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A psychologist's onalysis of vul-
nerabilities omong the Viet Cong
end North Vietnamese elite.

THE VIEIHAMESE AS CPERATIONAL TARG

Titas Leidendorf

Like the Chinese, the Vietnamese project the fage of a lwwno-
CLOUS peop}e proud of their heritage snd their ethnic superiority
and comfonted by a great sense of unlneachiable wnity,  But like the
Chinese, they manifest this sense and appesrance of vuity »lmost
wholly as a defonse z:b(mxst cutside forces, and it masks a divensity of
(:1 rapcterisiics zmd #ititudes which far transcends it. More compel-

Hing than the Chin sense of & cormnon porsonality is his ewcieness
o{ the diferences Iu (woen a Yunnan peesant and a Peking intellec-
taal; and what stirs the Vietnameose ryore than his sense of cthnie
ptide is his conviction that he’s better than a Northerner (3f he's from
the South), or than a Southerner (if hes from the North), or than
either (if Le’s from Hue). The vegional differences are only the
most cbvious in a catalog of dimensions along which individual Viet-
ramese differ, and in an intensely individualistic people these dif-
ferences are a constani thveat to the m}ity and purpose of any or-
ganized effort,

Douglas Pike points out that:

Understanding sociopalitical developinents in Vietham involves eataloging the
various social and political groups, organizations, cliques, and clans-.some
of them covert and shnost all of them parochial or regional in nature-—and
then mapping the interrclationships among these various forces!

Similarly, asscssing a Vietnamese in operational tenms cansists largely
of classifying Lis various parochial, xegional, attitodinal and cultural
characteristics and watching for circuinstances in which these per-
sopnal peculiarities are likely to be in conflict with some “Jarger pur-
pose” of his organization.

‘ﬂuugj s Fike, Vietcong (MIT Press, 1966), p. 374. Pike will be cited fre-
auently in this paper, and perhaps sometimes plagiarized, since bis work shews a
particulsr awsrencss of the human factors in the Vietnamese eflort. A reading
of his fust and last three chapters is highly recomnmended to those who are con-
cerned with the homan and personal aspects of the Vietnamese target or colleague.
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the Vietnomese

Conflicting Goals

From this vantage point, the apparent unity within the DRV/NLF
comruanity ahrost has to be illusory, or at best temporary, “for the
duration” until victory is achicved. 'The geal of victory, which pro-
vides the intaiia cement, is as diffeult to define for them as it has

been for their enemies. To achieve s
NLF has had (o be all things to 27 peug
ion for yany people, it is much too diverse in its

¢ of coinmnn purpose the

ole; end while this poovides

sinet

e to be satislying or cessforting to any one petson
: ple
razely get fnvolved in anything, wnd if they do get fnvolved it is
heceuse there is something in it for them--status, veward, protection,
or plain survival.

Albough the appeals of pationalism, communism, regional loyalty,
yepophobia, and even peasonal capitalism each play some role, there
is no single cause that captures everyone; and of course msny
of the ywomises arc mwutually exclisive. The Southern regionalist
cannot be happy with the prospect of domination from Hanoi which
motivales the politically ambitious Nosthemer, and the Viet Mioh
veteran who was “sold out” in 1954 cannot be Liappy with a shift
in steategy {rom military victory to inte

nationally negotiated seitle-
ment.  Interestingly, the voleocability to rvptore becomes inost acute
at opposite ends of the seale of furtune: when the system is threatened
with drfeat and the individual =

ks a better prospect; or when the
organization’s goal is closest 1o achicvernent and the personal goal
is in danger of being Jost, submicrged, or turned aside in the process.?

Accordingly, the approach to the DRV/NLF taiget takes place in
an uwnusual stmosphere: the closer the Vietnam cooflict comes to
tennination, the more arxious the truly snotivated target will become
about secing it terminated on his terms.  He will want to stay to see
the matler won properly; and as this brings him into direct conflict
with the diverse goals of othiers and face-to-face with the threat of
vltimate failure-invictory, he can beocome increasingly desperate, and
incressingly responsive to opportunitics for snpport and assistance.

Corps . . . . o ecrONSES ie
*This ean be observed quite drectly in South Vietnamese responses to th
threat that peace or nogotiations pose to their personal equities in the cuteome.
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The Vietnamese SEGRED

The Rasic Pevsonnlity

RMost Vietnamese are singulatly self-centered people who, Jike the
Chinese, view the bro;am;s’t events and circumnsiances in the most
wl terms, Like the Chinese, they mike a great show of social
seloavior, and moup activity; and Bke the Thais and the Filipinos,
they are substantially more shrewd and clover than the Chinese
ut this and often scom to be froly involved with other poople
pud truly comn .Ii‘wd to i‘mi }ea interests, Put in wost cases this
is whelesale o abitual, often wncenscious, snd even
cinzanese docs is vsuslly done cut of com-
= and to his own neads, pot {0 sone goand papose,
2], or somie compelting loyalty,  Tdeals and Joyalties ex-
st, 1o be wure, but in most cases they are projections of the selfish
«ds of the fndividual.  Even his participation in uass activities (@
fn Red Cu:«uda) is most Tkely to come about “because it appoars 10
be 1t 3 wise fndividnal thing to do” 4

Ii is troe, in some sense, that everyone is sactivated by his own
recds and interests,  But while the Westerner (and particnlarly the
Amcrican) accepts dircetion from others, commits hivacelf to external

zuses and obligstions, and exmmvon to submerge his selfich fntorests
in some groater xm‘ml puxpose (vsunlly experiencing a sense of guilt
if Yo fails to do so), the Vietnamese gua Oriental is fice fiom this
se of compulsion, and rather cmnfoﬁab&y s0. Thus 2 irajor
actedistic of hs is detachment— copecially naoted in the rural
wvant, but also chearvable in diffaent forms of insalation and
dispassionate by '-iar-‘ung aiong wban dwellers. (Mao’s Coliuvral
Revolution was certainly motivated in part by his anxiety about this
charseteristic smong the Clinese and his determination to get them,
esperially the youth, fuvolved in something bigger than themselves.

“m, Vietnmmese, like their noriliern neighbors, assest this disassocistion
From external events; similarly, they wse it as a defense from getting
painfully mvolved in things which “don’t concern them”; and they
have perhaps an cven greater capacily for acting invelved, when
necessary, in a wholly saperficial way.)  The great Awerican concern

e

* Any eiluit to genorslize about any group will necessarily do some injustice to

sy mewber of it This stercotype of the Vietaamese personality structore is
p ‘,yhnlﬁd with the recognition that there will be individual excepiions to every
sig c,nrnt which nevestheless do pot destroy the applicability of the over-all
axn for pwposes of general anslysis and geneval planming,

‘ ‘P:&e in The Walington Post, Yeb. 95, 1968, p. D3, Emphasis added.
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The Victaomese GREF

dlaring with the Chinese and the Japancse a sense that if one religion
is & good idea, two or three are probably better,

Despite this independence and looseness, the Vit cse is not
entively his own free agont, hovever. With the attachments he
wiakes he asswmes veciprocs] obligations, sod these obligations sub-
stantially control bis freedom of movernent. e liss obligations to
his fonily sad its vider senmdfieations, to his b mlet, village, o1 its
equivalent in sorae other it fal-politicsl group. Tn sceking

B
efiilztions with groups, movaments, or Yeaders who can offer protection
ar otker yows

— .
PURIORSRIT, S m e

rds, he assomes obligaticns to give them support as Jong

Ty

i

ss the Joyalty relationships exist; and although these can he severed,
ithere ave wnwiitten roles which govern the propricties of sepaation.
Comreersely, the lerders and avthorities vwho have the power which at-
tracts support do have the obligation to protect or otherwise weet the
needs and expectztions of those who sapport them., Because the
Vietnamese has sttachments in many dimensions and diections
ily, eligions, geographical, seholastin, political, fraternal-and becar
many of these are contradictory or conpetitive (especially in the at-
mosphere which exists today), be is simulianeously pulled in many
divections and effectively pinned down by a network of subtle, iuformal,
but nevertheless compelling social forces,

TR LT Pt P

In sum, then, the typical Viclnamese is intensely individualistic in
cutlook and purpose—~often bovine, passive, and scemingly uninspired
(in Western teims), but sdequately ynotivated to prsue his own
interests or to secore his own swvival. His consequent Joyalties
and attactouents can be folasely expressed and prsued but also
tend to be diverse (to accommodate a variety of pressures in the
complex society) and opportunistic. His outlook is inclined to be
narrow; his sense of loyalty diminishes as one wmoves away from s
mmediate colleagues, family, or neighborhood; and bis concerns, if
authority ends at the hamlet gate, will vas cly extend far beyond the
hamlet hedge-—or its symbolic equivalent in terms of the needs of his
family or the istesests of his colleagues. He seeks attachments for
the snpport and protection he can derive from them; he secks a job

or an office (if at 2all) for the framediate rewards or opportunities it
provides for him--sarely in cxder to accomplish something jn a
Western sense of productivity and social service. Altruism is virtually
ahsent; and with his detachment ke can be beartless, yuthless, or cruel.

But he can also be charming, and he certainly shares the typical
Oriental determination (in most normal circumstances) to maintain
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The Vigtnumese

exscts a high price in social responsibility in retwrn for frecdom of
thonght 2nd behavior, Bather they scek a well-defined program of

dions and requironents and the assuience that f‘)ey can
sychiclogionl depradernce s long as they belizve in sccord-
aTicE wsfh these divections and rituals,

Thus many are ailracted to the Compuaist Grgsnization not be-
e of it fntellectual or ideclogicoal appeal but bowanse its stiucture,
ine, and its deterain ;,nsmﬂm a kind uf social woinb,

ive a sense of real satidlaction from helng part u( a disci-
*d "rh'] umlmawe (le%)ru"‘?"f n that tells hem what to do, re-
ndent o povonal responsibility for thelr own

e and actions.  The vrganivation can also provide a relesse from
iy I

the diverse and comnpelling social conpnitments which otherwise bur-

3 LT PR SR I S . :

den the Victuamcse, By sulnniiting o organizstional disciplive, the

her can somwetimes find a wocially scceptable escape from his
fiional obligations®  These ku_op]e have found a “home” in the
oiganization, a welcome sense of cestaity in what they are doing and
in the bnowledge that the system l.,es &n soswer for everything,
Discipline, organication, and {im'ekm%mg ritnalistic exposure to
amiaunist ideology have certainly had wome effcct on the thivking
processes of these people over the years, but greater significance is
waie Jikely to lie in the effectiveness with which the IDRV/NLF
mechanisms have brought politieal, social, and behavioral cider to
the Vietnaese scene- -a discipline to do things, wore than a com-
mitraent to belicve things, There is, of cowse, a Jarge williugness
to belicve; Lt it is move of a disposition {0 scwopt what is said than
an active, critical comeern with what it means,

There will be ample pragnatic vse of Comnnuict methods and
Ceymansist utterances at the tactical level; but the individuals them-
s.lves are more Likely to be committed to or concerned with matters
vhich are more persoral, more local, more fmumediate, or inore his-

* Nguyen Hou Tho, NLF Central Comnmittee Chaliman, is an inferesting case in
point. We tend to regerd bim as a sefored visicrary--an enlightened idealist
who has ruagnanbrously given up home wnd family to live a colibate life of service
ih a fungle retreat. TLis jost plausible, hew thel he remnains ss esprmsible
in Lis proper sociel obligetions as he was in his yoath, that he has found in the
secret service an escape from a Jevanged wile and the cares of yaising two
Jeughters. Similarly, 1i Thi Risng, a ediewoman for 25 years, fovnd she could
suboidinate the cormpellig demnands of wife and motherhood 1o the disciplines of
the scrvice sud escape the chatiel status which was being foreed oo her as an
exphancd present girl in her own village.
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é%{xﬁﬁa& és




The Vietnamese

torically Vietnamese than dizalet matervizlism.  (The supeificial
adaptation to American political theory in the Scuth is probably a

foir eommentary on the extent to which a commitment to Comrmunist

paliticel and economie principles 1eally pevelrates the psyche of much

of the opposition leadorship.

‘ ] ‘ : the iduulogical chzos
sted in China dosing the Coltural Revelation---in which Lin Shao-

formes

j«
%«
o

: & »e can booome hevesy by deflidition in
the flip of a switch, for exarple «hows the hallowness of cornmit-

mard to any pard icular bolief among the most orthodox Communists
in Asia.)

This corparimentation hotween idealogical commitinent and be-

wially confusin

havioral compliance creates an iteresting snd potes

CR P,
GBS -

problomn for sosessing loyalties end cosuniinment among fasic
s much of a problem for the guadian within the autho

taijan sys-
tem as for the Jdetached chserver outside. Those who mzke the
greatest display of commiiment to puity or orga nizatiooal porposes
and directives-and thereby eam the unquestioning tiust of their
colleagues-—may be extremely shallow in their true couvictions or
Joyalties.  Peaple of this type may be yitu alistic role-players who hiave
no emctional or intcllectnal invelvement with the doctrines or be-
liefs of the mnoven

cat at all; they are alle to act enthusiastic as
though accepting everything beceuse in tioth they are not really con-
cerned vith anythiag.  (The man with a conscience, or a sonse of
intellectual ntegrity, is Lound to he disturbed or disaffected to some
degree, at some time, with any organization. )

Pasadosicslly, then, “perfect” behavior can mask the most superficial
canmitment, and those vwwho have earned the grealest trust may be
those who are least conicerned with what jt is all about. These are
uot potential ideological defectors, because they are not concer ed
about purposes; but they can transfer their loyalties quite readily
to new le

sdership, or to arother system which provides the same

kind of support and comfort.  Mareover, ¢his same kind of behavior

can mask the inteptions of the disgrvntled person who is waiiing for

an cpportunily to escape. Intervicws with VC defectors bave re-
vealed thut many

. . carefully bid their troc forlings not only from the cadres but also f?i.m

their comrades.  Apparently as a sesult of this, the interviewees were often

: . ' . P ot
wot aware of changes in the morale of their units . . . It thus hﬁh"“cfi x;;s
infrequently that a defector Lelioved himself the only disaffected man M

SR
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The Vietnomeose

unit, and that he was surprised to discover other Jdofectors from his eutfit in
the Chien IHoi Conter.'®

For similar reasans, these people aie pot revolntionaries in the
logical sense, or at least psychol

peye ogical revolutionism is likely
to be less rh, actevistic of the later-gervation persermel than of the
eavlier organizers and leaders.  In psychological terms, the true revo-
Latd nmry 7?;,;. £ sOme ln.;d of 51({%%2"::}1 cormitment with an
inability to aﬁdl\( to the existing social or political arder. Hence his
recouise is to tear down the e,n\imgf order and create a new one

that sisits him.  Dut allowing for exceptions {espe

Ay amony the
elders), these people are neither heavily commitied to ideclogy wor
ﬁ'w‘epablp of adupting to sn eristing systern. In their own view, at
s, they reprosent i‘}« true oxder nf things in Victnam—-as opposed
to French w]s_,zu, lism, Aanerican iwperislism, or mandarin or pruppet
govvmmr-n(q in the South- ~«and are endeavoring to preserve or restore
their heritage and independent destiny.  Many, if not miost, are psy-
chologically inare disposed to preserve somwe sense of order and status
fuio fh.m to Jisturb it

ot petn

Thus seme who show up as firebrands or zezlots may be cloaking
exploitable volnerabilities.  Others may appear more like bureaverats
in a well-established carcer program.  Age and cxparience with the
movement will be factors in determining iow each sees Bimself and
the movement in these respects.  Pike again provides a handy sum-
zr‘vary deseribing the characteriztics of suecessive generations of NLF
,ndcxmup »

The initial NLF leadesship cops was wade up of ex-Viet Minh, Many
of these, probably the majority, were profcusionsls such as doctors, lawyers,
and teachers. They were competent and enjoyed high status among their
{followers. Most of them had been in the movement, cither Viet Minh or
NLF, for most of their Lives, althongh genewally the guemilla leaders had
scived Jonger than the civiisns.  Within the NLF these early leaders came
to hold the main lue administrative posts or became commanders of the
Main Force wunits. They were inclined to be more naticralistic and less
doctrinal than those who camne after them, and they weie far Jess pro-DRV.

Those who vose in prominence safter the launching of the NLF, that is
in the warly 1960’s, were wore politically oriented, less apt to have a pro-
fessional hLackground, and therefore of sewewhat lower status in the eyes
of the rank and file.  They were more dootrinal, more anti-GVN, pro-DRV,
and pro-Communist,

1. Goare and C. A. H. Thompson, “Some Jmpressions of Vict Cong Vulner-
ahilities: an Interita Report,” RAND memorandum 4699-1SA/ARPA, August 1965,
Pege 29.
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With the segolarition came both cedres and top leaders from the Morth,
thelr great social travmea had been the Viet Minh war,  Most bad becn volmé
cadies during the Viet Minh war end had climbed the ststus ladder in the
Morth scooiding to DRV sianderds, which meant that they execlled
mist virtues, tochnical conpatence, zeal, disc

in
shoe, and vrwaverin
th in the cause. They had a vested fuferest in victery through fllowing
from Hanoi, for it was there that their homes wure lceted, their

COES

re yosted.  Thelr motivetion was gaite
e cents it was North Vietrzwese whather or not they ) Firiralh

Hevent; it was North Visingowese whather or not they had originally come
fiom the South. Alove sll, ther Novihera-trsfned leaders, and they wese

fourd chilefly fn the NLF wilitary opparetus, were p als, Jess marked
Ly ther selfvighteous porlt hat chaactier

Aive and sevolution

s who vose in the ranks dining the ealy

geoup ur the individud ot

ges of the fwurgency. They
were Joss moved by the Juep sense of frustention that dvove the catkier leadars,
aod thelr devotion to the cxuse stevumed wore hom career building then

from ideolegy or hatred ™

To summarize: One’s experience is a factor in the streugth of one's

discipline or the quality of one’s apparent cammitinent, and discipline
has a more significant influence on the behavior of these people than
porpose or conviction in the abstract or ideological sense. Abstract
puipose or ideclogy will varcly have greater sigrﬁ.ﬁcanc‘e for them
than factors which have wnore personsl meaning. Even in its strong-
cst wenifestations, discipline can range fiom a kind of reassuring
support for the individual 1o a form of escape from other responsi-
bilities, to a mask for superficiality of comnmitment, to a cleak fer

disaflection, And both discipline and apparent connmitiment are
pacvely additional factors in the assessment of a Vietnamicse to be

vicwed wlong with all the cther contributions to his make-up.

Issues of Conflict

Among these rather personally oriented people, then, it appears
that many readily discernible factors such as age, enperience, and
origin can aflect views and attitudes sbout the movement and its
pirposes, and that many of these attitudes are necessarily contradic-
tory, giving rise to conflicts between people and to anxieties wilh%n
them concemning purposes, strategies, and cvteores. Differences 1
origins can make for differences in Joyalties; differcaces in motivations
smake for differences in goals and acceptable solutions. These dif-
fexences can be accomsnodated as long as the movement is for enough
removed from victory that sny outcome is still possible; but they

¥ Pike, p. $75-6.
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The Vieinamese

are bound to come into conflict as the outlines of a revolution become
more and more defined, and the conflicts can be viewed as opesational
vidnerabilities, Sume of the inescapable (and intewrelated) issues
are thicse:

The problem of vnification. To Nutherners, snd to Southomers
whose lives and careers have been shaped by association with
the Narth, a viclory wiihout vaification is po victury st all. To
sovne Southerners and Centerites who have strong regional tes
or are primarily motivated by some jrrpose or sense of parochial
independence not cxpecially related to the politics of Hauol's
Yesdership, the reslities of unification could be as bad as those
of forcign dosaination, snd pohaps even worse.  Thus within
the movement there will be some stiengly motivated people
v ho see true unification as a particular threat to their most im-
portant interests and others who feel just as strongly that without
vuification theix pwposes have been betrayed again.

The problem of coalition, The NLF hss shown a great deal of
amnbiguity in the past toward the question of coalition and has
lost the support of some elements who favor a truly cooperative
political solution in the South--unusval though this woeuld be
in Vicbnamese political histary.  (Compromise is a factor in their
ontinuing effort to balance their diverse obligations, but it usu-

| ally extails agreements within groups, not between opposing politi-
cal factions.) While the maore militant interests will show no
tolerance {or affiliutions with GVN elements, there are other in-
terests, and some political carecrs, which would be best served
in a true coalition.  Again, such interests are most likely to be
found among those who are looking for Southern solutions with-
out Northern hegemony.

The problem of nevtralism. Because this is an appealing alterna-
tive to militancy, it is naturally attractive to those who are sin-
cerely interested in peace and some kind of honest solution to

; the conflict in local terms.  But since every conflict breeds people

whose careers depend on conflict (especially when it continues

long enough for carcers to mature), real neutralism constitutes

a threat to those who have become expeits in international pow-

er politics, military offairs, and similar pursuits.

The problem of ideology. Even though these people sre not es-
pecially susceptible to real ideological commitment, some few
will be found who are true believers in one creed or another;
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The Vietnamese

attitndes, motivations, and personal loyalties.  They may predispose
hir to anxiety, hostility, antagonism, or disaffection towards certain
pe ole solutions to the conflict, certain policies or tactics of his or-
ga  ation, or ceitain people within it

Characteristically, the Viemamese Tike support aad insurance; they
spond to strength and power; they want their <ide to win, but they
want to be on the wivming side. They ave out for what they cam
get, fn a socicty which expects each msan to look wut for himself
and in which manipulation, subilety, and the covert approach are
seoond nature. In each case a man’s decision to act or not to act,
pasitively or negetively, for or ag

geinst an individual, a group, or a
puipose will evolve from lis caleulation of what's in it for him, his
eveluation of the rew

ards, threats, and risks of taking action, versus
a disposition to let things go their own way.
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