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Pacification (“the other war”)

• “The body count does not have much to do with the 
outcome of the war.  Some of the things I do think 
are important are that we preempt or defeat the 
enemy’s military operations and eliminate or rend 
ineffective the major portion of his guerrillas and his 
infrastructure—the political, administrative and 
paramilitary structure on which the whole 

• movement depends.” (Creighton Abrams)

Hearts and Minds



“It is far more significant 

that we neutralize  

one thousand of these 

guerrillas and infra-structure

than kill 10,000 

North Vietnamese soldiers.”
(Creighton Abrams)



“One War” Targets

 Supply 

 Recruitment

 Infiltration

 Propaganda 

Main forces 

 Local forces     

 Guerrillas

 Infrastructure

 Transportation

 Bases 

 Lines of communications 

 Political cadres

 Administrative cadres 

 Population support



Wanted: 
+ military pressure
+ conciliatory negotiating terms in new negotiations
+ diplomatic pressure on the Soviet Union 
(encourage their North Vietnamese to negotiate) 

To buy time with Americans:
+ withdraw forces from Vietnam = Vietnamization 

South Vietnam needed to develop:
+ the combat capability
+ logistics and planning capacity
+ leadership at the national and military levels

The Nixon Years: Peace or Exit?



1959 760 243,000

1960 900 243,000

1961 3205 243,000

1962 11,300 243,000

1963 16,300 243,000

1964 23,300 514,000

1965 184,300 642,500

1966 385,300 735,900

1967 485,600 798,700

1968 536,100          31,000 dead 820,000

1969 475,200 897,000

1970 334,600 968,000

1971 156,800 1,046,250

1972 24,200 1,048,000

1973 50 1,110,000

November 3, 1969: “In the previous administration, we Americanized the war in Vietnam. 
In this administration, we are Vietnamizing the search for peace.” (President Nixon)



Public peace talks in Paris = propaganda for both sides.

Productive negotiations = needed to be in private. 

August 4, 1969: 
National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger = first 
private session with the North Vietnamese. 

Met with Politburo member Le Duc Tho
intermittently over the following months = no 
apparent progress.



Would “short, sharp blows” by air and naval forces 
advance talks? 

+ American casualties on the decline
+ anti-war movement still powerful 
+ no satisfactory political-military solution in sight

= “silent majority” speech (November 3, 1969), rallying 
the American people toward patient support for a 
protracted war. 

= dual strategy of Vietnamization and negotiation.



Sec. of Defense Robert McNamara



Daniel Ellsberg
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March 1970 Prince Norodom Sihanouk in Cambodia 
replaced by Lon Nol

Demanded the North Vietnamese withdraw from base 
camps along South Vietnamese border. 

North Vietnamese instead extended presence toward the 
west. 

Nixon ordered US-South Vietnamese “incursion” into 
Cambodia on April 30: 30-kilometer strip and limited to 
the end of June

violent protests on American campuses: Kent State 
University on May 4. 



Impact of Enemy’s War on U.S.
“Hanoi uses time the way the Russians used terrain before Napoleon’s 
advance on Moscow, always retreating, losing every battle, but 
eventually creating conditions in which the enemy can no longer 
function. For Napoleon, his long supply lines and the cold Russian 
winter; . . . for us it will be the mounting dissension, impatience, and 
frustration caused by a protracted war without fronts or other visible 
signs of success; a growing need to choose between guns and butter; 
and an increasing American repugnance of finding, for the first time, 
their country cast as ‘the heavy’ with massive fire power brought to 
bear against a ‘small Asian nation.’” (Nicholas Katzenbach, Undersecretary of State, 
1967)



May 4, 1970
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Spring 1971, Nixon sought the initiative in the war. 

South Vietnamese forces crossed into Cambodia and 
Laos in early February 1971. 

North Vietnamese anticipated the incursion into Laos, 
known as Lam Son 719, and massed forces in an 
attempt to annihilate the South Vietnamese. 

South Vietnamese withdrew in a disorderly retreat.



COSVN
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Parrot’s Beak

Fishhook

April 28-July 22,
1970
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Nixon wanted a dilemma for the Soviets and 
Chinese—give them “bigger fish to fry,” in his 
phrase:  support of North Vietnam or closer 
relationship with the United States. 

1972 summits in Beijing and Moscow but  
material support of Hanoi continued.



Easter Offensive – March 1972:

Three-pronged North Vietnamese offensive

Expected victory to lead to success in negotiations. 

Nixon --
Sent massive air force and naval reinforcements. 

Began mining of North Vietnam’s harbors.

Began sustained air offensive against North:  
Operation Linebacker. 

= stymied North Vietnam’s offensive, leading to Politburo’s  
engagement in serious negotiations.
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November 7, 1972 – Presidential election (Nixon v. McGovern)

October 11–12, 1972 -- Kissinger and Le Duc Tho reached 
agreement.

Rejected by President Nguyen Van Thieu:

Left North Vietnamese forces in South Vietnam.

Legitimized the Provisional Revolutionary 
Government. 

Forced Kissinger to resume negotiations. 
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+ Renewed negotiations = no common ground 

+ December 14, 1972: “Christmas Bombing” 

(Linebacker II) --massive B–52 attacks 

+ intense pressure on Thieu: threats to cut off  
economic, military, political support of South Vietnam



January 8, 1973: 

negotiations resumed.

January 23: 

United States and DRVN initialed agreement.

January 27: 

peace agreement signed.





Nixon promised U.S. military support if North Vietnam 
violated accords. 

November 14, 1972: “I repeat my personal 
assurances to you that the United States will react 
very strongly and rapidly to any violation of the 
agreement.” 

understood to mean the recommitment of B–52s. 





American prisoners of war returned. 

The war continued.

American commitments not upheld—

+ domestic and Congressional reluctance 
to re-engage

+economic constraints

+ Watergate scandal (weakened and 
distracted Nixon) 



March 1975 -- Major offensive in Central Highlands.

April 30, 1975 -- NVA tanks rolled through the gate 

of the Presidential Palace in Saigon.



A hopeless, unwinnable endeavor?

Or . . . .

A war that should have been won if not for:

→ the protesters?

→ the president and Congress?

→ the military?





LBJ wanted 

a limited war 

with limited resources 

in a limited geographic area 

for limited diplomatic 

objectives. 

(McNamara, Argument, 334)



Should the United States have been in Vietnam?

Was its security at stake?  
Was Vietnam part of an international (communist) threat to 
the U.S.?
Was it a fixable (winnable) situation?

Could the United States have won?

Did it correctly identify its enemy?
Was there a strategy for defeating this enemy?
Would its enemy have accepted anything short of victory?

Did the United States fail to achieve its objective because 
of its strategy?  American protesters? Government leaders 
(primarily Lyndon Johnson and Congress)?



Robert McNamara’s  

“eleven major causes for

our disaster in Vietnam”

In Retrospect (1995)



1. We misjudged . . . the geopolitical 

intentions of our adversaries . . . , and we 

exaggerated the dangers to the United 

States of their actions.

2. We viewed the people and leaders of South 

Vietnam in terms of our own experiences 

[and values]. . . 

3. We underestimated the power of 

nationalism to motivate a people . . . to fight 

and die for their beliefs and values . . . .



4. Our misjudgments of friend and foe alike reflected 

our profound ignorance of the history, culture, 

and politics of the people of the area, and the 

personalities and habits of their leaders. . . .

5. We failed . . . to recognize the limitations of 

modern, high-technology military equipment, 

forces, and doctrine in confronting 

unconventional, highly motivated people’s 

movements.  We failed as well to adapt out military 

tactics to the task of winning the hearts and minds 

of people from a totally different culture.



6. We failed to draw Congress and the American people 

into a full and frank discussion and debate of the pros 

and cons of large-scale U.S. military involvement . . . 

7. After the action got under way and unanticipated 

events forced us off our planned course, we failed to 

retain popular support in part because we did not 

explain fully what was happening and why we were 

doing what we did. . . . 



8. We did not recognize that neither our people nor our 

leaders are omniscient. Where our own security is 

not directly at stake, our judg-ment of what is in 

another people’s or country’s best interest should 

be put to the test of open discussion in international 

forums. We do not have the God-given right to 

shape every nation in our own image or as we 

choose.

9. We did not hold to the principle that [such] U.S. 

military action . . . should be carried out only in 

conjunction with multinational forces supported fully . 

. . by the international community.



10. We failed to recognize that in international affairs . . . 

there may be problems for which there are no 

immediate solutions. . . . [W]e may have to live with an 

imperfect, untidy world.

11. Underlying many of these errors lay our failure to 

organize the top echelons of the executive branch to deal 

effectively with the extraordinarily complex range of 

political and military issues . . . associated with the 

application of military force under substantial 

constraints over a long period of time.



Shaped 
much 

different
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VIETNAM-ISTAN

'Vietnam without napalm'

Vietnam, minus the jungle

Afghanistan Is Spelled V-I-E-T-N-A-M

Afghanistan, a jungle-less Vietnam
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