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This paper presumes that the reader is geaerally familiar with the 
strategic hamlet program and the contemporary couDteriDsW'geacy activities iD Viet-. . . 
Ham. It is uot iuteaded to be either a descriptive or a quantitative report; it is an 
eCCort at iDterpretation and analysi s DC an extremely siguilicant lItrategic approach 
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to the major problem DC counter-insurgeucy. ' .".f 
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(Attached is a statistical _ary. fistiDg re­
poned physical accomplislmaeota to 3 I July 1963) 
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INTRODUCTION 

The sirategic hamlet program is a daring, imaginative effort to build 
a I1ltion and, in so doing, to defeat a long--continued, cancerous insurgency. The 
coocept i. clear, as are its purposes; the program is well advanced. Nevertheless 
one not infrequently Iinds less than dear understanding of aspects of the program, 
even at times among those wbo are charged with its implementation and support, 
Americans and Vietnamese alike. Only to a very limited extent are these mis_ 
dcrstandings rooted in cultural or language difference •• 

Perhaps another look at the concept, and at the essential compooents, 
'material and psychological, of its implementation Would be of assi stance in pr0-

moting better understanding. In this look special anentioo should be giv .... to the 
psychological realities; to the ·thinking·, 'fecling', 'believing', to tbe likes and 
dislikes, of the people who live in the strategic hamlets. Psychological realities, 

'. because the difference between guerrilla and counter-guerrilla, betweea supporters 
of the government and supporters of the e~emy, i. not at all a dHrerence in pooder­
able physical attributes but a difference in opinioo: Physical factors may for; or 
alter opinions, may ... sist or hamper the executioo of ideas, but die ultimate tar~ 
is tbe human mind, It may be ":hanged-, it may be rendered impotent for exp..essim 
or it may be extinguished, but it still remains the criticai target. , 

I. WHAT IS A STRATEGIC HAMLET? 

President Oi,,", has said that a strategic hamlet is a state of mind. 
This is perhaps the most precise definition possible, for it expresses the basic 
concept, IIDc\uttered by physical attributes. :-Ievertheless, if strategic ha..leu are 
physically to exist, this concept mustbe translated iato terms lit least panly physi-

Val. It i. in this translation, in the cOllceptiOll and creatioo 01 the physical and 
" psychological attributes of an actual strategic hamlet, tbat failures in full compre­

hensioo become apparent. 

A strategic hamlet is, obviously, a commllDity "':l.th a finite, qua .. -
permanent loeatim •. To be viable and defensible in tbis place and time, it mulll 

have certain physical and social attributes-bouses, streets or paths, water supply~ 
,defensive installations; it must bave people and means by wblch they eau I .... 
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their livelihood; military and civili,n organizations, etc. But these attributes alone 

, ",ill nO! make it. strategic hamlet, for they are attributes 01 <:very viable communi­
ty. The essential, unique attribute of the true strategic hamlet is the commitmen't 
01 the majority of its residents to resisting the Communist guerrilla, the Viet Cong 
(or to,supporting the government, the other side of the same coin). This commitment 
is essentially a state of mind-a 'state of mind to be fostered and strengthened, to 
be reinlorced by every available physical and p' "chological means. 

<' " .,-

n. WAT El..SE IS A STRATEGIC HAMLET? 

A strategic hamlet is many things besides a place where people, com­
mitted to the light, live and defend themselves from the guerrilla enemy. Sefore 
seeking to deline the elements which make a hamlet strategic, it might be well to 
discuss Some of it. characteristics which are at times erroneously thought tobe 
major strengths or weaknesses. ' 

The strategic hamlet has certain military attributes, so some See the 
hamlets as primarily delensive install.tions. Sometimes the building of walls and 
moats is emphas.ized. with li::ie orno attention given to the popular reaction to the 
more or less foreed labor involved. Others emphasize siting the hamlets on routes 
of communications, for the sup~ osed protection so aUordcd to these routes, and in 
the hope of providing a rapid reinforcement capability. Too of ten this means forced 
relocation, and ignores alike the attitude, this creates in the people, and the possi­
ble military disadvantages of such positioning. Strategic hamlets have potential 
military value.perhapsagr~'ter potential than is generally recognized; but military 
consideratioos must be subordinate'; to the essentially politicai consideration of 
securing the willing adherence of hamlet residents to the side of the government, 
and their commitment against the VC (the Viet Cong', Communist guerrilla). 

The strategic bamlet oilers an obvious opportunity to increase gover­
nment control of the population-in tact such extension of control i. erroneously 
seen by many as tbe primary purpose "I the program. Tbis view, wbich might be 
called the policeman's, and which owes much to the British experience in Halaya, 
totally overlooks the necessity lOr a power base within tbe country. Its fallacy 
may beSl be understood by its reductio ad absurdum, by hypothesizing a country 
where perbap$' three-fourths 01 the port;lation are in coocentration camp$, .,ith the 
other fourth set to guard them. 
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" There ace e1sentially two way. ill which cOlltrol may be exercised. 
The positive COQtrol i. that. implemented by the people themselves, of keeping 
them so well organized and busy 011 worthwhile effort. that anJ aberrant behavior " 
i. at once noticed and corrected. Thi. i. a valid ,pproach, but. to be healthJ IIJld 
seHauataiDing it require. ttemeudou. skill. and resources. Effortl at «gaaiZatiOll, 
and the stimulation of worthwhile programs areanilltegral and ea.ential pail of the 
.trategic hamlet and supporting programs-and muat be emphasized ill the fu_ 
Cace mu.t be exercised ill the orgllJlizatiOllal approacb. which, of c-.e, ia the 
maiDstay of Communi.t efforts. leat the COIIIIlIOII defect of demllJlding too iIm.:h" of" 
the peoples' time mue. the program COWIter-productive. Above all. the Communist 
practice of establisbing .ecret elite IIJld secret police 'apparatua- mustbe mided, 
if true popular support i. to be_. 

The other, elsentially .. egalive, concept of centrol ia moat of teD de­
scribed u"the pbysical .eparation of the people from the VC. "This i. certainly il 
useful intermediate step ,toward accomplishi .. g the more important task of p"l'chol ... " 
gica! sep..-ation of the people from the VC. Jntofar as the str~egic hamlet repre­
sents, in ":·e thinking or uperi .... c~ of the VC. an endave which they dare .. ot aJr. 
proll.<:h to talk with, terrorize, or attack ita inhabitants. there is undCl1iable value 
in "the physical .eparatim it o£.fer •• " . .., " 

Too often, however, the value df the strategic hamlet is thOught to lie " 
in an opportunity to prevent the people from c""tacting the VC; to control the n~ " 
of supplie., recruit., and above all, intelligence to the VC. Thi. Call be usefully 
achieved only if the majority of the people in the majority of the hamlets approve 
.and assist in enforcing such COQtrols. If imposed from above in a manner generanug 
general resentment, c""trol. may be fatal todevelopmcnt of the e~sential ilgredierit 
of the strategic hamlet. On the other hand, given existence of thl' "essCl1tial 'atate 
of mind', tbe people need only guidance and assistance i .. imposing their 0WlI 

controls, for if the majority are themselves committed, they will, ill their., .... in­
terest and for their own protectioo, .eek to en.1II'e .that all support the pemment 
and resist the VC. • 

(Some authoritarians feel that the strategic hamiet il virtually ..... 1 .... 
as a control m .. chanism, that no matter h_ much ·attractioo' e(fort is aerted, it 
will not insure the loyalty of all the people in every hamlet, a..d will not prevent 
support flOlll reaching the enemy. This is certaillly true. but the loyalty or venality 
of some hamlet residents is. not a ."';0118 problem. provided that it i. recQgl1ized 

.' .. 
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that strategic hamlets (like virtually all government 9fganizations) will always 
led supplies, recruits and intelligence to the enemy. The amOWlt of this leakage, 
will depend on many factors, the most significant being difficulties of cootact 
created by offensive military action against the guerrillas. It will be significantly 
affected by the attitudes of ,the majority in the hamlet, and by the ability, training, 
and motivation of those charged with hamlet security. Next to the militouy situation, 
the most important of these factors i. the desire of the hamlet resident. to stop 
support to the enemy.) , 

The strategic hamlet unquestionahly offers the best practical means 
of achieving some degree of physical isolation of the people from the ve. This 
can be effective only by gaining the voluntary action and cooperation of the people; 
only by their commitment lor the government and against t~e ve; in other word., by 
achieving a psychologica\;eparation of the inhabitants from the ve. In this, as 
in most areas 01 counter-insurgency, physical measures may supplement, reinlor.ce. 
implement or modi fy mental attitudes; they cannot usefully substitute lor them •. 

The same is true of the other useful physical attributes which the 
hamlet provides. Once the 'state of mind· is achieved, defenses and controls are 
established on the only sound and practical b .. is, the will of the governed. Given 
the wi1\ to resist the ve, the physical features become effective, and the hamlet 
becomes truly ·Strategic·. 

lIl. WHAT MAKES A HAMLET STRATEGIC? 

The incorporation of virtually all rural residents into strateg.c hamlets 
i. a major program 01 the government. It is a costly program, and a daring one; a 
program which, if successful, should certainly end the insurgency-and if unsuc­
cessful will certainly end the counter-insurgency. Only these two outcomes are 
possible, for the strategic hamlet program touches, often much like a hurricane,the 
life and activities of nearly every rural resident in its effort ro commit him willy- . 
nilly; in its mobilization of the nation. Accordingly, having sought to define the 
strategic hamlet and its purpose, and having ~onsidered some of its secondary 
functions, we should next examine its essential requirements and characteristics; 
determine what it must have if it is to develop the strategic hamlet 'state of mind'. 

A strategic hamlet, since it is a state of mind. is, equally people. 
Without them, as without. finite location, a hamlet could not exist. Accordingly, 
it is essential to.the concept that tnc people be willing to live in the strategic 
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hamlet. If tile majority are not (gi:veo perhaps a month or two of a more or Iu. 
voluntary trial period) there is no strategic hamle~~ it is a strategic bamlet of 
the ve. Normally the strategic bamlet is, and should be, based 011 an existing· 
grouping of bouses, whicb is augmented by lIew bouses for scattered rural residellts 
who move illto tbe bamlet for their OWII protection. Sometimes (too often. in the 
Delta) it is an entirely lIew settlemeal 'of families more or leas coerced into relo­
cation in a hamlel sited, bopefully, ceatrally to their cultivated lands. The &Dtipa- . 
thy which forced relocation must illevitably eagender requires major effort to over­
come, and, it ..... ftOlU"aI'e'~ful, is likely to add another ve hamlet to 

• ".' .. ' - <4-".1 , 

the enemy strength. , "'.' . . . 

Regudless of wbether he voluntarily helped in its creation; or was 
forced to move into it, the peasan"t will Dot he willing to live in the strategic 
hamlet-will never develop the desired state of mind-unless the hamlet can better 

-·~.tisfy his nceda and aspirations thaft Caft any alternative readily available to him. 
tr we can identify and satisfy his basic desires, we have passed the firO( critical 
point (alter its actual con"truction) ill the creation of a strategic hamlet. ' 

Obviously thes" basic desires include the basic animal necessities 
'oIlife--protection from enemies, food, water, shelter-as wen as some d~ee of 
social organization. 'Iofe, there must be an opportunity for Dim to satialy these 
wants.on a continuing basis, and in a manner consonant with the customs of the 
society in which be has been reared. He bas other wants, interwoven with the"" 
we have named; wanla which are partly pbysical, partly emotional. Let us assume 
that. ODce bis minimal physical needs are met, the average peasant desires lor 
himsetr and his family, in aIPtoximstely this order', what he c:ooceives,to be:. 

. 

• a reasonable degree o( uEety; 
a re&$olllble livelihood; 
a rea_able _nt of elementary justicci; ' .. 
a rca800able chance for his ehildtea; .' 

• a'reaSOllable degree 'of atatusu. hi. cOat. 
munity: and not to be overlooked,' 
a reaeonable degree of opponuait}': .. 

-al\ by standards which are a combinaUOIl. of tho$e uadiuOIlal ill his culture and 
those wliich have formed nebulously as a result of the more or less fictitious 
promises and enlic:ement.s or the ve, the Go.vernment and to some degree, the press, 
radio, and the cinema. Ito" may these wants be satisfied, or ~xacerbated, by the . , . "", . ". . . 

" . 
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• • strategic hiOllllet !?"ogram! Let us examine each, in some detail. 

A. A reasonable degree 01 safety: This the strategic hamlet seems 
to offer-in lact it is probably the primary and the most important inducement for the 
peasant to participate in the strategic hamlet program. This security cannot be, 
ed shonld not be thought to be, even the limited seeurity of a wel!-organized, 
well-manned, military defense system. Its walls oe [ences, unless covered by lire, 
are valuable chiefly [or their psychological elfect on would be attackers. They can 
and should form a position for defense; a defense which may be eIlective; but they 
can become a psychological liability if the hamlet residents regard tbe structures 
themselves as wortbwhile protection. 

Foe their psychological effect on the ve, and to !?"ovide maximum 
value in slowing attacks, preventing inliltration, and serving as defensive po­
sitions, the physical delenses should bave certain characteristics. The walls oc 
fences should beas close as possible to the dwellings, so that they may be quickly 
manned, and so that sentries at night are not too exposed to surreptitious attack. 
The walls Or fences should not obstruct the vision or lire of the defenders, and 
should of[er, as a minimum, clear lields of fire for at least 100 meters in every 
direction, with no signilicant covered ap!?"oaches to the protective works. The 
shape o[ the perimeter should be generally circular or square. Too lew hamlets 
meet those criteria. Some in the Delta are several kilometers long, but ooly ooe oc 
at most two hundred meters deep. Many in the hilly areas of the country, Mecom­
manded by higher ground just outside the perimeter. Many have forests, or cane 
beakes, oc swampy areas coming right up to the fence. Some have v.. 'I. topped 
with cactus or other growth so the defenders cannot see over them, while others 
offer a clear field of lire inside, but not outside the defensive works. 

Too little thought is s""letimes given (in those cases where toial relo­
cation is required) to positioning the hamlet for delense in rebtion toother hamlets, 
oe to route of communications. To have a rusonable chance for defense t be 
hamlet, unless it is in a really secure area (in which case defenses are purely 0[, 

psychological value) or i. well covered by a patrol screen, should bave other 
strategic hamlets within l to S kilometers in at least three direction •• Roads Or 
canals by which reinfor~ements Can arrive are o[ more value psychologically than 
militarily, for it must be expected that as often as not these avenues will be 
ambushed oe mined by the ve as a part of their attack on the bamlet. 
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There i~ ill some areas a tendency to concentrate hamlet. along. oftca 
astride. the highway in 1000g narrow banda. Thil creates a perimeter which cannot 
poaaibly be manned. but may be peuetrated at any time by the VC who roam the 
hinterlands which have beel!. abandoned to them. The VC have already oS several 
occasions take.) advantage of the ambush sites thus created fOC'them. 
"" '. The real combat defenses of the hamlet are not ita physical instal-
fations or its geographic location. but \he abilities and actloas of its 0 .... trained 
and arme<l security force--its militis. U there mel!. are committed io the fight, and, 
in common with the other residents, thoroughly understand that the best defense Lx 
the hamlet is ince<sant patrol activity (largely at night) conducted on an irregular. 
almost purely rM<>"u, pattern, the hamlet may be considered truly strategic. Such 
patrolling is at once its principal defense • .nd the best possible evidence of its 
will to win •. 

These patrols need not go out far from the hamlet-perhaps at most 
two kilometers, nor Aced they take more t!;an a third of the force out of the hamlet 
at any time. The purpose of these patrols i. not so much to kill as to worry the VC 
and their supporters. It takes more de!~rminatiO!l than have most guerrilla squads 
or platoons (the usual VC hamlet attack lorce) to try to slip past such a patrol or 
ambush, with the possibility of being surpriGed en route, Of attacked from the rear. 
lIowever if the VC can approach the hamlet sure of being unmolested until they 
reach the fence, it i. likely to be the counter-guerrilla who is the fish-a. in 
shooting fish in a rain barrel. 

There are other defense measuresnottobe overlooked. Guards should 
be posted at all openings of the perimeter. Ordinarily during daylight hours these 
should be auxiliaries-perhaps Combat Youth Girls-under supervisiOCl of a trained 
militi&nlaD. A well thought out and rehearsed defense and evacuatiOCl plan, and 
thO(oughly under~tood improvised signals are necessary. But. the ddensibility of 
perimeter and the quality of the training and arms of the militia are relatively un­
impoctant in comparison to their psychologlca:l value in inspiring a win to resist. 
in creating a belief that resistance can succeed. . 

B. A reasonable livelihood: This the strategic hamlet obviously 
must .lIord its residenlS if it is to be viable. More. it must do this nearly as well, 
preferably better. than did his focmer home. I!en<:e. it must not be so far away 
from the peasant's fields that he cannot work them readily; or he must have made 

. available to him new fields of equal size and productivily OCI terms a~ least as 
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attractlve as those uDder which he held his old OQeS. Before relocation i. d.,.. 
cided this prohlem must be considered, and .,Jved. If the peasant is to farm new 
fields, the problems of tenure must first be solved in a way equitable both to the 
larmer and to the landowntr. If possible the new land allotted, or allocable, to 
tIfose resettled should be more than eno"gh to provide for the existing families, it 
aliould provide also lor their natural increase.' 

Reasonable livelihoc-l means also th.t the demands 01 the strategic 
hamlet 00 his time and effort must not interfere unduly with hi. gainful 0000-

patioos-unles. these demands can be justified in his mind by the satisfaction 01 
hia other wants. It means that il the peasant is forced to leave, or move, hi. old 
home, he must receive compensation in some form for the cost 01 thia move. Pig 
raising IIItd similar projects can be of invaluable assistance in satisfying the need 
to make. reasonable, preferably a better, livelihood, and in helping to create the 
'Strategic Hamlet State 01 Mind-

C. A reasonable .maunt af elementsry justice: Perhaps more than 
lIIty af the other need. this is referred ta a ment.1 attitude; an attitude which is 
affected by the culture al its holder. hence susceptible to change, but neverthele •• 
rep-csents a nearly universal characteristic or Communist missionaries would not 
so universally emphasize it in their appeals. The emphasis they give it dem",,' 
strates its importance, yet the desi,. lor justice is that basic drive of the human 
as • social lIItimal which is probobly most olten overlooked by the administrator. 
This ie especiAlly likely if the ad:nin;str.!or i. uoder strong pressure to ac· 
complish something-bere, to build the largest possible nu:nber of strategic hamlet. 
in the shorteat possible time with the least pes sible use of funds. 

The basic justice most neoded by the peasant today i. probably the 
conce.sioo to him of enough of his own time or of the fruits af hi. labor to enable 
him to leed, clothe, and shelter himself and his lamily. For years, the legitimate 
government, and the shadow goyernment of the ve, have sought not only hi. loyal­
ty but also his services. Often he has contributed to both governments, and bas 
had little at lIothing left for himself. 

The peasant wants more th.n to be allowed enough of his labor or its 
'huits to permit existence. lie Wants what may be called political justice; he wants 
'A -square deal-. If he must contribute according to his ability, SO should others. 
)f he helps, through formal taxes or through .voluntary· contributions to suppert 
government cadres, orbamlet militi., he expects thcm ta make. uselul contribution, 
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10 do the jobs foc: which they arc supported. If those who reed at the public table, 
hi. table, _ich themselves at his expellse oc: abuse him, deay him jllstice, he will 
refuse voluntary support to government, and the strategic hamlet becomes a farce. 

... ~i:. . 
Another' side of justice, and it looms e.pc~Hlly large i; the milld. of 

those,dose to the soil, is a reaSOllable freedom from'tl'arassment. 'Ute justice, 
. harassment i. a state of mind, and one largely determined by the ~icty to which 

the individual bclOllgli; Certainly what seems undue haraumen\ 10 • MOIltagaarn. 
whether of Vietnam, Scotland, or Kentucky, might well ap~ar almost neglect to the 
Vietnamese lowland~:r. NC'Yertheles., he can be, and is inevitably, harassed iD 
the establishment and operation of a strategic h ''lIIe!. No amount of explanatiOll 
of the necessity for this harassment call make hi, like it. 

lt has often ~ "'n remarked by observers that hamlet dwellers are 
frequently seen going in and out of their hamlets carryi"~ ..l.I1explained packages 
which are not questioned by the guards, and the conelusi"" drawn that the ham!.,t 
guards are ineffective. One must question if the guards were asked whether they 
knew the man, what he was carrying and why. If this question was n~ asked of 
the guards, the observation was not significant, for any peasant, engaged in his 
well-known activities among his neighbors to whom he is equally well-known will 
certainly. and properly, resent being questioned about them. No amount of propa­
ganda can convince him that being searched or questioned UIIder these circum­
stances is necessary to the war .ffoct or a legitimate safeguard of his interests-

· he will regard the searchers and questioners as nosy neighbors, or presumably 
crooked cops. 

D. A reaspnable chance fO( his children: To a large extent, satis­
faction of the other desires of the peasant will enable him to satisfy this desire 
himself, for mucb of the. impetus behind the other desires is attributable to his 

· wish that hi. children shalLwve more that! he. There is reason to believe that 

, 
:. 
• , 

" 

• , 
• 

· many, perhaps most, peasuu would prefer that the limited resources available, 
which could be used to make life better for them (beyond the provi sion of the barest 
necessities) be applied first to creating opportunity for their children through the 

.. , .building and operatioo of schools. Recent experiences confirm this belief; for 
.'·when hamlet residents are asked what they wantJirst~!'.the ;way of public facilities r 

in the strategic hamlets, they almo.t invariably a.~: for a school at!d teachers. 
Much has been done toward meeting this desire, bu\ mOre could and sbould be a,c­
complished. Providing school. and teachers perhaps does lIIOfe that! any oth.er 
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single acli"" to insure.the loyalty o£ the residents· to the government which makes 
this opportunity available to their children. For this they will adurc much, "'"' 
they will light to ~tect it. . ~ ...: .. .. 

E. Status in his community: Far more than the ·average Westemer 
can appreciate, the peasant needs ~ .. feeling of ·belonginr,· of assured and ac­
knowledged position. However lowly this position may be, it gives him statu., 
psychological security. This would seem to be one of the easiest things for the 
strategic hamlet program to grant, with its proliferation of overlapping eOllllllunity 
and age-group organizations and the multiplicity of offices and posts of honor 
which they can create. Intelligently exploited the program can give some kind of 
status to almost everyone in the hamlet and, by the creation of status, create also 
a vested interest in the success of the community. This identification of the. 
individual with the hamlet may be strongly reinforced by securing, and acknowledg­
ing. his participation in hamlet elections, as well as in civic a('"tions in which he·· 
may participate as a member of an organization. 

How much attention is now being given atthe operational level to the 
creation of status and identification of the individual with a group is difficult to 
judge, but it would seem a worth-while area for inquiry. Ooe tends to feel that 
perhaps many government cadres and officials are !lot as sensitive to this aspect 
as they should be. Much of the program is clearly inoeoded to achieve this soli­
darity, but the actual creadOli of solidarity may at times be overlooked in the de­
sire to exploit it for control purpose •• 

F. A reasonable degree of opportunity: For what t F« any of a 
myriad things, realOf' imagined. It may be to improve his mundane lot, to have a 
better water supply, oc greater convenience in purchasing the daily necessities. 
In these things, the strategic hamlet certainly should,. and usually does, offer 
greater opportunities to the pcaSIl!lt. 

But a reasonable degree ofactual opportunity to obtain material things 
is offar less importance than the idea of opportunity. of a .chance fix advancement. 
in whatever terms, and however vaguel,. the individual may coo.ceive of its ex­
pression. This is the sine qua non in the present era of the ... evolutiOll of rising 
expectations-. Today, a system whicb does not offer to the peasant sn opportunity 
to progress toward what he may consider a better way of nre is doomed to lall 
befoce the attacks of agitators. be they c.,,"munist. populist, IX fascist. One might 
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almost say th~t a 'reasonable degree of opportunitr is, like the strategic hamlet, 
a .tate 01 mind; and go on to say tbat the mOfe· closely one can relate the two in 
the peasant's mind, the greater success this nation will achieve in its efforts to 
create a state whicb offers both security and opportunity to its citizens. 

One could go on almost indefinitely, detailing and discussing the 
known Of assumed wants olthe peasants, and the requirements which ihese impose 
an the strategic hamlet, and those responsible for its creation. Surely, the Ieee­
going is en"ugh to indicate the importance of both material and psycbological 
factors-and the validity of the 'state of mind· definitiOil of the strategic hamlet. 
Unfortunately, under existing pressures for 'accomplishment-, for acbievement of 
countable actions, the importance 01 this 'state 01 mind- is too easily overlooked 
by those responsible,for the creation, governance, or protection of strategic hamlcts. 
This is natural, for one usually looks at problems in terms of one's own interests 
and training, and too often lets these lactors obscure the importance 01 other 

. element!> to the accomplishment of the mi.siOil. Natural as this obscuration may 
be, it cannot be tolerated; those who fail to see the requirements, like those who 
r .il to see either the urgencies or the challenges of the strategic hamlet program­
fail also to see the black luture which faces them, and Vietnam, il the progr a III 
fails. 

What makes a hamlet strategic? It is the decision 01 the majority of 
its dtizen" to support and defend the legitimate government of their country. It is 
also the willingne.s 01 these citizens, ofthi. hamlet, to resist by force the attacks 
of the VC; and it ill the provision to them 01 knowledge and means to make this 
resistance ellective. Even alter the dedsion is made, the will developed, the 
means 01 resistance provided, the hamlet cannot be expected to maintain them el­
fectively unless, better than any readily availahle alternative, it indeed enables 
ita residents to pursue and achieve their legitimate needs and aspirations. 

IV. W!l;Y ·STRATEGIC· HAMLETS? 

The brief and obvious answer i. thatthe prolileration 01 these hamlets 
is a major element, perhaps even the basic element, in the national strategy of the 
Government of Vietnam. This i. true, yet it is less than 311 adequate answer, lor 
it conceals, rather than explains, the strategic purposes 01 the strategic hamlet 
program. To understand these one must consider both the purposes and the problems 
01 the ~emment 01 Vietnam. ' 



By derived ddi"itlon. it could be said tbat the government of a _ 
"Iiemocratic· country exists only to satisCy and to protect the legitimate aspirations: 
and needs of the people. To satisfy these requirements in the individual hamlet 
is tactical-to do so on a national scale is strategic. There is more than this to 
the strategy. for here, as in all countries, the govcrnment must, in the interest of­
all the people, implement programs, eCCorts, anil policies which may not seem 
wholly consonant with the interests of a given individual, group, hamlet, or pro­
vince. 

To exist, Vietnam must accomplish two herculean tasks, in each of 
which few countries have as yet succeeded. These are the deCeat of a major com­
munist insurgency; and the creation of workable self-rovern",ent. For Vietnam to 
succeed in these two tasks will require great erfort and great sacrifice; ~"9 well as 
strategy of the highest order. A suitable strategy. that of the "strategic hamlets· 
has been found, but. like any strategy ~ it imposes sometimes onerous requirements: 
Too oCten, the basic considerations of strategy, as well as the requirements lJ:Iey 
impose, are not entirely understood by those who implement or observe them; or by 

• those whom they aClect. Some examination of these basic requirements appear in 
ord= 

A. The most important special requirement of government which the 
strategic hamlet must serve is the establishment of workable self -government. 
This is, above all, a matter of education in its meaning and its processes; in ita 
relationship to me conduct of everyday life and to the satisfaction of the -asp.: 
rations and the needs of the people. 

Self-government, like self-control, can be learned only by -doing"; 
never by precept alone. Precept and example have their value in inspiring the 
idealistic to dry to make democracy work, but without the understanding which 
COmes from experience with its techniques, its strengths. and its weaknesses, 
sen-government soon becomes self-deception, and self-destruction before the 
onslaughts of a better disciplined enemy. 

In Vietnam, as in too many parts or the world, well-meaning people, 
.. indigenous and alien, have urged the institution 01 "democracy", the great catch­

word of our century, without realizing the lack 01 understanding of its basic re­
quirements. The strategic hamlets repre<ent the basic training camps for workable, 
viable, self-rovemment. If the practi"es, the ideals, the strengths and weaknesses 
of democracy are wel1-le~rned' in the .trategic hamlets, no oppressive or alien 
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t')\'ernment can long endure in Vietnam··neither can an insurgency inspired b/ an 
Al-lien ideology and olficered by its dupes. 

This is the key to the future of Vietnam; the most lorward-looking 
, !';'nent of the ~trategy of the strategic hamlets"':and the most difficult element for 
:-'.<-$e ch .... ged with its implementation. They are administrators and commanders, 
"lIder great pressures for immediate ~ecomplishments; for immediate victory over 
111 implacable foe. They feel that there is no time for the slow processes of self­
",'>vernment, and to a cert.in extent they are right, Yet, if they do not administer; 
gQvern, c~Ad."in a wa)'..that. wins the support of the governed as surely as if 
!,hey were 4ependent on rc-eTcictioo":":iliey will lose the war in their sector. 

B. The second special requirement of government which the· strategic 
~, .. mlet must serve is the destruction of the Viet Cong insurgency,-the psycho­
hgical and physical commitnlent against the Viet Cong of the majority of the 
v;»pulation. This cannot be effectively accomplished by imposing restrictions-or 
!-y talk. Merely offering the people more than is offered by the Viet Cong is not 
enough-neither is satisfying their basic wants. This last is important. but the 
i;lsurgency w}lI not be ended until a size.ble percentage, perhaps a majority, of 
the peasants are convinced that they must help to end it. 

In the d.ys, and country. of the writer" youth the saying was still 
CiJrrent: "God hates an innocent bystander". In a sense, so must any man with 
t'Quoter-lnsurgency fesponsibllities;yethemustncverlet it show, for he represents 
t11~ government which is claiming the support of a people who are mostly innocent 
I1ystandets. 

Every effort must be made to commit the people to the fight .gainst 
tIle VC-but every effort mustseemconsonant with the expressed purpose 01 govern­
Iti~nt, the well-being and salety of the governed. Obviously then, the most desira­
ble, and perhaps the easiest way of securing their commitment is to bring them to 
hdicve thnt th"VC-lInd their sympathizers offer. threat to their s.lety and well­
L~jng; and th.t this is • threat they can effectively counter by action.-and only 
I1y action. ' 

Evidence that this commitment is spreading is seen every day-not 
kast in the Chieu Hoi program under which thousands are leaving the VC forces. 
'I'he danger tbat these newly committed supporters may become disillusioned must 
not be overlooked. The best precaution against this will be the effective imple­
ment.tion of the economic and political fe.tures of the strategic hamlet program. 
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V. THE STRATEGY: I
: . 
. 

Essentially, the strategic hamlet strategy has two tasks and a final 
,obiective; an objective which can only be att"ined after the tasks have bee D 

accOll1p1jah~ 

• • A. The rust task: : ! 

, To commit the peasant to the struggle by convincing him that he 
should. and can successfully, oppose the VC .. 

To th,. ecd it must and does ,,{fer him: . 

I. Reasonable satisfaction of his wants; 

Z. Organization and facilities for self-<l.efense: and, mo~t important, 

J. Moovation to defend himself and his cOflll1lUDity 

It also offers a chanenge and a threat to the vc. Reaction of the ve, 
'by the uS<: of force against strategic hamlets is, in its effect, desirable-since 
this further coma.its the strategic hamlet resident against the VC: 

B. The seC'Oll<\ task: 

To teach through experience, the practices and Processes. the re-
quirements and rewards, of seU-government. ' '" .. 

:; w' -. _-. 

This task must nC"er be obscured by the battle-fog arisj,'g'(rom the 
Sltempc It> accomplish the first. It is the high gfOund commanding the present 
battle field. Unless we mOve steadily to pre-empt this high gfOUnd our positions 
.. m be lII1tenable. 

e. The final objective: 

The establishment of a stable, prosperous, self-goveraing utioa, 
.. _<. ,·offering adequate and equal opportunity and protection, under law, to all its l"'1al 

,citizens. , , 

Toward this ultimate objective, all efforts must be directed. The 
more that the efforts to accomplish 'the first and second tasks are oriented tow'!'.! . 
this final goal, the more effective they witl be. ' . 

IS 
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VI. CONCLUSIONS 

The atrategic hamlet program is a dating strategy, based OIl the lUI­

assailable premise that one must win the people to win a COUlIter-insurgency war. 
, Like all strategies, it suffers from enon of interpretation and from faulta in ex­

ecution. Like any good strategy, the greateat risk it entails is the risk that it may 
not be resolutely pushed to f'~al victory. 

Tlie strategie bamlet program h not yet a success ev';'" thougb 8.000 
OIIt of • projected U,OOO hamlets are listed as -completed-, 

It can be compared to the Nonnandy landing operation; at lhe time' 
when most of tbe troops but few of the supplies wete ashore. If the sUPl?liesnot 
ISlIded; if the arduous and tedious follow-up needed tomakethe strategk hamlets 
truly" viable building blocks of a free nation is not accomplisbed. this war is lost. 

To continue the metaphor. the eoastal derenaes have been beaten 
down. and most of the combat troops are safely ashore. II they are adequ'ately 
supported, if stormy aeas (of budget difficulties), surprisedive bombing attacks 
(by journaliats. ete.). major tactical errors (by membera of the command) and, 
above all. the grinding monotony of bedgerow warfare, do not cause the Allied 
lotce. to settle for leu than complete victory. we maY', in from three to five years, 
be able to cbo.llr. up a third victory of democracy over communist insurgency. H we 

. allow ourselves to bccome discouraged; if we fail to provide adequate support or 
give .dequate empbasis to the full development of the strategic hamlets, the war­
and, probably, South-East Asia, are lost. Parenthetically, it should not be in­
fened that completion of tbe strategic hamlet program necessarily means either 
the inclusion of all rural residents in the strategic hamlets; or the physical coo­
atruction of any fixed number of hamlets. This would be to make of the program 
not a strategy but a strait jacket. There are areas, especially in the Delta. where 
substantial modification o( the prog.am seems desirable. What must be- completed 
i. the development 01 the hamlets already initiated into viabledelensive units 
Substantially supporting the government. Some new bamlets unquestionably should 
be built, p'crhaps tbe two CK three thousand now planned, or perbaps fewer. The 
"crucial requirement, wbich some'in authority seem not adequately to appreciate, 
is ioaunng support lor the government by the people now in hamlets. This can be 
accomplished only by providing these people with continuing conerete evidence of 
gOYCflIment concern for their welfare; with cQIlvincing evidence that the government 
is ~ government., 



T h
··" .\\ J. ., I' t\ii', o supp"ess t e active Insurgents 'WI uc: DO more mea.n:lnglu ID • 

was than was the German drive to the outalUna of ~t"IiDgrad; victory c1'll be a-, 
cbieved only by welding the people into an effective .,olitical base for the penl -
lleot of free Vietnam. The strategic hamlets have become the IDOsl critical, sad 
the irreplaceable, demeot of such" bue. ," '" ' 
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