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- Tet Seen as Vietcong’s Peak

"By Robert G. Kalser
Washingéon Post Poreign Bervics

SAIGON— The XNational

- Liberation Front was a mod.
" el of successful insurgency.

Tightly organized, brilliant.
ly led, resourceful and in-

. genious, the Victcong tirst

i many

i eliche here, _
- many American officlaly in...

stole the countryside {rom
under the noses of Saigon's
governments and
their American allies, then
defied them to take it back.

Americans Jn Vietnam
took a long time to agree
on it, but today such a def-
inition of the Vietcong is a
Through 1867,

1 Bisted on underestimating

their enemy, but the Tet of-

- fensive of early 1868 changed - -

that

If the Tet offensive. -

" changed the conventiohal

! - T

witdom about the Vietcong.

it also_changed—and dras-
lically weakencd—ihe Viets .

cong itsclf; that is the new

conventlonal wisdom of to-

day. There is a gew gpti-

mism among American of-"~

Ticials here that is based
largely on the increasingly
« popular theory that the Viet-
cong are now too weak to
prevail In South Vietnam.

1t

Impression. Rather, they in- )

sist that thinga_.am_znmg_.
much better now than ever

Jdefore, and thmt an inde-

pendent Salgon governm

. can_prevail—with continued

US. support—because_ the.
enemy is losing its sirength
inside South Vietnam, -
Some American officials
here, including high-ranking

- diplomats, bel

This thcory has gained -

wide currency in the Amert- .

can mission here, and it is
being reported to Washing.
ton. It is probahly one of the
" tactors President Nixon is
weighing most carefully as

he tries to find a way out :

. by_negotiating than by sit- =
ting by while ie emaladgr = .-
oTiE r_local forces are

N of Vietnam.

The new optimists in Viet-

‘,nam sre not predicting that

the war Is about to be won,
. though they often leave that -

'g EE “ ‘ " _.l‘-'._": )

_ Paris_peace falks. These of-

-

enemy’s apparently deterip- -
rating position in the coun-
tryside could bring a change’
in Hanot's attitude at_the’

ficials ,speculate that the =~ - -
Commumsts may conclude -
that they can salvage more

" decimated. -
See GPTIMISTS, Alg; Cok. 1
CoEe -{_:'ga.



A)PTI\IISTS From Al

dl*p_aml by chcx:_nfilcmln.
Vietnam, especially military
oificers, who reason that
+ Hanbi would be well advised
to remain obstinate while the
United'Siatcs is withdrawing
{ troops under increasing pres-
{ sure from American public
! opinion.

In its most popular form,
the theory of the Vietcong's
demise goes something like
this:

The f 1668
cost the Vietcong thousands
of their most vsluable cadre

S asrat
erans of the 10 to 20 years
revolutionary activity. Thus
the hoidness and ingenuity
that made the Tet offensive
possible was largely elimin-
ated in the bloody toll oi the
offensive itself.

The incredibly determmed
troops who fought suleidally
irta the American Embassy
compound, the leaders of as
saults on the cities through-
outf the country, the political
cadre who came iInto the
open for the first time to
lead the “general uprising” -
—all these were lost.

Since then. the theory

( continues, the local Vietcong
have become progressively
-ueaker Thousands have
“chieu holéd™ or rallied to
the governiment side rather
than ﬁvht on agalnst:in.
creasingly © atverse ~ odds.”
Thousands more have been
eliminated Lty the Phoenix .
program which tracks dewn,
arrests and jails Yisteong

cadre.

- Freat iz Disarray
The NLF has lost control
of most populaied areas of
the countryside, therefore
losing its base for Tecruiting.
new_personnel. Today the .
Front's vaunted organizaticn
. 1s in disarray_or_worse; in
many Areas lt is said to be

nonexistert, or dependent, ‘pald.
: But tndar. ti'mmwlk of ..
, television sets and hundreds =
., of thousands of redios later,
the Vietnamese peasantry s -

on a handful of local cadres
where once there were hun-
dreds. ! A

To support the theory, of..

" eiais. - y

‘Peasants belleved that Sal--

poiats, but the new optimists
make them, ton, They are
willing to acknowledge pos-
sible {laws in thelr argu.
ments, still Insisting that on

spirit™ has mede it possible
1o pacily most of the prov-
imce,

More practically, it is said,
there are no longer any ad-

balance, their optimism is vantages to life under the
justified. V_ietcong but there are
Typlcal of these c-onfdent numerous apparent disad-

vaniages, Now that thcy are
‘on the defenslve, the Viet
cong must press into service
'hoever they can find. Their
taxes are naw exiremely
high, much higher than the
government's, Vietcong
areas are subject to military
Cbut not. please, for Juots- sweeps, air strikes and er-
don. . ' tillery fire and the .\’Ll':‘s
His might be called the 502d0w governmewt has dis-
advanced optimlsts' theory, &ppeared or gone under-
_ ground, offering few if any

supported in part or com-

pletely by a number of the benefits to its followers.
most knowledgable Amavi- . Moregver, the opiimistic
analysis continues, South

cans here and by many Viet.’
jetnam has been trans.

namese government . offi-

formed from a quiet agrar-
ian economy into a bustling
marketplace of consumer
goods. Motorbikes, radios,
televisions and other appli-

optimists is an American of-
ficial who has heen in Yiet-
nam for most of a decade.
His early vears here were
soeht as a critic of American
policy, en a pessimist
about the outcome of the
war, he now exudes opti-
mism, and offers a detailed
defense of his new position

Implickt in this apﬂm:srn
15 a belief thst the condi-
tions which existed in the
first half of the 19€0s when
the NLF buiit: ity strength. .
and organized toc#l adminls-
trations that ‘‘clearly outy
performed the governmment's
on every eount.” a5 Bernard -
Fa!l once wmte—have now
virtually dissppeared. Viet-
namese socliety has changed
radically since 1885, almost
entirely in ways Ahat work
agamsitheV‘etcong, accord N
ing to the lnlly!k

lives and ambitions of urban

‘ants, too, —~7°

~ One can find television
aerials in the deepest cor-
ners of the Mekong Delta,
Even where there is no elec.
tricity and radioa can be
{ound in almost any hamlet

.. nam. Cgpitalism has come
" ta the scene of the revoln-
tion, and the revolution has
. suffered—st least temporari-

b—-u a I'uun._ﬁ“'“
‘Mml’st‘hm

This analysis i3 not easny
tested, for ils assumptions
about whalt appealed orig-
inally to followers of the
.JNLF¥ cannot be proved. But
‘lhere s no doubt that the
t2 ‘war has radically changed
-.Vietnam. There [§ wide-
. spread agreement among
““the Vieinamese and knowl-
edgeable outsiders here that
the Vietcong have largely

enlne 1ntd the Dol In m.;-
1 found ¥hat people believed
Hdlcalous tles that the Viet-
cong told them. Their pro-
paganda was unchailenged.”

gon had been almost de-
stroved. that Americens in
D!em" palece ran the gov-

ernment and other tales he !

in Vietnam. Motorbikes have |
. become a way of life in Viet-

Y

ances bave trang{ormed the .

Vietnamese md many peas

PR




To Suppon the theory¥, of-

Ol thousanm O radaios waler,
the Vietnamese peasantry s

ficials here cenerally cite “'ng longer so gullib'e, Ordi-

the same bits of evidence:
The scif-cvident fact that

Vigteong losses gt Tet were . dreamed of

epormons. the self-evident
fact that the Vietcong now
control very {few populated
aieas, the increasing per.

ese troops in nominally,
Vietcong uni's, reporis from
prisoners and ralliers about

the desperate straits _the
in, and

Commumsis  are
statistics showing how manv
thousands of the “vCI”

{members of the VlctcnnE_
fnfrastructure}l _hay

nory people daily see and.
hear things that they never
in the early
1960s. They get a detalled
version of nationsl end
world events : that . econtra.
diets Vietcong propaginda.
i , this analysis
rontinues, the Vietcong have
also lost thei u
&o_r_t,_ In the early days of
e Insurgency there were
real benefits to life under
e Vietcong: Land was dis-
tributed to [farmers,

services that Saigon had it,”

never provided were avall-

vE. been
neutratized, and how _dra. | able. reasomably free local

matically pacification is pro-

elections

(suspended by .

gressing,_almost without op- | Diem) were held. :

position.

Hard evidence to contra-
dict the theory is not easily
found, thnugh there are a
number of seasoned cynmies.
especlally among the Viet-
namese, who still are un
willing to believe {hat the
Vietegng g in such prevari-
oys atrails.

Some American Views »

One Vietnamese-speaking --

official believes that the
Vietcong have gone under: -
- ground deliberately, perhaps
expressly to induce the sort
of ontimlsm that is now -
flourishing on the allicd
side. But he has o evidence

to support his hypothesis. ..

and none of the notorious
captured documents confirm
it.

/’rhc-re Is evidence that the
boasts made for the Chieu
Hoi and Phoenix programs

1 misleading. Amerk.

L’cq:;?'nL%))feficialsz in the field
acknowledge that_a substan-
tia!_pumber_of ralliers are
only draft_dodgers or insig-
nificant figures looking for
a temporary accommodation
with the government.

Many of .the suspected
Vietcong arrested by the
-Phoenix program are able
to bribe their way aut of
prison, others get oft with
prison terms of .a [ew
months, Some skepties think
reports of the enemy’s hard-
aships can he attributed to
ralliers and prisoners who
tell Amerlcans and South
Vielnamese offlcials only
what they want to hear,

There are pesalmists in
Vielnam who make

¥ ‘A

“1 am convinced,”
one American who was here
at the time, “that in 1864

says . enemy do serious,

EMEFAVIL VHRIWMLLD I Wiak

"the Vieteong have largely

" lost their claim to the af-

s

fections, of their old fol-
* Jowers.

The revolution used to be
easy and attractive. Now it
is rigorous, dangerous and
uncomfortable. Many South
Vietnamese are apparently
no longer Interested.

What could reverse the
trend and put the Vietcong
back in the ascendancy?
The new optimists offer few

swers to that question.
“1f President Thieu were
social | Assassinated, that might do

says one, foreseelng a
possible unraveling of the
.Salgon governmemt that
-would both encourage the
" Vietcong and discourage the

i s populace, -
LF Support Esimated ,._--_po

Some offlclals believe the
though
‘perhaps only temporacy,
-damage to the pacification

nd 1065, ot leost 50 per-’ program by targeting s

"

The same offlcial - thinks
the number of NLF support-

€rs now is no more than 10
-0F 15 per centof he pogu-

lation. He atiributes much
oi the change to the _experi-
ence of the Tet offensive.
Tet {s much the most im-
portant holiday of the year
in Vietnam. Superstitious
Yietnamese—of whom there

" be determined by their luck
_ during Tet. The Vietcong as-

- sured that Tet in 1868 was

as bad a holiday as it could

- have héen for milllons of
. Vietnramese when it launch-

ed nationwide attacks,

In many parts of Vietham
the Tet attacks resuited in
Vietcong occupatlon of ter-
ritories tha¢ had been con-
trolled by Salgon. “Three to
six montha under VC con.
rol,” says Col. Duong Hien
Nghia, the province chlef of
Vinhlong, “gave the people

a chance to make a comparl.- -

pon  heiween communism

i and nationalism.”

Much of Col. Nghias

vince was under .Viet..

cong control
months after Tet.

for several
He is now
c~convinced that the experi-
ence convinced many people
in Vinhiong to opt for “na-
tionalism,” “and that this

.

“#re many—believe that the. Limits to Optimism

- luck of the whole year will~ .

,.forces against such vulner-

and 1

Ce&%f_amsmwmely;]

el Then e s oracificatlon targets
X

" U.S. local: forces in mar-
“gloally secure areas, new
village development pro-
- .grams, and local officlals.
But many of the optimists

" believe_that pureiv_miljtary

action, even an_atternpi to

_ repeat the Tei offensive,
. could hav
effect. “Really, that_would
- only  wi ,
- 83id one.

. Nevertheless, a trip
- around the country reveals
.that the new optimism has
its llmits. Desplte the wide-

spread feeling that the local_
" Vietcong wlll soon be beat-
.en, this reporter found no.

> one on several recert trips

. who would predict when this |

- might happen.

How long will it take to
completely pacify Rachkien
district in Longan Provinee,
an historic Vietminh and
NLF stronghold just south

" of Salgon® “l hope we will
have all C hamlets by the
end of next year,” replies
the district chief,
Vuong Van Hoa. In the rat-
ing system of the pacifica-
tion program (A through E

“or V for Vieteong.con-

trolled), C means relatively
secure, but not fully paci-
{ied.

How long would it take to
really pacify Rachkien, to

thesz  change of ) the _“populer l_u-lng' the hamlets all up at A

Capt. |

he T



Enemy’s High-Water Mark

or B? Capt Hoa giggled
selfconsciously and showed
the fine, gold tritnmings of
his teeth. But he did not an-
swer. How long? 'You know,
it is very hard to bring a
hamletuptoB..."

The new cptimism is also
limited by what Henry Kis-
singer has described as “one
of the eardinal maxims of
guerrilla war: The guerrilia
wins if be does not lose ., .”

For the guerrillas to lose
in Vietnam, they must
acknow'edge defeat or be
eilminated. Xone of the of-
ficials jinterviewed for this

series of articles anticipate

the former or will yet pre-
dict the laiter.
f the local Vic'cong can
maintain the barest pretense
of a presence in much of the
country while North Viet-
nam's 100,0006dd troops in
or near the South conmtinue
% attack and kill alied
forces, the war wiil con-
tinue. It may well appezr in
the United States to be tela-
tively unchanged.

Recent inteliigence assess-
ments suggest that North
rietnam may be about to in.

troops within siriking dis-
tance of the Scuth In re-

cent monihs, North Viel-
namese soldiers have moved
into the 3ilerong Delta for

he first time. "They may

/lose the revoiution but still
win the war,” ohe American
here sayy..

The frustration of this sit-
uation was summarized re.
cently by a senior US. of-
ficial in the pacificatlon pro-
gram. “If we could just
elimipate the Vietcong in-
{rastructure,” he said, “then
the war would be won.” The
words were barely out of his

crease the number of ils . mouth when he smiled and

shrugzed: “But of course, it
wouldn't be.”




