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7 1. THE POLITICAL SITUATION IN SOUTH VIETNAM

General Assessment. In appraising the various regimes in Saigon,

in analyzing the crises that confronted them, and in estimating their
prospects for survival, the Bureau attained a high and consistent
record of accuracy. It emphasized the var%pds governments'
administrative weaknesses, lack of popular support, and inability to
sustain an adequate war effort. When viewed retrospectively and in terms
of their operational utility, these evaluations were realistic appraisals
that were made with adequate emphasis. These judgments often ran counter
to opinions that prevailed among policy makers (and sometimes parts of the
Intelligence Community) in Washington and Saigon. Finally, the Bureau
discerned and clearly expounded the underlying factors that brought
about this dim prospect, so that it was able comprehensively to define
for the policy makers the particular é]ements‘in the situation.
Correspondingly, to the degree that the Bureau did go astray, it
generally erred in overdoing its concentration on the weaknesses displayed
by the Saigon governments, as it did in estimating the capacity of the
Buddhists to harm the regime in 1966, and in its concern over the dangers
the Thieu administration might encounter upon entering negotiations in
1968. However, it also gave the South its due, and at times took a
minority position in so doing, as when it argued that the country co&]d
survive coup attempts without falling to thé Communists, that the political
turmoil in the years after Diem reflected a strdng democratic sentiment,
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and that there were important ]fmits to Communist political appeal,
particularly in the cities.

In general the Bureau was most sensitive to the risks of going along
with an established order which had seriously dangerous drawbacks--whether
it was the repressive Diem or an unpopular "do nothing" military regime--
whereas policy officials were more sensitive to the risks inherent“in change,
with its potential for pfoducing instability or causing loss of expert ‘
personnel. Such sensitivity extended even to the risks of pressing heavily
upon Saigon regimes to reform. On this point of pressure, in particular,
the implication of INR's position was that policy makers could exert much
more leverage than they were willing to employ in impelling the Saigon
government toward high performance in areas of action critical to the war

effort.

Diem{as a Leader. The Bureau's highly critical estimate of Diem's
performance was proven valid in almost all respects. From the outset,
INR's eva]uat{ons peréeptive]y noted the risks and problems he presented
to the attainment of both his own purposes and US objectives. It rightly
judged his reputation for administrative efficiency to be overestimated;
it repeatedly pointed up specific shortcomings in his conduct of the war;
and it stressed the harmful consequences of his failure to delegate authority.
In particular, it constantly emphasized that he was not carrying through
on socio-economic reforms, and consequently was fajling to gain the support
and legitimacy he needed to counter the enemy's.growing unconventional

war effort. The Bureau presented the policy implications of this situation
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most graphically when, in discussing the pacification program of reform
and security in the countryside, it observed that the net intent and effect
of the Diem programs appeared to be to extend the regime's control over the
peasants rather than to improve their condition.

On the other hand, the problems typified by the catch phrase "we
can‘t win with Diem" were complicated by the tendency of US military
e]emenfs to lay blame for lack of progress in the war wholly on Diem and
other political factors, obscuring strictly military considerations. Hence,
in early 1963, INR argued against an NIE section implying that in the Tong
term the Communists could not be defeated under Diem, even though this
conclusion was implicit in much of its own pessimistic analyses.

The Bureau accurately observed that the US policy of support for Diem
and the war effort played a major role in sustaining Diem on his deleterious
course, because it shielded him both from the consequences of his failures
and from US efforts to foster reforms. A problem of this nature classically
illustrates how difficult it is to distinguish sharply between policy
recommendations and inte]1igence appraisals--in this instance because the
US policy itself was a major input in an intelligence appraisal of the
situation and because in executing its assignment to explore possible
future developments, intelligence had to consider the alternative that the
US might change its policy to make help. effectively contingent on reform.

In any event, the Bureau's argument that the US could exercise more control

was in all Tikelihood correct. Just how, in concrete terms, Diem could
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be induced to operate more effectively and what could be done should he

not prove responsive were questions never adequately developed by the Bureau.

In all fairness, such studies would have run even more deeply into the
policy field and would first have required a confrontation of sorts with
the policy bureau over the premises of the approach itself. Whatever the
reason, there was little in the Bureau's analysis, even inferentially, to
indicate how one could cope with the complexities and hazards of this
approach. |

In the one area where it did make projections of this sort, the Bureau
held that Diem was not irreplaceable and, on occasion, noted that Vice
President Nguyen Ngoc Tho could be a valid alternative. Later, when the
coup took place, it felt that a coalition of Minh and Tho could provide
leadership adequate to give the new regime the needed stability and
Tegitimacy. In these estimates and more generally, the Bureau proved too
optimistic about there being a pool of competent leadership available in
South Vietnam, as also about the capacity of South Vietnam to reconstitute
a government that-wou1d provide orderly access to power and constitutional
legitimatizing of a regime. In sum, the Bureau's view that Diem was
replaceable may well have been right; certainly, its observation of his many
faults was accurate; and its brognoses of what would happen if he continued
in pawer seem prescient. But the difficulties of effecting change were
profound and in fact derived from the very weaknesses in the body politic
that INR was continually reporting; these difficulties deserved more

thorough consideration in this context.
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The Coup Against Diem and Its Aftermath. The Bureau was particularly

acute in judging the likelihood and prospects of a coup against Diem during
1961-63, especially in 1ight of actual attempts made from 1960 on. Along
with other components in the Intelligence Community, it found the causes

in failure to handle the Viet Coné threat, discontent over methods used,

and reaction to a repressive and non-reformist regime. The Bureau made

its own unique contribution in arguing from the outset that the coup would

be non-Communist and would in all likelihood prevail if there were no outside
interference. Furthermore, the Bureau correctly held that the coup would come
from within the government itself and would be led by -elements committed to
counter-insurgency, and that the new leadership would remain committed to
prosecuting the war. The Bureau also added, whereas the US might not know
the nature of the coup in advance, it could. intervene to prevent a power
struggle among the successors and so help keep the war momentum going in

its aftermath.

This appraisal was most accurate in its repeated assurances that the
Communists would not be able to exploit the coup for political advantage
either to take over from the immediate successors to power or even to gain
much political ground. Others in the Intelligence Community felt that the
South Vietnamese Army might not be able to keep the situation in hand and that
the Communists would consequently have a qufte good prospect of exploiting
the chaotic situation that would ensue. By the Spring of 1963, however, the

other agencies came around to the INR view, though they still noted some:
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prospect that the Viet Cong would gain ground in the course of a coup.
Earlier, to be sure, INR had gone along with estimates that rated Communist
chances for exploitation much higher than the Bureau had done in its own
“writings. INR cou]d clarify differences, but also sharpen them by stating
its position separately in a fodtnote to the NIE, or it could by comoromising
induce others to compromise and so edge them toward its view. The path of
compromise proved here, and at other times, to be an effective way of
bringing about chénges in the general consensus. Its drawbacks are that it
muffles actual differences at the time when they may be most relevant to
operations, and that it relies on a process of change through adjustments
which is bound to be slow in bringing about extensive alternation in the
Community's basic position.

The Bureau's appraisals were particularly timely during the Buddhist
crisis of 1963, in judging the intensity of the Buddhists' feelings, the
legitimaéy of their claims, and most particularly the unreliability of
the Army as an instrument for suppressing the surprisingly activist
Buddhists. They may have been less accurate in estimating that any of
several possible alternatives to Diem might serve US interests, that
success of Tho and the junta.offered a good prospect of avoiding a military
power struggle, and that in that case the counter-insurgency effort would
not suffer a major setback. Thus certain judgments of INR, particularly
on the capacity of the US to control factional conflict after a coup, or
on the ability of the new leadership to work as a coalition and to prevent

a polarization of domestic politics, were to prove itl-founded. In
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particular, its cxpecfations that the civil-military combination behind the
coup would act with self-restraint reflected a serious underestimation of
the strength and will of the military to assume and maintain power in Saigon.

The Minh and Khanh Regimes. The majér misjudgment by the Bureau during

this period stemmed from its belief that Minh, largely by dint of his
popularity, cou}d unite disparate political elements into an effective regime.
Recognizing in 1962 his military talents and potential appeal as a political
leader, INR had observed that Diem's failure to give Minh a position
commensurate with his importance could lead him to join in coup efforts.
Once Minh was in power, the Bureau tended to judge his regime's performance
with optimism. There were reasons for giving him the benefit of the doubt,
since revelations regarding the difficult state of affairs at the end of
1963 reflected honest reporting by the new regime about a general situation
that had developed under Diem--a situation, furthermore, concerning which
Diem's regime had given false or inaccurate reports that made matters seem
better than was actually the case. The Bureau had already judged the
situation to be worse than Diem had reported, so it was not as shaken as
others were by this year-end news. Also, it argued that the regime was
taking thé right steps to re-establish effective government and regain
momentum in the war effort. In these respects it differed markedly from
the judgment expressed in January 1964 by Mr. McCone following his trip

to South Vietnam; he took a most gloomy view of the government's stability

and capacity to maintain the war effort.
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It is difficult to decide which view was more accurate. The INR
approach certainly rested on a deeper historical perspective and a more
comprehensive view of the prevailing situation, in light of its analysis
-of the trends in South Vietnam during Diem's last year. Perhaps, as INR
itself believed, Minh was not in power long enoﬁgh for INR's estimate of
his potential to be given fair trial under reasonable circumstances.

While the success of Khanh's coup that followed so soon reflected poorly

on Minh's capacity for effective and unifying leadership, knowledge of
American dismay over the performance of the Minh-Tho government was also

a critical factor. (The extreme pessimism expressed by the DCI and

Mr. McNamara thus may have had a self-fulfilling force by revealing deep
uncertainty about Minh's fegime.) The same may be said for Minh's inability
to regain power during Khanh's era of rule: for, although his failure to
capitalize on Khanh's lack of po]itical‘support and an adequate power base
testified to Minh's ineffectiyeness, he also was hindered by the evident
American preference for Premier Khanh.

As to Khanh, the converse could be said of INR's Judgment: 1t had
earlier commented on his ineffectiveness as a military commander and now
was quite accurate in depicting his inadequacy as a political leader. The
Jjudgment that he could not constructively reshape a dynamic and revolutionary
situation proved all too sound; INR was correct in its military judgmént
as well, and soon observed that the counter-insurgency situation was
worsening as Khanh failed to revive momentum in the war. On the other

hand, for most of 1964 the Bureau underestimated the tenacity with which
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The New Political Atmosphere in the South. Since the Bureau felt that

Minh was a more popular leader than Khanh, it traced much of the political
instability of mid-1964 to Khanh's effort to discredit Minh. In effect it
‘judged correctly when it arqued that Minh's presence in the regime was
essential to Khanh's own political survival; but it erred in concluding
that Khanh would recognize this fact and endure his colleague's presence.
INR was therefore surprised by Khanh's effort to exile Minh, and his
success in doing so. However, INR had correctly predicted that under
these circumstances the Khanh regime would become increasingly unstable;
in fact, it did not last more than another half year.

i On a broader political canvas, the Bureau performed a notable service
in setting the political turmoil of this period in a useful historical and
ideological setting. It noted that, after decades of suppression, a
genuinely revolutionary political atmosphere -- and one that was truly
non-Communist -- followed the coup against Diem. It felt that there were
important constructive and positive aspects inherent in this seeming1y
chaotic situation--in particular, thgt the disorder had to be measured
against growth of a sense of national identity and greater popular
involvement in the political process. These trends, it observed, contained
the seeds of the genuine political development so necessary for effective
prosecution of the war. It was in this setting that INR found Khanh
particularly wanting. If it overestimated Minh, who was out of power, it
at least provided a sobering balance to officers in the US government who

( saw in Khanh's appearance of incisiveness and alleged commitment to action

the makings of an effective national leader. In the Bureau's judgment,
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Khanh could neither broaden his regime effectively nor deal with the
upsurge in strong pdpu]ar sentiment; instead, his policies generated
greater tension and added to the factionalism that was‘growing throughout
the country.

However, INR was also aware of how fragmented these interest groups
were. The Bureau repreatedly observed that the great flaw in their insistence
on participation in government was their disposition to use power essentially
to foster or protect their owh interests, and to give 1ittle thought to
the needs of the nation as a whole. Still, it saw in this resurgence of
popular interest, however disruptive it might be at first, a long, if early,
step toward the political integration of this beleaguered state. In this

context, it accurately perceived both the potential and the danger in the

grouping of military and Buddhists that finally overthrew Khanh in February 196E.

It signalled the possibility that a coa]%tion of civilians and military
might make a more cooperative approach to government; but it also warned that
the Teaders in both camps were still all too prone to sacrifice political
stability for pefsona] power. In short, the Bureau took the position that
a genuine non-Communist social and political revolution was emerging and
was now extending itself beyond the environs of Saigon, with great
constructive potential--but of a sort not conducivé to orderly or responsible
government in the short run.

The implications for policy were that the US would derive maximum
benefit from keeping both tracks open, with contacts to both the established

and the upcoming forces, thus giving the country its best chance for political
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