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ABSTRACT

Only a fraction of armed forces in Vietnam made the “other war” — the war for
hearts and minds — their primary struggle. These were the U.S. Marines comprising the
Combined Action Platoons, who lived and worked in individual hamlets, trained local
security forces, made civic improvements, and sought to secure the war’s objectives on
the lowest community level. The program’s scope and achievements were limited; while
85,000 Marines occupied Vietnam at the conflict’s apogee, CAP Marines never
numbered more than 2,500. However, in an age of renewed interest in “small wars” and
pacification, the CAP program is a remarkable subject of study.

This study re-examines the CAP program with two basic goals. First, it argues
that the program represented a departure from the U.S. government’s conventional
wisdom regarding pacification and counterinsurgency operations, and this departure was
consistent with the Marines’ institutional traditions of flexibility, non-conformity and
strategic innovation. The Marine Corps’ identity as an army-navy hybrid gave it a
starring role in America’s so-called “small wars” of pacification abroad; its diminutive
size allowed members to put a premium on open thought and political involvement that is
rare in most military institutions. Grounded in these Marine traditions, the CAP program
originated as an act of insubordination — as military innovation almost always does.

Second, this study examines the CAP program’s potential exportability, its
resemblance to modern counterparts in Iraq and Afghanistan, and its grand strategic
implications. The Marines’ experience in Vietnam suggests that while the CAP concept
marks a significant advance in counterinsurgent theory, it still assumes a long, expensive
occupation that carries numerous caveats as well as large — and largely predictable —
risks. These risks limit the usefulness of combined action to selected political and
geographical ground states: it is useful in an Afghanistan, but probably not in an Iraq. An
empirically honest understanding of pacification and its hazards can help policymakers
distinguish between justifiable future missions and imprudent, costly gambles. They will
recognize the difference, as B. H. Liddell Hart put it, “between grand strategy and

grandiose stupidity.”



CHAPTER 1

PROLOGUE

“Indeed, to forego aims which are not ‘worth the candle’ is the difference between grand
strategy and grandiose stupidity.”
- B.H. Liddell Hart

“War is God’s way of teaching Americans geography.”

- Ambrose Bierce

More than three decades have passed since the last American soldier left Vietnam,
but America still fights a Vietnam war. Academics, military professionals and laypeople
alike debate the lessons of a conflict that bore so much violence and turmoil without the
courtesy of a clear, decisive outcome. The debate has intensified since the United States
initiated an invasion of Iraq that became an occupation, and that still is, four years later.

Much of the same strategic rhetoric has surfaced today as was popular in the
Vietnam era. Having won the war against Saddam Hussein and his regular army,
America now finds itself embroiled in the “other war.” The fight to make Iraq safe and
stable is cast as a battle for the “hearts and minds” of regular Iraqis and a struggle to
isolate the violent extremists that hide among them. Consequently, pacification
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operations that support counterinsurgent warfare, such as “enclave,” “oil-spot,” or
“SysAdmin” strategies, have become widely fashionable among armchair strategists and
government officials for perhaps the first time since Vietnam.' That conflict’s history is
now combed meticulously for clues and wisdom of pertinence to the modern U.S.

condition.

! See Andrew F. Krepinevich, Jr., “How to Win in Iraq,” Foreign Affairs 84, no. 5 (Sept.-Oct. 2005), 87;
Bruce Hoffman, Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in Iraq, Santa Monica: Rand, 2004, 8; Thomas P.M.
Barnett, Blueprint for Action: A Future Worth Creating, New York: Putnam, 2005.



Yet only a fraction of armed forces in Vietnam made the “other war” their
primary struggle. These were the U.S. Marines comprising the Combined Action
Platoons, who lived and worked in individual hamlets, trained local security forces, made
civic improvements, and sought to secure the war’s objectives on the lowest community
level. The program’s scope and achievements were limited; while 85,000 Marines
occupied Vietnam at the conflict’s apogee, CAP Marines never numbered more than
2,500.2 However, in an age of renewed interest in “small wars” and pacification, the CAP
program is a remarkable subject of study.

Much recent literature exists on the history of the CAP program in Vietnam,
including critical assessments of the program’s capabilities and achievements.? These
studies rarely view the CAP program, especially its inception and evolution, in the
historical context of the Marines’ earlier experiences as adaptive pacifiers — agents of
political and social change abroad — and as military mavericks — outspoken, contentious
critics and innovators on political-military issues. Further, even the newest literature on
CARP fails to critically assess whether the strategy may be exported to varying climes and
places. Considerations above and below the operational level — the cultural, geographical,
and political indicators of success, for example, or the international implications of a
foreign military intervention — are seldom integrated into such studies.

This study re-examines the CAP program with two basic goals. First, it argues
that the program represented a departure from the U.S. government’s conventional
wisdom regarding pacification and counterinsurgency operations, and this departure was
consistent with the Marines’ institutional traditions of flexibility, non-conformity and
strategic innovation. The Marine Corps’ identity as an army-navy hybrid gave it a
starring role in America’s so-called “small wars” of pacification abroad; its diminutive
size allowed members to put a premium on open thought and political involvement that is

rare in most military institutions. This unique combination of experience and esprit de

? Michael A. Hennessy, Strategy in Vietham: The Marines and Revolutionary Warfare in I Corps, 1965-
1972, Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1997, 8; Michael E. Peterson, The Combined Action Platoons: The U.S.
Marines’ Other War in Vietnam, New York: Praeger, 1989, 123.

? See especially Peterson, The Combined Action Platoons. For less scholarly accounts of CAP activities,
see Francis West, The Village, New York: Pocket Books, 1972, and William Corson, The Betrayal, New
York: Ace, 1968.



corps disposed the Marines in Vietnam to tread a new path in counterinsurgency that
accorded with their empirical observations. According to one expert on pacification
before and during Vietnam, “Of all the United States forces the Marine Corps alone made
a serious attempt to achieve permanent and lasting results in their tactical area of
responsibility by seeking to protect the rural population.”4

Second, this study examines the CAP program’s potential exportability, its
resemblance to modern counterparts in Iraq and Afghanistan, and its grand strategic
implications. Revisionist perspectives on Vietnam, advanced by commentators such as
Norman Podhoretz and the Vietnam veterans Harry Summers, Dave Palmer, U.S. Grant
Sharpe, and William Westmoreland, maintain that America’s Vietnam War was
winnable, but the effort was scuttled — either by a political establishment that tied the
military’s hands or by an American public that did not fully understand the war’s
dynamics and was swayed by a “fifth column” of protesters.5 A subset of this revisionist
thesis centers on counterinsurgency efforts like the CAP program: the strategy was
successful, but it was not applied widely enough or long enough with sufficient zeal to
ensure victory.® In fact, this argument is a prologue to a similar contention made today
regarding the “War on Terror,” namely that an institutional return to counterinsurgent
strategy can “win” Iraq and Afghanistan, unless the U.S. “gives up” on the effort.

The Marines’ experience in Vietnam does not fully support this thesis. It suggests
that while the CAP concept marks a significant advance in counterinsurgency, it still
assumes a long, costly occupation that carries numerous caveats as well as large — and
largely predictable — risks. These risks limit the usefulness of combined action to selected
political and geographical ground states: it is useful in an Afghanistan, but probably not
in an Iraq. Consequently, even as the modern Marine Corps studies and refines
pacification operations, many Marines reject the revisionists’ argument for pacification as
a panacea and counsel] against an over-reliance on military intervention to solve political

problems. An empirically honest understanding of pacification and its hazards can help

* Sir Robert Thompson, in Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam, 172.
5 Marc Jason Gilbert, ed., Why the North Won the Vietnam War, New York: Palgrave, 2002, 5.

8 See Krepinevich, The Army in Vietnham, and Richard Hunt, Pacification: The American Struggle for
Vietnam’s Hearts and Minds, Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1995.



policymakers distinguish between justifiable future missions and imprudent, costly
gambles. They will recognize the difference, as B. H. Liddell Hart put it, “between grand

strategy and grandiose stupidity.”’

" Basil Liddell Hart, Strategy, Washington, D.C..: Praeger, 1967, 204.



CHAPTER 2

THE COUNTERINSURGENCY ERA

At 10 a.m. on June 6™, 1962, President John F. Kennedy ascended a stage in the
field house at West Point to deliver a commencement message to the United States
Military Academy’s senior class. It was the eighteenth anniversary of the Allied landing
at Normandy, and the Navy war veteran sensed concern among the cadets that they had
missed the golden days of soldiering. The war against fascism was over, and the war
against communism seemed to demand more technicians, not tacticians. The members of
West Point’s Corps saw modern combat as a matter for national leaders with red
telephones and launch codes, removed from a battlefield. Stockpiles of nuclear-tipped
missiles had rendered their profession obsolete.

“Nothing could be further from the truth,” their commander in chief told them.
Like their fathers, uncles, and older brothers, the class of 1962’s generation had a calling:

The graduates of West Point, the Naval Academy, and the Air Academy

[sic] in the next ten years will have the greatest opportunity for the defense

of freedom that this Academy's graduates have ever had... for we now

know that it is wholly misleading to call this “the nuclear age,” or to say

that our security rests only on the doctrine of massive retaliation.®
“Massive retaliation,” the idea that Soviet aggression could be deterred by the threat of a
U.S. nuclear counterattack, seemed adequate to prevent an atomic first strike or a large-
scale offensive on the European land mass. But there was a chink in the nuclear armor: it
could not ensure adequate “containment” of the communist threat.

Who in the world could reasonably believe that America’s leaders would risk
global Armageddon if the Soviets made a move to dominate Malaya, or Guatemala, or

Vietnam? After the Second World War, peoples in these and other nations were

8 John F. Kennedy, “Remarks at West Point to the Graduating Class of the U.S. Military Academy, June 6,
1962,” Public Papers of the Presidents.



loosening the shackles of imperial dominance and flirting with self-government. None
seemed strategically significant by itself. But each appeared susceptible to penetration by
communist agents. In an era of nuclear parity, “It would seem increasingly likely,” wrote
retired U.S. Army General Maxwell Taylor, “that the dynamism of Communism will...
seek an outlet in the form of aggression with limited objectives.” Without some check on
these ambitions, Taylor feared, the “Free World” would “be exposed to loss through
piecemeal erosion.”

Kennedy briefed the graduating cadets on this situation. The world had seen
plenty of fighting since his PT boat days, and none of it involved nuclear weapons. “This
is another type of war,” the president told them,

new in its intensity, ancient in its origin - war by guerrillas, subversives,

insurgents, assassins, war by ambush instead of by combat; by infiltration,

instead of aggression, seeking victory by eroding and exhausting the
enemy instead of engaging him. It is a form of warfare uniquely adapted to

what has been strangely called “wars of liberation,” to undermine the

efforts of new and poor countries to maintain the freedom that they have

finally achieved. It preys on economic unrest and ethnic conflicts. It
requires... a whole new kind of strategy, a wholly different kind of force,

and therefore a new and wholly different kind of military training.'°
Kennedy had already been thinking about this new strategy for more than a year - since
his inauguration, in fact, when he brought Taylor out of retirement, first as a special
military advisor, then as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Taylor envisioned a
strategy of “flexible response,” which expanded the military’s conventional capabilities
and its suitability for a variety of roles short of all-out war. For Kennedy, such flexibility
translated to resolve.'’ “Any potential aggressor,” he warned in March 1961,

“contemplating an attack on any part of the free world with any kind of weapons,

® Maxwell D. Taylor, “Security Through Deterrence,” in Maxwell Taylor, The Uncertain Trumpet, New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1960, 185.

10 Kennedy, “Remarks.”

! Andrew F. Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam, 28.



conventional or nuclear, must know that our response will be suitable, selective, swift,
and effective.”'?

Vietnam was seen as one such beleaguered corner of the free world. After the
ejection of Japanese forces from the nation after World War I, a struggle had been
waged between indigenous nationalists and French forces attempting to assert control
over their former colony. The natives had established control over Hanoi in 1945 under
Ho Chi Minh, a communist who was rebuffed by France (as well as then-U.S. President
Franklin D. Roosevelt) in his attempts to negotiate independence for the Vietnamese.
From their remaining strongholds in the South, French forces (with ample U.S.
assistance) fought la guerre sans fronts — a war without borders — against Ho’s
revolutionary army, the Viet Minh."?

The French sought victory by attrition, trying to fix the enemy in the open and
annihilate him in a set-piece battle. After a few such costly exchanges, however, the Viet
Minh denied the French further conventional battles, preferring to operate in small units
under cover of night or the canopied jungle. Assassinations and kidnappings, hit-and-run
ambushes, booby traps: each tactic or weapon of the Viet Minh was calculated to
maximize its political and psychological effects, not only upon the enemy, but upon the
native populace as well, with whom it maintained intimate ties. Eventually, the French
were bested even at their own game: once assembled in Dien Bien Phu, a valley ringed
by an impossibly steep ridge, they were shelled mercilessly by Viet Minh battalions who
had carried heavy artillery piece-by-piece up the canyon ridge, a feat the French had
thought impossible.

The French military defeat resulted in a de facto partitioning of Vietnam.
According to a 1954 peace agreement negotiated in Geneva, Ho Chi Minh would retain
power in the north, while the French would depart the south, with nationwide elections to
be held two years later. However, southern officials, now advised by the U.S., foresaw
that the 1956 election would sweep Ho’s communists into power nationwide. In response,

they suspended the elections, formed the Republic of Vietnam (“Government of

12 Kennedy, in Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War, Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University
Press, 1973, 445.

1 Bernard Fall, Street Without Joy, Harrisburg, Pa.: Stackpole, 1961, 15.



Vietnam,” or GVN), installed as its president Ngo Dinh Diem — a former Catholic priest
and ardent anti-communist — and gave him sweeping constitutional powers. He made
haste in alienating Buddhists and peasants while courting the West, laying the
foundations for a “war of national liberation” by the communists, who under Ho in 1960
declared the north a Democratic Republic of Vietnam. That same year, communist
sympathizers in the south established the National Liberation Front (NLF, also
derogatorily called the Viet Cong or VC) to wage an insurgency and focus internal
pressure on Diem’s 1regime.14

South Vietnam’s woes coincided with Kennedy’s general concern over a Soviet
pro-guerrilla strategy. In October 1961 the president sent a mission, led by General
Taylor, to South Vietnam to study ways in which the U.S. might assist the beleaguered
Diem government against the NLF and its sponsors in the north. Upon the mission’s
return, Taylor recommended full-scale political involvement, in the form of economic
and administrative aid, as well as the introduction of an American force of “significant
value.” But Taylor prescribed a surprisingly conventional military approach to the
guerrilla conflict: First, U.S. airpower was needed to boost the mobility of the Army of
the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), which he argued was mired in “static defense.”
Second, he suggested that the ultimate source of the NLF’s “guerrilla aggression” was
North Vietnam and recommended strategic (though non-nuclear, at least) bombing of the
north. He probably perceived these actions as improvements over the French strategy in
the 1945-1954 war; a more mobile ARVN, with U.S. support, he assumed, could canvass
more of Vietnam’s extensive rural territory without ever being pinned down at a Dien
Bien Phu, especially after bombs broke the will of the NLF’s state sponsors.15

Kennedy accepted the spirit of Taylor’s recommendations more than the letter. He
agreed to give South Vietnam more military advisors — a number of whom had assisted
Saigon since the Truman administration — as well as more weapons, aircraft, and public

avowals of support. By the time of Kennedy’s assassination, U.S. government personnel

¥ Weigley, The American Way of War, 456.

B Ibid., 456-8.






