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VIETNAMESE COMMUNIST VIEWS ON THE
- LIKELY LENGTH OF THE WAR

The Ant1c1pated Tlmlng of Vlctory in. 1955 and 1956

Durlng the flrst two years follow1ng the Geneva Confer— o

Qence, the Communists believed that they could -attain av-q
_j;p051tlon of dominance in South- Vletnam malnly throu‘h the -
- -medium of political “rather

eptember 1955 that ‘at present, the only way to. unlflca-~7f~

g “tion of our: ‘country" is to hold- the conference and elec—-’,
éﬁtlons called for under the Geneva Accords.,"“

-

The Communlsts apparently belleved that ‘their candidates

Hibcould win the elections~and that -it: would not take long -

, 'fafter the votlng, which was scheduled under the Agreements3 )

- for’ July 1956, to- accompllsh a Communist takeover. Further—‘*'
__more, in 1954 South Vietnam's chances of political survival -

" asa viable political entity. appeared so slightthat the
'fCommunlsts had every reason to anticipate an: ‘eventual col=

lapse which would permit them to take over even if the

" ‘elections were not held. A secret Communist party dlrec—>:_ R
" tive of late 1954 said that the struggle to - assure_that R
the "French imperialists and thelr puppets" leave the South .

was targeted for completion "within two years," and that -

_"despite our impatience, we.can: accomplish this no sooner." -
Most of the other Communist assessments of their. situation
through mid-1955 were ‘also hlghly OptlmlSth and implied
~that v1ctory was not far away -

From mld 1955 to mid- 11956 . the Communlsts gradually grew

 more pessimistic: ‘about their chances of a takeover under the

terms of the Geneva Agreement, as the Diem government re-

- peatedly refused to agree to an election which it reallzed'
'the Communists would' inevitably win. The Communists were -
_never again so optimistic about their ‘chances after their

failure during this era. The evidence shows them in suc-+

'~ ‘ceeding years to have been much more cautious and vague in -
-thelr references to the time necessary to complete a takeover.
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Il{ Vlctory Tlmlng 1n the Perlod 1956 1959

~;elect10ns agreed. on at.Geneva: ‘resulted in- deep ‘and: w1de-&

© _ For:the next few years, party leaders-in the North and the
' _.South cast about. for a new strategy to accompllsh thelr 0
_ﬂgjectlves. leflcultles were increased by.the success” of -
. Ngo Dinh Diem's regime in repressing the: low-level terrorlsm
" ‘which had been mounted. by the Communists ' in the" hope of -
- weakening and. undercutting the Saigon government s pos1t10n

7“fut10n by Dlem s, operatlons.

'thlons agalnst the government would.bring. about: a Communlst
' victory in the South. Communist documents..indicate- that: ‘
“.there were various. strategles put. forth by the.cadres in: the

Z;the exclu51on of the hlghlandser

"~ and that such estimates would thus be cast 1n only the

~"-_c1ded on a country-wide effort which theoretically would
- put equal emphas1s on military and political: "struggle."
'The documents give much of the credit for the adoption of

: the South ‘He appears to have conv1nced the Communist

Captured documents reveal that the fallure to hold the

;spread dlslllu51onment in Communist. ranks in the South.:

_before and .during the elections.. Communist documents speak
of great. damage inflicted. on the underground cadre organlza-

SR

ThlS comblnatlon of dlfflcultles, partlcularly the Dlem

"ligovernment s mllltary pressure, led ‘many of the- southern.
. .Communists: to- believe: that only a turn: from: reliance. prlmarlly‘

on political actlon to reliance primarily.on. mllltary opera="

South for insuring the success of military. action. One.

- called for concentration on the construction of a: large Com--
" munist base'in the hlghlands from which the lowlands and the. . \:
“"population centers ‘could be threaténed. Those who- advocated

‘this pOlle, according to the documents,‘suggested that. the
Communists focus almost all their assets -on the highlands -

and delay the solidification and" enlargement of -their- p051-ﬂ
tion in the delta until the highlands effort was completed.:
Others argued for ‘a concentration of effort in the delta to

' "It can readlly ‘be seen that debates over strategy as 1'*u*ﬁ
ba51c as this would have a strong influence on Communist :
estimates of the time needed to accomplish their goals,
ha21est and most 1ndef1n1te of. terms.

Documents indicate that the Communlsts eventually de—f:

this strategy to Le: Duan, the present first secretary of

_ the Communist Party in Hanoi. Le Duan went to the. North

in 1956, apparently from the top leadership position. in




:]fﬂF{ have been flghtlng powerfully

S~

":Jhlerarchy in the North ‘that an all —out mllltary effort N
.*. should be started in the South. = Communist records gen--wi

- .. erally-date the decision .to mount an all-out struggle in’
)z“]the South as hav1ng been- made in late 1958 or early 1959

It was—clear by 1959 that the Communlsts were already

,fég;organlzlng for a full-scale mllltary effort in the South.:
©' . One captured ‘document stated that. "instructions from: the' SRR
ﬂ‘polltlcal'department of the party -in about May of" 1959“*’“ :

ifﬂremlnded the cadrés in the South of the "necessity of-
", making full use of the armed forces," and that the cadres:

- then started to. "lay out" the "necessary policies." Slncem,f;fi L

‘"October of 1959," the document»asserted ’"the armed .forces
III._ The Tlme Frame and Goals in’ 1959

i.munlst materlals as.to what amount of: tlme the Communists. . .
believed in 1959 would be- necessary to accompllsh -a take-"

' over .of South Vietnam,. or even to- achieve any“significant = 7’

'A‘proportlon of their objectives::  Language on' the-antici-

ﬁlﬂ:patlon of. v1ctory in Communist materials of ‘this period.
v.oolwas - cast in very general terms. A broadcast by the Com-

" munists in late 1959, for: example, ‘said that the "day -

AfiVof -victory" would “depend mainly on: the. changing aspects .

5fof the: struggle. ' ‘Such statements suggest a desire to =
avoid raising false hopes among . the cadre -or “to make pre-l,3~'
-dlctlons Wthh might later prove wrong° S o

Analy31s of Communlst materlals, however, does p01nt

_ jinrather firmly to a Communist belief in 1959 and: 1960 thatfjf,f
. it would take at least five years of all-out military. and."'”

i'political action to bring about Communist domination.of

_i}-the South. It does not appear that they expected at thls'f“
‘l,;tlme to be in power before 1966 at the earliest. This

can be inferred from indications as to what the Communists
believed they had to accomplish in order to achieve vic- S
tory. . ‘They fully recognized that they were still a negli- .
glble factor in the urban areas, and. that in the rural areas

N
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. fthelr pos1tlon was Stlll weak * That the Communlsts planned
© . :to. take their time and build carefully was reflected in a

. basic order on the insurgency sent south from Hanoi. in Au-‘
.. gust 0f -1960..: ‘According -to this oxder, .the: revolutlonary
;fimovement was recognlzed as. "Stlll weak this" year," but

“3 we have the tlme to prepare any aspect where ‘We are. weak "

‘?IV.S The Inltlal Deferral of Vlctory Ant1c1patlons

Yoo

T Untll early 1962 the Communlsts appear to have belleved
,'fthat they were- making’ satlsfactory progress in the develop-f
- ment of: the 1nsurgent movement ‘as originally" env151oned *k -
"/ By the spring of ‘1962, however, the step-up in American - L
- . military-assistance to ‘the Diem regime and. the: counterlnsur—”
-;sgency programs put 1nto effect by the governmment had begun

e *One example of thelr appralsal of thelr 51tuatlon was -
”'f;kapparent in' the: 1nterrogatlon of-a - VC battalion: commander
. -captured in- 1960, He:- stated ‘that: the. Communists. were at- ,
‘. the time devotlng nearly ‘all" their -efforts—to-~the rural- area.;c
‘He' implied:that.the establishment.of a significant . urban" '
. .". apparatus.to. take advantage of the "urban uprising"- Wthh
)r,m.the Communlsts expected would take several more - years.;.ﬂ
Another 1960 captlve, the chalrman of a VC dlstrlct A
:'“Jcommlttee in. Klen ‘Giang province, indicated that. the. Com-
-~ munists would be satisfied if they could make: 51gn1f1cant
" strides- in 1960 in the ‘elimination of government 1nflu--~
" ence in the southwestern part of South Vletnam._{,'

- In a 1961 radlo message,_the Vlet Cong leadershlp of— L

- fered the oplnlon that,; “dependlng on how the situation.

~develops" it-is: "p0531ble that we will-be able in "two. or
three years" to build up our unlts so that they "will be-
able to destroy part of the -enemy's. forces." . Accompllsh—"
ment.of' this would necessarlly have left them still several

. years away from an overpowering position throughout the

" rural sections of the country.»v; : :

. **In.atleast one 1nstance, Communlst cadres were told
‘that the s1tuatlon was moving as had ‘been forecast by top Y
'VCommunlst authorltles in, 1961 : \ - o




N TN

o _to ‘cause 1ncreas1ng dlfflcultles for the Communlsts, and
~ enemy materials indicate. that their estimates of. the tlme““

eeded for. ach1ev1ng a v1ctory were. stretched out *.

It was at thls p01nt Communlst documents suggest that

A ;the ‘insurgents began to. put more: emphas1s on’ the so-called
~ . "urban upr1s1ng," a-key ‘element in Communist-guidelines.: e
'~ for -success.in South Vletnam, but one that did-not' receive R

-'very . heavy empha51s in thelr writings durlng the first few

" years of. the insurgency. "In.the Communist view, . victory-
--could be anticipated as- near- at -hand when the expans1on,j RIS
- of the Communist base among’ the rural populace was comblned xi*_
_-with a general uprising of the city populace against the . =~
;ngvernment. This :has gradually received more stress: 1n o
“*QCommunlst 1nstruct10ns to cadre 1n recent years.** SR

i Communlst documents 1nd1cated that by early 1963 the:s~f‘3T»P
,“Vlet Cong felt' they were successfully counterlng Diem' s )

military: push and- the American effort..: However, they also

- ‘indicated a. Viet: Cong- expectation. that~ the- fighting in: South

' Vietnam still would- last’ longer than-the Communists had -

orlglnally thought - One of the best summaries of Communlst

1v1ews on: the war 1n early 1963 was - contalned ln an’ artlcle'.

*One document commenting onmthelperiod diScloses'that’”
"at first we did not realize the harm and danger of the

- strategic hamlets," and "consequently the questlon of ¢

- countering’ and’ destroylng them.was not’ properly examined.™

The same document notes that the. "1ncrease in direct: aggres—’
.. sion -against us" resulted in "maklng the ‘revolutionary war :
"+ last  longer and become more difficult." The-revolution. could

no longer "go smoothly ahead " but would be "a long and

: flerce tug of war;

ﬂ‘**An 1nstruct10n document wrltten in- early 1963 for ekﬁ“*”1

- ample, says that the Communists expected the. "c1t1es in the:

South, chiefly Saigon and Cholon, to stir up the revolutlon

~and cooperate with the rural zones when opportunity was

available:" According to the document, the revolution ,
would succeed through a "combination of city and rural. up- -
rising."  The Communists would be "unable to- overthrow the_
enemy through a.general offen51ve" by 1tself '1f mounted

' malnly from the rural areas.
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by the - North Vletnamese hlstorlan Mlnh Thuan who had often
- sized up the progress of the revolutlon 51nce the era of
' ;.the war agalnst the French - :

S Thuan took the pos1tlon that the 1nsurgency had suffered
.,jf many ups and downs.and many failures." The initiation of
... a large US adv1sory/support effort meant that the rebels-
. "had to face the enemy under new circumstances" and could
. .no longer "expect a rapid and easy victory." Thuan stressed
'1‘:the importance of the appearance of a "general uprising" as -
. -an omen that success was around the corner. According to
- Thuan, the Communists should "keep in mind the appearance-
'of a pre-revolutionary situation" which would come about:
"only when the broad masses" are ready to "rise up . and

.'\Qflght" against the regime. = "Decisive victory," he: declared ,
S .. can be achleved‘ only when thls pre-revolutlonary SLtuatlon -
i vappears.?"> : : A

o Another Communlst document.ofthls perlod 1ndlcated that
“jthe Communists realized: they could do-1little: to hasten the
fulfillment: of their objectives. In."time to come;," it
o - said, help from the "North" and from the. rest of the bloc:
N ,would give the Communist armed forces the "capability to
' ¢ . grow relatively fast." But "that is a question of time
| : and we just cannot do it in a hurry. All our efforts up -
Pl - to now are just the first steps." Such statements imply .
P " - that the Communists probably believed they were still at
least flve years away from v1ctory.»_. .

A‘V.' The Growth of Communlst Optimism in 1964 and Early 1965'

— . Enemy materlals dlscuss1ng the war situation grew pro-
' : : gressively more optimistic durlng 1964, as the Communists
assessed the political disarray in Salgon and the provinces
following Diem's overthrow and the success of their efforts -

*They were also, however, still very flexible and oppor-
tunistic, perhaps even more so than in 1959. One document,
_ in discussing the future, said it would be necessary "to '
- play seesaw with the enemy for a certain period." If, how-
? ever, "enemy strength begins to sag significantly- in'the
SO . process, we will fight against the clock to overcome our
' : weaknesses and rapidly develop our power, especially our
mllltary power, hoplng to win victories of a decisive na-
. ture. v . A
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-to counter the 1ncreases in US ald to the Salgon govern—
ment's anti-insurgerncy programs. A February 1964 article

- in the North Vietnamese party_journal for example, dee..-f

clared that the flghtlng,' althCugh protracted' ‘will not.
-last forever," and "final victory" could be achieved "in
“the near future."* -There were_a number. of " Communlst moves

vahlch suggested that they were trylng to get in a position
~to take maximum and- rapld‘advantage of the government dis-

1ntegratlon which they expected. . One such move was an ef-

~ fort to- ‘speedily. bulld up Communlst main. force. strength
"~ in the area of the III Corps north of Saigon by - 1evy1ng

very heavy manpower quotas on the guerrllla unlts in . the o
delta,. . : , : ,

R Communlst optlmlsm appeared to reach. 1ts helght in
early 1965.. ‘Although they still carefully: refrained from .

Ap1f1x1ng a deflnlte timetable, : they do appear to have be- -
- lieved at the time that they were p0551bly ‘within-a year
~. or two of wvictory: . This, for: example, was the 1mp11catlon

of -an. 1mportant artlcle by the chairman-of Hanoi's "Re-;
unification™ committees, Nguyen.Van. Vinh. Vinh's.views"

‘have: long ‘appeared to reflect some: of the inner thoughts
of the top Communist leadership.. Wr1t1ng in the January
1965 issue of the party journal, he argued that the: Re-

. public of Vietnam forces had been forced to disperse .

widely and to use about half 6f their strength to protect
the capital region. .The government reserves,; according
to Vinh, were only about one third' as-great as the French
reserves had been, and thus Saigon would "soon™ have to -
abandon large areas of the countryside to the-Viet Cong.

Vinh p01hted to the-perlod in 1953 and. eariy 1954'ih o
- the war against the French as a similar one, a time in-
which the Viet Minh inflicted the most "decisive" defeats

s on the French. Vinh seemed to be implying that a similar o

development might take place in this war, a development
which could mean a Communist military v1ctory Ain . 1965

~ *At the June 1964 congress of the National Liberation'
Front, the Front's president claimed a "new" period of the
insurgency had arrived and the "situation has never been
so bright." In July 1964, North Vietnamese Defense Minis-
‘ter Vo Nguyen Giap also saw the war as "entering a new

"~ phase," with the Communlst forces in "an offensive pos1tlon.
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\or 1966.' The insurgents, accordlng to Vlnh ‘were "advanc-"ﬂ‘
ﬁlng to the fulflllment" of thelr m1551on “1n the comlng year "x

Among the lower—level Vlet Cong leaders, 1t appears that

. the idea was belng promoted at. this time that the "general - ,
'--uprlslng ‘'was ‘near. A defector from a district: Communlst com-j__

" 'mittee in Kien Hoa Province, for example, claimed that Commu-"":
- nist plans- called for the "general uprising and complete over—‘
. throw of the government in 1966." It does not. appear :that - :
. the initiation of sustained US air attacks against the DRV
. in February 1965 or the landing of US Marine combat units in-
northern South Vietnam in March served 1n1t1ally to dampen
°.Communlst optlmlsm.-.' L

' ;VI. The Communlst Reassessment in Mid- 1965

By mld-summer 1965 the ‘weight of the dlrect US combat
effort in: South. Vletnam had thoroughly disabused the -Commu-
nists of any hopes .of an early. victory. Both in public anda
in private, the probabrllty of a protracted conflict again .~

" became a major theme-in Communist statements. Nguyen -Van--
Vinh, . for: example, who _had spoken so.- optimistically in Jan-
uary, talked in July only of "eventual" victory. General
Glap was also more sober in his assessment of the situation . -

- in July 1965 than he had been in July 1964. The entry of -

" the US, Giap said, had created a "serious situation" through—'

"~ out Vletnam.** Glap spoke only about "ultlmate victory" over

: the Us., : '

, *A similar belief that victory might be around the corner:
was expressed privately by the DRV ambassador to China in a
brleflng of bloc diplomatic representatives in Peking early
in 1965. During the year, the DRV representative said,. Hanoi
anticipated a "mllltary uprising in Saigon and other towns"

‘and a very serious disintegration of the ARVN military forces.
The ambassador argued that military unity and morale were al- -
ready crumbling badly and that some young ARVN officers had
attempted to establish contacts with the Viet Cong..

**Glap no longer focused his main attention on the pros-
pects for the Viet Cong, as he had in his previous assess- -
ments, but now stressed the nece551ty of defending the DRV’

~against US "aggressron. This in itself seemed an 1mp11c1t
admission of the major setback dealt to Communist hopes in
Vietnam by the direct US involvement. : :
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= In May of 1965 the top 1eaders of the mllltary affalrs;_:
. committee-of the. Communlst party in. the South.met to "as=-. -
' 'sess the enemy and friendly situation." A report of that -
‘~conference has been captured. It indicates that the meeting..
- was dominated: by discussions of the-growing American involve-

‘-ffment in the'war.  Analysis of the nature of the Communist.

mllltary ‘and. pOlltlcal ‘weaknesses set- agalnst those of the"

ft'allles, as'discussed at the: se551on, suggests ‘that: the’ party,;’
" hierarchy must have believed at the time that the Communist

}jp051tlon was such that the war could ea511y last another
‘three and pos51bly flve more years S

, o Durlng 1966 Communlst materlals have contlnued to re-'
flect an expectatlon that the war will be 1ndef1n1tely long
and protracted. A January 1966 editorial. in- the North Viet- -

'~ namese party’ paper, for. example, ‘claimed that the Communists

.still had confidence in their “flnal"-v1ctory, ‘but- admltted

¢ _that the: "enemy ‘has-not budged as -yet" and hlS "intention”

~to crush the "insurgency" "had.not weakened." In March, a

;f_DRV diplomat in:Laos: who-had: just ‘returned- from br1ef1ngs-

in Hanoi said .that .the Communists now realized that the US
. war’ potentlal meant "there would be- no quick:and easy vic-
~tory" in-South Vietnam..  Ho Chi Minh reaffirmed’ this as

. late as mid-July when he promised that the Vietnamese peo-
- ple would fight until final v1ctory if 1t took "flve, ten,
1;twenty—f1ve years, or even longer.™"
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