
!'.rel~min ~r.Y Comme nts on L!'_Q.liti ca l Stratenv for Vi etnam 

1. As sl!§JJ: ioJ:1 : That the present Const itution i s amended to permit open and 

l ega l part i ci ration by the NLF i n th e South Vi etnalr.ese politi ca l arena. 

a. Comn:e nt on Assump t i on: 

It i s at best ' a doubtful strat.e'lY to invite an assailant i nto your 

hOllse, un l ess for some reason YOll think he can be defeated more eas il y i n the 

house than outside . The Gove rnment of South Vi etnam could, in my opin i on, win 

an open e l ecti on aga ins t the NLF if comp l e te freedom of choice were rossib le, 

but vie all rec09nize th at the NLF i s f ar more coh es ive and discirlined than 

the various pO';le r elements vlhich would genera lly support the GVN or oppose the 

NLF, having the i nestimable advantages of cl ear doctrine, authoritarian organization 

an d, above all, continuity reaching back through predeces sor organizations 

fo r f orty years . (Lest th e reade r be temp ted to conc l ude from this that, since 

the NLF i s t.h e best di sciplined politica l group org anized on a nationa l bas is 

in Vi etnam, and has the cl earest doctrine , i t ouqht to achieve oolitical power 

i n South Vi'etnam, l et me point ou t straight away that the NLF does not have 

more th an a modest mirlority of genuine popular support , and a l so note that i n 

t he Europe of 1938 the most cohcsive , disci plined group I'lith th e c1eal'est 

doctrine I'las the Naz i Party of Hitler , (the mora l of vlhich i s obvious). 

At the momen t GVN pOl-ler is i n the ascendancy in South Vietnam . Th e NI.F 

;'s a spent. force militarily north of Saigon . Its members and followers are , 

among other things, r allying by hundreds each I'leek i n the Delta . In Vietnam , 

ti me is on the side of t he GVN as far as the NLF strugg l e is concerned . P.s l ong 

as the NV/\ i s substant"ia11y chedl1lated by GVN-US military pOlde r, the GVN ~Iill 

be ab l e furthe r to di s i ntegrate the NLF by Phoen ix, Chi eu Hoi and other means . 

Genera l discouragement vrithin ., th e NLF 1'lil1 i ncreasing ly diminish its ability 

t o mai ntai n its strength or recruit new adherents . Thus , i f All i ed s tren'g th 

agains t the NV/\ can be maintained (in I'ihatever mi x of GVN and US components ), 

there i s no advantage to be gai ned from gi vi ng the NLF a nevI 1 ease cn 1 i fe 

by recognizing its l egality 'and a11 01'ring its ski ll ed cadre to practice t heir 

trade of exploitation and man i pu l at ion open ly in the market pl ace . 

Recogniz ing t he ~ILF i s, in any case, only made des irab l e, if at all, because 

of its presUJrz d soothi ng effects on confused, unconvi nced, di shea rtened or de­

feat i st e l ements in the United States. Th e Ameri cans unders tandab l y ./ish to 

l'Iith drCl\'I . Th ey could do so if the NVA I-lOu l d wHhdral'l a l so . The theory i s that 

if the GVf'1 admitted the NLF to th e arena of free politi ca l competition, North 

Vi etnam might then be l,ti11in~ t o l et the South Vi etnamese sett l e the il' 0 \0111 

affairs and abide by the r esu lt. This, of COUI'se, i s the purest cant and se lf- · 

de l us i on. The fact i s th at North Vietnam, li ke the r.lLF, has not the s li ghtes t 

i nterest i n free politica l competition. It is i ntel'es ted only in victory - a 

comp l ete , un adu lterated takeover of po l iti ca 1 povle l' in South Vi e tnam . It i s not 

i nterested in s e lf-de t e rminat i on fOl' th e South Vi etnamese population, becaus e , 

as in any militant po l itica l r e li gion, the i moortant thina i s not what the 

peop l e want but wh at is "good for th em ." 
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Thus , to conclude thi s comme nt, it seems di ffi cult to deny the 
correctnes s of th e traditiona l GV'/ pos ition, I'lhich is to invite th e NLF 
as individuals to rall y to th e GVN side and then join in politica l competit i on, 
but to continue the constitutionall y out l a',·/ed status of the tlLF as a politica l 
entity, -

II. Courses of P,ct ion - Sai Qon Level -----
The situation in South Vi etnam, Pari s and \'Ias hington seems to be changing 

so f as t from day to day th at any pape r written today \'Ii 11 seem overtaken by 
even t s tomo rrow . Some of thi s apparent r ap id ch ange i s illusory , hOI-lever, 
because ce rtain constants rema in. Th e es s enti a l positions of the t l'!O Vi etnamese 
antagon i s t s have not r ea lly altered , Hanoi-NLF still in tends to t ake ove r 
everythi ng; Saigon still intends to r ema i n mas t er of South Vietnam , lim'! can 
Sai gon hope to ma intain its pos iti on and achi eve its objective of tota l self­
defense if the NLF (backed by Hanoi) i s admitted to lega l polit-ica l compet iti on 
in Vietn am? 

The ove ra ll anSl'/er ill ustrates a ti me-Horn truth in Vietn am . It has al ways 
been r e l ative ly easy to identify probl ems th er e ; it has only bee n slightly 
more difficult to de vi se plans to ove rc o:~e th e problems - I'!hich accounts fo r 
the striking similarity of all the supposedly nel'l pacificat ion plans since 
1954, and even before , \'Ih ich all boil dm'lIl to "prov'iding s ec urity and services." 
The crux of the matter has all-lays been execution . Similarly, the probl em befot e 
us n O\~ i s s-trai"9htforwar:cr enoliCjii":-To ri"re"venf1he bette r organ ized NLF from 
using its organiz ationa l advantages to win in "free " political competition, 
Th e general solution to the probl em is hardly mo re obscure : To obtain a 
united front of non- Corrmunist political eleme nts against th e NLF, some thing 
that Pres i dent Thi e u is t ry ing to do a l ready . The difficulty, as a lways , l'Iill 
li e in the e xecution of the solution, 

I s a non-Conmunist political front in South Vi etnam a delus ive hope, or 
something vlithin th e boundari es of the r ea l world? Th e anS\'le r is th a t such 
a front coul d be forged for a cer t ai n peri ad of ti me , but I-I i 11 not be if I'le 

and the Vi r tn amese do not go about it in the ri~ht way . Hhat gene ra l princi pl es 
gove rn the outcome? 

a. The divergent South Vi etnamese political el ements - or a majority of th em -
cannot at this ti me be foroed onto a united front for anvthinq (o t her th an 
gene~a li zation s about a grea t e r Vi et n a,~ \'Ihich are r elative ly nleaningl ess ). but 
they can be united aqai ns t sorne thi ng . Th ey cou l d not be i nsp i r ed to \'Iork toge the r 
creative ly t o bui l d anyth ing at t his juncture, hut they could be persuaded to 
joi n forces in oppos i ti on to the common enemy - the NLF - by p 1 ay i n~ on th ei,' 
fears and inst incts of s elf-prese rvation. 

b. Even as the non-Communi s t politi ca 1 e l ements cannot be united at thi s ti me 
fo r anythino,_ still l ess can they be uni ted for_~one". There is 110 r ea l 
comprehens i on in Vi e tnam th at the Pres i dent i s not th e s ame as th e Pres i dency, 
and the di vi de cl flO 1 i t i ca l e l eme nts \'I i 11 not uni te beh i nd Th i e ll as it syn-ho 1 
Vlhil e cont inuing to oppose hi m il S a man, So Pres i dent Thi e ll, I'lho i s th e key 
fi ~ure in formin~ any non- Commun i ,t front, n1ust emrhasi ze, as he has been doin o , 
th at the united front i s not to be 11 pe rs ona l vehicl e of hi s O';ln, or nl edge d to 
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support him as an individual. 

c. The Ame ricans , if they speak with one voice , can he lp as a catalyst in 
f ormi n9 the uni ted front. I f th ey s pea k I·d th r.Jany voi ces, they l'/oul d be 
wi ser to r emain out of th e pi cture . The ir approach should a l so recognize 
t he rea lity of the two f ac t or s not ed above. He shou l d not de lude ourse l ves 
~/ith bri gh t hopes th at three f actions of Buddh ists , two facti ons of Catholi cs , 
s eve ra l c l i ques of Oai Vi e ts, WiQOO, Hoa HaD, Cao Oai, South erners and North e rners 
are going to be abl e to ge t t ogethe r on a pos i t ive progr am - oth e r th an 
gene ralities - i n 1969 ~/he" th ey have f ail ed to do so since 195il. 

trinciples of Execution 

1. Pres ident Thi eu mus t deal 'p'~so n a l1.\'. l'/ith all th e l eading non-Communist 
politica l factions i n South Veitnam . He ca nnot succeed if he acts throug h 
int erme di a l'i es and under lings as he has been doing to a l arge deg ree to dat e . 

2. He ml 5 t ask the various e l ements to form a political front for a speci fi ed 
and li mited pe r i od of ti me only, s ay hlo ye ar s renel·/abl e. 

3. The front i s r equired to aq r ee on one point only: Absolute and 
automa tic oppos ition to the NLF. All other specific ques tions will r emain 
open and ne~ oti ab l e . Th e usua l positive genera li zati ons will be given due 
obei s ance , of course . 

4. It ~lill be desirable to specify, \'Iithin th e front, exact ly I'/hat are the 
key issues on I'lhich united action agains t th e NLF i s to be mandatory, i. e . 
certain e l ections , nominations for key admini s trative posts, etc. 

5. The Americans must speak I·lith one voice only. Thi s mi ght i mply havin (] a ll 
conve rsati ons I'/ith a ll l eadi ng pol i ti ca 'I el ements conducted by Ambas sador Blinke r 
only, v/ith "hi m emphas i zing th at no othe r Ame ricans are authorized to speak for 
hi m. (Vi etnCl mese ahlays seem to assume that the US official ~/ i th whom they 
are talking at any moderate ly s"enior l eve l i s ne cess arily convey in9 US po li cy, 
and since diffe l"ent )l,me ri cans say diffe rent thi ngs to diffe l"ent Vi et namese, much 
confus i on can res ult . The Vietn ame se a l so be li e ve firmly in the nlY th of tota l 
US influence ove r Vi e tn ame se i nte rna l po liti cs, despite the fa ct th at only a 
hundful of Ame ricans have eVe l" even approached r easonable compe tence in th eir 
comp r ehens i on of Vi etnamese po l it i cs and politi dans, and even th ei r i nfl uenee 
on Vi e tn ames e behavior has been li mited . Sti 11, thi s American 1rfn'-rfuence" 
becomes an i nes capabl e r eality for th e so l e reason th at th e Vi e tnamese be li eve 
so uns hakably i n i ts exi s t ence , and should the re fore be us ed as constructive ly 
as poss ib le ,) Anothe r soluti on I'Joul d be for Ambas sador Bun ke r to au t hori ze on l y 
a sma ll handful of s e l ected i ndivi dua l s to purvey th e US attitude , all speak i nq 
from one c l ear t ex t . 
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The Ame rican pos ition as conveyed in these meet inqs with Vi etnamese 
politi ca l fi gu res sh ould be the same as Pres i dent Thi ~ u's, but not in 
suppor t of Pres ident Thi e u by name , (nor, of course; aga inst hi m). The 
es sentia l themes are : 

a. Th e need f or united acti on aoai nst the NL F ilS a measure of self-def ense . 
"Hang togethe r or hang separate ~etc . " 

b. The united front need not have one vi e,l as to anyth i ng e ls e , or support 
any prede t ermi ned candi date 01' pol i cy . 

c. US i nvolvement in Vietn am will inevitab ly decrease qradua lly , so the 
Vi etnamese pol it ica l f ac tions mus t not de l ay in f orming' the ir common ' 
protection aga ins t the NLF, etc. Ti n~ i s of the essen ce . 

Th e fo regoi n9 i s all si mp 1 e enough in theory, as Vi etnamese prob l ems 
usually are . Th e crux i s exec ut i 0D.. There i s no mag i c solution that \~ill 
sol ve everyth i nq and obvi ate the ne cessity for sk il lfu l hand ling of th e 
Vi etnan:ese by Pres i dent Thieu and the An'el"ican si de . Th ere tire no systems 
- comp uterized or othe rwise - that vii 11 t ake the pl ace of (lOod judqment and 
sophistica ted hand lina . No r es ources, fi nanc i a l or ma t eri al, can buy our 
vlay out of the need fo r skill and expe ri ence . Iii short, vie have to act agai n 
now in Vi e tnam as \'Ie have had to act all a long, but so s e l dom have . 

3. .c:.ourse.s_-2.LAcj:J_QD-=.. Rura 1 

t ", The principa l probl em in rural Vi etnam since 1954 has been the politico­
admi ni s t ra t i ve vacuum i ri t he count rys i de \~h i ch has enab 1 ed the organ i zed 
Vi et Cong movement t o subvert areas not di rectly protected by GVN milita ry 
and polic!,! powe r. The fillin g of this politico-administl'ative vacuum i s 
what i s r equi r ed to deny the rural al'eas t o the cnemy and t o mob il i ze th e 
areas into fightin(j to lV in the 17a r in the countryside on th e side of the GVN. 
Theoreti ca lly , this politico-admini s trative vacuum could he fill ed eithe r 
from the bottom up -- th at i s to say by l ocal deve l opment in ru ra l areas -­
or by politica l action flo\'!in9 fr om th e center dOVln, or a comb inat ion of 
the t\~o . Thi s ra re r t akes the cl ear posit i on that ~IC s hou l d concentrate on t he 
fi rst sol ution -- namely, l oca l deve l opme nt at th e vi ll age l eve l. Th e 
f easibility of de l1Yin ~ an area to the Vi e t Cong by r eason of l oca l filli n() of 
t he politi co-admini strative vacuum has been amply demonstrated in t he case of 
An Gi ang . There a l ocal group , I'lhich happened to be Hoa Hao, successfu ll y 
preemp t ed the area ' and deni ed it to th e Vi et Cong, the reby estab li sh in (1 a 
condi tion of non- Commun i s t neace ill us trative of \"hat vi ctory e l sel,!he re i n 
rura l Vi etnam cou ld r esem!> l e . It i s part i cul a r ly noteworthy th tlt thi s filli nfl 
of a l oca l vacuum did not de r'ive from any particu l tl l' action t ake n by the cente r. 
Nat i ona l proCJra~ls of ass is tance to /In Gi ilng Vle l'e he l pful, and t hE' nat i ona l 
mil itary and po li ce pm1er lVas necessary to prevent outright invas i on of the [l1'0-
vi nce , but the probl em of l oca l subver s ion I'las solve d by l oca l de ve l opmc nt. Th e 
s ame thi n() can be done in different I'lays in othe l' parts of the country . 
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Th e princip l e of l ocal po li tical deve lopme nt not essentially a r es ult 
of act ion at the center is ent ire l y consistent with Vietnamese tradition and 
hi s t ory . Vi etnam \'Ias never deve loped by cent ra 1 governments . Its exoans ion 
t o the South and its encroachments upon Camhodi a \'Iere accompli shed primaril y 
by the gradua l exrans ion of loca l communes or vill age s act i ng on their O\'I n. 

The l esson to be drawn from th e foreqoi na i s submitted to be th at in the 
ru ra l areas, our best hope of denyina rolitical pm'Ier to the tlLF, particularly 
i n the short run, i s by building of loca l non-Commun ist strength rather than 
by waiting f or the creation of a nationa l political movement from the center 
comparab l e t o the riLF. In thi s name the tiLF, wi th i ts rreciecessors, has a 
f orty .. year head start, a clear i dea l ogy and trained cadre. No GVN politica l 
party or parties could hope to achieve a political orqan i zat ion of equal 
effi ci ency on a nati om'lide l eve 1 in the near futur e , even if a non-Corrmuns it 
ant i-NLF front i s fo rmed . 

Ho'>'! i s l oca l non-Commun ist strenoth i n th e r ural areas to be constructed? 
I believe Pres i dent Thieu 's r oli cy statement made at VunC) Tau on /lpril 21 
points the I'lay -- by gi vin9 pC':'er, a budge t, and armed forces to e l ected 
vill age offici als. Presirlent Thieu ' s program i s both simple and cl ea r --
the proven prereq uisites for any successful operation in Vietnam. I t i nc l udes 
r ecogniti on and support by t he central qovernment of l oca ll y elected officials . 
He should not aim at perfectly articu l ated plans. He shou l d, on the contrary, 
sort out the essentia l elements such as th e clear authority of vi ll aoe officials, 
and t he simr l e avai l ab ility of a budqet, but \'Ie should not attemrt to foi st i n­
stant utopias on the Vi e tnamese . He ' should not rush for cOI~p l ex rrograms of 
economic deve l opment . I!e shou l d s i mp ly establTsh the pOl-le r of l oca l e l ected 
offi ci a 1 s, t he avail ab il ity of the budget, authol'ity of 1 oca 1 security forces, 
and the accounti n9 t o th e peopl e of the vi 11 age fOI' fun ds spen t. It i s not 
r ea lly i mportant what projec ts the vill age wants. The only i mportant i nterest 
i s po l itica l and psychol ogica l -- t hat the peop l e deve l op something th at b e l on~s 
to th em and that th ey have a reason to defend against outside subve l's i on , and 
t ha t centra 1 organi zati on accepts and supports thei r du ly chosen 1 eaders . 

Obvious ly a cons i derab l e degree of "n~~')cratic centralism" \,Iill be required 
t o get a vi J1 age program estab li shed, but once i t has t aken r oot i t must be 
E..!:.o_tected against District Chi e fs and Province Chiefs \'Iho \·Ji ll tend to exact 
tri bute i n one fOI 'm or anothe r . , Th i s protecti on can probab ly bes t be accomp 1 i shed 
by a senior and pOi'lel'fu 1 inspectorate orerating from the cente l' or corps l eve l s. 

Some may argue 'that the nevI village administrations could beco:n~ communist 
vill aqes . The tencency \'lOu l d be aga ins t this. The Vietnamese r easant, li ke 
most peasants, i s conservative and anxious to 0'.'111 \1ealth 01' l and . He \'Jill not 
adopt commun i Sin by f ree choi ce. The ne\'! vill ages \·Ii 11 i ni ti all y depe nd on the 
centra l government f or budgetary assistance until l oca l taxa tion has neen 
deve l oped to ass lime th e mas t of the burden, \'Ih i ch \'Ji 11 gi ve the centra 1 govern­
ment predoillinantinitia l contro l. I n any Cilse, commun i sm i s outli\l'led by 
the Vietnamese constitution, and the po li ce power could be cons titutionally 
appli ed as necessary . 
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Conc l us i on 

By vlay of summing up th ese pre li minary and (lenera1 comments, th e f ormati on 
of a united front at the center and the deve l opment of vill age self- r e li ance 
are s ubmi tted to be the pri nci pa 1 1 i nes of acti on open to the Gvt! and out'se 1 ves 
to counter NLF po liti ca l competi tion. The Corps and province l eve l s are 
admi nistrative r ather th an part y eche l ons , I'Ihere t he GVN can continue to 
exel' ci se its authority . The li nk-up of vill age to provi nce to cente r in t erms 
of na t i ona l po l iti ca l mover~ents in i nevitab ly a matter for tfJe more di stant f uture, 
not because vie vlOnt it that vlay but because th at i s the \<lay it i s . 

__ Obvious ly , detail ed cons i deration of the organi zation of the united f ront 
and practica l measures necessary to estab 1i sh ,;the ne\'l vill aCJes trus t be done 
pri maril y in Vietn am and are not with i n the Purview of this poper . Still it 
is useful to estab li sh a very cl ear consensus of what i t is vie are t ryinq t o do. 
In Vi etnam at l east, th e beginn i ng of \<Iisdom i s t hat nothinq \'Ii 11 work unl ess 
it i s si mp l e and cl ear . This brief paper has a ttempted to cont ribute t m'lards 
s uch simplici ty and clarity. 

O. Hi 11 i ams 

~lay 12, 1959 


