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eriodically, articles in both
the mainstream media and
“blogosphere” have compared
operations in Iraq to previous
U.S. operations in Vietnam. Sometimes,
these articles are written by military ana-
lysts, but more often they are produced by
journalists.! Occasionally, the motivation of
members of the media in seeking similari-
ties seems to have been mostly to discredit
the current U.S. involvement in Southwest

Asia in much the same fashion as did some
members of the media for Southeast Asia

in the late 1960s. Dr. Jeffrey Record and Dr.
Andrew Terrill of the Strategic Studies Insti-
tute, on the other hand, have published an
extensive analysis arguing that a comparison
of the Vietnam War and the Iraq War in

the areas of U.S. military commitment, war
aims, nature and scale of operations, loss
rates, pacification and state-building activi-
ties, role of allies, and domestic political
sustainability reveals more differences than
similarities between the two conflicts.?

Certainly, in one aspect the two con-
flicts are similar, and indeed this similarity
may be said to hold true for all conflicts,
conventional or unconventional: whatever
the time and place, warfare is complex—
that is, a dynamic mix of traditional
combat activities, including pitched battles
between heavily armed, well-organized

whatever the time and place,
warfare is complex

forces and unconventional combat activi-
ties involving smaller units, occurs, while
more often than not simultaneously and
in close proximity, the competing hostile
entities are conducting—and attempting to
disrupt opponents’—governance or nation-
building activities.

Beyond that perhaps “blinding flash
of the obvious” (even if, for many, it unfor-
tunately is not), all who would attempt
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to draw analogies between Vietnam and
current conflicts, or lessons from the former
for application to the latter, would do well
to first read carefully the article “Lessons
of History and Lessons of Vietnam” by
then-Major, now-General, David Petraeus.
Originally published in 1986 but recently
republished in the U.S. Army War Col-
lege’s Parameters, the article begins, “[I]t
is important to recognize that history can
mislead and obfuscate as well as guide and
illuminate. Lessons of the past, in general,
and the lessons of Vietnam, in particular,
contain not only policy-relevant analogies,
but also ambiguities and paradoxes;™ and
concludes, “Study of Vietnam—and of other
historical occurrences—should endeavor to
gain perspective and understanding, rather
than hard and fast lessons that might be
applied too easily without proper reflection
and sufficiently rigorous analysis.™

Keeping that caution in mind, the
remainder of this article attempts to con-
tribute to analytical efforts comparing U.S.
military involvement in Vietnam with that
in Iraq, particularly regarding efforts to
create effective indigenous armed forces
capable of defending the national interests of
a U.S.-supported local government.

Similarities

The major objective in any counterin-
surgency or unconventional type of war is
gaining and then maintaining the support
of the population and not simply attriting
the enemy’s armed forces. Furthermore, it is
of course true that it is difficult to gain and
maintain support of a population unless you
can guarantee a reasonable degree of secu-
rity against hostile acts. Equally true is that
determining and creating the proper balance
among security-focused activities and
population-support activities are no easier
in Southwest Asia today than they were in
Southeast Asia in the 20" century; nor are
they likely to be easy in any future conflict
irrespective of locale. The conduct of war
will remain an art, not a science.

There are other similarities between
former operations in Vietnam and present-
day operations in Iraq. The original U.S.
strategy for each included a focus on
eliminating “incorrect ideologists” within
the existing indigenous armed forces as a
mechanism to help build reliable and effec-
tive armed forces for the U.S.-supported
national government. In Vietnam, the first
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step taken by the United States to create
more reliable armed forces for the South
Vietnamese government was to insist
upon the demobilization of 25 percent of
the existing regular army.” Just as in Iraq
almost five decades later, this proved to be
“an act both psychologically destructive
and detrimental to the combat potential
of the [indigenous] armed forces.” In each
case, subsequent efforts had to be made

to rectify the situation by enticing those
who had been dismissed—in particular,
experienced officers and noncommissioned
officers—to return to the service.” Mean-
while, the enemy also “got a vote” on the

Viet Nam toward that objective may very well
be the most complex problem ever faced by men
in uniform anywhere on earth.*

Unfortunately in Vietnam, America’s
early failure to focus on the population due
to the perceived need to defeat large units
of Ho Chi Minh’s army of North Vietnam
enabled the Viet Cong to become more
deeply entrenched in the 44 provinces of
South Vietnam, firmly establishing shadow
communist cells in the hamlets and vil-
lages. Aiding the Viet Cong and North
Vietnamese effort was the political weakness
of the government in South Vietnam. Thus,

successful counterattacks by the United States and its allies
during Tet in 1968 resulted in the Viet Cong largely ceasing to
exist as a viable fighting force

future course of each conflict, and in both
cases chose to continue hostilities with an
emphasis on guerrilla or insurgency style
combat activities.

The initial U.S. response to this action
by the enemy, in Vietnam in the 20" century
and in Iraq in the 21%, was conducting
traditional kinetic operations with U.S.
forces as the principal way to neutralize the
insurgents. In Vietnam, General William
Westmoreland (U.S. ground commander,
1964-1968) initiated a “big unit” strategy
of attrition. These “body count” or “search
and destroy” U.S. military operations were
expected to establish a secure environ-
ment while simultaneously protecting the
fledgling South Vietnamese armed forces
and allowing them time to develop.® In Iraq,
American generals lacked the large numbers
of troops that Westmoreland was able to call
upon, but nonetheless attempted to use their
available units to hunt down and eliminate
the enemy’s armed elements.’

Eventually, in both Vietnam and Iraq,
American leaders recognized the need to
have the military execute a more population-
centric program over an extended period. As
General Westmoreland stated:

Viet Nam is involved in two simultaneous and
very difficult tasks. Nation building, and fight-
ing a vicious and well-organized enemy. If it
could do either alone, the task would be very
simplified, but it’s got to do both at once. . . . It
won't, can’t reach maturity overnight. Helping

although U.S. units were never defeated in
engagements with the enemy’s large-scale
forces and established an ability to maneu-
ver freely throughout the area of operations,
the overall security situation was not actu-
ally significantly improved for most of the
population of South Vietnam. Similarly

in Iraq, the weaknesses of the new federal
government of Iraq and the shortage of U.S.
forces in country prior to the 2007 surge
meant that enemy forces could always find
a municipality or neighborhood in which it
was fairly safe to base or operate."

After more than 3 years of intensive U.S.
operations in Vietnam, growing dissatisfac-
tion in the United States with the human and
financial cost of the war exploded domesti-
cally when the forces of North Vietnam and
the Viet Cong launched the Tet Offensive,
attacking most of the population centers in
South Vietnam in January-February 1968.
This offensive demonstrated to the American
people that the enemy was not yet defeated, in
contrast to the strategic communication mes-
sages of the Lyndon Johnson administration.
In reality, of course, successful counterattacks
by the United States and its allies during Tet
in 1968 resulted in the Viet Cong largely
ceasing to exist as a viable fighting force and
destroyed the combined enemies’ ability to
wage offensive war for several years. Main-
stream media stories of the day, however,
generally ignored or glossed over those hard-
fought battlefield successes of U.S. and allied
forces, instead focusing on how the Johnson
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administration had deceived the public. The
resultant domestic political turmoil under-
mined the ability to capitalize on the enemy’s
weakened state.

Vietnam Reform: The CORDS Program

Nonetheless, as General Creighton
Abrams (Vice Chief of Staff of the Army
and deputy to General Westmoreland)
took command later in 1968, positive steps
toward greater success began to be taken.
Fully cognizant of the importance of a sup-
portive population for the South Vietnam
government, Abrams aggressively imple-
mented an increasingly effective security
sector reform campaign in the hamlets and
villages. This campaign’s principal—but
not exclusive—focus was on building secu-
rity sector capacity in local forces to defend
areas against residual Viet Cong elements
or small unit actions of the North Vietnam-
ese Army (NVA).

Furthermore, in order to create a
more effective and coordinated whole-
of-government approach, the military’s
security sector reform and civilian devel-
opment programs were combined under
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USAID military
member inoculate:

again

one command, called the Civil Operations
and Revolutionary Development Support
(CORDS) program. The CORDS concept
was instigated by National Security
Advisor Robert Komer; upon its adoption
he was assigned as a deputy to Abrams spe-
cifically to implement the program, to help
ensure military and civilian unity of effort
during execution.'?

Although similar to France’s sections
administratives spécialisées (SAS)" program
during its Algerian experience a decade
earlier, CORDS was both a much larger and
a more diversified program. In its time, the
SAS was a groundbreaking concept con-
sisting of small units of primarily French
army officers charged both with restoring
order and with initiating rural development
projects. SAS activities in Algeria included
conducting adult literacy and primary edu-
cation programs, building and repairing the
regional feeder road system, undertaking
local market and irrigation projects, and
initiating a preventive medicine and dispen-
sary program. The SAS effort was credited
with successfully reducing the number of
attacks on French troops."

st cholera, Vietnam,

S

U.S. Information Agency

health team
s refugee

1969

In Vietnam, CORDS coupled the
military and civilian development programs
under one unified command. In addition to
security sector reform, CORDS focused on
infrastructure development and humanitar-
ian assistance and education projects as well
as programs to manage natural resources in
the rural provinces of South Vietnam. For
example, under the auspices of CORDS, the
U.S. Agency for International Development
helped establish numerous schools, hospitals
and health clinics, highways, hydroelectric
plants, and farming cooperatives."” Through
CORDS programs, essential services such as
sanitation, access to clean water and medical
treatment, in addition to assisting farming
practices and road improvements and other
natural resource management activities,
improved the quality of life for the people.
As important, the Regional Force and Pro-
visional Force security elements developed
under CORDS gained acceptance among the
population and their local security activities
subsequently often yielded positive results
beyond expectations. CORDS seemed to
show promise that the South Vietnamese
population might be won over to support of
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U.S. objectives in Southeast Asia and—more
important—of the still weak South Viet-
namese government itself.'¢
Although the entities hostile to the
new Iraqi government and U.S. and coali-
tion forces in Iraq never managed to execute
anything like a full-scale Tet Offensive, they
nonetheless initially succeeded in conduct-
ing episodic violent activities and inflicting
increasing U.S. and Iraqi military and civil-
ian casualties. As in Vietnam, the perceived
inability of American, coalition, and Iraqi
security elements to control and reduce the
level of violence led to an upsurge in U.S.
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domestic political opposition to continuing
the conflict.” The theater strategic response
was also similar, combining increased
population-focused military security efforts
(by both U.S. surge forces and repatriated
indigenous militias) with better coordinated
whole-of-government population support
activities led by combined military and
civilian reconstruction teams advising and
assisting the local governance efforts at mul-
tiple levels."

With respect to creating viable indig-
enous armed forces, even while focusing on
counterguerrilla small unit tactics in training
of local forces, the United States and its allies
in Vietnam simultaneously worked to train
the regular armed forces of South Vietnam
to perform conventional combat operations.
These activities further increased in the late
1969-1971 timeframe as recognition grew
that, while the CORDS strategy might ulti-
mately prevail against the diminished Viet
Cong insurgent threat in the South and asso-
ciated attacks by infiltrated small unit NVA
forces, there still existed a significant conven-
tional threat to the South Vietnamese state
from the potential combined arms maneuver
capabilities of North Vietnam’s large and rea-
sonably modern regular army.”

By the early 1970s, all levels of the
South Vietnamese security forces were dem-
onstrating reasonable effectiveness as coun-
terinsurgency elements; however, despite
significant U.S. training and equipping

leaving only the relatively small number of
50 military and 1,200 civilians assigned to
the Defense Attaché Office in Saigon and
approximately 5,000 American contrac-
tors. Together, these individuals provided
technical assistance essential to the South
Vietnamese armed forces’ modernization
and expansion programs, but were specifi-
cally directed to avoid providing advice on
military operations, tactics, or techniques
of employment.? Still, in 1974, Brigadier
General James L. Collins, Jr., concluded the
Army’s study of the Vietnamization effort by
writing that “the U.S. approach in training
[the ARVN] has been successful.”®

In Irag, due to the unexpected deci-
sion in May 2003 to disband the entire
existing Iragi armed forces,* advisory and
training efforts focused on creating effec-
tive indigenous Iraqi military forces had an
even steeper hill to climb than had been the
case in Vietnam. Initial efforts concentrated
on having civilian contractors train nine
light infantry battalions. It quickly became
apparent that this approach was both insuf-
ficient and ineffective, and April 2004 saw
the establishment of Multi-National Security
Transition Command-Iraq and the transfer
of responsibility for advising and training
to the U.S. Armed Forces. At the same time,
it was recognized that the number of Iragi
troops required was two to eight times greater
than previously thought. Between 2004
and 2007, the mission of U.S. advisors and

U.S. elements advising and training the Iraqi army focused
on creating an effective small-unit counterinsurgency force,
neither equipped nor expected to engage in combined arms

maneuver operations against a conventional enemy

efforts and even actual support activities by
U.S. elements during combat operations, the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN)
units were not consistently successful in
actions against NVA regular forces.? None-
theless, the successful ARVN counterattacks
that reversed the widespread initial gains of
the NVA during the April 1972 conventional
Easter Offensive* helped convince the
North Vietnamese government to agree to
the terms for a ceasefire in the war, signed
in January 1973. In accordance with the
terms of that agreement, all U.S. combat
forces and military advisory teams were
withdrawn from Vietnam within 60 days,
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trainers was to get Iraqi soldiers and units
certified as quickly as possible so that they
could accompany and then replace U.S. or
coalition organizations on strike operations
against insurgents, in support of the objective
of allowing coalition and U.S. forces to stand
down and withdraw from Iraq. As had been
true in Vietnam, the results of this approach
varied—some Iraqi units performed well and
others performed poorly—and the enemy was
generally able to adapt his activities.”

In January 2007, President George W.
Bush announced his decision to surge addi-
tional U.S. forces into Iraq, and the newly
appointed U.S. commander, General David

Petraeus, simultaneously emphasized the
need to protect the population.?® The focus
for both U.S. combat elements and Iraqi
forces became counterinsurgency capabilities
writ large, including the full integration of
other governmental and nongovernmental
lines of effort with military activities. U.S.
elements advising and training the Iraqi
army, which actually had never expended
much effort toward developing traditional
combat capabilities, abandoned those activi-
ties completely and focused solely on creating
an effective small-unit counterinsurgency
force, neither equipped nor expected to
engage in combined arms maneuver opera-
tions against a conventional enemy.

By mid-2010, the situation in Iraq sup-
ported a conclusion that the surge of forces in
2007 and a focus on protecting the popula-
tion succeeded in decreasing the violence
and setting the stage for a U.S. withdrawal of
forces.” At the same time, the advisory and
training effort was able to begin concentrating
at least partially on equipping and preparing
some Iraqi army battalions and brigades for
conventional operations (for example, issuing
M1 Abrams tanks).?® Thus, regarding coun-
tering the enemy insurgent or guerrilla forces,
Iraq in 2011 appears to bear a significant simi-
larity to Vietnam at the time of the American
withdrawal in 1973.

Unfortunately, of course, in 1975 the
North Vietnamese launched a full-scale con-
ventional military invasion of South Vietnam:

On 1 March the [North Vietnamese] 968"
Division attacked several small outposts west
of Pleiku, focusing ARVN attention on the
threat to that city. On 4 March the [North
Vietnamese main] offensive kicked off with an
attack by Regiment 95A which overran several
small ARVN outposts guarding Route 19 in

the Mang Yang Pass, thereby severing ARVN's
main supply route to its forces in the Central
Highlands. Farther east on Route 19 the 3¢
[North Vietnamese] Division launched its own
offensive, making further cuts on this vital road
and tying down the ARVN 22° Division. The
next day the [North Vietnamese] 25" Regi-
ment cut Route 21, the only other road from the
coast to the Highlands, between Ban Me Thuot
and Nha Trang. ARVN forces in the Central
Highlands were now isolated and completely
dependent on aerial resupply.”

On March 10, the NVA attacked Ban
Me Thuot with 12 regiments supported by
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armored, artillery, and engineer units; 32
hours later, the defending ARVN division’s
headquarters was overrun and captured.®
This was conventional combat in every sense,
and success at Ban Me Thuot was followed by
the commitment of additional divisional and
even corps-size elements by the North Viet-
namese across the breadth and depth of South
Vietnam. ARVN leaders were unable to react
effectively to the NVA actions, and, just 55
days after the offensive began, South Vietnam
ceased to exist when columns of NVA tanks
rolled into Saigon.”

Conclusion

While no two wars are ever the same
(rather, each is unique—and certainly this is
the case of Vietnam and Iraq), three impor-
tant insights are readily discernible from the
preceding brief comparison.

First, every conflict requires both
military operations aimed at eliminating
hostile threats and also whole-of-government
activities aimed at establishing or restoring
essential foundations (physical, psychological,
cultural, and moral, among others) of good
governance and civil stability. While it may
be possible—even required—to prioritize
between those two lines of effort, there is
no choice between doing one and doing the
other—both always must be accomplished.
This is because in any operation, whether so-
called traditional combat operations or any of
the many various types of stability operations,
security and protection are always important
to the population at risk. A safe environment
is an essential precursor to reconstruction of
an affected area. If security is not achieved
early and then sustained in any operation,
the second- and third-level effects are usually
disastrous. At the same time, no peaceful
interregnum between conflicts will last long
unless the operations that eliminate direct
hostile actions also are accompanied by activi-
ties that address existing or potential underly-
ing catalysts of future conflict.

Second, and in a similar vein, outside
military advisory and assistance efforts
cannot focus solely on preparing indigenous
armed forces for counterinsurgency activities
on the one hand, or for conventional large-
scale combat operations on the other. Armed
forces must possess both those capabilities
if they are to successfully protect modern
nation-states in the 21*-century national
security environment, just as was required in
the 19" and 20" centuries. An army that can
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do counterinsurgency but not multi-echelon
combined arms maneuver, or vice versa, will
almost certainly discover that its opponent
always chooses to fight the fight for which that
army and that nation are unprepared.

Third, despite perceptions to the con-
trary arising from the difficulties of counter-
insurgency operations, it takes a longer time
and a greater effort for an army to be prepared
to fight on the multi-echeloned, combined
arms maneuver battlefield. This is because the
security operations of the counterinsurgency
conflict are largely prepared and executed by
battalions and companies, and the synchroni-
zation of military activities to conduct those
operations frequently can be accomplished
by headquarters operating from fixed facili-
ties with assets also prepositioned within the
theater. Successful company commanders
can be educated and trained in a few years at
most, and battalion commanders in less than
a decade during actual operations. Multi-
echelon, combined arms maneuver opera-
tions, on the other hand, demand preparation

and execution by multiple brigade-, division-,
and even corps-level commanders, synchro-
nizing the repositioning and application
of diverse elements of combat power being
brought to bear dynamically on the move,
often while the headquarters themselves are
moving to address or avoid specific threats.
Company and battalion commanders still can
be developed and made ready for this type of
combat within relatively short timeframes, but
the skills and abilities required at the higher
(brigade, division, corps) echelons that success
at multi-echelon combined arms maneuver
demands take far longer to develop through
actual experience or experiential education.
Thus, the United States was instrumen-
tal in helping the ARVN become a successful
counterinsurgency force; it even managed
to develop multi-echelon combined arms
fighting capabilities within selected ARVN
battalions and brigades, some of which fought
very effectively during the final offensive of
the Vietnam War in 1975. What the assistance
effort in Vietnam could not do was develop
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truly effective division and corps command-
ers—only extensive education and experien-
tial learning over time regarding the specific
problems associated with multi-echelon, com-
bined arms maneuver can do that. The U.S.
withdrawal in Vietnam came too early for the
ARVN to be fully ready to take on the defense
against a large-scale conventional multi-
echelon combined arms attack. The fate of
the South Vietnamese army in 1975 provides
ample evidence that courageous, battle-tested,
and well-led battalions and companies cannot
overcome the inability of brigade, division,
and corps commanders to visualize and then
synchronize the necessary actions of their dis-
persed commands across a fluid and dynamic
kinetic battlespace.

Today, it appears that the United States
has had reasonable success in Iraq in organiz-
ing, educating, and training indigenous secu-
rity forces to undertake counterinsurgency
and stability operations. This perception is
encouraging discussion of a rapid withdrawal
of all U.S. forces. But while it seems unlikely
that Iraq’s potential enemies will pose a multi-
echelon combined arms maneuver threat in
the immediate future, the same cannot be said
for the longer term. Therefore, withdrawing
U.S. advisors, support, and the possibility
of U.S. intervention with combat capabili-
ties, until at least another decade has passed,
potentially invites a repetition of the “real”
lesson of Vietnam in Southwest Asia.

Similarly, any failure on the part of
the U.S. military to maintain professional
military institutions that can and do focus
their educational and experiential activities
on both counterinsurgency and conventional
combat operations—particularly for senior-
level leaders—would make the risk a global
one. JFQ
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