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A PERSPECTIVE OF COUNTERINSURGENCY
IN THREE DIMENSIONS.--

Tradition, Legitimacy, Visibility

In the ecarly 1960 the Soviet Union und Red China initinted a serious effort to
increase their influence by sponsoring “wars of national liberation.” The United
States responded to this attempt by developing both a doctrine and a technology of
counterinsurgency. Our present efforts in this field, however, often are opposed to
the traditions and patterns of legitimacy of the states the United Stales is attempting
to aid. The present world situation colls for a thorough review and evaluation of the
concepl of eounterinsurgency and the means through which it is applied.

An article prepared

Colonel William F. Long, Jr., U.S. Army

In his “New Viclories” speech ol O
January 1961, Premier Khrushehey an-
nounced a new Sovicl stralegic oflensive
employing “anli-imperialistic wars of
liberation.” Secrelary of Defense
Robert 5. McNamara soon picked up
the gauntlel in an address delivered to
the ellows of the American Bar Foun-
dation in Chicago on 17 February 1901,
In this speech the Seerelary deseribed a
complex of programs designed to cope
with the rool causes and politico-
military violenee of “wars ol libera-
tion.” Counterinsurgency was the col-
lective name given 1o Lhis efforl, and
Vietnan became the primary testing
ground.

As a nation we now have a back-
ground ol expericnce with which to
view the eoneept of counterinsurgency.
The tactical lessons and military Lech-
nigues Lo counter guerrilla violence are
widely distributed and discussed. The
clandestine nature ol the Viet Cong
assault on the nervous system of the

Government anidl people of South Viel-
nam i8 also known, il nol fully appre-
cialed. Whal needs more illumination is
the characler of the war and the nalure
of the larger philosophical and rociologi-
cal environment, both in the United
Slales and Soulh Vielnam, which exerl
conlinuing influenees in both places.

What follows is a three-dimensional
hard look at counlerinsurgency. [t con-
sists ol considering threc ideos—
tradition, legitimacy, and visibility—easl
on three levels: the U5, politieal scene,
the U.S. military inslitution, and South
Vietnam. It is 4 hard look because these
are hard times.

Tradition. The first significant tradi-
tiou for the United States as u political
entily is that Amoerieans are historically
and consciously antiauthoritarian, anti-
military, anticolonial, and, except for
specifie moral exeeplions, against large
involvements on loreign shores. I'radi-
tionally, war has been an emolional

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1970



aval War College Review, Vol. 2
LCE REVIL

20 NAVAL WAR COLLT

‘G970] No. 2, Art. 5

U.S.
MILITARY

TRADITION LEGITIMACY VISIBILITY

public act of self-defense or moral inter-
vention.

The Vietnamese involvement, in con-
rasl to previous U.S. participalion in
war, was initialed through calm, dispas-
sionate, execulive action. Using conlin-
gency powers granted to the President
in anlicipation ol Lime compressions
which would preclude traditional consti-
tulional procedures in the event of a
nuclear war as well as the enormous
mouctary asscts available Lo the Secre-
Lary of Defense under the Reorganiza-
lion Act of 1958, it was possible Lo
project a poslure of inlervention which
promised suflicient “guns” Lo manage
the eonilict and adequate “butter” to
lubricale the path to an afiluent egali-
tarian society. American puhlic opinion
was approached in a rational, intellee-
tual, and conlrollcd way which had no
roots in lradition and which lefl emo-
tions to the polilical antagonists.

I'rom the'slandpoint of 11,8, mililary
Lradilion, war has always been an ael of
public involvement primarily through an
immediate ealling up of reserves, which

changed the complexion of the military
establishment from a relatively small,
highly professional cadre to a large
citizen fighting force. ‘This lradition has
often been crilieized as being wasteful
and dangerous, but it has always accom-
plished the necessary objective of rally-
ing Lhe country in support of the Armed
Forces and the war. The longer and
costlier a war, the more essential it has
been for a deep psychological convic-
tion of the populace of the reclitude of
the U.S. posilion in order lo provide
necessary spiritual resources to eompen-
gale for physical losscs,

The Vietnamese people have heen
traditionally nationalistic and anli-
foreign. I'or most of their history these
tradilions have been achieved al the
expense of war with the Chinese. This
tradition also has supported the Viet-
namese people in their struggle against
colonialism. Vietnamese socicly is aleo
ambivalenl loward aulhority. They have
profound respect for authority. Confu-
cious said, “[L is Deneath human dignity
for man Lo be without a leader.” The

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss2/5 2
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altraction of a charismatic leader is one
of the strongesl patterns repeated in the
arabesque of Vielnamese history.

However, there are well-defined lim-
its for uny central authorily whether il
he Emperor or Presidenl. The person
wielding central authority is held ahso-
lutely responsible for the prolection of
his subjects and traditionally reaches his
limit of authorily at the edge of the
village. ‘I'he Vielnamese proverh says,
“If the king makes Lhe law, the village
makes custom.” The village i8 Lhe unit
of national life and eultural integrity. It
has also traditionally been a means of
conquest as well as defense. When Lhe
Vietnamese people moved south to con-
quer Lhe areas below Lhe Red River
Della, it was done by means of village
cadres moving oul to found sisler cells
in an almost parameciunrlike division.

In eontrast lo Lhis tradition, the
present contlict demands that the Viel-
namese must dearn Lhat foreigners are
friends, that hig name leaders—such as
Ho Chi Minh and Ngo Dinh Diem—are
their enemies, and their villages must be
uprooled and reloeated for their own
good.

It would scem thal mueh of the
thrust of effort in Vietnam has been as
countertradition as il has been counter-
insurgent. The magnitude of this kind of
a handicap s diflicull Lo cope with
because il can be hidden, suppressed,
misinterpreted, or  discounled upon
separate oceasions. However, the cumu-
lative effects of being countertradition
withoul being emotionally revolution-
ary may be as grolesque as they are
troublesome.

Legilimacy. Legilimaey iz an idea
which carries with il deeper connota-
Llions than the simple legislative acl of
“making a law.” The eoncepl of legili-
maey is8 the second idea Lo be examined
in relation to our counterinsurgeney
expericnee,

The Constilution of the United

States, both {'xph('ll]% and _implicitly,
Published by U.S. Naval War Co
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puts the restraining hand of the pcople
upon the military cstablishment and its
use in American sociely. Article |, scc-
tion 8, states that Congress shall have
the power to declare war and to raisc
and support armics, but no appropria-
Lion of money Lo Lhat use shall he for a
longer term than 2 years. These provi-
sions are complementary, The first
makes war Lhe legitimale coneern of all
the people  through their legislative
voice. The second is designed Lo insure
thal no military venture of any propor-
tion can be embarked upon independent
of congressionul [inancial scrutiny.

Regardless of these constitutional
provisions, Lthree faclors emerged in the
carly 1900’s which exerted a potent
influenee al the executive level. The
fist ol these was lhe Reorganizalion
Act of 1958, which not only confirmed
the power of the Seeretary of Defense
but also gave him an exceulive means of
conlrolling all aspects of military expen-
ditures and operations. The carly 19660’
also  wilnessed an  enormous  break-
through in excculive technigues which
could overwhelm slower moving con-
gressional commitlees with computer-
iwed analyses and unassailable data.
Then, the Bay ol Pigs disaster was
followed by the Cuban missile crisis,
which was successfully managed and
supervised by a small, elosely knit group
of like-minded men al the execulive
level. This speetacular bloodless victory
engineered by an clite fraternily cast a
shadow of conlidence in this technique
over Lhe carly years of the Vielnam
involyement. [urther, utilizing all the
powers of his office, including the
monelary flexibililies inherent in a $50
plus hillion a year budget, it was possi-
ble for the Secretary of Defense Lo
commil Lhe country Lo {unding acceler-
aled leyels of eommitment to Vietnam
in advance of going to Congress for
additional appropriation.

[laving beeome involved in a twilight
war oulside the conslitutional f(rame-
work, the legislalive branch of Lhe

llege Digital Commons 1970
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Government was torn hetween supporlt-
img Llhe administration and the Armed
Forces and a desire to rcexert what they
considered legitimate congressional
power. This tension has heen manifest
in many unnsnal ways, bnt il remains a
[nndamental source of difliculty.

The legitimate role for the 1.5
military estahlishment outside the geo-
graphic limits of the United States is Lo
engage in combal operations. Political,
peychologieal, and economic activitics
external Lo the United States come
under the porview of the 1.5, Ambas-
sador and lhe ageneics designed Lo
snpporl him in forwarding U.S. interests
in these various arcas. [lowever, wilth
the advent of the concepl ol counter-
insurgeney—which linked military, polil-
ical, peychological, sociological, and
cconomic aclion—in supporl of a [ree
government, il was necessary to provide
personnel to conduct these activilies.
The only forces under diseipline and
available in snflicient numbers for this
purpose were members of the U.S,
Military Estahlishment. There was no
time to question whether the military
was Lhe compelent instrumentality or
even Lhe legilimale one, for it was the
only one ayailable. Tn U.S. socicly Lhe
only people who can be ordered over-
scas Lo fight a war are men in uniform.
So the equation which resulted was thal
discipline cquals expertise and necessity
cquals legitimacy,

Mcanwhile, in Vieltnam two rival
struelures were vying for legitimate con-
trol of the people and the land of South
Vietnam. On the one side was the
anti-Communisl  government which
derived from the French Colouial Gov-
ernment, through the short-lived reign
of Emperor Bao Dai, through the Presi-
dency of Bao Dai’s foreign minister,
Ngo Dinh Diem, and finally Lo his
suceessors, Lhe military defenders of
South Vietnam.

The Commumisl contestants cstab-
lished their claim for legitimaey through

led by He Chi Minh, Ho’s forces toppled
the Freneh Colonial Government, and
he hecame Lhe revolutionary hero in Lhe
struggle with the French and for the
subsequent Viet Cong struggle in South
Victnam, The strategic targel of Lhe
Viet Cong was the village socicty. ANl its
operations were designed 1o isolate the
village from Lhe districl, provincial, and
Saigon authority and, by Llerror and
persuagion, link the people in the vil-
lages Lo Lthe Communist-direeted insur-
geney. Into this strmggle was inserted
the U.S. adviser. Iloweyer, il was pre-
cisely al Lhe village level that the adviser
was leasl elfective by cither compeleney
or legitimacy. U.S. advisers were over-
whelmingly military, and the struggle
was predominately political. The con-
Llest was waged al the village level, and
there simply was no acecptable method
whereby an American conld be infnsed
into the Vietnamese sociely Lo effee-
Lively perform his mission, even il Lthere
were soldiers availahle who had the
cultural capabilily and the desire to slay
for long periods of time.

The diffienltics posed hy concepts of
legitimacy have hampered the U.S,
counterinsurgeney cflort in Vielnam.
Conversely, Communists achicve a mask
of legitimaey in people’s wars by subver-
sive inlervention. The efflcelive legiti-
mate deviee lor direel involvement of
American forces in a revelnlion or
insurgency is a matter which nceds
extensive study, if the psychological and
philosophical contradictions in this area
are not Lo frustrate all such activilies.

Visibility. Of all the difficultics ac-
companying Lhe Vietnamese involve-
menl, none have been more vexing thau
that ol visibility. No other war in the
history ol the world has been fought
daily on television, whieh has acceniu-
aled the cosl, the casuallies, and the
corruplion,

The cost of the war has been highly
visible in the United States and has been
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against the inyvolvemenl. This has been
true for two reasons. The first is that a
large segment of responsible Jegislative
leadership was alienated from the
administration beeause the rising cost of
the war waa hidden hy resource trans-
fers from other areas. However, the root
of the protest is the desire of other
segments of the society to use the $20
hillion a year cost of the war for other
purposes.

While the cost of the war has heen
highly visihle, the benefits have heen
largely invisible. And what is more
relevant, the ohscure tesults of the war
and its funding must compele with
highly visible, and emotional, problems
ol: racial unrest that is economically
molivated, decay of our cities, environ-
mental pollution, and, for the military,
mililary preparedness against the in-
ereaging Soviel threal.

What has alse been invisible are the
changes which have laken place over
time since 1961, The American socicly
is nol the same as it was in 1961, The
relationship of the administralion to the
people has changed. The perception of
communism as a philosophy and move-
ment has changed, and there is a world-
wide concern by all nations and peoples
who look Lo the United States as the
reserve power and refuge of the free
world, This coneern is that the Viet-
namese involvement is weakening the
major posilion of the United Stales
against the rising lechnical power and
influence of Russia,

While the cost of the war ereated
protest hased on competition for the
funds concerned, it was the casuallics in
the U.S. military that provided Lhe
strongest antiwar thrust Lo the prolest.
The lack of sustained emotional identifi-
cation with the war tended lo make the
cntire sociely feel guilty about enjoying
“bulter,” while a relatively small num-
ber of American males were doing the
bleeding.

While the casualtics mounted, signifi-
canl results leading Lo a terminalion of

Lhe war were not visible. Body count as
a measure of progress was rejected. A
favorable body count ratio is significant
only if the apprehension of losses in
Hanoi is as acute as it is in Washington.
So far, the reverse has heen true. Para-
doxically, there has heen too little time
to fight a counterinsurgency operation
politically and too little space was per-
mitted to wage a limited war. The
counterinsurgency cffort to ouleontrol
and outadminister the Viel Cong would
require years of perseverance and flexi-
ble tactics and would be open Lo eriti-
cism and intlerpretation all the while. On
the other hand, it has been proven
repeitedly that the only way suecess-
fully to wage a limited war is Lo tuke the
wir to Lthe opponent. In Southeast Asia
a suceessful limited war would require
the climination of all elandestine logisti-
cal supporl bases outside South Viel-
nam and a quick and powerful applica-
Llion of ruaximum presgure designed Lo
force opposing leaders Lo sclect peace as
a desirable alternative.

What was visible in Viectnam were the
frustraling contradictions of this kind of
a war and the corruplion in Saigon.
Climaxed hy the high visibility accorded
the Buddhists in their contest with
Diem, the 15, news media consistently
adopted a position and tone whiech was
largely antagonistie. This kind of selec-
tive and anli-South Vietnamese view-
point created the major difficully, that
of allempling to light a elandestine war
in the open. Sun Tzu highlighted the
necessily ol knowing yoursell and
knowing the enemy. If the Communist
regime in Hanoi does not know every
eonflict or problem in, and between,
South Vietnam and the United States, it
is only because they do not read or
watch V.

While all the scamy aspects of war as
a phenomenon became inercasingly visi-
ble, what remained hidden and undis-
cernible was the will of non-Communist
Vielnamese leadership, the desires ol
the people, and the commitment of the
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Vietnamese villages to the struggle to
remain free of domination.

Fverything that was bad about the
war was visible; the cost, the casualties,
and the corruption. What remains invisi-
ble are the benefits, results, and prog-

ress.

Some Assumptions to Challenge. In
conclusion, the concept of counter-
insurgency became o embroiled in
other conflicts that confidence in the
approach was overwhelmed by frustra-
tions. This experience indicates there
are some assumptions which should be
challenged.

The first assumption open to chal-
lenge is that the ingredients of a coun-
terinsurgency are, in fact, stabilizing. It
should be expected that any concept
which is aimed at improving political
access, social mobility, and economic
betterment would be destablizing. Per-
haps the equation hoped for was that
education = understanding = prog-
ress = freedom = stability. There is am-
ple reason to believe that the brue
equation may be education = de-
sire = dissatisfaction = revolution.

The next assumption which might be
challenged is that counterinsurgency is a
proper role for the U.S. Military Estab-
lishment. U.S. tradition has not encour-
aged political development of its mili-
tury officer corps nor has it permitted
activity on their part while on active
duty. Further, there is no coherent link
between military behavior which is
domestically acceptable and that which
may be required for successtul participa-
tion in a clandestine war. Withoul a
political mandate or relevant psycholog-
ical inclination, the military man is
simply not professionally fitted to make
substantive contributions to political,
economic, or sociological problems as
regards foreign involvements. He must
understand these factors within the con-
text of his profession, but an excessive
commitment to them will only detract
from his primary concern—military

capability.

The attitude of the citizenry of the
United States toward the military—and
the traditional desire to stand clear of
all but necessary foreign entangle-
ments—raises the question as to whether
the United States has, or can develop, a
counterinsurgency mentality. Although
the United States has always been anti-
colonial and for self-determination of all
peoples and states, the recognition of
the insidions aspects of international
communism designed to thwart self-
determination in other people has raised
tensions for every U.S. political leader
since 1947. The problem is posed in
terms of whether Americans will sup-
port other people in their struggle for
liberty or seek to keep them free of
Communist domination. Tensions arise
as to which of these goals will take
precedence. The Communists recognize
this tension and have turned to “just
wars of national liberation™ as a tech-
nique of subversion. So far, their strat-
egy has been generally recognized, but
the counterstrategy has not been
generally accepted, if, in fact, it has
been properly conceived.

Having raised questions which strike
at the value and practicality of counter-
insurgency, it is only equitable that the
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assumplion which logically arises [rom
Lthese eriticisms be challenged. 'This as-
sumplion is lhat the dislocatlions of
counterinsurgency are inevilably favor-
able Lo ecommunizm. Quile clearly there
are many paradoxes and anomalies con-
necled  with U8, counlerinsurgency
expericnees. However, when the educa-
lional and constructive aspecls of coun-
Lerinsurgency are employed in undevel-
oped arcas, il does not neeessarily
follow that communism or any other
tolalitarian Torm ol social organizalion
will he henelited. There are, ol course,
specilic contradietions, A short line ago
the suecessiul counlerinsurgeney opera-
tion of the Bolivian Arnied Forees in
removing Lhe threat of Che Guevara was
hailed as a proper response Lo subversive
insurgency. Today, Lhe same Bolivian
Military Fstablishment has confiseated
U.8, business holdings in thal counlry in
the name of social justice and political
propriely. 1t can be argued thal one is
the logical successor of the other and
that this is very much in the true
American Lradition. For onee it is com-
municaled Lo Lhe peaple of any nation
that they are important and that the
Enited Stales feels that they are impor-
tant andl that they should be in control
ol their own destiny, it should sarprise
no one when they starl implementing
our own coneepls,

There is in the 5 Octoher New York
Times Magazine a [riendly, considerale,

COUNTERINSURGENCY 25

and straightlorward appraisal of General
Abrams as a soldier and a leader. The
crux ol this article is that General
Abrams is a fine soldier and deserves a
hetter war, Well, so does General Wesl-
moreland deserve a better war. And so
did Warrant Oflicer Richard Pugh, who
was killed carly in hig military carcer in
a Dbelicopter aecident in Vielnam, Ile
was a sterling young man and would
have contribuled a great deal 1o our
conntry. And so did 2d L Philip
Gamble, Prolessor Gamble’s heroie son
who was killed leading his platoon in
Vielnam and so do the avialors and the
sailors and the marines andl the dralted
men and the publie and all of us. Bul
whal can professional military men do?

Military men must eonstantly think
about, and even loree our political
leaders 1o think very earefully aboul,
the character of any kind of war in
which the Hepublic is 10 be engaged.
Clausewily said, “The firs, most sweep-
ing, most vilal of all decisions that Lthe
stalesman and commander have Lo make
is o clearly establish the character of
the war which they are aboul to uniler-
Lake.” Professional military men, repre-
senlalives of government agencies, even
our allicd Tviends musl achieve in their
stralegic thinking intelleclnal maturily
and personal insight so that their value
in counsel malches their heroism when
they are called upon Lo light,

The purity of a revolution can last a fortnight.

Jean Cocteau, 1889
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