS no 

way that a Serbia, Bosnia, or Kosovo can compete wrth us, mrlrtanly or 

otherJvrse. ‘So why,” he asked, “don’t we Just use our military might to convince 

them to do what we want?” 

While I was trying to come up with a clear explanation of why it isn’t that 

simple, the Vietnam War came to mind. The answer to my friend’s question 

seems rooted In an understanding of the nature and purpose of war, and In 

paitrcular, the war that you are considering entering. Our war rn Vietnam 

exemplrfies what can happen when the nature of the war IS misunderstood or 

Ignored, and when the war’s purpose IS unclear Clausewrtz said that “the first, 

the supreme, the most far-reaching act of judgment that the statesman and 

commander have to make IS to establish . the kind of war on which they are 

embarking; neither mistaking It for, nor trying to turn rt Into, something that IS 

alien to its nature.” The Tet Offensive of January 1968 and its aftermath provide 

a superb case study of the importance of understanding the nature and purpose 

of war. The utrlrty of such a study IS to apply the unckstandmg gained through 
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the analysis to future conflict, to avoid repeating old mistakes, and hopefully, to 

help me explain to my friend why using mllrtary power IS never simple. 

The Nature of the Vietnam War 

War IS a conflrct cf opposing wills and should be considered from the 

perspectrve of each of the combatants Involved. This interplay of action and 

reaction among commanders, statesmen and nations on all sides of the conflict 

contributes to the complex nature of any war. During the Vietnam War, the 

United States and North Vietnam saw the nature of this war very differently 

For the United States, the Vietnam War was a limited war for limited 

objectrves. Slmply stated, we wanted to ensure a free, independent, non- 

communist South Vietnam. The North Vietnamese commumsts (backed by China 
I 

and the Soviet Union) were attempting to overthrow the government of South 

Vietnam by both rnsurgency and conventional means. Our commrtment to South 
/ 

Vretnam was that of a powerful ally, commrtted to strengthen them polrtrcally 

and milrtanly. Our gradually escalating mrlrtary commitment--first with advisors, 

then air strikes, then multrple combat drvlsrons on the ground--without a 

declaration of war, reflected our attempt to apply Just enough military power to 

achieve our lrmrted ObJectives 

Our Ilmrted Objective of an independent South Vietnam also led us to 

adopt a defensive strategy, one armed at fighting the Insurgency and IncursIons 

into South Vietnam, without taking the fight offensively Into North Vietnam. 

Limited wars by their nature are frustrating to military commanders and can be 

/ 
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unsatlsfylng to the nation that supports them. How much blood and treasure a 

nation IS wrlllng to spend In war IS directly dependent on the value of the 

Objective being pursued. By purposefully limiting the Ob]ective of our 

rnqolvement In Vietnam, both In means and ends, we limited the support of the 

American people and congress. As the cost of the Vietnam War Increased, it 

cape to exceed the value of our ObJectiVe--as seen by the majority of the 

pepple. This mismatch between cost and value of the Objective became obvious 

In the wake of the Tet offensive and directly led to the end of our participation in 

the war. 

In contrast wrth our lrmlted oblective, the ObJective of North Vietnam was 

a tptal one, the overthrow and replacement of the regime In South Vietnam 

This had been their ObJective since 1945, pursued first against the French then 

later against the South Vietnamese and Americans This clear, consistent 

objective led North Vietnam to adopt an offensive strategy, using both 

conventional units and unconventional guerrilla forces to bring down the 

government of South Vietnam, a government weakened by corruption and 

mismanagement. 

As American military strength in Vietnam grew from 1963 to 1967, It 

became obvious to the leadership of North Vietnam that they could not defeat 

the American military directly, and that they would have to take a more Indirect 

approach to achieve their arm. They correctly assessed that South Vietnam’s 

strategic center of gravity was their alliance with the United States. If that 
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alliance could be broken, If North Vietnamese actions could result in America 

withdrawing Its military support, then North Vietnam could continue its effort to 

overthrow South Vietnam mllltanly. 

As the war continued through 1967, a critical vulnerability in our strategy 

an+ the way we were conducting the war became obvious to the North 

Vietnamese leadership. To emphasize domestic issues, the Johnson 

admlnlstratron had made a concerted effort to keep the American public 

uninvolved In the Vietnam War. While attempting to run the war with only his 

admlnlstratron--using the mrlitary as nothing txt a “tool”--President Johnson and 

his advisors failed to understand that war often takes a course of its own, 

regardless of the moderating influences applied to It. By purposefully avoiding a 

declaration of war and gradually increasing the number of Americans Involved In 

the’ war, President Johnson was attempting to limit the conduct of the war In 

consonance with his limited ObJective and domestrc concerns. As the violence of 

the war gained momentum and Americans began to question the cost, the 

admlnlstratlon, still trying to keep the war a side Issue, reassured the public that 

we were winning and the end was In sight. President Johnson needed to 
I 

convince America that the war was under control. 

Wars, however, are very difficult to control. War by Its nature IS a violent 

endeavor. The violence and killing of war create a momentum of therr own, 

raising the passion and Ire of the people. In America, by not lnvoklng the 

passion of the people to support the war, President Johnson set the stage for 
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their passion to oppose It. As Americans watched the war on the evening news, 

the violence and kllllng were real to them, and the pictures they were seeing 

didn’t seem to fit the story the admlnlstratlon was telling. Many Americans were 

d$isatlsfied with this limited war, and they began to let their government know It. 

Tet would become the turning point for public support of the war 

Tde Tet Offensive 

The leadership of North Vietnam saw American anti-war sentiment as a 

critical vulnerabllrty. They developed a plan for a “decisive v~ctoty” to force the 

United States out of the war. ‘Decisive victory” to the North Vietnamese was not 
1 

necessanly an overwhelmlng or dominant victory on the battlefield “Decisive” In 

thl$ case means leading to a declslon, a decision made at a political level In this 

context, victory on the field of battle IS Irrelevant; causing a political decision as a 

result of the battle IS the key. Looking at the American political and military 

slt/Jatlon In mid-1967, the leadership of North Vietnam decided the time was 

rigpt for an offensive to achieve a decisive victory. If they could exploit the 
/ 

Influence of American public opinion on polItical leadership, particularly In an 

electron year, they could cause the United States to rethink the value--and cost-- 

of its support to South Vietnam. With public support for the war already In 

question, a successful North Vietnamese offensive could convince Americans that 

the war was not worth the sacrifice It entailed. 

/ The North Vietnamese achieved strategic and tactical surprise, and initial 

success, when they launched the Tet Offensive on January 30, 1968. The 



administration, military, and American people were shocked by the size and 

scbpe of the North Vietnamese attacks Into the cities across South Vietnam. 

While the tactical advantage of the surpnse was quickly overcome, and American 

and South Vietnamese forces eventually handed the North Vietnamese Army and 

Vlet Cong a punishing defeat on the battlefield, the surprise--and psychological 

dlilocatlon--of Tet had far reaching consequences. American confidence in the 

government’s prosecutron of the Vietnam War was shattered. Moreover, the 

admlnlstratlon’s confidence In the path they had chosen for this war, and in the 

mr/itary In general, was also gone As the American people and congress, who 

saw this as the admlnrstratlon’s war, asked for explanations and a restatement of 

national obJec’tiveS that would Justify the American casualty figures pouring in 

from Tet, the President had no good answers. The political Ob]ectiVe had been 

lost In the furor over the way the war was unfolding. 

American participation In the war, which should have been solidly 

supported by a coordinated effort of the American government, people, and 

m$tary, had been built on a narrow foundation lacking the support of the 

pepple. Without the coordinating influence of a coherent strategy and a clear 

pubpose, the war had taken a turn unanticipated by the government. The 

American people, unsure of what they were fighting for, shccked by Tet, and 

faced with conflicting messages from the television and their government, 

wanted answers President Johnson was faced with a declslon Should he follow 

the course that the war had unexpectedly taken, a course that would require 
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moblllzatron of the reserves and an escalation of American involvement? Or, 

should he continue to limit American commitment and find a way out of the war? 

He chose the latter, In effect deciding that the cost of the war had exceeded the 

value of the oblectlve. That the war continued for seven more years and cost 

tens of thousands more American lives IS another story all together 

Fundamental misunderstanding and disregard for the nature and purpose 

of war IS at the heart of our failure to achieve our obJectiveS rn Vietnam. Should 

we have known that the Tet offensive was coming? Perhaps Should we have 
I 

understood that In war, unexpected things occur and something like a Tet 

offensive could occur’ Absolutely. More than that, an understanding of your 

enemy’s political Ob]ectiVeS IS key to understanding the nature of the war The 

differences in value between the objectives of North Vietnam and the United 

States led to differences in the amount of effort the nations were willing to 

exbend The Tet offensive reflected the total effort that North Vietnam was 

wllllng to expend In pursuit of its polltlcal aim. It also reflected the limited effort 

the United States was willing to expend In support of its ally, South Vietnam. 

North Vietnam had succeeded in exploiting our critical strategic vulnerablllty. the 

gap between public support for the war and the admlnlstratron’s execution of the 

war. Tet widened this gap and successfully brought the “decisive v~ctoty” North 

Vietnam sought. Without the military support of her powerful ally, South 

Vietnam fell to conventional attack In 1975 



. . 

Cqnclusion 

I 
What IS the lesson learned from this brief analysis of the Vietnam War and 

the Tet offensive? More Importantly, how do I explain to my friend the 

complications Inherent In the use of military force in the pursuit of national 

ObJectives? It’s not as simple as saying “We don’t want another Vietnam.” 

There will never be another Vietnam War or Tet offensive. Each war IS unique, 

different, almost personal In Its character. Attempts to compare old wars with 

new ones can lead to dangerous and incorrect assumptions and actions. 

It’s also not as simple as avoiding limited wars. Desert Storm was clearly 

a war for limited ObJectiVeS, heavily reliant on alliances, and we seem to have 
I 

gotten that one right. The Bush admlnlstrahon understood the need to bring the 

American people Into the war, as evidenced by President Bush’s unambiguous 

and frequent articulation of the national ObJectiveS and purpose of the war to the 

American people, as well as his pursuit of congressional support for the war 

The benefit of analysis IS to apply a better understanding of the nature 

and purpose of war to wars that we would consider entering Into. Violent and 

unbredlctable, wars Invoke a passion and momentum that can take them In an 

unexpected direction Clear coordination of political ObJectives with a military 

strategy designed to achieve those Ob]echVeS and national support for the 

pursuit of those stated obJeCtiveS can help moderate the course of a war. I 

However, the Incalculable actions of the enemy will still create unforeseen 
I 

situations and challenges for a nation at war. Anv nation should therefore think 



L 

long and hard about what they are trying to achieve and how they will achieve it 

Clausewih advised n . . before entering a war not to take the first step without 

cohsldenng the last.” 

So I should tell my friend first, make no mistake, what IS happening rn 

Bosnia and Kosovo today IS war. Whether you call rt peace operations, or 

vehficatlon of agreements, or something else, we are sending United States 

mllltary Into a place where people rn arms are kllllng each other. Also, It IS 

unclear that our current administration understands the nature of these wars we 

are entering If they do, they certainly have not articulated that understandrng 

or the political ob]ediveS of the United States in these wars clearly to the 

American people. It appears that President Clinton does not want American 

attention or resources diverted from the domestrc issues that have been the 

foundation of his presidency, and therefore has not sought public support for 
I 

entering these wars This could lead to a lack of public willingness to accept 
I 

casualties in pursuit of the political ObJective. We saw this several years ago In 

Somalia, when the war took an unexpected turn and we abandoned our 

inconsistent and unclear ObJectives at a cost of 18 American lives. In Bosnia we 

have entered a war with an ongoing commitment of unclear duration. We have 

lust embarked on a completely different type of war in Kosovo w&h srmllarly 

unfocused ObJectiveS So, my friend, we should think long and hard about using 
I 

military power to exert American influence. I’m afraid that, today, there IS cause 

for concern that once again there may be a “bad moon on the rise” Indeed. 
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