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Saigon would probably acquiesce in the holding of talk. but would continue 

to resist a total halt of bombing, any reduction of US forces, and any 

expansion of subject aatter in the bilateral talks to include the present 

or future situatioa in the South. Indeed, the public grace with which 

Saigon accepted the US initiatives ma.ked what the Embassy had terRed a 

veIl of IIquiet bi tte:rneS8. If Initially, INR ea tiaa ted • the peace SlOves had 

helped resolve differeace. withia the GVN which centered around the per-

sis tent conflict between Thieu and Ky, and had brought the regiae belatedly 

to realize that .the US coaai boeat did not nece •• arily i'"l'ly continuing 

the war at ita present intensity. Against these salutary effects, hovever~. 

the onset of talks "eould also contribute to an unraveling of the consUtu­

e- tional system. lessened restraints upon irresponsible political a~tivity. 

and a general disintegration of morale .... 11 

Moreover, IlfR stated, "there will andoub tedly be a progressive rise in 

_ South Vietn .... e.e suspicioas of US intentioas and "ith it _y come an 

increaal\d po.sibility of a military takeover in Ssigon." "The GVN will 

demand full repo~ting and coasultation on the state of talks with North 

VietlUm and· oppose an early wideaing of the talk •••• in the hope of delaying 

=y deci.ive .tage at which the GVN aight, for exa .. ple, have to decide 

whether its ova participation in negotiations was worth the price of recog-

nizing the Liberation Froat &8 a separate entity equally c01Rp8tent to 

participate. The GVN would thua hope to delay 8till further a realistic 

confrontation with the problems iorplicit in arranging a political settle-

.... nt. for which it presWll8bly is still al..,8t totally unprepared." 
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Nevertheless, INR concluded, "the chances still appear to be slightly I 
better than even that the GVN ••• can be brought along reluctantly to accept I· 

7 
widening of the talks into negotiations." When Foreign Minister 

Tran Van Do said on May 17 that the GVN would permit the HLF to parUd-

pate in fucure elections as an opposition group. INR observed that Dota 

influence vas limited and th~t his statement could not necessarily be 
8 

interpreted as a commitment of the GVH. 

Meanwhile, Communist activities in -the South featured the congress on 

April 20-21 of the new and allegedly non-Co"""unist "Alliance of National, 

Democratic ad Peace Forces," created after the Tet offensive. INIl thOUght 

that this effort vas aimed at strengthening Communist appeal among the 

urban elite, possibly to create a "third force" alongside the GVN and HLF 
9 

for future negotiations. Reports in April indicated that the CODaIIUI\ists 

were preparing for a new offensive and were doing so an a scale sufficient 

to support a repeat of the Tet spectacular. INR did not believe that Com­

-""",ist strategy called for attacks at that level, but predicted that. there 

would be mortar attacks on selected urban and military sites, auggesting 

also that "any 'renewed military activity could fit into the fr ..... vork of 

7. _ See VII--S: 
April 17, 

IN-283, "South Vietn ....... se ileactions to US-Hanoi Talks," (.,---
1968, SIHF 

8. IN-364 , "Foreign Minister Do's Views on the Front: A_ Slight Shift," 
Kay 17, 1968, SIHF 

9. See VII-6: IN-307, "Viet Cong Upgrade 'A1li""ce Front into National t-­
Organization," April 26, 1968, SIHI' 
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10 
'fighting while negotiating. '" Shortly thereafter, Saigon 4I1d Cia Dinh 

received intense but restricted mortaring which coincided witb the opening 

, ,. i' 6)Jf\ '. of the Paris talks on Hay 13. 

',y,r~ f'~. \ INR at this time coaaented on the major discrepancies between MACV's 

\})f.,. '?" ..,""'- ~\.. \ estiJlUltes of enemy strength at 278'-328,000 and CIA's at 390-475,000-

. tor \. ., \' c! . '.,\.flt ;:\ ,\ discrepancies that had persisted even though an intelligence conferellce () I 
.,. ~ ~( \ 't 

j,..c..,.\'). ~~ i 'oJ.)'" },vaa convened on April 10-12 to iron out just these dHferences. __ 
, t'f' . 
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Prelude in Paris 

After the first veel: of "official tallca" in Paris, INR revieved 

Xuan Thuy'. stateaents. It found ther .. evidence that Ilanoi vas Imcertain 

about the present round of talks. Xuan Thuy had raised "an astonishingly 

vide va.riety of subjects U
; and, whatever his put'po8e. "he 'IZlust also have 

realized that they opened up roOlll for discussions ber-nd the current 

officially annolmced purpose of the tallca, and that ve could and vould 

exploit his readiness to discuss thell." By so doing, Hanoi ron the risl: 

of finding itself on the horns of a di,fficult dU_, for if the tall:s 

10. See VII-T: IIH-REA-68-86, "Captured DocUllent Statements on \lpcOllling 1-..\ 
Phase of Coarmunist Offensive," Hay 1, 1968, SECRET V 
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did not produce & total boabing cessation Hanoi might, after several 

months, have to accept tbe idea of holding substantive talks wbile the 

partial bombing continued, or lOOve t""ard breaking off the talks. The 

firat choice would have a serious effect on party morale in both the 

-North and the South, but the second would have even IlOre obvioua and 
12 

serious implications. Press speculation that Hanoi Jdght be conte ..... 

plating a break-off evoked fr"'" INl!. the judpent that !Ulnoi vas lD1likely 

to take this step "in the next month or two, and probably not even 

beyond that." Hanoi's hopes of keeping pressures on the GVII and on US 

resolve-let alone its fear of restDaed bombing'-1oe.ant th.tt Hanoi vould 

be more likely to adopt less draa tic aoeaaures sl,lch as to recall ies chief 

negotiators for "consultation" while keeping a low-Ie.el liaison office 
13 

in Paris. 

When Hanoi appointed a member of the Politburo, Le Due Tho, to its 

delegation, INR estimated that the ltenorlDOus authority" hiB presence 

INR foresaw, however, no l.miDeQt give in Banoi'. poSition ou the DMZ; 

12. See VII-9: IN-371, "How Does H8l1oi See Things After the First Week 
in Paris?" May 20, 1968, SECRET 

13. 

14. 

See VII-lO: IN-395, ''ilou1d Hanoi Break Off Paris Talks?" Hay 24, 
1968, S/NFD/LD/CD 

IN-418, ''Ranoi Politburo Ke.ber I.e Due Tho Off to Paris," Hay 31, 
1968, SECRET 
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while it might reduce the level of military action there, Hanoi would 

" .".,..., 
J:--;... .. L / 

10 

not agree to restore the de-militarized status of the Zone, both because 

of its own logistic interest. and because the move would be interpreted 
15 

as too great a step back from reunification. Again, IHR believed, 

there vaS no point in debating whether Hanoi would avait the outcoae of 

US convent.ions or elec.tiona before de~idlDg on its course of action; as 

Hanoi saw the .... tter, the solution of the problem lay in Vietnaa-not 
16 

in the US. 

In July, when the Pari. talks had been under way for two aonths, 

INR discussed the tactics Hanoi IIlight adopt for the reaainder of the 

..... er and fall of 1968. Basically, Hanoi 6.till thought that the overall 

C political, IIlilitary and diplomatic situation in the South v ... favorable 

c 

. I 

for its objectives "and unfavorable to those of the US. It VAS assured 

of continued 507iet and Chinese aid, and the US could not significantly 

escalate the war in the South. Moreover, Hanoi vould sssume that the US 

WQuld not soon be likely to resume bombing above the 20th parallel--let 

alone go beyond the limits it had observed before the partial halt--so 

that the iatplicit threat of resUllled bombing vould not of itself soon 

force the North Vietnamese to ~e changes in iaportant policies. On the 

other hand, Hanoi did have growing problema in the pursuit of the war, 

15. IN-413, "Prospects for Hmioi '8 De-escalation in the 1lHZ," May 31, 
1968, S/NYD/LD 

16. See !!H-REJ.-68-106, "Hanoi IS Attitudes on the US Electioo.s," 
June 19, 1968, S/NYD 
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17 
and INR, seeing clearer evidence of the strain, came around to the 

view tbat the pressure would lead Hanoi "to seek sa.e kind of agreement 

with the US by tbe end of tlie year. or possibly not later than III1d-1969." 

If they could not thus reac:h a 8atiafactory settle .... t. "tbe Communists 

wil1be prepared to continue the war. tbough probably at a. lower level." 

Hanoi vould l~ke to discuss .atters related to the future of the 

Soutb. but uot vbile the b01l1biug continued. If the US vere to continue 

deaanding reciprocity for a complete halt. Hanoi vould vant to find 

some vay around the impasse. but not by giving assurances that vould 

inhibit it in a future large-scale offensive in the South; .ore likely. 

it would begin to touch on South Vietnamese -is8ues without .... ntioning 

the bombing. or it might explore tacit mutual de-escalation. Finally. 

Hanoi would not contemplate withdrawing any of its forces fro. the South 

before US forces began to leave. 

Meanvb.11e, the re:viev continued, the CoIIIDI1,mlata" coald be expected 

to- _intsin about the same pattems of military operations and infiltra-

Cion. and would go on adjusting the levels of eac:h to ~et the needs of 

their tactical situation and their interests in the negotiation. Any 

increase of iufiltration in the future might thus indicate that they 

were preparing to trade off a reduction for Bome US concession. If it 

should want to apply presBure, Hanoi vould be moet likely to choose the 

device of recessing the talks or temporarily witbdrawing ita key uegoti-

atora. Sbould all else fail. tbe eo-unists might beco ... acre 

17. Especially in the testimony of a number of recent Spanish refugees 
fro. Hortb Vietnam • 
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interested in arrangements leading to a coalition government in the 

South; hovever, INR concluded, "lie believe it unlikely ••• that they 
18 

would retreat this far before the end of the year." 

Soon after this review, when Hanoi brought up in discussiou 

12 

elements of the Geneva Accords pertaining to the political solution--

but pointedly omitted reference to those element. that dealt with 

ailitary affairs--INR interpreted this more as a reflection of Hanoi'. 

continuing desire ~o reach an understanding on • future political 

settlement before discussing a cease-fire and witbdrawal. At tbe same 

time, INa pointed to a number of Co.=unist statements tbat oaitted 

reference to Hanoi's positiou on reunification and the NLF progr&a; it 

~. Buggested that these atateaents could reflect Communist ~ntere8t in 

( 

accOlllmodation. AlternatiTt!ly, Hanoi aight be preparing to .... ke IlOre UIIe 
19 

of the Alliance. The Coatmun1sts could use the Alliance more flexibly 

than the NLF in their effort to get tbe US to negotiate witb South 

Vietnamese Communist ele:ooents and eventually obtain formation of a neY 

GV!I under CollllllUIlist influence. Hanoi '. problem would' be to avoid too 

close an identification with the Alliance and to prevent dissension 

aaong the NLF/VC in the process of these aaneuvers. The NLF leaders and 

cadre, INR estiaated. "probably never expected. to attain independent 

18. See VII-U: HM-REA~8-115, "Possible Hanoi Tactics Through the 
Stamer and Fall of 1968," July 12, 1968, SILD 

19. IN-571, "Hanoi Focuses Selectively on Geneva Accords ••• ," July 19, 
1968, SECRET, and REA-27, "Some Unofficial l!.eports of the Current 
Hanoi Position," July 17, 1968, S/NFD 
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power in the Soutb, since they saw themselves 4S Hanoi's instruments, 
20 

but they may have hoped for rank, position, 8lld other reYards." 

At this point, Ranoi seemed to be Coming to grips with the diffi-

cult problem of reciprocity, There were hints early in August at a 

connection between a lull in the fighting and a·total bombing halt; 

INR noted that these hints had been presented in a context which _ug-

gested a de facto reciprocity but also an implicit threat of a "tbird 

vave" offensive. INR concluded, on balance, that the ID4tter W4.5 

21 
"probably still under review." 

As even more con£Wling sign.als proliferated fr01ll Hanoi, :om con-

sidered that they reflected a tt.,e of decision-saking. Hanoi in turn 

vould be vatching US reaction. and proposal. closely during this tiae in 
22 

order to determine the ainimum concession possible. \/hen the Pari_ 

delegation delivered its first personal attacks on President Johnson on 

Augus t 28, :om recognized the possibility that Hanoi bad concluded it 

could no longer deal witb the present administration; but INR also 

~ 

believed-partly on the aJObiguous evidence that I.e Due Tho bad been absent 

frOB the Pari_ .eeting-that the attacks could possibly be intended to 
23 

aask an i.pending concession. 

20. IN-61l, '!Hanoi' s Plans for tbe 'Allisn.ce,.''' Au~st 2, ·1968, S/NFD/CD 

21. See VII-12 , IN-626, "North Vietnamese Links Between' the Lull in tbe 
South and tbe Bombing of the North," August 8, 1968, S/NFD/CD 

22. IN-635. "Considerations in Ranoi· 8 Recent and Future Tactics," 
August 13, 1968, S/KFD/CD/LD 

23. See VII-l3: IN-68S, "Hanoi Attacks President· Johnson," August 30, 
1968 
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Meanwhile, HACV read recently captured documents to Dean that the 

Viet Cong erp"cted 1968 to be the year of victory and that a "third 

wave" off""s1ve was imainent in late sUllllller. INR disagreed with this 

analysis; it thought other documents showed that the Communists did 

not look upon 1968 as necessarily a decisive period, and Communist 
24 

intentions regarding another aajor offeusive were not clear. Of the 

possible ailitary courses open to the Communists, INR believed that a 

c.ontinuation of the prevail1Dg moderate level vas one course "the Com-

Dunia ta are unlikely to pursue for very auch longer." Although this 

coarse offered the advantage of coaiuaing the issue of reciprocity, it 

would also iaperil the Co_unist.' political posiUon if it continued 

C auch longer; Another offensive of ret proportions, on the other hand, 

would be both risky and unnecessary for Cooaaunist purposes. Therefore, 

the eo..unrsts' most likely amediate ailitary tactics woald be a COm-

binatioa of high impact attacks on £ selected aajor urban area and 

intensified small-scale operations elsewhere. In this next roand, .ore~ 
~ 

over, lithe Coa:m.t.mists vill leek to aotmt a caapaign of aocae duration, 

striving not so auch for shock effect as for opportunities to whipsav 

our forces, frustrate our reaponse,"and int""sify impressions of allied 
25 

impotence in the United States and South Vietnua." A mixed offensive 

24. K_o to Secretary, August 29, 1968 

25. See VII-14: 111-636, "Possible Communist Kili tary Moves in South 
VietnaJl," August 13, 1968, S/NF 
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26 
of just this kind began exactly four days later. The peren-

aial question of Cambodian icvol,emect vas occe again raised 

when MACV claimed that Cambodia ~.t.8 now the C011IIlIUnists' primary 

logistic net for the II, III, and IV Corps areas. An INII. 

representative participated in an investigating team which I 
concluded that--vhile arms supply and Cambodian complicity had ! 

I .. , 
undoubtedly increased--Cambodia~remained secondary to the 

27 
land route as a factor in the equation of infiltration. 

OJ:' <L 
Setting the Stage 

over-

On September 6, INR reported that Banoi had made an impor-

tan t shif t when Prime Minis ter PhaIR Van Doug ami t ted the usual 

Four Points formula in his Natiaaal Day speech, and for the 

first tillle listed certain US acts which would be "in conformity" 

with Banoi's demands. While he insisted on US recognition of 

and negotiation with the HLF, he spoke also oE' "US strength." 

~speech, INR speculated, might reflect the first preparations 
28 

for a modification of Hanoi's position. 

26. See VII-15: IN-68J, "The Current Coazmunist Offensive in 
South Vietnam.," August 29, 1968, S/NF 

27. "USIB Team Report." March 1968. 

28. IN-70S, "North Vietnamese Premier Speaks on National Day," 
September 6, 1968, S/NFD/LD 
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The next tvo veeksbrought le"s hopeful signs, as Hanoi nanoved the 

range of topics it bad originally raised, and failed to follov up other 

hints of change in its position. Hovevei, INR believed that the Paris 

talks remained an important element in ~oi's overall mix of m11itary-

.' 
political-diplomatic endeavors, and that it would be reluctant to break 

29 
them off. 

Reviewing Communist maneuvers duri~g,1968 up tO,late September, INK 

.' 
concluded that Hanoi's "vast and costly efforts have not to date produced 

decisive or even uniforaly favorable result •. II Hanoi seemed to have held 

in July and August a reappraisal of its situation, and INR estimated that 

the leadership might have discerued the foll~ng advantages: saccess in 

~ achieving a partial bombing halt, undiminished ability to disrupt allied 

programs in the South, a US position generally Rare accommodating thsn it 

vas tva years before, and the likelihood that domestic opposition to the 

var vould continue in the US. Hanoi vauld not have failed to derive 

a sense of accomplishment from President Johnson'. withdrawal from the 

1968 elections. Yet the leadership would still see foraidable obstacles, 

including persistent problems of food, manp?"er, and morale in both 

North and South, improvement in tbe image of the GVN aince the Huang Cabi-

net,was installed, and the fact that no major US presidential candidates 

offered hope for an early settlement on Banoi's teras. 

29. IN-738, "Review of Hanoi's Tactics and Positions in Paris," 
September 18,'l968"SECRET 
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Moreover, Hanoi remained committed to progress in the talks, and 

may have decided that a total bombing halt would be worth securing 

before it confronted a new and unknown Aierican administration. In 

order to obtain a halt, "H .... oi ma.y be wiliing to resolve the reciprocity 

" 
issue. " Since neither military pressure nor the gambit of a "lull" had 

worked, Hanoi might now be willing to _ke ."",e limited gesture of tacit 

reciprocity. Indeed t "Hmoi 's post tiOQ may even bav~ advanced to the , . . ' 
point where it is prepared to be soaoevbat acre explicit than before 

about. the connection between .... American bombing halt and the steps it 

is prepared to take." However, INK did not believe that Hanoi vas pre-

pared to issue a categorical assurance: "Instead, it aay give us & 

slightly better basis for an 'assumption,' boping that we will accept 

this under the fr_evork of t.he San Antonio foraula." But any aach con-

cession would "almost certainly" be acc01Ilpanied by military and political 

pressure in South Vietnam. Should such a concession produce a full bomb-

ing halt, Hanoi 'viII not. feel any urgency to yield ~. stiff position on 

the next matt.er to be discuased: the roles of the CVN and the HLl." 

Rather, "it will certainly exert IU.XiIIIwo pressures for direct US-NLl coa-
30 

versati.ons before being prepared to reviev its poaitiOtl on that issue. If 
31 

Whea Hanoi proceeded along precisely thi. line ia respect to dis-

cUBBionB between US and NLF, the US ia late September proposed a formula 

30. 

31. 

See VII-16: 1N-744, "Where Ooes Hanoi Co From Here?" September 20, 
1968, S/NYD/CD 

As INB. aBS.uses from public sources, aot having access to the official 
record .. 
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for dealing in tenns of "your side-our side," by aeans of which the US 

and Hanoi could each, to the extent it chose, ignore the status of the 

NLF and the GVN. 
I 

INR believed that North. Vietnam vould reject the 
' . 

foraula: "we can expect Hanoi to 
. ' 

d~mand direct US-NLF talks for quite 
" 

some ti ..... " In addition to this gambit, Hanoi Right also adopt one or 

more supplementary tactics, such as trying to include the NLF in the. 

continuing' bilateral talks vith the US; ,aecepting the "your aide-our 
.' 

side" formula and then absenting itself from discussion about the South; 

or, as a fallback position, attempting to conduct bilateral talks with 
32 

the US at the same time that GVN and NLF held bilateral discuaaions. 

In mid-october, Le Duc Tho left Paris for Hanoi uddst rumors of US 

~. proposals designed to pave the way for a full bombing halt. In analyz-

c 

ing Hanoi's likely response, INR had to work fro. the general nature of 

the proposals as reported in the press; accordingly it asaUDed that the 

proposala covered a) the DMZ, b) some fora of restraint elsewhere in the 
4 

South, and c) representation at the talks for the GVN. 

Looking at Hanoi's broader objectives, apart from ainor tactical 

lIl&I1euvering, INR judged that the DRV vished to end "the current stage of 

intense ailitary conflict." INR reiterated its judgment that Hanoi 

would probably be prepared to defuse--but not to restore--the DMZ. It 

also estimated that Hanoi would be likely ~to exercise aome restraint 

for some time" in the South, but not i_ediately to accept GVN 

32. iIEA-HM, ''Your Side-Our Side, - What Hextl" Sept .... ber 23, 1968 
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representation at Paris. However. if it did accept representation, 

Hanoi ~ould then try to reduce the status of the GVN and get it to talk 
33 

directly ~itb the NLF. 

During the following ~o weeks, the'liir vas filled ~th public 
.. 

rumor and speculation until, on October 31, President Johnson annoomced 

a total bombing balt and an agreement to expand the talks to include 

the GVN and HLP. A f~ days later, a P~tagon backg,ounder said that 
I .. 

some reciprocity vas involved: it spoke of an "understanding" that 

VC/NVA violations of the Il!Z and attacks on the centers of South Viet-

namese cities could provoke US retaliation. 

The Curtain Rises 

The total cessation of the bOllbing raised the curtain on a new 

phase in tbe negotiations. After tbe ne~ly arrived representative of the 

HLP, Mae. Nguyen Thi Binh, uttered ber first lines in Paris on November 5, 

INR found tbat she bad adhered closely to the script. The statement by 

the HLP, Ilia believed, "suggests reasonably clearly that the COlIIIIlUnists 

are unlikely to respond favorably to a cease-fire proposal, much less 

make one·,tbemselvea, in the near future.... It seems likely that a 

cease-fire viII not become attractive to the Communists until they becOlle 

either much more encouraged or Buch more discouraged over their overall 
34 

prospec"ts than they have reason to be at the moment. II Moreover, even 

33. See VlI-17: IN-825, ''\/hat \l11l Hanoi Do Nov?" October 19, 1968, 
S/NPD/LD 

34. See VII-18: IN:-860, "Possible eo .... unist Attitudes Toward a Cease­
Fire," HoveJllber 6, 1968, SECRl!T 
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though Hanoi had been forced to accept the presence of the GVN at the 

conference table, it would hope that conflicts between US and GVN in the 

coming negotiations would fatally wealcen ,the regime; recalling that "the 

last public altercation" between the two ,governments hsd led to the fall 
35 

of Diem, llanoi would _Ice every eflort to exploit the opportunity again. 

At the sa=e time, INR cautioned against the conclusion that because 

of increaaing morale proble .... C""""unis t adlitary de-escalation might pro-.. 
I 

ceed faster than had previously appeared·posaible. Much of the evid~nce 

for that conclusion stemmed fro. captured documents and closely resembled 

the reports which, a year ago, had imMediately preceded the ret offensive. 

"lie do not have the impression that deficiencies in enemy corale have 
36 

reached serious proport.ions"; the Cooaaunista were still Udetermined, 

disciplined and aggressive." 

It became apparent I hovever. that, regardless of the President's 

anDounce~nt an October 31, the GVN vas not yet ready to appear OQ stage. 

Indeed, INR considered that the GVN aight believe its~ole required even 

further delay. Daspite reports that Tbieu could be expected soon to find 

a face-saving device through which to participate in the tallcs, "we 

should probftbly expect that over the next several weelea at leaat he will 

tend to pursue two major objectivea. lie wUl try to bloclc or apede any 

discussion on substantive issues and minimize the role of the NLF a8 & 

35. See VII-19: IN-879, '~anoi Propaganda Reflects Desire to Exploit 
and E:ucerbate US-South Vietnamese Differences t It November 13, 1968 

36. See VII-20: Hl{-UA-68-l56, "Evans-Novak S tory on Viernaese ComMun­
ist Morale," November IS, 1968 
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separate political entity." In fact, IIThieu and his generals may 

believe that they are not noY under any great pressure to accept signifi­

cant compromises and indeed that in the Jeeka ahead they will be able 
• 37 .,' to improve their bargaining position" through delaying tactics. 

" 
On November 12, the Embassy in Saigon estimated that the Communists 

could b~ expected quite early to demand a cease-fire, and to make the 

necessary concesaions for withdrawal of,~helr own troops in order to 
.' 

effect an early US vithdr4Yal. The Embassy foresaw no long haggling by 

Hanoi in the preliminery negotiations over procedures: rather it felt 

that the Co.muuists, looking for rapid progress, vould be disposed to 

aake concessions if faced with US resistance. 

INR forecast a samevhat different behavior. Hanoi could be 

expected :~to lead with very advanced demands ... [and] will probably be 

rather a tick,. on procedural aatters. It It. would continue ut.o negotiate 

slow-lj" --1 carefully." Indeed, ClEven though it can be forced over time 

to yield On its extreme demands and to work out a negotiated solution on 

less than ideal terms, it viII not .ove quickly in that direction. It 

11&1 ' take note I of our demands, but vi!1 not accede to them soon .. It 

Rat.her than adhere to t"he general agreement over the level of violenc:e 

pendss1ble in the South, Hanoi ""ill in effect try to vhi ttle a"ay at 

the price it had to pay for a bombing halt." Again, "Hanoi will probably 

37. See VII-21: IN-863 , lip resident Thieu Hay Pursue a Delaying Strategy," 
November 7, 1968 
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not nov or in tbe near future attempt to negotiate a supervised and 
38 

controlled cease-fire without a general settlement. II 

22 

With the arrival of the GVN delegati~n in Paris on December 9, 1968, 

" all main protagonists wer.e on h~d :to embark on a ne", phase of the con-

test in Vietnam. 

" ' .' 

38. See VII-22: Deptel to Saigon, subject: "Hanoi's Future Strategy,'" 
November 25, 1968 
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If"' i.... The ... tic SUlIIIIUlry: CciHlroNIST INTENTIONS AND RESPONSE TO US ACTIONS 

1. North Vie~ 

From 1961 to the Tonkin Gulf criaia in August 1964, INK ... intained 

that Hanoi'. policy-makers were determined to step up the politieal-military 

insurgency in the Sou th: they would try to iaprove and expand IIili tary 

operations by giving greater assistance, but vould refrain from a large-

seale infusion of native Harth Vietnamese or regular units of the North 

Vietnamese &r.y (NVA). either on their own initiative or in reaction to 

an increase in Aaerican support for the GYM. In the first place, INK 

believed, Hanoi felt that neither action vas necessary because recruitment 

in the South was adequate, and-because good progress was being made under 

existing tactics of insurgency. In the second place--a point cited IIOre 

frequently as INK ea qIlt increasing signs that the US waS planning for 

escalation--INK and the rest of the 1ntelligenceCommunity felt that Hanoi 

vas detendoed to avoid provoking direct US retaliation against the North. 

INR at no time believed that the threat or event of US action 

against the North would be effective in forcing Ranoi to cease ita support 

of the insurgency or to call off tbe Viet Cong. A basic assumption, 

clearly though rarely articulated, was that Ranoi in shaping ita policy 

was IlOved far IIIOre strongly by its reading of the situation in the South 

than by concern over the effec ta of direct US ac tion agains t the North--

of course it did not ignore the factors of d .... ge and IlOrale. 
the advisability of 

When debate in the US government over/escalating its effort grew 

( warmer, in the spring of 1964. INK expressed the view that this 05 action 

. ..,--e i -, 
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probably would lead ~he DRV ~o give even greater 8Uppor~ to tha ~~rgeney. 

WR reasoned tba~ ~be DRV would no longer bo trying to ward off the throat 

--might even find ~he reality less barmful than its arit1¢1pation--so tbat 

some of the relltra1nts hi~,erto impeding ito action would vanish. Ma=-

wbile, in the apring and s",""",r of 1964, as evidence mounted that the • 

Nortb VietlUlmeSe were preparing again"t poosible attack, INR el)t:lmated that 

l!a.noi was willing to take 80 .. e risk tb,,~ tho US would escalate activity 

in the Sou~b by ploying a greater rola in the war 

""d p'ressing the advantaGe it enjoyed in the- troubles afte" Diem. INR 

continued, however (as did the In~elligence Co_unity in general) to believe 

that Banoi eonaidered the risk of lI't'Ovol<inil US attecka on tho! North to be 

o an important argu1llBnt agaioot the use of regular NVA units in the South, 

o 

together with- the fact thet they We're not essential. 

Yo" all their appreciation of l!a.noi's de.te~netion to persevere in 

the South,. INR and the Intelligence Community in general were surprised 

by Harth Vietnam' s behavior in the Tonkin Gulf crisis of Augus t 1964. INR 

inte't'p't'eted this behavior as intended primarily to show tho US thet Renoi 

was deterrrlned riot to be faced, down by· US threats to attaek the North. In 

keeping with this interpretation, INR believed that Hanoi would feel e~­

pelled to react to the US retalistory strikes of August 6 by some VC 

"spectaeulars" in South, Vietnam. Furthermore, INR suggested that Hanoi 

might heneefortb feel less eons trained than had been ass~ed about sending 

down regula'r forees if they were needed. 
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possible courses of 
When asked to estimate Hanoi's reactions to/OS escalation during 

debates of the fall and winter which preceded the decision in February 

1965 to begin boabing, INi increasingly departed fra. the rest of the 

Intelligence Community in foreseeing no chance that the DRV wonld actually 

comply with OS de ...... ds or even feign to do so. Instead, IlIR predicted 

that North Vietnalll would react ac:zressively and llight dispatch regular 

units in force. IlIR aaintained this basic pod tion once the escalation 

had hegun and when new expansions of the s trike program were considered. 

In addition, INR held that Hanoi would be prepared to increase its 

commitment of forces in the South to whatever levels were necessary to 

offset the !apace of expanded lB involvement on the ground, of the aort 

which followed the decision in Jnly 1965 to send American forces into 

action. 

During 1966 INR continued to question the results of the bombing 

either in interrupting the flow of men and materiel to the South or in 

disrupting life in the Korth, and to doubt that 'it was effective enough 

on either count to .ake Hanoi reconsider its aggressive tactics or its 

goals in the South. By .id-1967, however, INR detected .are concern in 

Hanoi over the cumulative effects of the bombing, so that it ascribed in 

part to thia vorry Hanoi'. tentative shifts in its verb~l position on 

negotiations. Nevertheless, INR still believed that vastly increased bomb-

ing vould Dot aove lIanoi closer to lIeaningful coaprollise. When asked to 

es'Ullate North Vietnamese reactions to such expansions, in the spring of 

1967 and again after the Tet offensive of 1968, INR judged that Hanoi, 
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backed by China, would up the ante as needed and that the ability of 

\ 

4 

the Nortb Vietnamese leaders to cDIIl'rocaise nght well be restricted as 

1 

they became increasingly dependent on China to sustain the war and preTent 

the collapse of their regime. After President Johnson ordered a partial 

halt in the bombing, tbe North Vietnaaese lUde limited concessions in 

agreeing to talk and, later,in allowing Saigon to participate in exchange 

for a full bombing halt; INR concluded that the cumulative impact of the 

bombing clearly had been one important factor in these decisions of the 

DRV. 

2. COlIIIIlunist China 

From 1961 until late 1964, INR assessed Peking's role in Vietnaa to 

be primarily one of providing uterial and political support for Hanoi'. 

conduct of the ~ar. Although it agreed with one 1961 SNIE that US boabing 

of the Nortb would lead Peking to cOllldt its aircraft to tbe defense of 

Nortb Vietn8lll, INR generally held that Cbins was not likely to intervene 

directly on a large scale unless the US invaded the North. INR always 

disnased direct Chineae involvement in the South as a .ave that was unneceB-

sary, not wanted by lUnoi, and unduly risky. 

In the fall of 1964, evidence aaunted that China and the North 

Vietnamese were planning for joint air defense; at the same time the 

Chinese beefed up their own defenses in tbe border area and undertook con-

struction of an airfield at Ninglll1ng which was ideally suited for operations 

over North Vietnam. Looking upon these developmenta as reactions to 

plentiful evidence of US planning for strikes egainst the North, INR grew 

\ 
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increasingly concerned that Peking might enter a future air war over 

Nortb Vietnaa, particularly if important targets in areas close to China 

were struck. INR felt that Peking would be aotivated .ore by the 

political considerations of backing Hanoi and warning the US than by 

hopes of having any appreciable military impact. The rest of the Intel-

ligence Community did consider Chinese intervention to be distinctly 

possible and a prospect which could not be ignored in a US decision to 

bomb the North; INR, however, generally took a view that was even IIOre 

concerned, estimating that the threshold at which the Chinese would pos.i-

bly react was lover than the rest of the community thought likely. 

Similarly, INR believed that the Chinese were more likely to introduce 

(- ground forces into North Vietnam as a warning agsinst inva810n and as a 

replac ... ent for North Vietnamese force. going South. 

These basic differences continued throughout 1965 and into 1966. 

Although INR remained in a minority, .. ore components in the coaaunity 

came to share its concern aa Chinese engineering, logiat~cal, and anti-

aircraft units aoved into the North in aid-1965, and, later in the year, 

joint Chinese-North Vietnamese air defense plana were perfected, and 

Chinese planea began to act more aggres.ively in pursuit of reconnaissance 

m188ions which entered Chinese air space. 

By mid-1966, however, when the Cultural Revolntion had engulfed 

China and US bombings in the Hanoi/Haipbong area had failed to provoke 
INR had thought likely, the Bureau 

Chinese intervention, as~odified its position and estimated that the 
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Chinese were unlikely to intervene deliberately if the war continued to 

be waged along these current lines. Nonetheless, INR felt it was still 

true that Peking was comaitted to keeping North Vietnam both viable and 

capable of prosecuting the war. Thus a greatly intensified US bombing 

prograa would, in INK's viev, increase the chances that the conflict 

would grad~lly slip into a confrontation between the US and Chil1& as 

Peking sought to fulfill its commitaent and the United States sought to 

bring Ranoi to heel. In the event of US invasion of the North, INR 

] 

judged that Chinese ground forces were likely to intervene, although they 

aight not actually engage US forces if the invasion appeared to be a 

limited action. .In any event, INR e~tiaated that escalation of this sort 

by the US probably would result in expanding Chinese influence and control 

in Banoi, producing an even .are intransigent North Vietnameaeposition on 

negotiations and thus liaiting the chances of a comproaise solution. Short 

of this situation, INR believed that Peking would try to discourage talks 

but not to the extent of applying all the pressure at ita disposal; once 

talks were under way, Peking would reconcile itself to th ... and try to have 

a hand in any settlement. 

!ECkEll 
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Thematic Summary: POLITICAL-STABILITY 

In its general a8aes .... i!nts undertaken during the firs t part of 

1961, INK set forth a series of judgments on the political situation to 

which it adhered consistently until the dramatic changes of late 1963. 

Basically, INK considered that Diem's earlier popularity had faded and 

that the veneer of unity resulting from Diem's actions against dissident 

power structures in the mid-1950's had worn thin. Disaffection was 

increasing among groups in South Vietnalll. and IHR observed that the 

tensions were heightened by the rising Communist insurgency, while at 

the same time, in a vicious circle, they added to the difficulties of 

,., taking effective action against the Viet Congo Deficiencies in Diem's 

governing policies gave further cause for internal discontent and con-

tributed further to the regime's manifest inability to cope with the 

Communist threat. Moreover. INK concluded, Diem probably would not 

willingly undertake what the us considered to be reforms necessary to 

wage the war successfully, for fear that these moves might weaken his 

own power position. He sought to control American aid and if need be 

limit it, necessary as it was to the war effort and to the prospect for 

political stability; to the extent that he succeeded--and that the us 

continued to rely most heavily on aid to achieve progress--US aid would 

have the effect of insulating Diem from pressure for reform. 

INK alao judged that Diem's personal position within the regime was 

not as strong aa it might appear to be on the surface. In fact a major 

( 
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coup a-tteli1pt occur.red in ~ove:lber 1960, and subsequently there were 

numerous reports of coup plotting. In this situation, I~R estimated that 

the primary immediate threat to his leadership was a coup by non-Conroll.m-

ist military or mixed military and civilian leaders, who, while content 

with the government's commitment to the struggle against the Viet Cong, 

had become antagonized by Diem's personal rule and dissatisfied with his 

ineffective handling of the Communist insurgency. In I:IR's view, 

potentially effective alternative leadership existed. Although it was 

concerned over the deterioration of the security situation and the 

progress the Viet Cong were making, I~R did not believe that the Com-

munists were strong enough to overthrow Diem themselves or to ride to 

,.. power in the ~ake of a non-Communist coup--a contingency that worried 

the policy-makers and other members of the Intelligence Community more 

than it did INR. 

Over the next two years, INR found increasing justification for 

these basic assessments as the GVX grew more unstable politically and as 

Diem used American aid to strengthen his control. INR continued to take 

a gloomy view of the GVSls ability to wage an effective war effort on 

either the political or the military front. Nonetheless, in the course 

of debating a much contested Estimate in February 1963, I~R attacked the 

implication that it would be impossible to "win with Diem." The final 

version in April, reflecting widespread criticism among CS policy 

officers of the draft's extreme gloom, took a more guarded position; it 

noted improvements and projected the possibility of containing the 
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Viet Cong--but still questioned Diem's capacity for effective action 

in the long run. 

I~R expressed particular concern that the pacification program, 

however valid in concept, would in execution be bent primarily to extend 

the regime's control over the peasantry, and be applied with excessive 

emphasis on the military aspects, despite lip-service, especially on 

the part of Nhu, to goals of socio-economic reform. 

After the Buddhist crisis broke in ~ay 1963, I~R esticated·that this 

upheaval offered Diem a threat greater than that of the Communist insur-

gency; if handled ineptly and arbitrarily it was likely to erode the war 

effort and lead to Diem's downfall at the hands of the military. With 

the August raid on the Xa Loi Pagoda, INR estimated that there was little 

chance that stability could be restored and, later, cited 3ilitary statis-

tics to show the adverse effect 0 f toe crisis on the struggle agains t the 
• 

Viet Congo As reports of coup plotting multiplied, INR examined the 

possible effects on US policy of different kinds of possible coup attempts. 

Discussing one potential coup croup, comprised of Vice President Tho and 

a military junta, I~R suggested that such a regime might ;etter prosecute 

the war and provide a more popular administration. 

In keeping with its past judgments, INR was less gloo~ thnn some 

American intelligence and policy circles in its view of the three-month 

period following Diem' s overthrow. Reasoning from the attempts of the 

Minh-Tho Government to consolidate its position and restructure the 

administrative apparatus, INR held that the government had not had a 
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chance to prove itself before it was overthrown by General Khanh at the 

end of January 1964. During the year of lChann's regi ..... INR attributed 

the government's weakness and instability to lChann's attempts to per-

petuate nis own power under tne double disadvantage of a support base 

that was weak and political factionalism that was increasing. At the 

same time, INB. felt. the growing factionalism and vehe .... nt political 

self-expression reflected a genuine non-Communist revolution, emerging 

after years of repression, as Washington pressed for civilian participa-

tion in the government and as groups contested for political power and 

demanded more representative governaent. INR saw some hope tIlat the 

alliance of Buddhists and military, which eventually brought about 

lChanh's downfall in February 1965. aight result in a more effective and 

popular government; but INR also cautioned that the relationship between 

these groups was unstable because persooal ambition continued to be a 

primary aotive force. 

Instability continued under the superficially ciVilian government 

of Premier Quat. who turned back 'the reins to the military in mid-1965, 

and under General Ky who then succeeded to the Premiership. KY'8 govern-

ment snowed a capacity for survival which INR attributed to 'the lack of 

an effective challenge and to the fact that the deterioration in the 

security situation had been nslted by the massive influx of US forces. 

The regime did not have much popular support. and. largely in response 

to American prodding, the Premier began the promised transition to con-

stitutionsl government. Fear that the military would retain power. the 

SEeR!l! 
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slow timing of elections, and a struggle within the military, combined 

to produce a new Buddhist crisis which INR gauged to be more serious 

than any since the one that led to Diem's overthrow. In fact, Ky 

survived the challenge without compromising. Elections for the Consti-
tuent Assembly were held as scheduled in September 1966 with a 

substantial turnout owing, in INR's view, to the stabilizing impact 
of the US presence. 

During 1967, INR had growing reservations about the military govern-
ment, believing that a civilian government was preferable even at the 

risk of instability. In noting the US commitment to a constitutional 

process controlled by the military, INR argued that at the very least 

Rashington should not support anyone candidate, particularly Premier Ky, 

who appeared to have less support in the military establishment than did 

his rival, General Thieu. In this judgment INR went against prevailing 

American opinion, but the South Vietnamese military justified INR by 

backing Thieu for president on a combined ticket with Ky. Upon Thieu's 

election with a good turnout of voters in September 1967, INR felt that a 
modicum of order had been restored "in Saigon and that the general security 

situation had again become the primary determinant of political stability. 
Nevertheless, political fragmentation and lack of public confidence were 
weaknesses that had yet to be diminished significantly. 

INR's thought that the Communists aimed their Tet offensive of 

February 1968 in part at intensifying and exploiting these weaknesses to 

-sECRET 
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achieve a "'''lSsive deterioration in the GVN and an erosion of the 

political basis for a US presence in South Vietna ... " The eoaxaunists 

were only partially successful and, as INR noted later, probably suffered 

politically from their failure to provoke urban uprisings as promised. 

INR believed that American moves toward de-escalation and negotiation 

after Tet would have some salutary effects on the regime but, at the same 

time, thought that they also might threaten to· unravel the constitutional 

syste .. and to disintegrate aorale. On balance, INR estiasted that the 

regime would survive the deep strain of entry into negotiations but that 

the Thieu government would do its utmost to stall the negotiatory 

process .. 

( SilSM'I' .. 
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In assessing the South Vietnamese security situation for the new. 

administration in the spring of 1961, INR estimated that during that year 

the Communist subversive effort would reach its highest level since 1954. 

If the GVN failed to respond effectively, INK judged, the Viet Cong could 

supplant the government's authority over a substantial part of southern 

South Vietaea, even if the C01IIIIIunists were not strong enough to over-

throw the central gove""""",t. INK felt that the deterioration had 

occurred not only because the Communist. vere pressing harder, but also 

because the GVN was making an inept and misdirected response. American 

officials vere not without blame for this situation, since they accepted 

the GVN's long-standing evaluation of the Communist threat which, in 

INRls view, overemphasized the chances of overt aggression and under-

stated the danger of internal subversion. 

Later in 1961, INR and the rest of the Intelligence Community 

estimated that Hanoi vas likely to increase the pace of the insurgency, 

which still vould be based primarily on local resources within South 

Vietnam. Although it predicted that the var would be long and difficult, 

the Intelligence Community generally agreed that areas of VC control 

eould be reduced over the course of time if US aid continued at a high 

level.and the GVN made a strenuous, we1l-focused and properly implemented 

effort. In its ova independent writing, INR tended to make a more 

pessimistic estimate of the regime's willingness to make the type of 

effort required and of its ability to reverse the deteriorating security 

/ 
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situation. INR continued to think that Diem had not correctly assessed 

the nature of the threat and that he put far too little emphasis on the 

--.--. 
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political side of the struggle with the VC. By the end of 1961 INR saw no 

conclusive improvement in the security situation, even though the effort 

had increased, and noted that the Communist initiative and advantage had 

yet to be effectively challenged. 

J.JJ US aid and involvement increased during 1962, lNR thought that 

the best that could be said about their effectiveneas was that they had 

slowed the process of deterioration. Although many officials now 

declared that the tide had been turned, INR believed that 

there had been no significant change in the fundamental areas of Com-

munist initiative, organizat~on and morale of cadres, territorial 

control, aud recruitment. Moreover, even though Hanoi seemed de~ermined 

to rely primarily on local recruitment for the bulk of the Viet Cong 

forces, INR felt that Hanoi could, with little effort, intensify the war 

considerably by increasing infiltration, which probably would not be 

readily detected. 

At the end of 1962, INR predicted that the GVN would not be able to 

halt the deteriorating security trends during the next year, let alone 

reverse the tide, unless the counterinsurgency efforL was accelerated and 

improved. INR pointed to the negative political and military. effects of 

coaventi~nal tactics like large-unit action, especially when accompanied 

by heavy use of artillery and aircraft--to say nothing of actions like 

chemical crop destruction. In fact, INR concluded.that the military 

• 
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could in many ways improve their handling of the war, irrespective of 

Diem's political deficiencies on which military officials tended to 

place the blame for all failures. It was in part this view that led 

INR to disagree with an Estimate before USIB in February 1963 which 

implied that it would be impossible to "win with Diem." As finally 

approved in April, the Estimate took a more guarded view: it noted 

progress and projected the possibility of containing the Viet Cong, but 

it still questioned Diem's effectiveness, particularly over tbe long 

haul. 

Even before the Buddhist crisis broke in Kay, INR bad grown .are 

,~',~ ,-

pessimistic about Diem's ability to baIt the deterioration, particularly 

as he sought to circumscribe the US advisory role and failed to stress 

tbe vital nonmilitary aspects of the counterinsurgency program. His 

most striking failure was the strategic hamlet program, which, under the 

direction of his brotber Ngo Diuh Nhu, was used largely as a means of 

exerting control over the populace and wbich suffered from mismanagement 

and lack of funds. INR pointed" out that these problema were undermining 

the program even though on paper statistics could make it appear to be 

progressing well. In fact, INR felt tbat the military statistics 

supplied by the GVN were also of dubious validity and could not ~e used 

with any confidence as indices of progress. 

The Buddhist crisis, especially by the summer of 1963, appeared to 

be having an adverse effect on the security situation. In examining 

various contingencies, as a move against Diem appeared increasingly likely, 
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INR suggested thst a military-civilian coup need not necessarily have a 

significantly adverse impact and might even lead to a more effective 

effort, particularly if public confidence in the government increased. 

After Die~'s dovnfall, there was general agreement amongst intelli-

gence agencies that the security situation had deteriorated since the 

summer of 1963, particularly as it bec~ evident to all that Diem's 

statistics had been misleading. Having already discounted their validity, 

INR was not as ala~d as others about the rate of decline immediately 

after the coup in Nov~ber. In fact, by the end of the year, INR felt 

that the new regime bad stabilized the situation and was taking steps 

which would lead to better prosecution of the war; its early overthrow 
( by General Khanh at the end of January 1964, gave the Minh-Tho government 

insufficient time to prove itself. 

After mid-1964, the issues of Hanoi's role and of infiltration 

again took the spotlight when General Khanh asserted that regular North 

Vietnamese Army (NVA) units were being sent south and when MACV sub-

stantial1y raised its estimate of infiltration for the year. After much 

general debate and a consultation in Saigon, the Intelligence Community 

agreed in November that the rate of infiltration in 1964 had increased 

over that of 1963, though not to the level of 1962, and that native 

Northerners were being sent for the first time, but as fillers for VC 

units and not in regular units of their ovn. 

Not until Karch 1965 did the US have fira evidence that NVA units 

had arrived in the South. Tbeir arrival, together with a Viet Cong 
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buildup and an ineffective showing by ARVN caused KACV to project the 

loss of northern' South Vietnam unless US combat forces entered the war. 

In the debate over this issue. which went on for several months. INR 

disputed KACV's contentions that Hanoi had decided to switch to conven-

tional warfare and that the ARVN could not possibly hold the line. 

Despite its long-standing deprecation Qf ARVN capabilities. lNR 

estimated that the ARVN was strong enough to maintain the general 

stalemate. Moreover. INR did not believe that Hanoi intended to change 

the unconventional nature of the war. even though there might be bigger 

attacks. particularly against cities and lines of communication. US 

ground forces and bombing would not be effective in unconventional war of 

this sort. in INR's view. and could not bring the war to a close very 

quickly. The US moves would not undermine Hano~·. determination and, in 

fact. NVA troop strength in the South was likely to be increased to meet 

the challenge. 

After US troops had been in combat for some five months, INR stated 

that the deterioration had been halted and the Viet Cong robbed of 

whatever hopes they had held for early victory. Nevertheles8. in INR's 

analysis, the 8i tua tion remained a stalemate, for even the maintenance of 

which the US combat presence was now necessary; however, the qualitative· 

changes necesssry for a GVN victory had not yet been made. Hanoi remained 

determined to persist, the Viet Cong forces were stronger than evert and 

the Communists continued to hold the initiative. 

Over the next two years, INR continued to detect little improvement 

in the security situation despite the massive US effort. Viet Cong 
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initiative and strength reaained intact 

"'~., 

Koreover, attacks by small VC units vere on the increase, 

the VC political infrastructure was largely undamaged, and VC inroads 

in the cities were planned. Successful militarr action tended not to 

be followed up by extension of GVN territorial-administrative control. 

6 

Koreover, the ARVN remained an ineffective weapon even in the pacifica-

tion role which it vas increasingly called upon to play; it still operated 

in a conventional mold wi,th little understanding of or support for the 

goals of the pacification program which was nceiving so 1Iluch emphasis 

by the US after the end of 1966; further, INR judged that the speed with 

( which the program was implemented required a rate of conversion to a new 

type of effort that went far beyond the ARVN's capability to meet. 

In INR'. view, the United States had demonstrated by 1967 that the 

Viet.Cong could not win but not that they could be defeated. In this 

stand, it differed fundamentally with Saigon's opinion and with public 

optimism in Washington. Ibe Tet offensive tended to vindicate INR's 

position, although INR certainly had. not anticipated the scope or nature 

of that Jrive. An~lyzing Hanoi's motives, INR suggested that the effort 

vas intended to make the war intolerable for the urban residents, thereby 

,undermining the political base of the GVN and creating the impression 

that the Coamunists had to be accommodated. Ibis waS no last g4sp, for 

the Viet Cong still appeared prepared for protracted warfare; and in fact, 

aside from their political gains, the Communists had made substantial 
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inroads against the pacification program when GVN forces vere withdrawn 

into the cities for a while in order to prevent a recurrenCe of the Tet 

offensive. 

After early April. when the confrontation began to move slavly into 

political channels. INR estimated that Hanoi would keep military opera-

tions at a aoderately higb level to support its negotiating position. 

iapeded only by fear of provoking US retaliation and a breakdown in Paris. 

Unlike aany military officials who foresaw a number of offensives on the 

Tet model. INR felt that there would be sustained widespread attacks on 

urban and 1Iilitary targets but that they would be leas intense than the 

february offensive. To support this effort. INR thought there still 

would be a fairly high rate of infiltration. 

By the SUDDer of 1968, INR detected evidence of growing Communist 

problema with the war effort. And. in October. INR thought Hanoi wished 

to end the phase of intense military action. Nevertheleas, Communist 

capabilities to sustain a relatively high level of violence appeared 

undiminished and. in November, INR cautioned against expecting that 

military de-escalation might proceed rapidly. In INR's analysis. the 

Viet Cong remained strong. disciplined. and determined to keep up the 

pressure. 

, 
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Thematic Summary; PROSPECTS FOR BEGINNING TALKS AND NEGOTIATING A 
SETTLEMENT* 

How an end to the conflict might be negotiated was rarely considered 

by INR in the early days of the new administration in 1961 since nei ther side 
foreseeable future. 

appeared interested in negotiating within the....L During 1962-63., calls by the 

Communists for consultations under the auspices of the 1954 Geneva Con-

ference to condemn US/GYM actions were interpreted at face value--as a 

Communist effort to undercut American support for and assis~nce to the 

GYM. There was a general assumption. however, that the Communists migh t 

eventually seek a negotiated settlement, not only as ~ interim stop to 

takeover. 

In the turmoil of 1963, INa thought that Banoi might encourage some 

contact·. with GVN official., particularly involving Viet Cong officials, 

but would do ao largely for their disruptive impact, without making much 

effort actually to reach agreement in the extre...,ly fluid situation. At 

this juncture and subsequently, lNR judged that Hanoi eventually might 

seek a political solation on the basis of some form of coalition govera-

men~ and neutralization without effective controls; INR felt that Hanoi 

might make this move when it feit either that the COOIIIIUI1ist position 

• The reader is reminded that this review does not include all of INR'. 
studies, because some were based on sensitive information which has 
not yet been reclassified. It must also be pointed out again that INR 
was hampere~ in its analysis of Communist positions by the fact that on 
grounds of sensitivity some important information was withheld or only 
belatedly made available. 

., 



( 

~
~ .. 

\II, ••. , 
.. 

2 

was too weak for anything more to be gained from military pressure 

or that the position wss strong enough to insure s Communist takeover 

through political channels. 

In 1964, as the qnestion of retaliation against North Vietnam 

itself was debated and probable Communist reactions weighed, r.~R at 

first agreed with the general view of the Intelligence Community that 

Hanoi probably would aeek to involve the United States in negotiations 

--but without making significant concessions--in an effort to fore-

stall or halt attacks against the North. In the fall of 1964, INR 

ahifted its position on the question. It still believed that Hanoi 

might make moves toward negotiating while escalation was being debated, 

but thought that Hanoi would not do so to halt a sustained bombing 

prograa--largely because of ita concern to avoid appearing weak and 

compliant with American demands. In late 1964 and early 1965, wben the 

CommUnists hinted at flexibility and interest in talks, INR felt tbat 

the evidence was insufficient to judge whether they simply were trying 

to ward off escalation, or whether they had a more serious interest in 

negotiations. the conclusion iJlplicit in INR's discussion was thst the 

matter merited exploring further in careful, private contacts. 

After the bombing program began and President Johnson called for 

"unconditional" negotiations, Horth Vietnam issued its Four Points in 

mid-April 1965. In INR's view the Four-Pointa themselves were not new, 

but the way in which they were presented meant that for the first time 
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Hanoi bad officially allowed that the conflict could end in a 

political settlement and provided terms for it. Subsequently, INR 

closely analyzed public and private statements by the Vietnamese 

COmmunists in an effort to identify shifts in their attitude. Hanoi 

seemed to be leaving the door open for eventual compromise, cautiously 

indicating interest in probing the American position, but ever vary 

of appearing veak or prepared to compromise while the bombing con-

tinued. INK believed ~hat the Communists would in turn raise their 

military effort before indicating renewed interest in Degotiations, in 

order not to appear to deal from weakness. 

INR believed that this sensitivity would prevent Hanoi from 
.. -

responding positively to pauses in the bombing which were accompanied 

by implied or explicit demands for reciprocal de-escalation in the 

South. Even if a pause were handled vith the utmost discretion to pre-

serve Communist "face," INR felt that there vaS little chance for a 

rapid pay-off. For Hanoi demanded recognition of its Four Points in 

some form, as veIl as a permanent halt to bombing as preconditions to 

talks and, less precisely, some role for the Viet Cong (National Libera-

tion Front). Even after US troops were despatched, Hanoi seemed confident 

that its position in the South would grow stronger and enable. the Com-

munist side to prevail. 

Although INR had thought the Communists eventually might make some 

positive Tespouse to an announced pause, its analysis of Communist 

~ _ $BSR£T""" 

. T6\, SECRET 



~SEGf1ET 
DeaET -

actions during the pause in December 1965-January 1966 suggested that 

the North Vietnamese probably were not interested in negotiations nor 

even in entangling Washington in protracted contacts in exchange for 

an extended pause. Nevertheless, INR saw sufficient ambiguity and 

uncertainty on the Communist side to recommend that the US continue 

exploration before it resumed the bombing. 

After the bombing was resumed in late January 1966, Hanoi's 

stand on negotiations remained virtually on dead center until a year 

later. In INR's judgment, there was no chance for talks on US terms 

--but, although Hanoi's position was tough, the Harth Vietnamese 

leaders kept the position sufficiently ambiguous to leave tbem an 

approach to comproaise Vben they saw fit. In the meantime, it was 

clear that Hanoi was relying primarily on wearing down the non-

Communist side through its protracted war tactics. 

In January 1967. public North Vietnamese statements indicated 

movement "hen they began making an unconditional bombing halt the sole 

condition for talks. Hanoi's maximum bargaining position. in IHR's 

view, was to hold out hope for contacts in return for a bombing halt 

and to commit the United States to discussing. the future of the GVH, 

with the HLP involved. before these contacts developed into negoti-

ations. 

During 1967. Hanoi gave no more ground, although INR felt that 

it might be interested in testing the non-communist side through 
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contacts. Basicaily, however, the North Vietnamese remained highly 

suspicious, distrustful of US actions, and concerned over their 

ability to gain much through negotiations. These negative attitudes, 

combined with Hanoi's evident confidence in its position in the 

South, left slim chance for productive negotiations. 

INR noted, however, that according to Hanoi's doctrine, a move 

in the direction of talks might follow some spectacular military 

action in the South. In late December, a month before the Tet Offensive 

began--and perhaps in anticipation of it--~orth Vietnam'. Foreign 

Minister again shifted the formula to promise that talks "would"--

instead of could, 88 in .January--begin after the US unconditionally 

halted bombing. INR suggested that this change meant that Hanoi waa 

feeling the effects of the bombing and also that the North Vietnamese 

migh t be concerned about the progress being made in the Sou th toward 

political. stability. There W88 little question, INR thought, that talks 

would in fact begin if the US stopped the bombing, but INR doubted that 

Hanoi was willing to concede that it would take "no advantage" of a 

bombing halt, as requested by President .Johnson. However, tacit under-

standing on this score seemed possible. Even i£ talks were undertaken, 

INR felt that they would be vP.ry protracted and accompanied by con-

tinued Communist military pressure. This judgment was reiterated by 

INR after Hanoi agreed to limited contscta following the partial halt 

in American bombing announced on March 31, 1968. 

( 
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As soon as the holding of talks was agreed upon, INR also noted 
that the long-held intransigent position of the GVN comprised an 
additional stumbling block to a negotiated settlement. In INa'. 
view, Saigon would have to accept bilateral talks, but would do its 
utmost to keep the future of South 'lietnsm off the agenda and geller-
ally to prevent widening the talks. Saigon seemed still to be "almost 
totally Unprepared" for a political settlement of the conflict. 

Throughout the SUDDer and early fall, INa saw ill the contradictory 
signals from Hanoi indications that· the North Vietnamese leaders were 
reviewing and debating future strategy. INR believed that Hanoi was 
experiencillg adverse pressures, which were leading it to seek some kind 
of agreement by the end of 1968 or possibly Ilot later than mid-1969. 
If a satisfactory one could not be reached, INR felt Hanoi would con-
tinue to fight but probably with less intellsity. 

By October, it appeared to INR that Hanoi was ready to concede 
a little 011 the issue of recipro.city in return for s full bombillg halt; 
it still, however, sought US-NLF talks and opposed including the GVN in 
negotiations. In fact, by the end of October, Hanoi tacitly had con-
ceded something 'on both the mili~ry and the diplomatic fronta, and 
President Johnson announced that the bosbing halt would be complete and 
that the talks would be expanded to inclUde the GVN .... d the NLF. lIlten 
Saigoll refused to accept the formula, INR speculated that the GYN would 
procrastinate for some tie and, even if.it joined tlie tslks;,would':seek 
to block discussion of substantive issues. At the same time, INR 
cautioned against expect g rapid progress from Hanoi. Even though the 
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North Vietnamese were in the long run to yield on more extreme demands, 

they would not DOve quickly in this direction; and, far from seeking 

an early ceasefire as some predicted, Hanoi would avoid doing so until 

a final settlement was negotiated. 

There are several implicit and explicit themes which seem to 

stand out in a review of INR's analysis. First, the North Vietnamese 

eventually would negotiate but, being confident that their position in 

the South would grow stronger over the long run, they were in no hurry 

to undertake.talks, let alone quickly seek a compromise agreement. 

Bombing or no bombing, they were certainly under no pressure such as to 

·force them off their steadfast determination to avoid the appearance of 

yielding to coercion. INR also believed that North Vietnam was. deeply 

suspicious of US motiv~s and distrustful of US actions. 

Nonetheless, while it cautioned against high expectations, INR was 

not as pessimistic as some interpreters, but at most times discerned 

elements of flexibility in Hanoi's behavior. Some pressures were 

apparently in the later years being felt by the North Vietnamese. INR 

often suggested that private explorations might be fruitful, both to 

gain insight into what Hanoi might be willing to concede without having 

to reveal it in public, and to allay Hanoi's suspicion that the US was 

basically not prepared to modify its maximum position. 

In the last analysis, Hanoi seemed to agree fully with Mao Tae-tung's 

adage that one could not gain at the negotiating table what could not be 

gained on the battlefield. Nevertheless, the Vietnamese Communists 
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apparently came to believe that time was not irrevocably on their 

8 

side and that opportunities to gain something through negotiations had 

to be seized. INR thought that Banoi's negotiating strategy was to 

divide an issue into the smallest pieces possible and then make only 

limited tactical retreats from vhich they would then establish a new 

maximum position. In short, tbe political track would be long and full 

of pitfalls but an agreement, not wholly at odds with tB interests, 

possibly could be reached eventually, assuming that the allies were able 

to stay the course militarily. 

-~-. 
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r; I. THE POLITICAL SITUATION IN SOUTH VIETNAM ~. 

General Assessment. In appraising the 'various regimes in Saigon, 
in analyzing the crises that confronted them, and in estimating their 
prospects for survival, the Bureau attained a high and conSistent. 
record of accuracy. It emphasized the var~~us governments' 
administrative weaknesses, lack of popular support, and inability to 
sustain an adequate war effort. When viewed retrospectively and in terms 
of their operational utility, these evaluations were realistic appraisals 
that were made with adequate emphasis. These judgments often ran counter 
to opinions that prevailed among policy makers (and sometimes parts of the 
Intelligence Community) in Washington and Saigon. Finally, the Bureau 
discerned and clearly expounded the underlying factors that brought 
about this dim prospect, so that it was able comprehensively to define 
for the policy makers the particular elements ·in the situation. 

Correspondingly, to the degree that the Bureau did go astray, it 
generally erred in overdoing its concentration on the weaknesses displayed 
by the Saigon governments, as it did in estimating the capacity of the 
Buddhists to harm the regime in 1966, and in its concern over the dangers 
the Thieu administration might encounter upon entering negotiations in 
196B. However, it also gave the South its due, and at times took a 
minority position in so doing, as when it argued that the country could 
survive coup attempts without falling to the Communists, that the political 
turmoil in the years after Diem reflected a strong democratic sentiment, 
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and that there were important limits to Communist political appeal, 

particularly in the cities. 

In general the Bureau was most sensitive to the risks of going along 

with an established order which had seriously dangerous drawbacks--whether 

it was the repressive Diem or an unpopular "do nothing" military regime--

p.x 

whereas policy officials were more sensitive to the risks inherent in change, 

with its potential for producing instability or causing loss of expert 

personnel. Such sensitivity extended even to the risks of pressing heavj1y 

upon Saigon regimes to reform. On this point of pressure, in particular, 

the implication of INR's position was that policy makers could exert much 

r' more leverage than they were willing to employ in impelling the Saigon 

government toward high performance in areas of action critical to the war 

effort. 

Diem as a Leader. The Bureau's highly critical estimate of Diem's 

performance was proven valid in almost all respects'. From the outset, 

INR's evaluations perceptively noted the risks and problems he presented 

to the attainment of both his own purposes and US objectives. It rightly 

judged his reputation for administrative efficiency to be overestimated; 

it repeatedly pointed up specific shortcomings in his conduct of the war; 

and it stressed the harmful consequences of his failure to delegate authority. 

In particular, it constantly emphasized that he was not carrying through 

on socio-economic reforms, and consequently was failing to gain the support 

and legitimacy he needed to counter the enemy's ,growing unconventional 

( war effort. The Bureau presented the policy implications of this situation 
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most graphically when, in discussing the pacification program of reform 

and security in the countryside, it observed that the net intent and effect 

of the Diem programs appeared to be to extend the regime's control over the 

peasants rather than to improve their condition. 

On the other hand, the problems typified by the catch phrase "we 

can't win with Diem" were complicated by the tendencY'of US military 

elements to lay blame for lack of progress in the war wholly on Diem and 

other political factors, obscuring strictly military considerations. Hence, 

in early 1963, INR argued against an NIE section implying that in the long 

term the Communists could not be defeated under Diem, even though this 

( conclusion was implicit in much of its own pessimistic analyses. 

The Bureau accurately observed that the US policy of support for Diem 

and the war effort played a major role in sustaining Diem on his deleterious 

course, because it shielded him both from the consequences of his failures 

and from US efforts to foster reforms. A problem of this nature classically 

illustrates how difficult it is to distinguish sharply between policy 

recommendations and intelligence appraisals--in this instance because the 

US policy itself was a major input in an intelligence appraisal of the 

situation and because in executing its assignment to explore possible 

future developments, intelligence had to consider the alternative that the 

US might change its policy to make help. effectively contingent on reform. 

In any event, the Bureau's argument that the US could exercise more control 

was in all likelihood correct. Just how, in concrete terms, Diem could 
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be induced to operate more effectively and what could be done should he 

not prove responsive were questions never adequately developed by the Bureau. 

In all fairness, such studies would have run even more deeply into the 

policy field and would first have required a confrontation of sorts with 

the policy bureau over the premises of the approach itself. Whatever the 

reason, there was little in the Bureau's analysis, even inferentially, to 

indicate how one could cope with the complexities and hazards of this 

approach. 

In the one area where it did make projections of this sort, the Bureau 

held that Diem was not irreplaceable and, on occasion, noted that Vice 

President Nguyen Ngoc Tho could be a valid alternative. Later, when the 

coup took place, it felt that a coalition of Minh and Tho could provide 

leadership adequate to give the new regime the needed stability and 

legitimacy. In these estimates and more generally, the Bureau proved too 

optimistic about there being a pool of competent leadership available in 

South Vietnam, as also about the capacity of South Vietnam to reconstitute 

a government that would provide orderly access to power and constitutional 

legitimatizing of a regime. In sum, the Bureau's view that Diem was 

replaceable may well have been right; certainly, its observation of his many 

faults was accurate; and its prognoses of what would happen if he continued 

in power seem prescient. But the difficulties of effecting change were 

profound and in fact derived from the very weaknesses in the body politic 

that INR was continually reporting; these difficulties deserved more 

thorough consideration in this context. 
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The Coup Against Diem and Its Aftermath. The Bureau was particularly 

acute in judging the likelihood and prospects of a coup against Diem during 

1961-63, especially in light of actual attempts made fr~m 1960 on. Along 

with other components in the Intelligence Community, it found the causes 

in failure to handle the Viet Cong threat, discontent over methods used, 

and reaction to a repressive and non-reformist regime. The Bureau made 

its own unique contribution in arguing from the outset that the coup would 

D -J 

be non-Communist and would in all likelihood prevail if there were no outside 

interference. Furthermore, the Bureau correctly held that the coup would come 

from within the government itself and would be led by elements committed to 

( counter-insurgency, and that the new leadership would remain committed to 

prosecuting the war. The Bureau also added, whereas the US might not know 

the nature of the coup in advance, it could. intervene to prevent a power 

struggle among the successors and so help keep the war momentum going in 

its aftermath. 

( 

This appraisal was most accurate in its repeated assurances that the 

Communists would not be able to exploit the coup for political advantage 

either to take over from the immediate successors to power or even to gain 

much political ground. Others in the Intelligence Community felt that the 

South Vietnamese Army might not be able to keep the situation in hand and that 

the Communists would consequently have a quite good prospect of exploiting 

the chaotic situation that would ensue. By the Spring of 1963, however, the 

other agencies came around to the INR view, though they still noted some' 
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