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ON NEGOTIATING WHILE FIGHTING 
(and vice versa) 

WR 68-4 

At least once each year (perhaps it is to become a New Year's or Tet tradition), the Com­
munist high command in Hanoi stirs up the "war doves"* in the United States by issuing a new, 
though not necessarily different, peace-talk-possibility pitch. 

In January of last year, the olive-branch bunch was all a-twitter over whether someone in 
Hanoi had said that negotiations "would" start, or only that they "could" start, if the U.S. would 
cease unconditionally and forevermore the bombing of military targets in North Vietnam. The 
question of "would" or "could" last year was never clearly resolved; but this year nearly every­
one seems to be agreed that Hanoi's spokesmen have said they "will" talk, on "relevant ques­
tions," after the U.S. has "unconditionally stopped its bombing and all other acts of war" against 
North Vietnam. 

In both instances the "war-dove" reaction has been the same: that we should stop the air 
strikes in the North, at least for a while, to test Hanoi's sincerity once again. 

Fortunately the Johnson Administration seems unlikely to let itself be stampeded into an­
other prolonged bombing lull without some manner of concrete evidence beforehand that a 
peace-talk bid from Hanoi is sincere. The bitter experience of 1966, when the Communists re­
built and resupplied their war machine during just such a pause, has not yet been forgotten. 
Since then both President Johnson and Secretary of State Rusk have said repeatedly that we 
would stop the bombings in the North as a prelude to negotiations only if there is some re­
ciprocal reduction of military actions by the North Vietnamese. More recently, however, this 
official position appears to have been softened just a bit. Both the President and the Secretary 
of State have lately been keying their public statements on this passage from Mr. johnson's 
speech in San Antonio, Texas, last September 29: 

*The term "war-dove" is designed to denote the fact that most of those prominent persons in this coun­
try, generally referred to in the news media simply as "doves," who clamor for cessation of U.S. bombings 
in North Vietnam, neither demand nor offer any plans for a prompt end to the fighting in the South. Rather, 
they demonstrate and sometimes explicitly state awilHngness to let that part of the war continue indefinitely, 
until such time as Hanoi might for some unspecified reason decide if is ready to negotiate a "peaceful" set­
tlement. Thus this particular species of "dove," while talking of "peace" and "peaceful settlement," in fact 
advocates or at least implicidy endorses indefinitely protracted war, providing that they can also set the con­
ditions and limitations under which other of their countrymen must face the risk of battle. 
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"Tpe United States is willing immediately to stop aerial and naval bombardment 
of North Vietnam when this will lead promptly to productive discussion. We would 
assume that while discussions proceeq" North Vietnam would not take advantage of the 
bombing cessation or limitation. (Emphasis added.) 

Those critics of Administration policy who now call for another sincerity-testing bombing 
pause, without requiring reciprocal military restraint by North Vietnam, have not necessarily 
forgotten what happened in 1966. Rather they contend that things have changed since then; 
that Hanoi might now actually want to negotiate, whereas they obviously weren't ready to do 
so back in 1966. 

In this, the olive twig tweakers may be quite correct. There have been changes since then 
which might cause Hanoi to decide the time for negotiation has arrived, including most especial­
ly the easing of restrictions on our air forces since last September, to allow them to hit more 
significant and vital targets in North Vietnam. There are otl,ler and clearer indications than the 
latest peace-talk from Hanoi, that this change in our bombing effort has made it more difficult 
for them, not only to support their war machlne in the South but also to maintain themselves in 
the North. And that, after all, has been the declared intent of the bombings in the North: to 
make con.tinuation of the war so costly to North Vietnam that its ruling hierarchy would think 
it better to negotiate a settlement or otherwise desist from its aggression.s in the South. 

Also, it should be noted, enemy documents captured by our forces in February 1967 re­
vealed that Communist strategists had, before that, anticipated U.S. military pressures might be 

· increased toa point where agreement to enter negotiations might be necessary to relieve them. 
In a speech delivered to Communist cadre and combat leaders in South Vietnam in April, 1966, 
North Vietnamese General Nguyen Van Vinh said: 

The resolution of the Party's 11th conference cleady stated that in the process of 
achieving success, a situation where fighting and negotiations are conducted simultane­
ously may arise. At present, the situation is not yet ripe for negotiations. Fighting while 
negotiating; is aimed at opening another front with a view to making the puppet (i.e., 
South Vietnamese) army more disintegrated, stimulating and developing the enemy's 
internal contradictions. • . . 

But if this situation has now arisen, it brings up another fundamental question which 
neither the "war-hawks" of the Administration nor their "war-dove" critics seem to have 
grasped, or at least have not publicly treated: If the bombings in the North have finally com­
pelled Hanoi to a "sincere" willingness to negotiate, will they remain willing and sincere enough 
to agree promptly to a settlement and cease-fire in the South if we have previously discontinued 
the very pressures-bombings in the North-which compelled them to negotiate? 

There can be little doubt that if the Communists are now ready to negotiate, it is the 
· bombings in the North which have brought them to that frame of mind. No amount of military 
presence or pressure by our forces in South Vietnam could ever do this, because to relieve them­
selves of that pressure ,the North Vi~tnamese regime need~ only to withdraw its forces into its 
own territory or into adjacent sanctuary regions. And such is the primary, if not the sole pur-

.. pose, in the Communist strategy, for enterittg into negotiations white fighting: To get the other 
side to discontinue or reduce those military actions :which are damaging Communist forces be­
yond their endurance. After that, the Communists are quite willing to negotiate ad infinitum, 

· while that part of the previous fighting which is to their own liking or advantage also continues. 

The Korean experience clearly demonstrates that strategy in action. When Chinese Com­
munist forces ~n Kore.a w¢re on tlte verge (in mid-19;I> of having to draw back from their po-
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sitions near the 38th parallel, due partly to overextension of their supply lines and our air in­
terdiction of them, Soviet Communists 'suggested to U.S. and UN officials that negotiations 
might be possible. 

U.S. and UN officials responded promptly with a formal offer, which the North Korean and 
Chinese Communists almost as quickly accepted (with the obvious blessing of their on-the-spot 
Soviet advisors). U.S. military commanders have subsequently testified that, after J?eace talks be­
gan in Korea, they were forbidden by political authorities in Washington from applying the 
kind of pressures against enemy forces at the battle line which were necessary to compel the 
Communist negotiators to prompt agreement for feat of losing ground. Air strikes against enemy 
supply routes did continue during the protracted peace talks but were generally reduced in inten­
sity and effectiveness; if not by an actual reduction in the number of sorties, bya reluctance on 
the part of some pilots to unduly risk being'the last man shot down before the peace talks were 
consutpmated~, (This writer, who was a prisoner of war in North Korea and held at forced labor 
near ,Pyongyang in 1952, J?ersonally witnessed the increased flow of enemy supply southward 
during that period. It must also be a matter of record in military intelligence files on.target re­
connaissance flights.) 

The late Adm. C. Turner Joy, the long-time negotiator fot the UN at Panmunjon, later 
gave as one of the reasons for failing to put pressure against the enemy ground forces at the 
battle line that the American public and their elected officials were kept hanging on the hope 
from day to day that "peaceful settlement" might be reached at any moment. Therefore, they 
could not understand or support the idea of launching a major offensive, for fear of wasting 
American lives in such a battle just before cease-fire agreement was reached. As a result, the 
peace talks dragged on for more than two years, with nearly twice as many American casualties 
(52,000 killed and wounded) as one of our top military commanders (Gen. Almond) estimated 
we would have suffered if we had moved beginning in July, 1951 to drive the Chinese Com­
munist forces out and again liberate North Korea. 

Once Communists have been compelled to enter negotiations in order to be able to continue 
fighting, they can then be expected to adjust their fighting tactics in such ways as they feel will 
either gain them what they want at the bargaining table or else keep both the fighting and nego· 
tiationsinconclusive and indefinitely protracted. Admiral Joy said in that regard, following his 
experience in Korea: 

"In debating with the Communists there is no substitute for the imperative logic of 
military pressure. In the end, might is essential to right, not because you or I would 
have it that way, but because, unless we have armed might and unless we are willing 
to use that armed might in dealing with the Communists, we cannot win our point and, 
in fact, we may not survive to argue our point." 

About a year and a half ago, former President Dwight Eisenhower revealed a previously 
secret fact which bears out Admiral Joy's contention. When the Korean negotiations had once 
again bogged down and seemed at an impasse in the summer of 1953, Mr. Eisenhower made it 
known to Communist leaders (through Prime Minister Nehru of India) that unless tWgotiations 
were resumed and concluded promptly, he would order whatever actions might be necessary 
to end the war militarily. The Communists promptly returned to the negotiations and agreed 
to a cease-fire in short order. 

But perhaps the best and most current advice on how one should fight while negotiating is 
available from the enemy, themselves. In his April 1966 speech in South Vietnam wherein 
General Nguyen Van Vinh told his troops that a situation might emerge where fighting and 
negotiations are conducted simultaneously, he also., said: 
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ffIn fighting while negotiating, the side which fights more strongly will compel the 
adversary to accept its conditions." 

If and whenever the Hanoi regime shows itself actually willing to negotiate, it win be be­
cause our military pressures and threats against their own vital domain has forced them to do 
so. If we allow them, as a beginning step toward negotiated settlement, to enter negotiations 
in order that they can continue fighting, it would be self-defeating for us to, at the same time, 
discontinue the very elements of our own fighting which had compelled them to that point. 

History, logic, and the enemy's own prescription, all dictate that if ever we find ourselves 
negotiating while fighting in Vietnam, we must maintain or even intensify our military pressure 
on the enemy high command and its domain, rather than reducing it, if we would gain a prompt 
and successful end to both the negotiations and the fighting. 

Their statements over the past couple of years, despite the apparent softening in the Presi­
dent's San Antonio speech, indicate that the purported "war-hawks" within the Johnson Ad­
ministration are well aware of this fact. But should the situation of negotiating while fighting 
actually arise, their "war-dove" critics can be counted on to clamor and coo for an easing of 
military pressure on the enemy, instead . 
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