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FOREWORD
This Study is a final draft submitted to DAMO-SSP in accordance with
the provisiýris of Contract No. DAAG 39-78-C-0120.
The task is to identify and analyze lessons that should be learned
from three decades of US involvement in Vietnam. This is Volume VII of the
Study.
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PREFACE

A.

PERSPECTIVES OF THE STUDY

This volume, The Soldier, is the seventh of an eight-volume study
entitled A Study of Strategic Lessons Learned in Vietnam undertaken by the
BDM Corporation under contract to the US Army. This comprehensive research
effort is aimed at identifying lessons which US military leaders and US
civilian policy makers should have learned or should now be learning f om
the US experience in Vietnam.
Volume I of this study, an examination of the enemy, includes discussions of the DRV leadership and party organization, Communist Vietnamese
goals and strategies, and internal and external channels of support established to aid the North's war effort. Volume II focuses on the Republic of
Vietnam, the country's societal characteristics and problems, its government, and its armed forces. Volume III discusses the global conflict in
which the US involvement occurred, the major historical precedents
influencing US involvement, and the US national-level policy process which
shaped this involvement. Volume IV explores the US domestic scene, including its political and economic components, the role of the media during the
Vietnam conflict, and the extent of domestic support for the war. Volume V
concentrates on the actual planning of the US war effort, examining various
aspects of this effort, including contingency planning, the Pacification
and Vietnamization programs, and the negotiation process.
Volume VI,
Conduct of the War, includes discussions of US intelligence, logistics, and
advisory efforts; US counterinsurgency programs; and ground, air, naval,
and unconventional operations. Finally, Volume VIII discusses, in broad
terms, the results of the war for the United States in terms of domestic,
foreign, and military policies.
This eight-volume study effort is analytical, not historical in
nature. Its focus is primarily military in orientation. The purpose of the
entire eight volumes is not a retelling of the Vietnam conflict, but a
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drawing of lessons and insights of value to present and future US policy
makers, both civilian and military.
B.

METHODOLOGY AND PURPOSE OF VOLUME VII "THE SOLDIER"

The purpose of this volume on The Soldier is to describe in what way
US strategy during the Vietnam period was shaped or affecteq by the characthe American militer of the American soldier and the characteristics
tary system, and to determine whether the average American soldier changed
during the period 1960-1973.
This volume examines the socio-economic background of the soldier and
the personnel policies at the national level that impacted on the conduct
of the war; the most notable of these were the selective service system,
the presidential refusal to mobilize the Reserve Component, and Project
100,000.
Training and indoctrination are analyzed and found to be generally
good but unable in themselves to resolve the serious "people problems" that
haunted the military during the four years of gradual US withdrawal from
Service personnel policies that impacted on
the Republic of Vietnam.
training are evaluated.
Very real

problems

during the Vietnam War.

in the area of leadership and ethNics

surfaced

Shortcomings in these vital ýreas had an impact on

the morale and discipline of the troops, although other factors beyond the
control of the military services also had an important influence. This
volume shows, however, that the services were far too slow in recognizing
and adjusting to outside influences. The danger lies in.the possibility
that some senior personnel will refuse now to recognize what real changes
have occurred and may still be occurring.
Racial tensions surfaced in the ranks of US forces in Vietnam and
elsewhere during the period I3$O-1973. Their comparatively minor impact on
combat operations is discussed, as is the impact on non-combat functions
deriving from the otherwise pervasive influence of real and perceived
inequities in treatment accorded racial minorities during the period,
Vietnam, the United States, and elsewhere.

in
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:surfaced

Drug abuse, including alcohol abuse, which was and is the more widespread and serious problem within this category, is examined, using various
research data accumulated by social scientists, congressional invwtigations, and the US Armed Forces.
Soldiers in any war are subjected to stress and a variety of psychological effects. This volume examines the impact of war on the soldier's
mental health, drawing comparisions between psychological problems which
in past conflict with those encountered by the US soldier during
the Vietnam war.
C.

HISTORICAL - CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW OF VOLUME VII

Figure VII-l is a time line showing selected events that are particularly relevant to this volume. It focuses on those significant historical
events which had an impact on the US soldier during the pei-iod 1960-1973.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The chapters of Volume VII, The Soldier, develop a number of key
insights and lessons concerning the US soldier during the years 1960-1973.
These insights highlight a broad and diverse array of soldier-related
problems and policies that developed in the years of the United States'
combat role in Indochina. The insights are specific, focusing on the major
themes discussed in the chapters of volume, including personnel policies
and problems, racial discrimination, drug abuse, leadership quality, and
careerism. The accompanying lessons, in contrast, while derived from the
US soldier's experiences in Vietnam, are more general in tone, with wideiapplicatien and greater interest to US military leaders and plannoes.
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INSIGHTS
Socio-Economic
*
Background,
Personnel Policies,
aiad the Individual
Soldier

*

0

a

During the Vietnam War, successive administrations
were reluctant to publicize "bad news" of any sort
and attempted to minimize the domestic demands of
the Vietnam policy. Thus the public, increasingly
attached to its burgeoning comfort, was poorly
prepared and often not very willing to make the
necessary sacrifices for even a "limited" war
effort. P=-onnel policies reflected this situation, and the poorer, poorly educated combat
soldier whom these policies tended to generate
bore the brunt of the fighting.
The Selective Service System demonstrated serious
and inequitable flaws in its application to the
Vietnam War. For example, failure to mobilize the
National Guard and Reserves made the Reserves a
haven for legal draft avoidance. The Reservs component's authorized strength swelled during the
Vietnam War, but since abolition of the draft and
reliance on the "All-Volunteer Service," the
Reserve component has been depleted seriously,
resulting, in 1979, in approximately a 50 percent
shortfall in the minimal recruitment requirement
at a time when regular enlistments are falling off
sharply, particularly in ground combat forces.
Project 100,000 and other social programs placed
an inordinate burden on the military services,
particularly the Army and Marine Corps which had
to field combat soldiers. The burden was felt in
the basic and advanced training centers, but its
greatest impact was in the area of military discipline and courts-martial.
Earlier studies had
indicated the unsuitability of men such as those
recruited under Project 100,000.
De facto personnel policies allowed massive draft
aoi-ance which tended to favor the already more
privileged members of society and caused resentment among many of those who did serve, causing
morale, leadership, and disciplinary problems.

EX-2
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LESSONS
Major and long-term changes occurred in public
attitudes during the Vietnam War, most of which
initially were not directly related to the hnstilities but which were accelerated or amplified
because of the war. Military authorities must
keep apprised of and understand societal changes
if they expect to achieve optimum efficiency in
commanding new personnel and in personnel policy
management.
The political parameters constraining military
policy decisions must be fully understood if
either of them is to be controlled to any extent.
If political parameters prove inflexible, military
means and/or ends must be adjusted accordingly.
Together political and military
limits define the

"realm of the possible" for futu.e policies.

[
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INSIGHTS
Training and
Indoctrination

*

*

Despite many obvious shortcomings, the Army's
training effort during the Vietnam War was a
remarkable and comprehensive effort, accomplished
without mobilizing the Reserve assets.
The BCT, AIT, basic officer, and the scores of
specialist schools in the Army training system
were generally responsive to requirements worldwide and particularly to requirements in Vietnam.
Lessons learned in combat were fed into the system, with varying degrees of success in lesson
F.ssimilation.

*

0

*

a

•

Units that trained and deployed as units generally
performed far better than those in which personnel
were assigned as individuals. The "train and
retain" concept, while more expensive than one in
which individuals are assigned separately, pays
off in results, and in the long run may prove to
be cheaper owing to the higher calibre of trained
soldiers.
Unit schools are essential, particularly in a
combat zone, and brigade and division levels are
the best equipped to conduct prufessional unit
schools.
The key trainers are company and battalion commanders because of their experience, proximity to
the troops, and the nature of their tactical
r'sponsibilities.
However,
these commanders
require the interest, support, and guidance of
their seniors if they are to ensure the best
possible training and indoctrination of the US
soldier.
The one-year combat tour and the _ix-month command
tour, in vogue during the Vietnam conflict, operated to the detriment of training. Some commanders seemed to believe their short tours
absolved them from the responsibility of resolving
underlying training and leadership deficiencies in
their units. Problems could be left unsolved for
the next commander. This is not an indictment of
the many excellent commanders who served in
Vietnam, but the record does show that there was
a substantiai number of opportunists in command
positions in Vietnam.
The combat efficiency and unit cohesion that -was
evident in the early days of the war, at least
until the post-Tet drawdown began, suggests that
indoctrination was not a serious problem within
the Army at that time. Most divisions conducted
EX-4

V

THE BDM CORPORATION

indoctrination for newly arrived troops which
enhanced their orientation, acclimatization, and
knowledge of the rules of engagement.
Indoctrination programs conducted during 1970-1972
appear to have been ineffective. This was due in
large measure to the changing society and its
impact on the young recruit coupled with antiwar
sentiments expressed by the media and Congress
during the US drawdown. The services were slow to
acknowledge or recognize the changed situation and
to initiate remedial action. Training and indoctrination alone could not be expected to produce
the desired results in combat; however, since
personnel policies often destroyed unit cohesion
through transfers designed to balance individual
rotation dates.
.LESSONS
Training, supervision of training, and teaching
subordinate commanders how to train is a command
responsibility which, if exercised properly, will
produce combat effective units. To carry out this
responsibility, field grade and general officers
must know their business and they must discharge
their training responsibilities aggressively and
enthusiastically.
Changes in formal school curricula tend to be slow
in coming and, therefore, are not always responsive to the changing needs of commanders in the
Unit schools, or in-country training,1
field.
therefore, constitutes the commander's best tool
for influencing the quality and readiness of his
unit. The quality of these schools is in direct
proportion to the experience and ability of the
personnel assigned to run the schools.
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PISIGHTS
Leadership
and Ethics

j.

0

Many factors external to the military created an environment that made leadership and adherence to the
highest ethical standards difficult for even the best
officers.
There were als. factors internal to the
military, but very difficult to change, which created
an institutional bias towards ticket punching, careerism, ethic."
and other aspects of what has been labelled the
"lnew

*

The leadership task confronted by Army officers became
overwhelming when their subordinates equated them with
the war effort, which, as time went on, hecame moreand-more manifestly futile.
The lack of unit cohesion caused by the six-month
command tour, inter-unit transfers to achieve rotationdate balances, and the individual rather than unit
replacement, militated not only against primary-group
identification and ties, but against the creation and
maintenance of a healthy relationship between commanders and their troops.
The problem of decreasing officer and NCO quality was a
serious and possibly insoluble problem. Recruitment
efforts can be upgraded and training procedures
improved, but public support is essential to the availability of a willing manpower pool and the development
of high quality, ethical leaders.

*

*

LESSONS
Some accommodation must be reached between the inevitably bureaucratic nature of the armed forces and the
imperatives that have developed for success within
these bureaucracies. In particular, phenomena such as
the "can-do" ethic ai.d the "zero-defect" syndrome must
be recognized as prevalent in the US military but somehow they must be kept from becoming career-related
obsessions that undermine professional ethics.
The relationship between the existence of high standards of leadership and ethics and the political envi- i
ronment in which military operations are conducted must
always be remembered. There are limits to the survivability of evin the healthiest institutions in a nonsupportive environment.

EX-6
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INSIGHTS
Morale ana
Discipline

*

*

There is a great variety of evidence available to
indicate the existence of morale and discipline problems among US forces in Vietnam, problems that varied
significantly depending on location, position in the
Armed Forces, specific duties, leadership, and time.
The most important factors adversely affecting morale
and discipline--some old, some new with Vietnam-include factors implicit in the nature of the Vietnam
conflict (such as limited direct-enemy contact and the
psychological stress associated with the sporadic,
unpredictable
mine and booby trap threat, limited
indications of progress and even purpose, antipathy
towards the South Vietnamese, idleness and boredom,
increased contact with visible privilege and other
inequities); flaws or side effects of various personnel
policies; the hypocrisy and frustrations associated
with careerism; problems originating in society; the
perceived inadequacy of civilian support; the intensification of problems brought about by the drawdown;
and, connected with many of these, the gulf or cultural
gap separating leaders from followers--usually draftees
and other non-career personnel from career officers and
NCOs--which made good lkadership particularly difficult
and poor leadership particularly disastrous.

LESSONS
The goals for achieving high levels of morale and
discipline are clearer than the methods for achieving
them, but problems such as the adverse effects of
"opportunistic careerism" or service personnel policies

that impact unfavorably on morale and discipline can

and must be addressed and corrected.
Good training and indoctrination, but more important,
good
leadership,
will usually
morale professional
and discipline
even in adversity;
poor sustain
leadership of itself will hurt or destroy them.
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INSIGHTS
Race Relations

*

Race problems remain in the military today. The
interaction of factors causing or aggravating
racial tensions is so ccmplex that it is next-toimpossible to determine with any certainty the
impact of racial tensions alone on the conduct of
the war and the implications of that impact for
the post-Vietnam military.
0 Racial tensions were rarely overt on combat missions and thus had only a limited impact on combat
effectiveness overall.
In rear areas, where troop concentrations and
boredom sometimes coincided, problems erupted in
which racial tensions sometimes played a role,
even if not always a dominant one. The military,
which was usually not resporsible for generating
the racist feelings, did not always handle the
problem well, though there were significant exceptions to this generalization.
Good leadership
when present, minimized this and other problems.
American troop feelings about the interaction with
the Vietnamese people left room for improvement.
Race seemed to be one factor--the defining factor
if nothing else--in the general resentment that
developed. The problem was no different in any
significant way from that experienced by other
armies in other foreign countries, except in RVN
many US soldiers perceived that the RVNAF were not
fighting their own war and, therefore, they often
were antagonistic in their attitudes and relations
with the RVNAF.

4',,

LESSON
Though the military cannot control racism in
society, it has various avenues of recourse within
its jurisdiction. Effective programs must be, and
must be perceived as being, fair, consistent, and
as having sufficient
teeth" to achieve their
objectives.
The development of good leadership
should be the sine qua non of such programs.
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INSIGHTS
Psychological
Effects

*
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6
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Psychiatric casualties, common to most wars, were also
present in Vietnam but at lower rates than were experienced in World War II and Korea.
A variety of factors affected the incidence of these
casualties.
Some of the factors were not new to
Vietnam--indeed some are very old. The most important
of these is exposure to combat, which includes: the
workings and cohesiveness of the primary group, the
quality of leadership, the age and background of the
combatants, including their pre-existing psychological
problems, the nature of society, and the quality of
training. Other factors affecting mental health which
were unique to or especially significant in Vietnz
include: the operation and effects of the one-year
tour of duty and six-month command tours and related
policies, the nature of the combat (the tactics, the
confusion of enemy and allied personnel and civilians,
the rules of engagement, the nature of the support
system, and so on), the quality of the medical and
psychiatric support systems, and the ready availibility
of drugs, to name some of the more important.
Contrary to the beliefs of many, the impact of the
antiwar movement, while not negligible, seems to have
played only a minor stress-provoking role.
A variety of coping mechanisms were observed in Vietnam
as in other wars.
These included religious faith,
rituals, superstitions, vwrious forms of escapism,
excessive sleep, spending sprees, identification with
an authority figure, fusion with the group, escape into
work, drug or alcohol abuse, humor, reading, and overeating, to name only a few.
Those who failed to
develop effective coping mechanisms or whose mechanisms
were unacceptable were those most likely to need psychiatric assistance.

LESSON
Proper manageme;At of psychological stress in wartime
necessitates a close understanding of both individual
and group psychology and the operation of factors
effecting mental health in general, and more specifically in wartime.
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INSIGHTS
Drug Abuse

*
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The pattern and incidence of drug abuse in Vietnam, was
not markedly different than that encountered by American soldiers worldwide during that same period.
Changing mores and societal atitudes made drug use
generally acceptable among the younger generation at a
time that coincided with increased force commitments to
Vietnam where high-quality drugs were readily available
at very low cost. This combination largely accounts
for the incidence of drug abuse in Vietnam; the drug
problem should have been foreseeable.
Fear of battle or of becoming a casualty war not the
major reason for drug use, as had been assumed by many;
boredom, routine tedium, the desire to "kill time,"
peer pressure, and coping with an unfamiliar physical
and military environment are cited as major reasons for
drug use in Vietnam.
Generally, members of units with lower drug usage
reflected higher esteem for their %nit leaders; these
non-users felt their leaders to be interested in their
personal welfare and helpful to them in fulfilling
their duty assignments.
There is at least circumstantial evidence that very few
soldiers who were actively engaged in combat were under
the influence of drugs; rather, they showed "drug
sense" and avoided its use when exposed to combat
situations. There is, however, very little evidence of
the effects of drugs on combat readiness and performance of combat troops in the field or in exposed fire
bases.
There is substantial evidence of dangeroas levels of
drug use in rear areas and base camps, particularly

after 1970, to a degree that would seriously have

*

0

impaired combat efficiency had those locales been
subjected tc strong enemy attacks. In part, the composite organizational structure and generally relaxed
discipline of major installations in rear areas, contributed to the incidence of disciplinary problems,
including drug abuse.
US officials did not anticipate the nature and extent
of the drug abuse problem, especially its increasing
rate after 1968.
Initiatives at drug education/
orientation programs had little effect because of
failure to understand the basic causes for drug usage
in Vietnam.
The amnesty program and related treatment and rehabilitation programs did succeed in ridding the services of
unrehahilitatives and undesirables. As a consequence
of its failure to anticipate the drug abuse problem,
the Army initially had no effective activity/work
programs to divert potential users from drugs, and the
subsequent response to the drug epidemic in many cases
was "too little, too late."
EX-10

A

I

•

..

. ,. .

...

i

THE: BDM CORPORATION[

LESSONS
To cone with drug abuse problems, leaders of all ages
and grades need to understand the causal nature of the
drug problem. Leaders should not have to learn these
skills by on-the-joh training but rather should be
schooled in the fundamentals of drug abuse and the
means for preventing, detecting, and handling drug
probl ems.

The principal inducement for drug use is boredom, and
boredom can be prevented by intelligent, professional
leaders who know and understand the problem and who
provide meaningful and satisfying work/activities,
opportunities, and recognition to their troops.
A variety of drug abuse detection measures have been
developed, but they have generally been subject to
manipulation by clever drug users. Surprise inspection

and testing has proven to be the best way to uncover
users, but preventing drug use in the first place is
the best tactic, which requires knowledge about the
problem and leadership in dealing with it.
Beating the drug problem cannot be accomplished solely
by the military services; extensive cooperation between
many government agencies is needed at the top level,
and that cooperation must extend down to the lower
operating levels.

EX-l1
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CHAPTER 1
SOCIO-ECONOMIC BACKGROUND, PERSONNEL POLICIES,
AND THE INDIVIDUAL SOLDIER
And who are the young men we are asking to go into
action against such solid odds? You've met them. You
know.
They are the best we have. But they are not
McNamara's sons, or Bundy's. I doubt they're yours.
And they know they're at the end of the pipeline. That
no one cares. They know.
-an anonymous general to correspondent Arthur
Hadley
A.

INTRODUCTION
"Greetings."
To the individual draftee receiving his impersonal call-up letter for

service in Vietnam, tne Selective Service System may well have appeared to
be an arbitrary, inconsistent and ponderous induction machine. Ponderous-perhaps at times. Inconsistent--certainly. But the process was far from
arbitrary, if by arbitrary it is meant that all young men of draft age had
an equal chance of going to, or seeing combat in Vietnam.
Completely blind, arbitrary selection is not necessarily desirable.
Enlistment provides a mechanism for those who are particularly willing to
serve.
Physical and mental ccmpetency tests screen out the unsuitable.
Special talents and skills may legitimately place certain individuals in
special categories. But within these parameters--parameters which must be
set with the utmost caution--fair and equal treatment under the law
behooves a democracy. As General Westmoreland reflected, looking back over
the Vietnam period:
If we go to war, the hardship should be shared by a
There should be no
cross section of our society.
favored group.I/
That the Selective Service System as operated during the Vietnam years
was not arbitrary was, and is, abundantly clear. What has become equally
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clear is that this less-than-complete randorwness was not solely or even
largely based on military imperatives. Indeed, certain personnel policies
were made despite their obvious detriment to military objectives.
The
reasons were clearly political, or more broadly conceived, social. Accommodation of military and political objectives becomes necessary. As Samuel
Huntington has observed:
Every society develops policies for achieving its
foreign and domestic goals. Because implementing these
separate policies requires economic and political
resources, tradeoffs are inevitable. A major focus of
these tradeoffs is military policy, which attempts to
meet the demands made on its strategic component by
foreign policy with material and political resources
supplied its structural component by domestic policy.
American military policy has tended to be warped by
overemphasis on one goal or the other.2/
It was Clausewitz who first drew attention to this major dimension of
strategy. Without the peoples' willingness to support a war, sometimes at
great personal expense, logistical skill and technical competence would not
be enough to achieve victory. As Professor Michael Howard notes:
Military thinkers in the West, extrapolating from their
experience of warfare between industrial states naturally tended to seek a solution to what was essentially
a conflict on the socia, plane either by developing
operational techniques of "counterinsurgency," or in
the technological advantages provided by such developments as helicopters, sensors or "smart" bombs. When
these techniques failed to produce victory, military
leaders, both French and American, complained, as had
German military leaders in 1918, that the war had been
"won" militarily but "lost" polit:cally--as if these
dimensions
were
not
totally
interdependent. 7
(emphasis added.TThus, as Steven Canby observes, "Military manpower procurement alternatives have to satisfy both military requirements ani domestic goals."4/
Seen in context then, the "Selective Service is only a case of an administrative system's reaction to political culture."5/
The problem, of
course, is to determine the proper balance.

1-2
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B.

PERSONNEL POLICIES (MANPOWER PROCUREMENT)

This section deais with those personnel policies most directly related
to manpower procurement. The effects of these policies on the soldier and
the overall war effort, and diszussion of other policies not as closely
related to manpower procurement are discussed in later chapters of this
volume. Here the question is principally limited to who was selected, how,
and why.
1. Background
Military manpower procurement methods had been actively analyzed
and debated for many years before the Vietnam requirements actually tested
reinforced

by her

faith

in

the militia system but was challenged by

problems faced in the Civil War. The unpopularity of federal recruiters
led to the establishment of local draft boards during the Civil War.
Serious discussion of draft policies followed in 1866. The 1917 Selective
Service System was oatterned directly on these recommendations. The system
as constructed was extremely successful and its structure and processes
were partially responsible for its winning of acceptance for conscription.
Since 1917 the system underwent amazingly few substantial changes
until

the introduction

of the all-volunteer Army in 1973.7/

The basic

principle that all young men had an equal obligation to serve unless certain exemption qualifications were met became fairly well established.
The existence of any exemption categories, however, opened up the
possibility of active avoidance in addition to more legitimate disqualification.
In World War II the most common way to avoid military service was
to fail the necessary physical examination. Nationwide, nearly a third of
all registrants

failed this preinduction exam; the failure

high as 50 percent in some parts of the South.

rate went as

Student deferments were

also given, though they were tightened up as the war progressed until they
exempted only those in the most critical fields such as engineering and
medicine. By 1944 m.ale college enrollments had dropped by two thirds from
prewar levels.8/
1-3
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The experience of the United States and other countries during

I
e

the twentieth century led to some new (or the revival of some existent)
concerns. England's lost generation of World War I, it was felt, must not
be repeated.9/
Those who had lived through the second World War had
witnessed the sharp decline in the number of male college students and
young scientists. There was a growing concern that future potential had
been murtgaged for current needs.
These concerns were embodied in the 1948 Selective Service Act.
The G-I Bill helped insure the repopulation of college campuses.

But the

G-I
not have
as far-reaching consequences
as another Btti
policy
TheG-IBill
Bill would
hle
nueterpplto
fcleecmue.
resulting from this concern.

The policy was called "channeling" by the

director (from 1947 to 1969) (and one of the most outspoken advocates) of
the new system, General Lewis B. Hershey. Hershey observed, "we are [not]
so rich in human resources that we can afford deliberately to ignore
opportunities we have to channel people into training and the application
of training."lO/ The decline in postwar military enrollments hurt the case
of those who argued for a system of universal military training.
argument for limited conscription prevailed.ll/

Hershey's

How, then, was a system to be constructed that allowed for the
of talent--and S~development
indeed hopefully encouraged it--while still
applying

as

equally

as possible

to

all

young men?

General

Hershey

envisioned a system that channeled able young people into study or "critical occupations" when they were not absolutely necessary for immediate
military needs.
This he called "pressurized guidance."
It was this
philosophy that helped shape the Selective Service System as embodied in
the 1948 conscription law during ,ost of the Vietnam era. Categories of
persons to be deferred were to be determined by the president. Eighteen
year olds could serve a one-year enlistment, or induction could be avoided
altogether by the service of six years in the reserves. Starting in 1950
college students in the top half of their class could be deferred and were
given four months after graduation to find a job that entitled them to
further deferment. These qualifications changed over time. 12/
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The philosophy had its merits, though in retrospect it has become
relatively easy to observe its flaws. Numerous writers have emphasized the
caution necessary before straying from a truly equal democratic policy.
Canby has observed that the limited conscription of the Selective Service
"sacrificed for presumed necessity ... the fundamental principle of equal
treatment for individuals and for social classes; substituted for this
demc.ratic principle was the elitist principle of differential value to the
state. Such a discriminatory policy can be legitimized in a democracy only
by the doctrine o- necessity and social survival."13/ (Emphasis added)

[

The plan was, in addition, structurally weak.
Deferments justified by "national wealth, safety, and
interest" assumed actual and potential shortage of
skilled manpower. If the nation's resources are underutilized or will never be fully mobilized for national
security, then resources can always be released from
civilian to military purposes. This criterion, therefore, asserts that market forces cannot assure an
adequate supply of skills for either full mobilization
or prolonged periods of high military requirements.
Ergo, men (i.e., students) must now be channeled into
skills determined to be in the national interest. The
woaknesses of the argument are in its assumptions
Channeling was devised for a full mobilization strategy
under the special conditions that were perceived in
(1) a temporary shortage of skilled
1950, namely:
personnel caused by World War II's temporary curtailment of new scientific talent and rapidly shifting
technological demands, and (2) large military manpower
demands for the indefinite future. A second critical
assumption was the alleged inadequacy of the market
system to meet scientific manpower demands. Its fallacy is in extending a valid short-run argument into
the long run, where market forces do adjust to shifting
demands.

In short, the criterion of "national wealth, safety,
and interest" which has been an underpinning of the
American draft system, is analytically invalid except
during full mobilization or under very special circumstances.14/
The execution

of the plan was flawed as well.

Insufficient

incentives and regulations meant that lawful avoidance was not necessarily
1-5
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channeled into critical occupations.
The Selective Service System was
never able to locate and plug the myriad of misused legal and illegal
loopholes used by many people to escape the demands of the system. As one
observer noted:
... the draft did little to 'channel' a generation of
draft-age men in directions that served the national
interest. Instead, it created distortion, dislocation,
and above all, class discrimination. This cannot be
blamed on General Hershey alone; he was merely the mitt
vocal advocate of a manpower policy deeply rooted in
American history. 15/
As the Marshall commission stated,

"without the justification of

being in the national interest, the justification originally intended,
student deferments have become the occasion of serious inequity."16/ And .'
Harvard study group concluded, "The economic benefits of discrimination
among young men are modest,
benefit. "17/

and largely confined to the young men who

Deferment categories became established, however. Enough enlistments and reserve call-ups were available during the Korean War to allow
this system to continue in its essential format. Lobbies of sorts protected their deferment categories. As General Hershey recalled, "Business
was all over my back, agriculture wanted this that and the other thing, and
education wanted their PhD's."18/
Despite deferment options, college
student participation in Korea was roughly proportional to their number.
The main criticism of the Selective Service Systems seemed to be that
physical examination standards were unrealistically high and excluded too
many potential servicemen.
After the Korean War the most significant challenge to the Selective Service System seemed to be the need to find enough categories to
defer in order to control the size of the rapidly expanding 1-A pool, as
the baby boom babies reached draft age. A June 30, 1966 study on the draft
by the Department of Defense observed:

1-6
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A principal problem affecting the operation of the
draft system in the past has been the growing supply of
draft-age men in relation to military requirements. A
decade ago, only 1,150,000 men were reaching age 18.
In 1965, the number of 18-year olds had increased by
50% to more than 1,700,000.
This trend will continue
into the coming decade; by 1974 the number of men
reaching draft age will total more than 2,100,000--over
80% above the 1955 level.19/
Policy demanded that virtually all
induction ought to serve or be channeled, or
obligation would suffer. Deferments were
When even this did not entirely alleviate

those qualified for immediate
the idea of universal national
extended to include fathers.
the problem, General Hershey

persuaded President Kennedy to put all married men in a special lowpriority 1-A category. By 1966 hardship, fatherhood, and marital deferments outnumbered student deferments by nearly two to one.
The escalation of the Vietnam War meant retrenchment would be
necessary from this liberal exemption and deferment policy.
(See
Figure 1-1).20/
The occupational deferment loophole was tightened.
Married and graduate deferments were rarely issued, though old deferments
in these categories were honored.
Fatherhood deferments were limited to
those who had not already been given student deferments. Emphasis on good
grades was restored as a qualification for student deferments. Ultimate
decision on deferments was left to the individual draft boards, of which
there were about 4,000, so that standards were far from uniform.21/ Thus,
as one draftboard member observed, the system was "sort of like an
accordian. Sometimes you stretch it out and get generous with deferments
and then other times you squeeze it up tight. "22/
2.

Political Parameters
This then is a general description of the system ivailaule to the
president for generating servicemen for Vietnam. In certain ways it suited
the demands made on it, but President Johnson, in particular, faced a peculiar situation that would require him to make some new demands on the
system.
:

g.

V
Iri

For Americans the Vietnam War was a limited war. Despite the
expenditure of a colossal amount of money and the eventual commitment of
1-7
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over half a million troops, mobilization remained far from total. Only two
miflion of the 27 million American males eligible for draft registration
during the Vietnam War years ever served in Vietnam. The small percentage
that served is illustrative of the limited impact of the war, but it was in
the president's interest to make the war appear even more limited than it
actual ly was.

Unfortunately for the president, the war coincided with a period

of significant domestic expenditure. As he told his cabinet in mid-July
1965, it had been "the most productive and most historic week in Washington
during this century." As one longtime observer noted:
He was exaggerating, but less than he often did. He
was thinking of the Medicare and voting-rights bills,T
both near final passage in Congress, and more generally
of the major pieces of legislation he had either
already succeeded in persuading Congress to pass or
else knew from his long experience would pass soon:
the tax cut, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Economic
Opportunity Act, the pioneer Elementary and Secondary
Education Act, and the rest. It was, Tom Wicker cornmented a few weeks later in the New York Times, a more
substant, al record of reform legislation than most
presidents put behind them in two full terms, and it
had been done in a bare eighteen months. 23/
In these suc esses the president had much cause for rejoicing,
I

but he also had a few reasons to worry.

As an attuned alumnus of Congress

he was well aware of the siguis of flagging interest in this ambitious and
expensive domestic program, and as Commander in Chief he was aware of what
he called "the lowering cloud of Vietnam." Appropriation requests for the
war had skyrocketed from $1,00 million for the 1964 fiscal year to over $14
billion in the combined August-January requests of fiscal year 1965. As
Johnson himself ýut it later, "two streams in our national life converged--the dream of a Great Society at home and the inescapable demarnds of

But, as he observed on
our obligations halfway around the world."
January 12, 1966, "1 believe that we can continue the Great Society while
we fight in Vietnam."

1-9
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To convince the public and himself of this possibility the president had to minimize both the cost and the impact of the war. As his
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara testified before a Congressional
hearing:
... there are many things, many prices we pay for the
war in Vietnam, some heavy prices indeed, but in my
opinion one of them is not a strain on our economy.24/
In one sense McNamara was right. There was enough money for both guns and
butter, but the money was in the private sector; there was not enough money
in the federal budget, unless taxes were raised. And taxes were cut.
Indeed taxes had been cut twice, first by Kennedy with the
investment credit of 1962--allowing corporate profits to double between
1961 and 1966--and then by the tax cut proposed 'under Kennedy and passed
under Johnson. By 1966 the percentage of GNP taken by-.taxation had fallen
by over 28 percent from that taken during the Eisenhower years. Had
taxation simply been continued at the rates of the Eisenhower years it
would have yielded an additional 25 billion dollars during the Vietnam
In 1968 Johnson was finally able to get through
period (through 1969).
Congress a ten percent tax surcharge to help finance increased military
expenditures, but only after agreeing to cut six billion dollars from the
domestic budget.
Congress' reluctance to endorse the fiscal policies necessary for
sustaining both the war and the Great Society reflected the growing restlessness of the people, and particularly blue-collar workers, with the
economic situation in general and the administration's anti-poverty proTo Congress, the expense of Johnson's domestic
grams in particular.
programs coupled with the cost of US committments abroad had become
politically untenable. Kennedy's stirring, popular words, "We shall pay
any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship..." were less popular when
translated into their functional equivalents: taxes, military commitment
and casualties. The American public did not want to make these sacrifices,
neither did they want to give up the prosperity that seemed so effortless
during the postwar boom. Yet they wanted as well the expensive interventionist foreign policy developed after the war. As Leslie Gelb observed,

hi

1-10

---

~

-~

,M

THE BDMV CORPORATION

the rhetoric of succeeding presidents downplaying the problem in Vietnam
set in the public's mind:
the belief that the president would ensure that the
threatened nation did not fall into Communist hands-although without the anticipation of sacrificing American lives.25/
Many Americans had grown used to having their cake and eating it too.
unusual time was passing.
3.
The Systemri in Operation

2

How were procurement policies to
direct consequence was Johnson's decision,
of the war, not to call up the National
would have been tacitly to admit that the
limited war it was being pictured as and
administer the important domestic programs

This

be squared with this mood? One
at least during the early years
Guard or reservists. To do so
conflict in Vietnam was not the
that it would be difficult to
in the face of such a war. When

compared with the regular forces, guardsmen and reservists were better
educated, better connected, and better off, and their mobilization would
have been more likely to create a fuss and increase opposition to the war.
Here was a clear case of political and military needs clashing.
As Kinnard observed:
Whatever the legacy of Berlin, jCS and ,ervwce Southeast Asia contingency plans definitely were basqd on
the call-up of the Reserves. For example, the Army's
active force structure was uniquely oriented toward
combat units; hence many logistic units existed principally in the Reserves. Again, the plans called for
mobilizing Reserve training divisions to train new
recruits for the Army, this freeing the Active Army
Training Center cadres for reassignment. Many other
examples could be cited, but the point is that
contingency planning viewed the Army Active and
Reserves as one force, and war plans were drawn

'ccordingly.T26/-(Erphasis

a-dded.

Poor communication of intentions
military aggravated the problem.

by the administration to the

General Donald V. Bennett, as Director of
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Strategic Plans, Joint Staff on Mobilization, proposed to the Secretary of
Defense on July 15, 1965, that a number of divisions and other support were
needed in Vietnam. As he recalls,
We had about a week to work on it.
We indicated the
kind of mobilization support required. The Secretary

of Defense picked up on it .

.

.

We made quite a strong

point on the requirement of early, partial mobilization
in order to insure an effective force as soon as
possible. All were positive that no one could make a
decision to reinforce Vietnam without a concurrent
decision to mobilize. The President made a TV appearance on 28 July at noon. I was on leave at Hilton
head. The President went through the first part of his
speech. I agreed. The second part was about reinforcement. I knew about that. Then he came to the mobilizatior, pa-t and he said, "
.
and we are going to do
this without mobilizing."
I was probably the most
shocked man in the world.27/
Secretary of Defense McNama,.a did recommend to the President in
July 1965 that 235,000 reservists be called up, but his recommendation was
rejected. 28/
Unless Johnson would have been content with an executive declaration of national emergency allowing for only a -ne-year call-up, a joint
congressional resolution would be necessary for such a mobilization. As a
declared national emergency would constitute a direct challenge to the
administration's low-key approach to the war, the latter alternative was
the only possible choice. It, too, proved to have too many drawbacks in
the president's estimation. In particular Johnson did not relish a congressional debate on the war or the institution of any new congressional
controls. As Doris Kearns observed, "By refusing to callup the reserves or
ask Congress for ar acknowledgement or acceptance of the war, Johnson
believed he could keep the levers of control in his hands."29/

I
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Even had congress readily approved the reques4,

I

the attention

drawn to the mobilization could only highlight the war effort.30/
Kinnard observed,

As

The decision not to call up the Reserves, as McNamara
had recommended, was obviously a political one.... the
announcement caught much of the Armed Services leadership by surprise.
In Fort Lewis, Washington, for
example, the post was already readying barracks for the
arrival of the Reserves.31/
Military pressure to call up the reserves did not end with the
Johnson decision of July 28 to rely on increased draft quotas. Westmoreland felt that mobilization would convey a political-military message to

I

the enemy, calling it
an impnrtant factor in the reading of the North Vietnamese and the Chinese with respect to our determination to see the war through. 32/
The withdrawal of equipment from some reserve units to support
regular forces lessened their activation potential. Still the JCS fought
for full mobilization. But domestic political constraints prevailed.
Only after the Pueblo incident, the beginning of the Tet offensive, and the assassination attempt on the life of the President of South
Korea were the JCS successful in winning a limited call-up of 37,000
guardsmen and reservists.
Less than half were sent to Vietnam, and no
other reserves were called up during the war.
The call-up had its
problems. Due to equipment shortages, personnel problems, and little or no
warning, mobilizet
units required longer-than-expected training times.
Some of Johnson's political fears were realized: numerous complaints were
sent by guardsmen to their congressmron, and some units even challenged the
legality of the call-up.33/

1-13

i

4"

77

THE BDM CORPORATION

It should not be surprising,
given this limited call-up, that
a
1966 Pentagon study found that
71 percent of all reservists
were draftmotivated 3 4/--the reserves had
become an acceptable means of
avoidance.
By 1970, it was estimated that
maybe nine out of ten reservists
had joined
to avoid the draft. Res-rve enlistments
fell when draft calls declined.
Another manpower program consonant
with the Johnson
tion's predicament was Project
100,000.35/ This program has administrabeen called
the Defense Department's contribution
to the Johnson Great Society.
In
theory the program was designed
to extend the umbrella of military
training
and education over one segment of America's
underprivileged youth--those in

'II

*'

intelligence Categories IV and
V who would normally
the preenlistment aptitude
been eliminated by
test. This meshed withhave
the already existing
practice of many judges to sentence
social misfits and petty criminals
to
military service as a means
of rehabilitation. 36/ Another
merit of the
program, perhaps its prime merit
to
its
sponsors, was
of the draft quotas with young
by filling part
men of limited abilitythat
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, some of
the pressure from the more vocal
and privileged members of society was
eased.37/ This allowed student
deferments to
be maintained at their current
level.
Recruiting campaigns for Project
100,000 and other similar programs were consciously aimed
at disadvantaged teenagers. This
was a distinct shift in policy from earlier
programs. A post-World War II
study by
Eli Ginzburg stressed the connection
between low intelligence and
poor
performance in the military.38/
High school dropouts were found
to be five
times as likely to perform
badly as those with at least
some college.
Armed Forces Qualification Tests
were developed to screen out
potential
problems. Five intelligence categcries
were established E I those scoring
in Category V were eliminated
from consideration. Men in
this category
became targets of Project 100,000.39/
See Table 1-1.40/
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TABLE 1-1.

ACCESSIONS BY MENTAL GROUP, ENTRY MODE, AND SERVICE BRANCH,
1966

AFQT
(Mental group,
score, and expected percent)
I (93-I00)
II (65-92)
III (31-64)
IV (10-30)

7%
28%
34%
21%

Enl i stees

Draftees

Total
Enlistees

Army

4.8%
27.3
42.8
23.2

8.2%
38.8
40.1
12.9

8.0%
32.9
37.8
21.3

Administrative
Acceptees: (9-0) 10% 1.9
TOTAL
100.0%

Navy

Marines

Air
Force

10.0%
49.7
36.1
4.2

5.6%
34.0
47.2
13.2

8.4%
41.5
42.2
7.9

100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Other programs in addition to Project 100,000 concentrated on
those from Categories IV and V.41/ At one Oakland, California office 120
of the 125 recruitc were from lower class neighborhoods, 90 percent were
from Category IV or lower, many had police records and most were black or
Hispanic.
Peter Barnes in his book Pawns 42/ quotes one white Marine
recruiter as saying "We use their language...we say 'man'...we even call
caps 'pigs'." Between 1966 and 1968 Project 100,000 brought in 240,000
recruits.
Of the Category IV troops, 75 percent came from low income
backgrounds, over 80 percent were high school dropouts and half had IQs of
less than 85. Over 40 percent received combat-related assignments. This
assignment practice was reinforced by the view of some officers that low IQ
troops made good fighting men. As one officer commented, he would "prefer
a company of riflemen with fifth-grade educations over a company of college
men anytime."43/!__

However, as will be detailed in Chapter 4, troops from Project
100,000 afid similar programs caused serious disciplinary problems as well.
and such programs were phased out.42/ Fewer were recruited and more discharged.

As Baskir and Strauss detail:
the notion of using the armed forces as a part of the
Grsat Society passed with the coming of the Nixon
Administration. Project 100,000 quotas fell to 75,000
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that year, and 50,000 the following year. The proportion of Category IV troops recruited outside Project
100,000 fell at the same rate. The military became
more exacting about the performance of marginal recruits. In 1968, for example, the Marine Corps dropped
less than 7 percent of Category TV soldiers during
basic training; by 1971, they were discharging almost
half. In 1972, Project 100,000 was officially terminated, and replaced by "New Standards," an equivalent
program geared to the upcoming All-Volunteer Force.45/
By 1975 only six percent of the Armed Forces were in Category IV; this fell
to four percent in 1977.46/
During this time, moreover, appeals courts had been overturning
rulings that sentenced young men to the military. The idea that the
military was an institution for rehabilitation was declining. The institution of the all-volunteer army would bring this practice to a close.
In addition to these official policies, other de facto mechanisms
emerged--amounting to unofficial policies--that affected marpower procurement.
Recruits, and new officers of above-average ability, tended to
see corbat less often than those with lesser talents. As rear-echelon
staffs grew over the course of the 20th century, and as more specialized
skills were needed for troop suppo't, able recruits were selected to fill
these assignments. Conversely, when there was a shortage of combat troops,
replacements would often be selected from the least-productive non-combat
units--for managerial, not punitive reasons--and these units tended to have
a high percentage of low-IQ men from lower socio-economic backgrounds.
Medical exemptions provided a means of avoidance, an out used
primarily by those from higher socio-economic backgrounds.
These exemptions became so popular they were semi-institutionalized in the form of
clinics specializing in pre-draft physicals. They tended to remain the
preserve of the middle classes. As Baskir and Strauss observe:
Many doctors, dentists, and psychiatrists who specialized in draft avoidance now feel a sense of disquiet
about their role during the war. The people they most
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wanted

to help--blacks,

low-income youths,

and con-

scientious war resisters who had been denied CO
status--were rarely the ones who came to see them: The
people we saw were all middle class. It wasn't that
the others didn't have the money.
They just never
thought of going for professional help.47/
The political-military leadership, while aware of this avoidance
mechanism, did not act to end it.48/ This was probably due in part to the
same cautiousness that prevented the Johnson administration from calling up
the reserves. Its effects on the war effort, and particularly on morale,
which can well be imagined, will be detailed in Chapters 3 and 4.49/
Non-registration was the draft avoidance mechanism of the poor.

A risky practice for middle class youths who were more easily traced,
non-registration suited the needs of those who led relatively untraceable
lives, such as migrant workers and some ghetto residents. According to a
Notre Dame survey (for details, see following section) nearly 50 percent of
non-registrants were black, and most had very limited educations.
Some
were non-registrants, no doubt, because they did not know of the registration requirements.
But others were not so innocent, for the survey
discovered that nearly all of black non-registration occurred during the
later phases of the war.

The stories of returning black veterans no doubt

alerted many to the hardships of war.
Another official personnel policy, while not manpower procurement
policy per se,

directly affected the procurement process.

This was the

establishment of the one-year tour of duty and the six-month command tour.
While not a wholly political decision, the policy dovetailed well with
political requirements.
The length of a tour of duty in the US Armed Forces in the twentieth century has varied over time and between the different branches of
During the early stages of US involvement in Vietnam thethe service.
length of tour was not as standardized as it became later; general officers
served 18 months or more, field-grade Army officers might serve a 14-month
tour while their counterparts in the Marines served for 13 months
(shortened from 15 in about 1960, and later shortened to 12). By the time
General Westmoreland arrived in Vietnam the one-year tour of duty policy
1-17
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was fairly well established as was a six-month command tour for officers.
General officers tended to serve similarly short tenures, though their tour
of duty was officially 18 months or more. As Maureen Mylander observed in
her respected book The Generals,
In II Field Force, the most prestigious headquarters
with over one hundred maneuverable battalions at the
"peak of the buildup, generals' tenure averaged 7.6
months. 50/
And Douglas Kinnard notes that of the 183 generals who held command positions in Vietnam, over half served there as generals for less than a year,
and a quarter for less than eight months,51/ this situation being aggravated by promotions, new job requirements and, toward the end, a reduced
force structure.

Many reasons were advanced in support of the one-year tour.

The

climatic conditions in Vietnam made the already numerous burdens of the
combat situation even more wearing. The one-year tour helped boost morale
by giving each man a reasonable goal, an individual light at the end of the
tunnel.
Shorter tours meant that more men could be rotated into Rnd out of
Vietnam, thus spreading the burden of combat and perhaps easing political
pressures on the administration. This in turn might increase the staying
power of the US in a war that was not receiving total public support.
Additional reasons were advanced for the six-month command tour.
Rapid turnover allowed more men to obtain combat experience which, it was
argued, helped produce bettjr staff officers and create a better militarywide understanding of counterinsurgency warfare. Unfortunately the sixmonth tour also happ•:;ed to extend the possibilities for ticket punching.
Worse, competitive young officers from platoon through brigade level were
replaced

after

six months by equally competitive young officers, most
seeking to enhance their military careers through courageous combat leadership. The tired enlisted personnel were left to )mplete their 12-month
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tours under two or more "gung ho" officers.

As Westmoreland observed,

there was no conscious policy of trving to provide as many regular officers as possible an opportunity to get command experience on their records. It
was instead a result of a natural desire of efficient
young officers to hold positions of responsibility, to
meet the challenges of comm;'nd, and a similarly natural
desire of higher commanders to want officers on their
staffs who had had local command experience.52/
Political and military leaders generally agreed that the price
paid--a lack of continuity of experience, limited officer-troops contact,
etc.--for the advantages noted above was significant, but affordable. Many
disagreed.

As LTC David R. Holmes observed:
Extended practical
experience
and rapport with
indigenous counterparts is required to develop an
understanding of the political/psychological character
of paramilitary operations, to maintaiih the quality of
leadership required to uphold appropriate ethical/moral
standards and to acquire the particular small-unit
tactical skills involved in counterinsurgency operations. Counterinsurgency operations cannot, therefore,
be conducted effectively using peacetime-"business a!
u-sual" personnel policies.
Advisers, key noncommissioned officers and commanders--particularly at company and battalion level-should not f? subject to the premature rotation caused
by the short-tour concept. Frequent rest and recuperation--to include respites in the Continental United
States--should be used to provide the required breaks
from battle. The short-tour policy, which often produced command tours as brief as six months, undoubtedly
contributed to the instances of mutiny, corruption,
drug abuse and "fragging." It also probably reinforced
"the "ticket-punching," careerist syndrome still vsible
in today's officer corps. (In fairness, it shr Id be
said that the Army was following or imitating th. "guns
and butter" policies of the national leadership.)53/
(emphasis added)
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Looking back,

General Westmoreland

speculated on the alterna-

tives:
It may be that I erred in Vietnam in insisting on a
one-year tour of duty for other than general officers
as well as enlisted men.
.the
officers were so few
in number that many hac to go back for second, third,
and even fourth tours, so that the disruptiGn of family
life or the threat of it was omniprosent. T wo-years
for all officers, including qaneral officers, with a
short home leave at the end ol the first year would
have reduced the disruption, but such apparent discrimination against officers might have added to the
difficulty of procuring junior officers through officer
candidate school and the ROTC.
Perhaps an eighteenmonth tour for all officers, as was always the case for
general officers, might have been a workable compromise.54/
Some of the effects of the one-year tour cnd the six-month command tour
will be examined in Chapters 3 and 4 along with other pe'sonnel policies
which did not directly affect manpower procurement.
4.

Voluntarism

Thus

far the discussion of manpower procurement policies has
centered largely on the draft and draft avoidance. The Selective Service,
however, was not the sole avenue of manpower procurement; indeed, during
the Vietnam War period nearly four times as many persons enlisted as were
drafted. Of course some of the enlistees were obviously draft-motivated,
out many were not, and thus the mechanism allowing voluntary enlistment
must be considered a very important personnel procurement policy.
The system for procurement by voluntary recruitment consists of
separate, decentralized, and relatively autonomous organizations.
their independence, however, they have many comparable features.

Despite

The great size of the total recruiting effort is indicated by the
fact that, in 1962, 3,368 recruiting stations were staffed by approximately
12,000 military personnel.
Moreover, there are other agencies performing
voluntary recruitment functions that further expand this number. The
military academies attract potential officers. ROTC units act as a locus
for military enlistees on college campuses, and are implicitly part of the
1-20
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system. So are the numerous "in-service" recruiters who are primarily
concerned with re-enlisting already active service personnel.
Finally,
there are the Reserve components whose recruitment activities, although not
related to those of the active services, absorb a large proportion of the
potential enlistees.
Local recruiting personnel share certain characteristics. They
must build up a relationship with the community in which they operate.
Establishing contacts with local public officialý and service clubs is
almost a necessity for effective recruitment.
Above all, they must be
easily accessible.
National media carry their advertising as a public
service, thus reinforcing their message and focusing attention on their
presence.
Promotional material is provided routinely to high school
guidance counselors.

The recruiter reinforces these techniques by main-

taining a competent self-image._55/
TABLE 1-2.

MILITARY PERSONNEL ASSIGNED TO RECRUITING AND
ADMINISTRATION OF RECRUITMENT, 1962

*

SERVICE

OFFICERS

Army
Navy
Marine Corps
Air Force
TOTALS

261
356
85
361
1,063

TABLE 1-3.

ENLISTED MEN
2,751
3,233
1,443
2,734
10,161

TOTAL
3,012
3,589
1,528
3,095
11,224

RECRUITING STATIONS, BY TYPE AND SERVICE

SERVICE
Army
Navy
Marine Corps
Air Force
TOTALS

MAIN

BRANCH

TOTAL

70
40
49

1,148
895
419
756
3,218

1,218
935
459
756
3,368 56/

--

150

efforts helped produce over eight-and-a-half
million enlistees during the Vietnam war. A comparison of enlistees to
These recruiting
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draftees appears

in the following section of this chapter and in later

chapters of this volume.

Icompulsory
S5.

Evaluation

SHow

well did this blend of systems, this meld of voluntary and
service, of political ýnd military requirements, of legal and
illegal--official and unofficial--policies work? The answer, of course,
depends on what criteria are used to judge. As nhted earlier, military
manpower procurement alternatives have to satisfy both miiltary requirements and domestic goals. As Canby notes:
The military goals that Selective Service focused on are
straightforward and stated in the preambles of the various
Universal Military Training and service acts and Selective
Service acts, to wit:
Sec. l(b)... an adequate armed strength must be achieved and
maintained to ensure the security of this nation.
Sec.
l(c)... adequate provision for national
security
requires maximum effort in the fields of scientific research
and development, and the fullest possible utilization of the
nation's technological,
scientific, and other critical
manpower resources. (Emphasis added.)57/
The domestic criteria by which procurement policies may be judged are
harder to agree upon.
The generally acceptable list provided by the
Harvard Study Group on the draft suggests the following:
(1) fairness with respect to who serves;
(2) fairness with respect to conditions of service;
(3)

efficiency in the use of the nation's manpower;

(4)
(5)

efficiency in the use of military manpower within the services,
the satisfaction or resentment of those rejected and those
selected;

-m

n p l t c

n

n p l c

systems on politics and on policy

(6)

the impacts of altr-'native

(7)
(8)
(9)

making;
the impact on race relations, education, and poverty;
the technical workability of alternative systems;
the uncertainty of disru,,tion in the lives of young men;
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(10)
(11)

the career opportunities in the military service; and
matters of conscience, tradition, and law.58/
Even if these criteria are accepted, one is no closer to an
evaluation of a particular system unless some agreement is reached as to
which crite!ria have priority over others and what constitutes fulfillment
Naturally opinions, as well as circumstances, vary
of each criterion.
greatly. In one instance, one alternative may become more attractive than
others. Voluntarism may look good in peacetime but fare poorly at other
times. A lottery system may be attractive during peace or limited wars but
not during full mobilization. There is no rule that only one system may be
used; a sequential or a concomitant use of more than one system might prove
ideal.
There is not space here for a detailed analysis of all the variables. Instead just a few of the benefits of, and difficulties with, the
Selective Service and recruitment systems as practiced during the Vietnam
period will be briefly noted with the dual aim of understanding the system
better and providing some basis for future decisions. Allowance must be
made for simplificatien. Even were a full understanding possible, however,
the lessons provided for the future must be kept in proper perspective,
for, as Roger Little has cautioned, "Historical experience is not al:.ways an

accurate guide for dealing with present realities, and indeed is often used
to defend an obsolete system against the necessity for change. 59/
The voluntary nature of the enlistment and recruiting programs
operating during the Vietnam period tended to help keep them free of some
of the problems that plagued the draft. There was, however, some room for
improvement.

The

decentralized,

little-coordinated

nature

of the many

recruitment mechanisms fostered strong competition. This had some
effects but it also prevented the coordinating of information,
emphasis on common elements among the various branches of the
Potential enlistees viere forced to 'shop around' for information.
was there as much coordination between the recruiting stations
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Seleccive Service System as there could have been. Further, the quota
system placed an emphasis on quantity of recruits rather than quality.
There was little incentive for recruiters to stray from their most lucrative source of recruits--high school youth--to seek those with special
skills. Similar skill shortages would also appear in the All-Volunteer
Army.
Despite tnese difficulties the various enlistment m•echanisms
functioned relatively well during the Vietnam period. Those who had forecast a poor showing of volunteers were gainsayed.
The Selective Service was not so trouble free.
Some of the
inequities of the system have already been noted, particularly those
mechanisms which made draft avoidance or access to the more preferred
aspects of military service more available to the more affluent. Certain
other details deserve mention.
As noted earlier, the concept of the local draft board was of
long standing and received continued support from General Hershey. The
virtue ef the local-board system, it is argued, was that it was more likely
than a centralized system to be able to mesh local needs with national
demands through its understanding of the local situation. However, the
system did not always operate in this ideal fashion.
Since the member's appointment was to a specific board and
his tenure was usually indefinite, composition of the board
usually lagged behind the demograohic characteristics of a
changing community.
Thus, in Chicago, many board members
who were originally appointed when they were South Shore
residents had since moved to North Shore suburbs but still
commuted to their original boards. Meanwhile, the population of these board areas had been markedly changed by the
out-migration of whites to the suburbs and the in-migration
of Negroes from the rural South. Under these conditions the
local board was more likely to be perceived as identified
with the Selective Service System than with the local community...

The validity of the board's decisions on occupational deferments rested on the assumption that at least one member had
adequate knowledge of the occupational structure of the community. However, the complexity of the industrial structure
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of a metropolitan area was such as to minimize the chance
that a board member would have adequate knowledge of a
specific occupation and its relationship to an industry.
Without such knowledge, decisions were more likely to be
made on the
basis of such spurious considerations as the
prestige of the employer or industry in the community, or
the ability to sense the issues to which the board would be
responsive.60/
The Selective Service was successful in its primary aim--it
filled the manpower quotas. This was obviGusly its most important function. However, its ability to produce men when voluntary avenues proved
inadequate meant that there was little p;.'essure and no incentive to pursue
One possible
reform or introduce innovations in personnel practices.
reform might have been the development of a more effective program for
dealing with marginal personnel--marginal as measured on a variety of
scales.
Further, the existence of the assured system of supply meant that
there was a perhaps uadu3 emphasis placed on entrance qualifications at the
expense of longer-range plans, causing some neglect of the most effective
The ending of the draft and the introduction of the All-Volunteer Army for
example, has seen increasing emphasis on such things as job mobility,
career flexibility and rehabilitation programs. Of course, programs such
as these may have less place in a non-volunteer or partially volunteer
military force, but their corrp.ct
fully studied.
These, then, are some of
considered in an evaluation of the
tioned during the Vietnam period.

place and value must at least be carethe conditions and factors that must be
manpower procurement system that funcAn important overall trend in procure-

ment and its possible importance for the future will be noted in the conclusion. First, however, we must turn to the product of this system--this
collection of policies and non-policies--the soldier.
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C.

THE SOLDIER
1.

Was
frethe
did

Draftees and Enlistees
Who was the soldier that this Selective Service machine produced?

he a member of the affluent, ircreasingly colleg.-oriented, troublebut socially aware postwar baby boom that is so often remembered as
Vietnam generation? Chances are he was not. Many of this generation
not care to associate themselves with a war. A Rhodes scholar observed

that
. .. i ,e are certain people who can do more good in a lifetime in
politics or academics or medicine than by getting killed in a trench."61/
"I got a good steady job," a Delaware defense worker said. "I'm making
good money and having a ball every weekend. Why the hell should I want to
go?"62/ A University of Michigan student commented that "... If I lost a
couple of years, it would mean $16,000 to me. I know I sound selfish, but,
by God, I paid $10,000 to get this education."63/
The war did not require that this entire generation be associated
with it.
Only two million of the 27 million male members of this generation served in Vietnam (see Figure 1-2).64/ Many of the remaining 25
million men took active steps to ensure that they were not among those two
million. As noted above, the draft laws and military assignment policies
made this avoidance relatively easy.
The young man who did serve in Vietnam was most likely tu be a
draftee from a low socio-economic family background. Typically, he was
from a rural community, or an inner-city or older neighborhood. He was
less educated than his non-serving contemporaries. He was the same American soldier who had participated in all of the major American wars.65/
The earliest study performed concerning the enlisted soldier in
Vietnam was conducted by Davis and Dolbeare in 1965-6.66/ They found that
only two percent of draftees were college graduates. Many college graduates did volunteer for military service, some inspired by a desire to beat

the draft. College graduates comprised 90 percent of the officer corps-one of the reasons for the student deferment program--but as Davis and
Dolbeare illustrate, college graduates seldom served as combat troops.
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VIETNAM GENERATION

MEN

WOMEN

26,6U,000

26,300,000

ENLISTED
8,720,000

DRAFTED
2.,215,000

SERVED
BEFORE
VIETNAM

SERVED
DURING
VIETNAM

2,320,000

8,615,000

NEVER SERVED
15,980,000

SERVED
IN
VIETNAM

NEVER SERVED
IN
VIETNAM

"2,150,000

6,465,000

4541/78W

Figure 1-2.

The Vietnam Generation in Service
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Another study, an informal survey by the Harvard University
Crimson of 1,200 graduates of the class of 1970, showed that only 56 had
served in the military.6_/
This was contrasted with the several hundred
members of the class of 1941 who performed combat duty during World War II,
and the 35 who died in that war. While data were not provided concerning
the enlistment status (draftee, volunteer or officer) of these Harvard
graduates, the numbers do indicate a decline in military participation by
this particular segment of society.
Another study was prompted by the University of Notre Dame.68/
It sought to determine the likelihood of military service as affected by
different variables. It found that education level affected the probability of military service (Table 1-4). These data are no more conclusive
than the informal Harvard Crimson survey, but they do demonstrate that
college graduates were less likely to perform military service than noncollege graduates.
The most comprehensive examination of Vietnam service was performed hy Badillo and Curry in an investigation of the casualties incurred
by 101 Cook County, Illinois, communities (greater Chicago),69/
They
discovq,'ed that casualties were not related to the military participation
rate of the community, but rather to its socio-economic status O:ne of the
status indicators examined was the education.al hve; of LOe comiwu.iity,
shown in Figure 1-3.70/ They found that an inveyse ,slationship existed
between .iducation and casualties:
more highly educ:ated i4-vidk~als
suffered considerably fewer casualties ;roan did less-educate-i indi'iduals.
They concluded that socio-economic status had little influence on military
participation rates, but that it did affect participation in combat. To
them, the question was not- "who shall serve," but "who shall serve how?"
This dilemma was also aemonstrated in the Notre Dame data presented in
Table 1-4.
A second trait of the combat soldier in Vietnam was his low
income background. Congressman Alvin O'Konski surveyed 100 draftees from
his Wisconsin district.71/ He found that all of them were from families
with an annual income of less than $5,000. The Notre Dame study also examined the family-income levels of Vietnam-era servicemen. It concluded that
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TABLE 1-4.

I

PROBABILITY OF MILITARY SERVICE BY VARIOUS EDUCATION LEVELS
AND BY FAMILY INCOME

MILITARY
SERVICE

VIETNAM
SERVICE

HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUTS
HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES

4,%
45%

18%
21%

14%
17%

COLLEGE GRADUATES

23%

12%

9%

LOW-INCOME
MIDDLE-INCOME

40%
30%

19%
12%

15%
7%

HIGH- INCOME

24%

9%

7%

COMBAT
SERVICE

4ft
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low-family-income soldiers were twice as likely to serve in combat as
middle- or high-family-income soldiers.73/ This relationship is shown in
Table 1-4.74/
In their study of the socin-economic indicators of casualties,
Badillo and Curry found the same relationship developed by Notre Dame.
They examined both family income level and father's occupation for each of
the 101 communities. Their data, presented in Figures 1-4 74/ and 1-5, 75/
demonstrate a similar inverse relationship between income, occupation and
Vietnam casualties as that demonstrated for educational level.
These two traits, less education and low family income, characterized the majority of Vietnam combat troops. These traits, according to
many observers, became morA prevalent over the course of the war.76/
addition, a third trait was frequently ascribed to them:

In

In the average rifle company, the strength was 50% composed
of Negroes, Southwestern Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Guamanians, Nisei and so on.77/
Minorities made up a disproportiouate number of draftees. In
1965 blacks suffered 24 percent of the Vietnam casualties. Through a
concerted program designed to equalize this disproportionate casualty rate
the military decreased the black casualty percentage to nine percent by
1970 (see Figure 1-6).78/ As a result of this policy, blacks suffered 13
percent of the overall ,:asualties incurred in the Vietnam conflict, roughly
in proportion to their percentage of the American population. 79/
Baaiilo and Curry found no correlation between black casualties
and black communities (Figure 1-7).80/

They concluded that black soldiers
tended to possess low education and family-income levels and it was these
socio-economic factors that determined Vietnam participation. Since blacks
and other minorities were over-represented in the lower socio-economic
classes, they tended to be over-represented in the military.81/
Certain differences between enlistees and draftees
observed with sufficient regularity to be generalized.

can
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Enlistees are younger than draftees.
Relatively more of
them are in Armed Forces Qualifications Test mental groups I
and II (as measured by the Armed Forces Qualification Test,
"AFQT"), while draftees score more frequently in mental
groups III and IV. . . At entry only 41 percent of the Army
enlistees, as compared to 53 percent of the draftees, a.e
high school graduates. . . However, an additional 20 percent
of the enlistees are awarded high school equivalency credits
on the basis of the General Educational Development (GED)
test, as compared to only 3 percent of the draftees.
Finally, enlistees are more likely to re-enlist than
draftees, and consequently are the principal source in all
services of permanent cadre personnel with long-range commiitments.82/
2.

Officers
Officers were on the whole from somewhat different backgrounds.
As Moskos observed, "Enlisted men are typically single, high schooltrained, in their early twenties, and from working class backgrounds."
Officers, on the other hand, "are characteristically college-educated,
married men in their early thirties coming from middle class backgrounds.1"83/
When the Vietnam conflict commenced, nearly all officers were
graduates of West Point or an ROTC program. As American involvement
increased, officer strength rose from 110,000 in 1964 to 172,000 in
1969.84/ Some of this 56 percent increase was made up of warrant officer
aviator acquisitions; most of the new officers were made second lieutenants. West Point did expand its output to help fill some of this void.
ROTC output actually declined during this period. The remaining demand was
filled by direct commissions and OCS. Officer demography began to change.
Social influence determined the probability of becoming an offi-cer in the first place. Once commissioned, however, all officers were in
tneory equal. They were to be promoted and assigned because of merit and
qualification.
It was only near the top of the rank structure--with
general officers--that social influence again assumed a more acknowledged
role.
World War II began the destruction of this American military
tradition.
Prior to that war, nearly all officers were West Point
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graduates, but the high influx of ROTC and OCS officers commissioned during
the war lowered the West Point percentage dramatically. In 1973 only 48
percent of the Army's general officers were West Point graduates (see Table

l-5).85/
Throughout the Vietnam period, West Point remained a haven for
military traditionalists.
According to information available in 1972, members of
the student bodies of the academies tended to be from
families whose income fell into the $10,000 to $20,000
a year range.

Twenty percent of the students came from

families with incomes over $20,000 and another 20
percent represented incomes of less than $10,000. In
contrast, about 48 percent of civilian four-year college men (ROTC) indicated that their families' income
ranged form $10,000 and down. Racially, the academies
average about 96 percent white, a greater percentage of
whites than is typical of most civilian colleges.86/
While the percentage of West Point officers in the Army during recent
years has declined because of the influx of ROTC and OCS graduates, their
influence has remained. Figure 1-8 87/ indicates that during the war years
75 percent of the West Pointers remained on active duty beyond their leg.il
commitment; the figure is 50 percent for UCS and 40 percent for ROTC. The
ROTC influence is declining within the Army. Not only are a smaller percentage of ROTC graduates remaining on active duty, but fewer are being
commissioned (see Figure 1-9).88/
Direct commissions are generally reserved for career non-commissioned officers or aviation warrant officers with demonstrated leadership
ability. OCS attracts junior enlisted soldiers. Generally speaking, the
upper middle class is represented by West Point, the middle class by ROTC,
and the working class by OCS and direct commissions. With the declining
ROTC participation rate, the officer corps is beginning to parallel the
social background of the enlisted ranks. West Pointers will continue to
exert an influence greater than their rvCitively small numbers would indicate, but the social background of the average officer will probably
approach that of the average soldier.
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TABLE 1-5.

SOURCE OF
COMMISSION

GENERAL

GENERAL OFFICER SOURCE OF COMMISSION 85/

LIEUTENANT
GENERAL

MAJOR
GENERAL

BRIGADIER
GENERAL

PERCENT

USMA
OCS

9

24
4

83
41

123
72

48.0
23.5

ROTC
USAR
NGUS
USNA

2

17
2
l3

52
4

19
13
1

18.1
3.8
1.0
0.2

1

OTHER
DATA AS OF JUNE 30,

10
1973
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The Vietnam conflict accelerated this conversion. It became extremely
unpopular to be an ROTC student on campus during the late 1960s and early
1970s. Many cadets bowed to this social pressure and dropped out of the
program. Student activists damaged or forced the discontinuation of ROTC
at

some prestigious institutions throughout the country.

As Cortright

documents:
Total college ROTC enroilement dropped from 218,000 in
the 1968 academic year, to 87,807 in 1971-72 and 72,500
in 1972-73.
... From 1969 to 1972, thirty-eight ROTC
units were expelled from college campuses, largely
because of pressure from radical student activists.
The latter -years of the war thus produced an immense
increase in student resistance to the military.89/
The Army did establish new programs to replace those closed down.

Gener-

ally, these were at smaller, poorer colleges where the students tended to
have a lower socio-economic background than at the closed campuses.
Many students had enrolled in ROTC to escape the draft. The prevailing attitude was "If

I have to go,

it

might as well be as an officer."
With the introduction of the draft lottery, most of these students
hurriedly dropped out of the program. It is to tne Army's credit that
students who desired to enroll in ROTC as a result of a low lottery number
were usually denied that opportunity. Thus by the early 1970s, ROTC was
producing officers who wanted to be officers. This probably accounts for
the increase in ROTC retention rates.
Somewhat similar phenomena occurred with West Point and OCS. Thus,
while the Army is now comprised of officers with a lower socio-economic
background than at any time in its history (except for massive wartime
buildups), these officers tend to be more highly motivated that those
generated by draft-avoidance.
3.

Relevance of Socio-Economic Background
It has been shown that certain general background characterisLics
can be described for the average officer, enlisted man, or draftee serving
in Vietnam. If these socio-economic similarities are to be of any interest
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to military and political planners it must be shown that they affect in
some way the structure or functioning, or both, of the American armed
services. There is considerable debate on this point. Morris Janowitz has
suggested than an analysis of social origins of the military can provide a
powerful key to the understanding of its political logic, although he notes
that no elite behaves simply on the basis of social origin.90/ John
Johnson, citing evidence from military organizations in Latin America,
agrees:
Although the situation is changing, a uniform still does not
always make zn individual, first of all, a soldier, and at
least until that stage is reached the officar's social
background will remain one of the keys to his behavior.91/
Others, such as C. W. Mills, argue that social background is less

li

important to the character of a professional soldier than it is to any
other social elite.92/ In later works, Janowitz has been more equivocal
about the importance of social origin, noting that while socio-economic
background may be important in the military elites of developing countries,
"itis less important in Western industrial societies where the military has
become more bureaucratized and professionalized.93/
in a carefully detailed, thorough investigation of the role
played by social origin in the structure and functioning of an officer
corps, Kourvetaris and Dobratz note that while there is evidence that there
has been "a steady and continuous change in officer recruitment from a
narrow, relatively high social base to one more representative of the
population," there is little evidence to indicate that this change has had
any significant impact.94/ As they observe,
Social origins as explanatory variables of political orientations in the military elites become less important when
individual armies are attached to supranational political
and military alliances.
Thus social recruitment and political orientations of the
officer corps are not sufficient indices for explaining the
nature and character of the political and social military
The social origins approach as a research
structure.
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strategy of political behavior of social olitýs (including
the military) has been criticized by a number or writeis..

Putting it in a slightly different way, it is not sufficient
to determine the "Who's Who" of officer corps; one should
also investigate what Lasswell referred to as "the what, how
and why?" of differential distribution of scarce resources
of class, status, and power within and across national
societies..95/

This conclusion is supported by a more limited, personal study
done by Sanford M. Dornbusch after a ten-month period spent at the US Coast
Guard Academy.96/ Dornbusch observes that there are powerful forces at
work that minimize the importance of social background. Swabs are not
permitted to discuss family background. A two-month isolation helps reinforce a break with the past. No money may be sent from home. Practices,
official and otherwise, emphasize the low status of the swab and thus
encourage a desire and respect for high status as defined by the service.
Hazing tends to cause a cadet to identify first and foremost with his
class. As Dornbusch recalls, "As a consequence of undergoing this very
unpleasant experience together the swab class develops remarkable unity.
For example, if a cadet cannot answer an oral question addressed to him by
his teacher, the other members of his class will not answer."97/ Even
socializing gives no key to background:
The next week end finds the swab compelled to invite an
acceptable girl to a formal reception. He must necessarily
choose from the only girls in the area whom he knows, those
he met during the recent hours of [controlled] social intercourse. 98/
In short, "There are few clues left which reveal social status in the outside world. "99/
Peter Karsten concurs on the relative importance of socio-economic background in a study on Service Academy and ROTC officer candidates.
He writes:
Differences in social origins are not relevant to the
differences we found in the attitudes of members of our
three groups--that is, there was no difference in the
1-43
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response of representatives of one level of social origin
from those of any other level. 100/
Another example of the relative importance of the social background of the military officer in Western societies is provided by a study
at the British Military Academy at Sandhurst.
rizes the questi n and his answer:

Maurice A. Garnier summa-

Many studies of military organizations have relied heavily
on the concept of social origins as an explanatory variable.
This paper analyzes the changes in recruitment -'hich have
taken place in a British military aca'demy and hypothesizes
that, if social origins is a .seful variable, changes in
social composition of the cadets entering the academy ought
to lead to changes in the ideology dominant in the organization. No such change is found to have taken place for the
period 1947-1967. It is then argued that a more meaningful
characterization of socialization experiences be attempted
because in a highly industrialized society, social origins
no longer constitute a meaningful summary of an individual's
socialization experiences. 101/
But for space limitations, other studies could be cited with
similar conclusions._102/
While these studies do not, on the whole, deny
the importance of social origin to an understanding of military performance, they do serve to put it in its seemingly rather limited place. This
does not leave a vacuum of variables; numerous other factors have been
advanced as being important to the understanding of the performance of the
soldier. Moskos summarized some of the more commonly mentioned reasons for
combat motivation as one example: presumed national character, the operation of the military organization, national patriotism, and primary group
cohesionf03/

Some of these will be discussed in the following chapters as

thej bear on the American experience in Vietnam.
Aseries of

studies,

then, document that the socio-econemic
background of military personnel has had limited impact on the military's
structure and function in many Westernized industrial nations. However,
some of the conclusions may be too narrow.
In the case of the US
experience in the Vietnam War. the obvious inequity of the draft that
favored the more affluent was recognized by many of those who were drafted
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and caused resentment.

This is, in a way, a separate question from that
addressed by the above studies, but it too involves social class. Further,
officer-troop tensions can be aggravated by perceived class differences-though if current predictions hold, these class differences will diminish.
However, there is a larger, and in the end perhaps, a more important implication of the changing social origins of military personnel. If
"officers' socio-economic origins approach those of enlisted men, and if the
latter remains as low as it was during the Vietnam period, a very serious
alteration in the relationship between the military and society may result.
In the recent past, military-civilian connections have been very
strong. As recently as 1958, 70 percent of all 26-year-old men had been,
or were in military service.104/ There was general support for a system
that was considered to have worked fairly well in the past, and general
support for a continuation of the draft. 105/
With the drawdown of the Vietnam War and the deci'ease in both the
number of military personnel required and in the social classes from which
they tended to come, the strong military-civilian tie is in danger of
serious erosion. The military's image appears tarnished to many Americans,
whether or not deservedly. Now only a limited segment of society has any
real personal stake in military activities, and it is a segment of society
located fairly low in the class structure where its influence with community leaders is unlikely to be effective. Increasingly, a large proportion of society is being excused from a personal concern with national
-*

military policy. The effects of this trend can hardly be underestimated.
Roger Little summarizes the situation:
The developing problem confronting military manpower agencies is whether military service can be retained as a
of the Scomponent
civic ethic when it Tsmeaningful only to a
dwindling fraction of American men. Through more flexible
training and assignment policies and adjustment of the term
of service to the available manpower, the participation
would be increased and the significance of these institutions in American society would be revitalized. The solutions that we have proposed are intended to avoid the crisis
that present policies portend: that membership in American
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military organization will increasingly represent or comprise a minority group in American society. (Emphasis
added.O)106/
D.

SUMMARY ANALYSIS AND INSIGHTS
Of the 27 million men who came of draft age between 1964 and 1973

nearly 16 million, or over 60 percent, avoided induction by a variety of
legal or illegal means. Over half a million left the military with lessthan-honorable discharges. Over half a million committed apparent draft
offen.:,,s.
Approximately two million served in Vietnam. A quarter of a
million were wounded. Over 50,000 died.
The men within each of these categories did not necessarily represent
an average cross section of America's youth. The average American soldier
who saw combat in Vietnam was from a poorer-than-average socio-economic
group and had a limited education. There was a disproportionately high
chance that he would be from a racial minority.
This was not a new phenomenon in the history of war; the lower
echelons of society have often borne the brunt of combat responsibilities.
The American Civil War with its "20-Nigger Rule" and substitute-purchase
system, and the sailors of the famous navy of the British Empire provide
relatively recent examples. What is surprising in the Vietnam context is
the degree that this remained the case in a modern prosperous democracy.
This chapter has attempted to provide a brief answer to the question of how
this came about.
Having recently emerged from a heady period of almost-effortless world
dominance, a period initiated by spectacular and relatively rapid success
in World War IT, the US was not prepared, in more ways than one, for the
Many Americans were not aware of the

new demands of emerging situations.

changing economic situation at home,
impact on foreign policy.

and thus were unable to analyze its

Economic opportunities narrowed in many ways

while economic expectations rose.
The high price of an active foreign policy began to be felt.

The

clash of demands from President Johnson'? Great Society program and the War
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in Vietnam provide the classic example of this confrontation. The president, both a beneficiary and a victim of the infldted expectations of the
period, walked a political tightrope.
Military manpower procurement policies felt the effects of this changing political situation, as is reflected in both their de facto and de
jure operations.
The basic framework of the Selective Service System
survived through much of the war. There were a few significant alterations, and these tended to mirror political rather than military demands.
The decision not to call up the Reserves until late in -he war, and then in
only a limited capacity, was one such policy. So was Project 100,000. The
policy decision regarding tours of duty was not wholly political, though it
suited political needs. The institution of the lottery and then the AllVolunteer Army were directly tied to the political and military events of
the Vietnam period. The de facto policy that failed to narrow the education, medical, Reserve, and other loopholes that tended to be used by the
more privileged groups of society clearly had a political as well as some
military basis.
The effects of the socio-economic makeup of the military have been
actively debated. While there is still disagreement, it would seem that
the social class background of the soldier has had less of an impact on his
performance and on the structure and functioning of the military during the
Vietnam period than have other factors. However, if the decline in personal civilian-military ties continues, a decline at least partially tied
to the socio-economic origins of military personnel, the long-term impact
on the military may be far from insignificant.
The unparalleled political-military-economic situation the United
States found itself in after World War II accommodated both an expensive
foreign policy and increasing domestic wealth, accompanied by rising expectations. The gradual relative decline in this position of unchallenged
world dominance coincided with increasing political unrest at home (e.g.,
the civil rights movement, fueled in part by the optimism created by these
rising expectations) and the increase in the economic demands of American
Vietnam policy. Successive administrations, reluctant to publicize 'bad
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news' of any sort, attempted to minimize the domestic demands of the
Vietnam policy. Thus the public, increasingly attached to its burgeoning
comfort, was poorly prepared and often not very willing to make the necessary sacrifices for even a 'limited' war effort.
Personnel policies
reflected this situation, and the poorer, poorly educated combat soldier
whom these policies tended to generate bore the brunt of the fighting.
The Selective Service mechanism worked exceptionally well and was
remarkably fair during World War II--an all-out war. The draft, also
functioned reasonably well and fairly during the Korean War, with help from
the call-up of the Reserves.
In contrast, the Selective Service System
demonstrated serious and inequitable flaws in its application to the
Vietnam War.
For example, failure to mobilize the National Guard and
Reserves made the Reserves a haven for legal draft avoidance. The Reserve
component's authorized strength swelled during the Vietnam War, but since
abolition of the draft and reliance on the All-Volunteer Service, the
Reserve component has been depleted seriously (a subject beyond the purview
of this effort but deserving further serious study), resulting, in 1979, in
approximately a 50 percent shortfall in the minimal recruitment requirement.
The unsatisfactory results of the protracted war in Vietnam and
pressure from vocal subgroups of the population caused American legislators
to abolish the draft and substitute the All-Volunteer Force, which, despite
disclaimers, seems not to be working well.
(It should be noted that in August 1979 none of the US military services met its accession quotas and charges were levied that the Army had
deliberately reduced its accession goals from the number it required to
what it expected to recruit--about one half of the number others said was
needed.) Concomitantly, one or more of the services lowered its enlistment
standards.
Project 100,000 and other social programs placed an inordinate burden
on the military services, particularly the Army and Marine Corps which had
to field combat soldiers. The burden was felt in the basic and advanced
training centers, to be sure, but its greatest impact was in the area of
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military discipline and courts martial. E&rlier studies had indicated the
unsuitability of men such as those recruited under Project 100,000, and the
lessons of these studies were quickly relearned.
De facto personnel policies allowed massive draft avoidance which
tended to favor the already more privileged members of society and caused
resentment amongst many of those who did serve. The effects of these policies on morale, leadership, etc. will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4.
E.

LESSONS

The political parameters constraining military policy decisions must
be fully understood if either of them is to be controlled to any extent.
If political parameters prove inflexible, military means and/or ends must
be adjusted accordingly. Together political and military limits define the
'realm of thp possible' for future policies.
Lessons regarding personnel policies and their effects on the soldier
relate directly to the other subjects of this volume, such as leadership
and ethics, morale and discipline, combat effectiveness, etc., and will be
examined in the context of those chapters.
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President has announced he plans to limit deferments to those studying
in the fields of medicine and dentistry.
a.

It is understood that the President will continue to defer any
man eligible for induction who is entering his second or subsequent year of post-baccalaureate study without interruption on
1 October 1967, if his school certifies that he is satisfactorily
pursuing a full-time course of instruction leading to his degree;

but he will riot be deferred for a course of study leading to a
master's degree or the equivalent for a total of more than two
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the necessity of flexibility at the local level, Hershey observed that
this was so essential that he doubted that a computerized system could
successfully be substituted for it.
See transcripts for further
comments.
22. Roger W. Little, ed., Selective Service and American Society (New
York: Russel Sage Foundation, 1969), p. 87.
23. Hodgson, America in Our Time, p. 244.
24. Robert S. McNamara, US Congress, House, Committee on Armed Services:
Hearings on Military Posture, February 22, 1965, (US GPO, AR 4016).
25. Leslie Gelb, "Vietnam; the System Worked," in Tucker and Watts,
Beyond Containment, p. 32.
26. Douglas Kinnard. The War Managers (Hanover, New Hampshire:
sity Press of New-England, 1977), p. 32.

Univer-

27. General Donald V. Bennett, US Army Military Research Collection,
Senior Officers Debriefing Program Interview AY 1976, Tape 7,
(pp. 22-23).
28. Lyndon Baines Johnson, The Vantage Point (New York:
and Winston, 1971), p. 143.

Holt, Rinehart

29. Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream (New York:
Harper and Row, 1976), pp. 260-285.
30. William F. Levantrosser, Congress and the Citizen-Soldier (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1967), p. 226.
31.

Kinnard, War Managers, p. 119.

32. Pentagon Papers, Vol. 4, p. 314.
33. "One such was the 1002nd Supply and Service Company, which had its
movement to Vietnam held up by Justice William 0. Douglas in September
1968. In the end, the Supreme Court denied the plea and declared the
mobilization legal, and units earmarked for Vietnam were sent there as
rapidly as possible. Most Reserve units that served in Vietnam did
well. A few were excellent." Kinnard, War Managers, p. 122.
1-53

THE BDM CORPORATION

34. On draft motivation in the reserves see William L. Hauser, America's
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TABLE 1. A COMPARISON OF ENLISTEES AND DRAFIEES BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
COMPONENT
EDUCATIONAL LEVEL
REGULAR ARMY
SELECTIVE SERVICE
College graduate and higher
1.5%
3.1%
College, 3-4 years, nongraduate
1.3
2.6
College, 2 years
3.4
7.1
College, 1 year
5.5
7.6
High school graduate
4.3
53.0
High school nongraduate, 4 years
1.9
2.6
High school, 3 years
6.4
6.2
High school, 2 years
7.2
6.5
High school, 1 year
5.5
4.1
Elementary school graduate
TABLE 2.

RE-ENLISTMENT RATES, BY BRANCH OF SERVICE AND
PROCUREMENT SOURCE, 1950-1967

First-term Regulars
Procurement
Marine
Air
Inductees
Period*
Total
Army
Navy
Corps
Force
(Army)
1955
15.8%
38.9%
9.0%
16.5%
14.4%
3.0%
1956
22.8
28.2
11.5
23.7
29.3
3.5
1957
24.7
18.9
15.6
17.0
36.5
2.7
1958
27.6
17.2
22.6
24.2
39.8
4.7
1959
30.0
21.5
23.4
20.2
45.7
5.1
1960
21.2
23.5
21.3
11.1
24.1
9.1
1961
25.3
26.0
27.8
18.3
23.5
11.6
1962
27.4
23.8
28.3
20.0
35.3
20.1
1963
24.9
22.2
25.1
15.5
35.1
11.2
1964
25.2
27.9
22.5
14.4
29.5
3.6
1965
24.0
25.7
21.4
16.3
25.5
8.4
"1966
23.2
28.0
22.8
16.3
18.9
10.2
1967
18.8
23.7
18.9
10.6
16.8
20.8
*Data for Fiscal Years rather than calendar years, indicating a 12-month
period beginning on July 1 of the previous calendar year and terminating on
,June 30 of the year indicatec".
SOURCE: Adapted from Selected Manpower Statistics, Directorate for Statistical Services, Office of the Secretary of Defense, April 15, 1968, p. 51.
83. Charles C. Moskos, The American Enlisted Man (New York: Russel Sage
Foundation, 1970), p. 43.
84. Richard A. Gabriel and Paul L. Savage, Crisis in Command (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1978), Table 5, p. 185.
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John Johnson,
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Oxford University Press,
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97. Sanford Dornbusch, "Assimilating Institution," p. 318.
98. Ibid., p. 320.
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CHAPTER 2
TRAINING AND INDOCTRINATiON

The most notable training achievement in Army history
was the creation of a great Army and Air Force between
1940 and 1945. Churchill said, "The rate at which the
small American Army of only a few hundred thousand men,
not long before the war, created the mighty force of
millions of soldiers is a wonder of military history.
This is an achievement which the soldiers of
every cther nation will always study with admiration
and envy." The pre-World War II Army that accomplished
that feat did not have nearly the capability or expertise that today's Army has. The leaders of that Army,
however, had a training knack that has been lost. The
task at hand is to recapture the art. l/
LTG Arthur S. Collins,
1978

Jr.,

In no other profession are the penalties for employing
untrained personnei so appalling or so irrevocable as
in the military. 2/
Gen. Douglas MacArthur, 1933

A.

INTRODUCTION
The Army's training achievement in World War II was indeed remarkable,

and American arnied forces emerged from that war as one of the best trained
and most formidable fighting forces the world had ever seen. Indoctrination was hardly a problem; the enemies were easily delineated and clearly
deserved a beating.
Five years later, ill-prepared troops, augmented with only a handful
of combat veteyans, were rushed to Korea to face the invading North Korean
forces. 3/ The Army's training system turned away from the liberalization

2-1
.1,;

RV

Iý

I

A-

-

THE BDM CORPORATION

of the Doolittle Board,
Ia
k

toughened its requirements,

and again began pro-

ducing well-trained, combat-ready soldiers. 4/ Troop indoctrination was
conducted essentially as an information program, ari approach that contrasted sharply with the intensive political and ideological indoctrination
provided by communist countries to their military and civilian populations.
The US forces that deployed to Vietnam beginning in 1965 were, according to credible obser'vers, the best trained American forces ever fielded at
the outset of a war. 5/ Though some may question the lack of emphasis on
counterinsurgency doctrine in the syllabi governing the training of the
average soldier, that soldier performed with exceptional competence in the
first four years of US combat involvement. Only after US withdrawals from
South Vietnam began did serious deficiencies arise. Some problems were
training-related, but most derived from other causative factors which are
discussed in the other chapters of this volume. Hereir, the concern is
training the US soldier fn :ombat in Vietnam.
Enormous problems f .ed the Army as it geared up its training base to
prepare for major troop commitments in Vietnam.
President Johnson's
refusal to mobilize the Reserve Component meant that Reserve training
divisions were not available to handle the greatly increased training load.
Moreover, the training base also had to meet the needs of US forces in
Europe, Korea, and elsewhere. Further, the war in Vietnam provided a new
and different challenge in many respects. Sam C. Sarkesian, a noted social
scientist, assessed one of the major training problems that Vietnam pre'sented for the US Army:
One of the major problems faced by the military is the
conduct of realistic training in preparation for combat. It is difficult to create combat situations in
training, since the soldier is aware that the exercise
is not intended to hurt him. For conventional wars,
the problem is difficult enough. For revolutionary war
and unconventional tactics, new elements are added
which make the training problem almost insoluble. The
fact that the revolutionary battlefield may include a
conglomeration of military forces, civilians, officials, police, with indistinct lines delineating enemy
from friend, and combatant from non-combatant, makes it
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highly problematical that realistic simulation can be
achieved, not only in the physical, but also in the
psychological sense. Superimposed on this environment
is the requirement for learning combat skills and
Not only must the soldier be
instinctive response.
trained in the combat skills, but he must also be
trained in understanding the nature of revolutionary
war and the social and political context in which he
Given the nature of the cultural gap
must operate.
between industrial and developing societies, this
becomes, at best, a rather dubious undertaking. 6/
This assessment underscores the extremely important challenge that Vietnam
posed for the US training effort. While many other problems hindered the
training effort for Vietnam, this particular one prompted the advent of new
training and indoctrination requirements which, owing to the very nature
and timetable of the conflict, gave rise to a number of training innovaThis chapter assesses these aspects cf the US
tions and deficiencies.
training and indoctrination effort.
B.

INFLUENCE OF THE KOREAN WAR

Expansion of the Training Base
The armed forces of the United States %_re not well prepared for
Few units were available for immediate commitment to
the Korean War.
1.

Korea, and these, owing to rapid personnel turnover, lacked sufficie:I,
training. 7/ Of the ten Army and two Ma-ine divisions in the active
fo-ces, only the Ist Cavalry Division in Japan was near its authorized
strength.
Some 310,000 Reservists and National Guardsmen were called to
active duty, providing an immediate, important source of trained personnel.
8/ Their early assignment to active duty also allowed time for the training
base to be expanded.
After the Chinese intervention in late 1950, the replacement
training system had to operate at peak capacity to meet the urgent battlefield requirements in Korea. The Army training base expanded markedly, and
by FY 1954 more than 600,000 personnel were incl~ided in the training load.
By the end of the Korean war ten training divisions and eleven branch

'<

functioning. 9/
! material Reserve Training Centers were
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2.

Legacy of the Korpan War
Combat operations in Korea were comparatively stationary for two
years beginning in 1951.
Because of the conflict's evolution to a more
static mode of warfare, US soldiers found themselves increasingly involved
the time also illustrated the merits of training in survival techniques,
including the erection of defense fortifications.
However, it was the
Chinese soldier who demonstrated the benefits of such skills; the American
soldier, trained for more fluid, less stationary warfare, did not, as a
rule, excel in fortification digging or building.
Another important training legacy grew out of the US soldiers'
Korean experience. The war highlighted the need for training soldiers to
meet the rigors of and to deal appropriately with the stresses and strains
of capture by the enemy. The advent of a new Code of Conduct was inspired
by the unfortunate plight of many US servicemen who were captured by the
North Koreans during this period. 10/
With the end of the war in Korea, and with the Soviets and
Chinese apparently contained in Northeast Asia, attention returned to
Europe. Training programs were structured to prepare for the threat perceived in Europe and only a few select units were geared to the threat of
guerrilla warfare.
C.

US ARMY TRAINING PHILOSOPHY AND PROGRAMS, 1954-1964

D.
Impact of National Policy
During the Eisenhower administration, efforts to achieve a
balanced budget restricted defense spending. The administration's emphasis
on massive retaliation as the most cost-effective deterrent had an appreciable impact cn the size and scope of US conventional forces. Collective
security was given particular emphasis and in 1954, some 400,000 men served
in US units in NATO Europe. ll/ Army training programs and philosophy were
shaped largely by requirements that grew out of the US focus on and
commitment to Central Europe. Conventional and tactical nuclear warfare
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dominated the training, and the "Pentomic Division" was born 'o accommodate
the nuclear battlefield.
2.

The French Experience
The French had been engaged in combat with Ho Chi-Minh's Viet
Minh forces from 1946 to 1954. Occasional US observers reported on the
progress of that war, but there is no evidence to suggest that the lessons
learned (or not learned) by the French during this period impacted in any
appreciable way on US training, then or later. 12/
3

The Special Forces
On 20 June 1952, the Special Forces activated the 10th Special
Forces Group at Fort Bragg, North Carolina; this group became the nucleus
of the Special Warfare Center, now known as the John F. Kennedy Center for
Military Assistance. In 1957 the 1st Special Forces Group was activated on
Okinawa and a team from that unit conducted training ;',,.- 58 Vietnamese Army
personnci at the Commando Training Center at Nha Trang. 13/ The Special
Forces eventually became intimately involved in training .and operations in
Vietnam.
In 1959 the faculty of the Special Warfare School at For,. Bragg
undertook the task of converting their knc iledge of guerrilla warfare into
a doctrine for antiguerrilia operations.
The Chief of Doctrine in the
school published the first Army field manuals on counterinsurgency which
incorporated pertinent information needed by soldiers training in counterinsurgency. 14/
While details concerning the origirn and operation of the Special
Forces are treated in detail in Volume VI, Chapter 2, it is important to
mention that the Special Forces were initially trained to conduct guerrilla
warfare;
forces.

later training was expanded to include combat agai nst guerrilla
Thp.r mission, at least as it was presented in 1961, was thus:
to develop, organize, equip, train, and direct
indigenous forces in the conduct of guerrilla warfare.
Special Forces may also advise, train, and assist
indigenous forces in counterinsurgency ooerations. .15/
.

h

.

.
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4.

A New Era
President John F. Kennedy, attending a meeting of tho National
Security Council 1 February 1961, requested that the Secretary of Defense,
in consultation with other interested agencies, examine means for placing
smore emphasis on the development of counterguerrilla forces. His request
was
on 3president's
February insudden
National
Security
Action Memorandum formally
(NSAM) No.transmitted
2. 16/. The
interest
in counterguerrilla
operations stemmed from NiV!`a Khrushchev's '6 January 1961 speech in which
he spoke of (national) liberation wars or popular uprisings. 17/
On 9 March 1961, Special Assistant to the President for National
Security Affairs, McGeorge Bundy, signed NSAM No. 28; this directive called
for the views of the Secretary of Defense and Director of Central Intelligence on the launching of guerrilla operations in Viet Minh territory. 18/
Presidential interest in guerrilla operations and, shortly thereafter, in
counterinsurgency operations had considerable impact on the services.
Service journals were quick to solicit articles dealing with these subjects
and training courses in counterinsurgency were added to the curriculum of
most officers'

schools, at least through the level of Command and General

Stdff College.

5.

Individual Training
In the early 1960s, Army planners set in motion a revitalization
program designed to give a "new look" to the Army's training program. In
September 1963, Secretary of the Army Cyrus R. Vance requested Stephen
Ailes, then Under Secretary of the Army, to survey recruit training, particularly the Basic Combat Training (BCT) phase, "to ascertain what our
program is, what stages are in progress or being planned, and what remains
.In his report Mr. Ailes noted that the FY 1963 centralto be done. .
ization of authority for individual training under CONARC had already
brought about considerable improvement. Formerly BCT had been supervised
by the CONUS army commanders, and standards for trainee performance had
varied considerably at the various training centers.
In particular, Mr.
Ailes noted the recently adopted 8-week BCT program in which lecture time
was reduced, purely infantry subjects were deferred to a later stage of
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training, and the time allotted for drills, ceremonies, physical. training,
marches, and bivouacs was increased substantially. His report saw the new
program as representing " .
a long step forward toward making BCT more
demanding and more effective as a physical and mental conditioner of
recruits." 19/
Mr. Ailes recommendations became keystones in the Army's training
program and resulted in: 20/
0
*

A standardized training organization;
Upgrading of cadre assignments at Army training centers;
e
Rewards (promotion to E-2) for excellent trainees;
0
Standardized "end of cycle" tests; and
*
The Drill Sergeant concept.
6.
Training for Staff and Advisors 21/
Personnel detailed to Vietnam prior to 1959 did not receive any
special training or preparation for their staff or advisory duties. While
senior officers were often required to report to Pacific Command headquarters for ap orientation briefing, the majority of personnel sent to
Vietnam did not receive such briefings, primarily because of their technical

background.

Their Military

Occupational

Speciality

(MOS)

was the

only criterion that truly mattered. In isolated cases a working knowledge
of French was a prerequisite to duty in Vietnam, and at least one officer
during this time frame was sent to the Vietnamese Language School to
prepare for duties as head of the (Vietnamese) translator pool. 22/ This
lack of language training presented a number of difficulties for the US
advisory effort. This and other problems associated with advisor training
are discussed more fully in Volume VI, Chapter 12 - "The Advisory Effort."
President Diem required all of his senior officers to learn
English. Consequently most US advisors conducted English classes for their
counterpartb. The reverse case was, however, a rarity.
In 1959 the Military Assistance Institute (MAI), a private contract school under supervision of the Office of the Secretary of Defense,
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offered courses in area studies. 23/ The Vietnam course was useful, providing general background information onJ the country, its diverse populaVietnam at that time, was one of the speakers in 1960. 24/
The Kennedy administration placed considerable emphasis on
counterinsurgency and in March 1962 National Security Action Memorandum 131
was issued requiring that basic courses be taught in counterinsurgency: 25/
These courses included:
0
The historical background of counterinsurgency, required throughout the school systems for junior to senior levels and personnel
of all grades.
0

Study of departmental tactics and techniques to counter subversion insurgency,

•
0)

0

required for company and field grade officers

and for CIA, State Department, AID and USIA officers.
Instruction in counterinsurgency program planning, required at
the staff college/war college level for the military services and
principal agencies.
Specialized preparation for service in underdeveloped areas,
required for middle and senior grade officers about to occupy
important posts in underdeveloped countries.
The Military Assistance Training Advisory (MATA) Course 26/
In February 1962, CONARC established the Military Assistance

7.

Training Advisors (MATA)

Course at Fort Bragg's Special Warfare Center.

Students bound for Vietnam were trained in four categories:

4

officers and

enlisted men for infantry battalions, civil guard, and Self Defenrie Corps
advisor teams; artillery officer advisors and chiefs of firing 'attL-ries;
field radio repairmen supervisors; and armor repair supervision.
All
students attended a 130-hour common course.
The MATA program of instruction initially provided a four-week
course of 172 hours, 136 uf which were designated for academic subjects and
36 for processing, physical conditioning, and other non-academic work.
Academic subjects included area studies, counterinsurgency operations,
communications, weapons, and demolitions.
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hours a week.

Beginning with the fourth class,

the length of the MATA

course was increased to six weeks, which included 61 hours of area studies
and language.
MATA personnel made continual changes in lesson plans for the
course, responding to the continually changing conditions in Vietnam and to
the changing needs of advisors there. Personnel returning from assignments
in Vietnam were assigned to the MATA staff, and used their recent
experiences to update the lesson plans. MATA staff officers also made
visits to Vietnam to gain additional experience and instructional insights
relevant to area studies and training requirements.A

Upon arrival

in Vietnam,

all

officers and NCO's were s•,•t

to

Quang Trung Training Center to fire all basic infantry weapons. No other
Formal training or familiarization was scheduled, but on-the-job training
(OJT) was a continuing requirement.
8.
Training and Indoctrination 1954-1964 - A Summary
From the initial commitment of US advisors in Vietnam until 1960,
US political and military leaders lacked an appreciation of the nature of
the threat in Southeast Asia. In 1959 President Eisenhower envisaged a
"...
fantastic conspiracy, - international comaunism..." as the major
threat to the free world in general, and to South Vietnam in particular. 27/ General Maxwell D. Taylor sees 1960 as the turning point in
Washington's appreciation of the guerrilla threat in RVN, crediting LTG
Lionel McGarr, USA, and BG Edward G. Lansd,.e, USAF, with having driven
home the actual nature of the threat during a major briefing in Washington
in late 1960. 28/
Because the nature of the threat was not appreciated initially,
no special measures were taken to prepare US personnel for their duty
assignments in Vietnam. The short unaccompanied tour of 12-14 months for
most personnel made intensive preparation appear to be a non-cost-effective
approach to training. No formal indoctrination was required, and the MAI
and MATA courses focused primarily on national and cultural history rather
than on preparations for personnel readiness for and acclimation to the
Southeast Asian theater. 29.
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No significant effort was made to learn from the French experience and to modify training or indoctrination based on French lessons. 30/
There was no indoctrination during the early period with the possible
exception of Special Forces personnel. Even high-ranking officers did not
receive the training, indoctrination, or information they considered necessary.
LTG Lionel McGarr, Commander US MAAG, Indochina, referred to the
erroneous concept of peacetime training in RVN and complained that before
assuming his MAAG job he had only been briefed on "peacetime conditions as
a peacetime MAAG Chief." 31/
The lack of a real indoctrination program is reflected -in the
foreword to Special Warfare, circa 19C2, by Secretzry of the Army Elvis
Stahr. The secretary urged ". . . commanders to draw upon this material in
Though that
" 32/
their training and Troop Information programs.
publication was useful, particularly at that early date, and coiitained
several interesting and informativ'- essays, it also had the appearance of a
slick, public information approach to a serious problem. In no sense did
Secretary Stahr's exhortation serve as the basis for implementing an indoctri nation program.
Whether or nt an indoctrination program was necessary in the
period 1954-1964, and what shape such a program might have taken if one had
been implemented, is beyond the scope of this Volume. Although political
r

indoctriration of the American soldier appears infeasible, the soldier
should possess an appreciation of the nature of his duties, the nature of
the enemy and the civilian population, and tho consequenzes of military
defeat and victory in the conflict in which he is involved. However his
immediate mission should be the most important to him, particularly since
" . the soldier [is] concerned with his own day-to-day survival, [and
tnot]. . . the decisions of state that brought him into combat." 33/

D.

TRAINING -- ON THE WAY IN (196;-1968)

Training is influenced by a great number of factors. However, when a
conflict begins, nothing affects training more than the actual nature of
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the conflict and enemy.
Figure 2-1 provides e summary of the primary
factors that affected the training and indoctrination of the US soldier
serving ir Vietnam during this period.
1.

Snapshot of Training in -965

CONARC (Continental Army Command) administered the Army's training program in 1965. At that time, recruit trairing had changed little
from the post-Korea era. The US soldier's training commenced with an
eight-week basic training course, followed by advanced individual training
(AIT).
During FY 1964, many courses were shortened by several weeks in
order to permit rapid assignment of trained soldiers to operational units.
In an accompanying move, many thousands of graduates from basic combat
training were assigned directly to units for advanced individual training.
Many of the problers related to training the new soldier were the
responsibility of tht iuman Resources Research Office (HUMRRO), which was
then under contract to the Army for the purposes of research and development on basic combat and advanced individual training. 34/
Recruit training for counterguerrilla operations, according to FM
31-16, emphasized a diverse array of subjects; including the objectives and
operations of insurgent movements, with complementary training in counterPYSOP and counterguerrilla operations. Cross-training in the employment of
all types of weapons was also emphasized. Additional emphasis was placed
on intensive physical training; greater stress was placed on foot marches,
physical training drills, hand-to-hand combat, survival, evasion and escape
training, and confidence tests.
Unit training for counterguerrilla operations also featured a
diverse array of instruction which would later be applied in Vietnam:
intelligence operations, psychological operations, populace and resources
control operations, military civic actions, and advisory assistance operations.
This training was necessary to prepare US units to recognize,
understand, and combat the guerrilla forces in their own environment. In
addition, all ground units -- from battalions to rifle squads -- were
trained to conduct airmobile operations with support helicopters. This
training complemented that which US helicopter pilots received during their
own program of instruction.
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An Uphill Battle

-

Some Factors Which

Affected Training and Indoctrination
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Figure ?-l.

Factors Affecting Training and Indoctrination
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Battalions and brigades were directed to conduct exten.sive train-,
ing exercises to gain proficiency in counterguerrilla operations. This requirement directed that realistic opposed-force; exercises be conducted,
with realistic simulation of guerrilla tactical forces, sympathizers, and
"non-committed" civilians. Modei Vietnamese vi'lages and quick-fire reac-

*

tion courses were established in each training center. 35/
Army doctrine called for various subjects to be integrated into
Topics tr'om general, individjal
normal individual and unit training.
training courses were integrated into counterguerrilla training; these
included guard duty, ta".tical intelligence, and field sanitation. Normal
unit training was enhanced with additional counterguerrilla training,
including patrolling and squad tactical training, crew-served weapons
training, communications, field fortifications training, landniine warfare,
and concealment and camouflage. 36/
The best trained units in the services were the first to be
Scommitted to Vietnam. With the one-year tour in effect, the implications
most of the combat experience gained by these first units
would be lost at the end of the year. This phenomenon had a negative
impact on the overall viability of unit training. Ideally, units function
most efficiently when personiel turnovers are minimal. The training cycle
of the 196th Light Infantry Brigade provides a clear example of how a unit
should be trained and prepared for battle. 37/ The 196th Brigade was
were clear,

activated at Fort Devens, Massachusetts in August 1965 and, because of the
foresight of its commanding officer, it trained together in tactics
The Brigade was
designed to seek and destroy Viet Cong insurgents.
organized on a "train and retain" basis. In August 1966 it arrived in
Vietnam. Several of its officers had had previous tours in RVN, and their
influence on the Brigade's training was exceedingly important. Other units
were unfortunately activated without such training. As the war dragged on
tie urgent demands for more units and more personnel militated against the
orderly and productive "train and retain" system. The perceived need to
balance the monthly end-of-tour losses further disrupted training and unit
:ohesiveness through interunit transfers made to achieve the desired
balance.
2-13
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2.

In-Co-,ntry Training
The requirement for in-country training was paramount during the
period of rapid US buildup. This training was complicated by the turnover
of officers, but was made possibla in large part, by innovative, informal
"brainstorming" sessions invvlving staffs and rompany commanders; from
these sessions emerged solutions for dealing with the enemy's sapper and
antiarmor

tactics, for conducting effective night operatiuns, and for
swaths in jungle S1clearing
areas with Rome Plows and other heavy equipment.
A particular challenge was the need to train drivers, maintenance crews,
and infantry units in the effective care and use of M-113 armored personnel
carriers (APCs)

and related equipment such as flamethrower APCs. In the
monsoon, season drivers were taught how to maneuver APCs in the mud, and
how to move an APC out of a morass. Irn this context, soldiers who had
earlier been trained to fight from APCs had to learn to fight dismounted.

I
~I.

Soldiers were hastily trained in th'. subtleties of airmobile operations,
occasionally just prior to an impending airmobile campni;i. Moreover, Army
units in the field had to train their incoming intelligence officers (S-2)
to "go to school on the enemy", just as the enemy had l.-;g been "going to
school" on US forces. 38/'
LTG A. S. Collins, Jr., then Assistant Chief of Staff for Force
Developmert, recommended that all who command or aspire to command read the
report, "Observations of a Brigade Commander," submitted in 1967 by then
Colonel Sidney B. Berry, Jr. With respect to training, Col. Berry poii ted
out that it was obviously desirablc to give replacements in-country
training before their assignment to platoons or companies for combat operations. 39/ He considered the battalion to be the ideal level for such
training out reluctantly cor:ceded that only at brigade or division level
could the administrative and personnel load be managed. Berry recommended
that all lieutenants, enlisted, and noncommissioned personnel receive a
five to seven-day course taught by experienced personnel. Su'Ljects would
include:
*

Digging a standard firing position;

2-14

"Ul1,0-

S

THE BDM CORPORATION

*
*
*

Firing principal infantry weapons;
Squad and platoon tactics;
VC mines and booby traps;

0

Road clearing operations;
Dayl~gnt reconnaissance patrols; and
Night ambush patrols.

*
*

These recommendations were integrated into US ir-country training
programs, primarily at the brigade and division 1 1, although some battalions were also able to train their soldiers in these necessary skills.
Levels of effort varied, however, as did the quality of training received.
One of the most perplexing and tragic illustrations ef poor
training and leadership was the 1968 incident at My Lai. The Peers inquiry
of the incident found that the manner in which the l1th Brigade was activated, trained, prepared for overseas movement, and deployed to Vietnam had
some impact on the events at So, My and My Lai. The Peers report described
the situation as follows:

*

llth Brigade elements underwent an accelerated training
program, received a substantial input of replacement personnel shortly before deploying, and eventually deployed earlier than originally had been scheduled. Shortly after
arriving in Vietnam, planned makeup training was effected by
another infusion of replacements (to overcome a projected
rotation "humqY) and by ea.'1!, commitment of brigade elements
to active combat ooeration:. 40/
As a result, the troops received only marginal training in several important areas, including the provisions of the Geneva Convention, the handling
and safegoiarding of civilians, rules of engagement, and identificaJion of
and response to illegal orders. Those and other training deficiencies were
believed to have played a significant part in that fateful operation.
Major Changes ipyYraining, 1965-p8
3.
At the Honolulu Conference in February 1966, Army Chief of Staff,
Harold K. Johnson informed Secretary of Defense McNamara that the Army was
shortchanging certain overseas areas to increase training cadres in CONUS.
He added that because of the effect on the Str-tegic Reserve resulting from
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deployments already mlade, the quality of new units would diminish below the
present level. 41/ This situation prompted the Army to devise iew method&
to teach the soldier's basic skills. Basic combat training (BCT) cours.e
were slipplemented with courses in map readi.ig, land navigation, and "quick
kill" marksmanship,

and in 1968 a course on the new M-16 rifle was added.

42_/ Solaiers learned how to plant land mines (iii terrain similar tc that

of South Vietnam) and how to search a "captured VC." Helicopter pilots
learned to conduct airmobile assaults. Other training suitable for Vietnam
included tunnel destruction and denial, land-cleading tactics, scout dog
operatic-i,

and detection of boobytraps.

During tha war years,

million soldiers trained at Fort Polk, Louisianp

over a

where enginters crected

rice paddy environments and hamlets in jungle-type terrain. 43/ In 1967,
the advanced individual training program for Vietnam-bound infantrymen was
improved upon at the four ma-.r Army training centers inolved in training
programs for Vietnam.

These AIT programs

lastad for a period of nine

weeks.

Training re.quiremeiits called for expansion in some MOSs (such as
helicopter pilots) and cutbacks in other areas.
In addition, domestic
unrest -n the US led to the extensive use of US Army personnel in quElling
civil disturbances; this led to crash training programs such as that run by
the MP School at Fort Gurdon, Georgia. 44,'
The low quality of many recruits also prompted the US Army to
open a pilot program of remedial reading at 12 basic combat training cen-

ters for members of Project 100,000 (soldiers with marginal education) who
had less than a fifth-grade reading level. Over 1,300 completed the sixweek course in FY 1968. 45/
One significant change in the training program was the introduction of the

Infantry Noncommissioned Officer Candidate Combat Leaders
Course, which began in mid-1967. This course wds designed to meet a critical shortage of NCOs and supervisors in the grades of sergeant and staff
CONARC established the
sergeant, especially for duty in Vietnam. 46/
initial ccurses at Fort Knox and Fort Sill, and instruction *:n 13 separate
military occupation specialties began in November 1967. The program continued to expand in the followi',g years until late 1971.

In 1969, a CONARC
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review of the program ccncluded that (in terms of leadership,

practical

application of MOS trAining, and other key skills of graduates) the program
had been succ•,ssful ir, the three combat arms. Some seasoned veterans noted
that the graduates of tnese c.,urses were still "very green." On balanc3,
however, most believed the program to ho sound.
4,

Feedback to Training
By Army Regulption AR525-24 (superseded by AR-19, 25 May 1965), a
feedback mechanism was established from the field to US-based training
programs.
The system required unit comnmanders in theaters conducting
combat operations to furnish CONARC quarterly command reports. These
reports included commanders' recommendations on the combat operations of
their commands pertaining to doctrine, organization, tý.ctics, and training.
T primary purpose of the reports was to ensure that lessons learned in
The
combat had a timely influence on subjects taught in the US suldier's trainiMg and indoctrination coursas. 47/
In October 1965, CONARC began publishing a quiarterly pamphlet
designed to gather in one document the lessons learned from these combat
*

Sfto
*

reports which were applicable to training programs.
The pamphlet was
distributed widely: to CONUS armies, to the DA staff, to DA schools, and
others involved in training activities.
In 1966, CONARC received authority from Headquarters, DA te
conduct quarterly visits to Vietnam by teams composed of representatives of
the service schools and training centers. The visits were integral to the
establishing of a responsive feedback system from the field to responsible
schools. Moreover, specific deficiencies of school and training center
graduates could be identified, p)tential problem areas could be improved
upon and data directly applicable to courses of instruction could be added
416-tthe ti'aihing curr'iculum. 48/
5.

The Advizors

US advisors in RVN had increased from 692 in 1960 to about 11,000
advisory anv support personnel in 1962. By 1967 some 4,000 military personnel and 800 civilians were involved in CORDS.
In 1969 approximately
13,500 US Army advisors were in country, with about half of that number
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assigned to CORDS. 49/

Several senior Vietnamese officers described the US

advisor and his training in these terms:

The requirements for US Army officers assigned to
advisory duties in Vietnam seemed to ba based on three
major criteria: language ability, branch of service,
Some degree of fluency in Vietnamese,
and training.

for exc.mple, was required of officers assigneil to the
RF/PF, particularly those advising the PF training
centers and the district chiefs. Experience, however,
showed that this lingjistic requirement was seldom
restrictive and that these advisers rarely achieved a
desirble fluency for effective professional communication. US Army officers selected for staff or technical
service adviso'ry duties were usually matched branch for
branch, but here again, this requirement was sometimes
not s~rictly observed, chiefly when the advisory position -as classihied as branch-immaterial. The training
criterion applied mostly to key advisory po3it 4 -ns or
specialized areas of duty. Dopending cn the level,
graduates of the National or Army War Colleges, Command
and General Staff Cellege, branch Career or Advanced
Specialized areas of duty
courses were required.
usually related io such courses as Counterinsurgency
and Special Warfare, Psychological Operations, Speciei
Forces, Civil Affairs, etc. Tha majority of advisory
positions, however, required graduates of the Military
Assistance Institute or Military Assistance Training
Advisory Course But regardless of position or specialization, the one-year tour seemed not conducive to more
extensive preparation of US officers ft.r advisory
duties other than perfunctory requirements and a brief
orientation course p:-ior to field deployment. 50/
E.

Aviation Trainini
COMUSMACV established a requirement in February 1964 for a heavy
armed/armored helicopter, an off-the-shelf aircraft that could be refitted

4

to meet the survivability and firepower needs of the US advisory and support perso,,nel already in country. 51/ After US combat forces entered
Vietnam, a steady expansion occurred in the use of heticopters of all
types. The active inventory of aircraft reached 8,098 in FY5c ard 9,375 in
'Y67, requirirg 12,908 trained aviators by the close of FY67. Auout 500
aviators were assigned to the Army training base as instructors to meet the
expanding requirements. 52/ However, the requirements for aviatnrs in FY67
2-18

ERI1I
tLU

-

---

THE BDM CORI

TION

was set at 21,500 pilots; hence, the Army was faced with a severe shortage
of aviators. The training base could not produce pilots fast enough, so
aviators "'elow the grade cf lieutenant colonel could expect only one y'-ar
in CONUS between combat tours. And requests for volunteers mailed to 2,000
aviators in the Reserves produced only 60 replies. 53/
The c:ronic shortage of aviation personnel was not overcome until
about mid-1968 through the expanded output of the Army Aviation School and
the leveling off of requirements in Vietnam The 1st Aviadion Brigade, the
largest single Army aviation ce;nmand in the world, had more than 25,000
officers, warrant officers, and enlisted personnel on its v'olls on 31 July

1968. 54/
7.

Training and Indoctrination, 1965-1968 - A Summary
Training on the M-16 rifle was provided to units deploying tn

Vietn~am beginning

in 1966,

but not until

1969 were sufficient weapons
available to conduct M-16 training throughout BCT. The AIT course was
incredsed from eight to nine weeks to accommodate a five-day field exerci~e
oriented toward Vietnam requirements. The program ot instruction for the
Infantry Officer dasic Course was revised to prepare newly commissioned
officers for their first duty assignment with troops; emphasis was placed
on the practical application of leadership under simul&ted ccmbat conditions based on experience in Vietnam. 55/
Changes in the Officer Advanced Courses resulted mainly from the
Haines Board findings rather than from the Vietnam experience, although the
war was not igrored in the syllabi.
CONARC evaluation of the Infantry Noncommissioned Officer Candidate Combat Leaders Course in 1968 determined that reports from Vietnanm
indicated that over 80% of all graduates were accomplishing the job for
which they were trained.
CONARC issued a 16-hour training program that was required for
all units scheduled for deployment to USARPAC and all individuals assigned
The program was condensed, taking into account Che limitations
So Vietnan.
of training time for units deployed on short notice. The training was

I •
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judged to be particularly valuable for combat service support units and
per'sonnel whose training had not been combat oriented. 56/
The president's unwillingness to mobilize tha Reserve Component
imposed severe hardshps or the Army's training system. Plans for the
expected mobilization called for the activation 3f up to four Reserve
training divisions to run training centers.
In the absence of the
Reserves, CONARC had to draw cn its own assets with a most deleterious
effect on the readiness of the Strategic Army Forces (STRAF), an overburdcning of the school and training system, and a delay in prepcring units
for overseas deployment. 57/ The need to raid the Reserves for selected
items of equipment imposed additional

training problems on the Reserve

Component.
Despite the difficulties facing the training system, accelerated
training was required to speed up the preparetion of newly formed units for
deployment to RVN. The experience of FY1966 showed that accelerated or
compressed training progra.ms did not result in an acceptable level of
training readiness. Further, personnel and equipment often joined units at
the port of embarkation, and the soldiers did not receive the necessary
training or readiness testing prior to deployment. Tn February 1967, this
unsatisfactory situation was corrected when CONARC reinstituted the full
Army Training Program as the basis for computing times for unit deployment.
58/
With a monthly o',tput of 610 pilots per month beginning in July
1968 the Army found itself training more aviators tian all of the other
services combined. Officer accessions numbered over 16,000 from the ROTC
program and another 8,900 from the JCS program. However, ROTC personnel
acquisition and training was constrained, significantly by increases in
,iti- ROTC sei.timent on the nation's campuses. 59/
During the period 1965-1968, the Ar--y's aining system succeeded
in training over 1,000,000 personnel for Vietnam service, despite the lack
of planied-for Reserve mobilization which figured so prominently in plans
for expanding the training system. Arid while some training deficiencies
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were noted, many of which were serious and the correction of which was not
always timely, on balance, the US Army's training effort was a remarkably
In-country training and indoctrination were essential to the US
training effort. And, as always, training quality varied with the interest
and competence of the unit commanders.
Senior commanoirs who knew and
understood training requirements ard personally supervised the execution of
training efforts invariably possessed excellent programs anr effective

4
4

units. Commanders who relegated these tasks to their staffs or subordinates were faced with inadequately trained soldiers and, overall, with
shoddy results. In addition, the personnel policy of interunit transfers,
designed co achieve a balance of tour dates (DEROS), had a significant
impact on the quaiity of training and the unit's ability to ip.et training
to develop the necessary teamwork within the units.

According to TRADOC

(which superceded CONARC in 1973), constant review and modifcation of
training programs were required to reflect recent experience in Vietnam.
Hence, the one-year tour did offer one significant benefit to the US Army's
training effort: it allowed for the infusion of fresh combat experience
and related, useful insights in the Army's on-going training effort.
How effecti-.,e was the US training and indoctrination of the
American soldier destined for Vietnam? BG S.L.A. Marshall, USA (Ret)
visited Vietnam in 1966 and reported, that there was no lack of a will to
fight and tthat "the average soldier withstood the stress of engagement
better than ever before." But on the negative side, "our marksmanship and
musketry were deplorably bad, and furthermore, .
about one third of our
losses in action were our own fault, owing to carelessness about security."
60/
In 1968 General Westmoreland stated that training had "greatly
improved, with particular attention paid to security and fighting in the
cities."
earlier,
t

61/
P, the latter case, just as in Seoul, Korea, 18 years
troops learned their house-to-house fighting through on-the-job

gining.
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E.

TRAINING AFTER TET, 1968-73

Analysis of US performlance in combat during the 1968-73 period
strongly sugge.ts that train'ng programs improved while the morale of the
average soldier, beginning in 1969, declined markedly. This contrasts with
the earlier period when training programs required improvement, but the
morale of the troops was generally high. In the period under discussion,
training troops -- particularly draftees -- was hamoered greatly by the
steadily declining quality of the draftee, the failu;r• of policy-makers to
make clear "why we are fighting," and the Army's own personnel problems.
The size of the Army's training base had, by this period, leveled off,
after several earliers fluctuations caused by the expanded commitment to
the RVN.
During FY 1968, about 530.000 active army trainees and 325,000
Reserve Enlistment Program trainees entered the training base. 62/ Significantly, Army Reserve units were not mobilized; this placed a heavy load
on regular units, which had to provide their own support--something reserve
units might otherwise have done.
1. Snapshot of Training in 1968
The Army's training priorities were committed largely to support
the on-going effort in Vietnam.
In FY 1968 all AIT was converted to
training for Vietnam, providing an additional week designed to prepare
trainees for service in the RVN.
Fort Ord, California and Fort Lewis,
Washington converted in mid-1968 and Fort Dix, New Jersey was programmed to
follow in FY 1969. 63/ The Army's specialist school system also tailored
many of its classes to support the effort in Vietnam.
Instruction during this time appears to have been well tailored
to conditions in the RVN.
Army doctrinal literature indicates that US
ta;ry planners emphasized instruction in numerous types of patrols:
ambush patrols, search and attack patrols, r.otorized patrols, and others
widely employed in Vietnam.
The Army's skill development ba'se program was desigged to improve
manpower for grades E-5 and E-6.

The pr,'.rm, which generally rai from 21

to 24 weeks in duration, was undertaken immediately after BCT and AIT.
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Some 42 courses were offered. Over 11,000 enlisted men passed through the
courses in FY69 ana were promoted to E-5 or E-6. 64/ But while those yojng
NCOs may have been well traine:I, they lacked experience. One distinguished
armored cavalry regimernt commander (a general i?, 1979) described the NCO
situation in 1968 and 1969 in these terms:
.... we had a bunch of young inexperienced NCO's leading
a bunch of young inexperienced soldic-, overwatched by
a bunch of young inexpe- 4 -nced lieutenants and captains; all oversupervisea by a bunch of older, but
equally inexperienced, lieutenant colonels, colonels,
and generals. The result on the ground in the jungle
just wasn't good at all. 65/
It is interesting to note that General William DePuy, former TRADOC commander, cited as one ef his main problems in 1966 during his ct-mmand of the
1st Division in Vietnam, the lack of proficiency of lVeutenants at the
platoon level. 66/
2.
In-Country Training
i l
in-country training continued during the final period of US
involvement, and, as usual, received varying levels of emphasis according
Sto the unit. Unit turbulence continued to present commanders with a continuing requirement for in-country training.
An excellent example of in-ccuntry training can be found in the
program devised by the l1th ACR. All newly assigned personnel, up to and
including the grade of major, were required to attend a two-week training
course. The training included information cn: 67/
0
RVN and the current area of operations;
0
The enemy and his units facing the llth ACR;
•
Enemy operating procedures and the firing of captured weapons;
•
Firing, care, cleaning, and maintenance of all ACR weapons;
•
Operation and maintenance of all ACR vehicles; and
•
Tactics, techniques, and SOPs of th. regiment.
The l1th ACR commander (now CG TRADOC) described the training (circa 19091970) in this way:
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It was a good course; it was a tough course; people
grumbled at having to go through it; but it was necessary. After they had been in a few fights, no one
questioned the wisdom of the course--in fact they
wanted to make it tougher. In a similar situation in
the future, it would be necessary. It does take time
and resources, either or both of which might be hard to
come by; but it must be done. My judgment is that it
is best done in the unit of assignment--division or
whatever, rather than in a Theater Army Replacement and
Training Command--resources permitting of course. 68/
Entire brigade and battalion staffs,

according to one account,

had to be "retrained again."
Many combat zoldiers required additional
training in patrol, ambush, and airmobile tactics. The rapid withdrawal of
US units in the early 1970s required that some service and support units be
trained to defend themselves; these units had to be taught small-unit
tactics, marksmanship,
security, and construction of fortifications.
During 1972, when the enemy launched the Easter Offensive, ASA detachments
required training in antitank weapons such as LAWs (light antitank weapons)
and 90v41 recoilless rifles.
3.
Major Changes in Training, 1968-73
CO^,ARC continued its on-going mission of training troops to
ensure combat re.diness.
By the early 1970s, training was re-oriented
somewhat away from Soutneast Asia and more toward the •':i's worldwide
requirements.
Thus, CONARC concentrated on subjects suci, as mechanized
infantry training and combat in urban areas -- more in line with the
European theater.
In late 1971 General Westmoreland tasked BG Paul F. Gorman to
head the Board for Dynamic Training; the Board examined ways to tailor
training to assist the Army in meeting its worldwide objectives. In his
charge to the board, General Westmoreland attributed the Army's training
problems to "the Vietnam strait jacket," the Amy's continuing need to
concentrate all its efforts on supplying troops to the war. 69/ This need,
he believed, left the service incapable of meeting training requirements
for other areas.

:_
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During this time frame, for exampie, SACEUR/USCINCEUR General
Goodpaster reported in a discussior with Deputv Secretary of Defense
Packard, that he was 10% short on people.
His shortage, however, was
concentrated in tank and engineer MOSs in which he was from 30% to 50%
short. Thus a 10% shortfall did not equate to a 10% loss in readiness; the
situation was substantially worse. 70/
General Gcodpaster added some additional remarks which are
extremely important if we are to appreciate the service-wide impact of
Vietnam:
Another thing that troubled me when I got back to
Europe in 1969, and in 1970 and 1971 was to discover
that some of the old faults and mistakes in the psychology of leadership and command responsibility had crept
back in. I had evidence that commanders were trying to
avoid reporting some of the difficulties that they were
having with drugs and discipline and the like, because
just the reporting of those difficulties in their units
was thought to reflect adversely on their records. I
found also that there was difficulty in getting firstclass officers to come over and command. One officer
who came up from a troop unit and joined my headquarters used a revealing expression one time. He said
that I should know if I didn't already that Europe had
now become known as "The graveyard of military reputations." Well, I talked to the chain of command about
that and I told them tnat the existence of that kind of
an attitude suggested to me that the people up the *line
were not taking their responsibilities but were passing
the buck down to a lower echelon. I think that we were
able to do something to overcomp!
that, but I would
not for a moment claim that it was wholly eradicated.
In fact this, I think, has been and remains one of the
very troubling aspects of our command situation and of,
I would say, the professional ethic in the Army. Those
would be the main points that I would make about the
situation in '69 and later. 71/
The Gorman Board found a number of obstacles to good training,
stating that "the Army has marginally adequate training not because of
inadequate trainers but because of a 3ystematic difficulty in assigning and
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articulating traininy objectives for its trainers and providing them requisite resources." 72/ See Table 2-1 for a summation of these inadequacies
identified by the Gorman Board.
General
tions,

Westmoreland,

folkwing one of BG Goiian's recommenda-

established a new board at Fort Benning to improve training in the

combat arms.

BG Gorman then embarked on a round of briefings to promote

his ideas throughout the Army.
Benning,

BG

Gorm3n

replaced the staid,
approach

consisting

developed

At his job at the Infantry Sclool at Fort
a

program

for programmed

learning

that

out-of-date field manuals with a multimedia learning
of TV and voice

tape cassettes,

films,

programmed textbooks that could be used in small units. 73/

slides

and

BG Gorman was

transferred from Fort Benning ir July 1972, but the requirement for strearfilined training was addressed the following year by the newly-formed TRADOC
(Training and Doctrine Command) under General William DePuy.
In June 1971 the Deputy USCINCEUR had taken a slightly different
view of the training problem within units a: opposed to the formal school
system.

He described his view of the problem in a memorandum to ("enerai

Goodpaster:
As I looked over units during the past year and tried
to account for the shortcomin'gs in operations overall,
and training in particular, I was persuaded Lhat our
problems stemmed from a lack of perception of proper
standards and a lack of knowledge on thk demands of
their jobs on the part of many of our lieutenan. coloI am more certain than ever that
nels and colonels.
this is a major factor we must recognize. 74/
4

The significance of the Gorman Board,
taken at the Army War College,
not be overlooked.

the study cn professionalism under-

and other similar self-examinations should

The Army and its leadership was willing to take a hard,

Sinsightful look at itself.

Often

findings of these and other studies cre

interpreted in an accusatory sense, yet it
tution

when self-analysis is

is to the credit of any insti-

initiated and the commensurate

action taken. 75/
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4.

Training and Indoctrination, 1969-1973 76/
Unit training readiness declined in FY1971 as a result of funding

limitations,

personnel turnover, and shortages and imbalances in military
oc.upatio~al specialties. Witt, the continuing withdrawal from Vietnam,
priority was a!7corded to units reinforcing Europe.
Limits on funding
impacted szverely on major exercises, at.d training and combat readiness
suffered as a result. For more than four years, no division exercises were
held due to budget constraints.
The continual withdrawal of US combat forces from Vietnam shifted
emphasis back to the advisory role ane ýwo new courses for advisors were
established in FY1971 for security advisors and program advisors.
An acute shortage of trained and qualified noncommissioned officers became evident in the late 1960's, but it was not until FY1971 that
attention was focused on a long-range development program for noncoinmissioned officers. The NCO Education System waF established as a three-level
program to formalize and upgrade the education and professional development
of enlisted careerists with basic, advanced, and senior courses.
At no time during the war was t,.oop indectrination more important
than in the l%69-1973 period, when US public support of the war was
dropping and when the media and Congress were questioning continued US
presence in Southeast Asia. Yet trained leadership capable of instilling a
requisite amount af military indoctrination was too often found wanting
during the same period, particularly in base camps and other rear areas.
During that period and throughout the entire war, the US soldier had only a
vague notion of the causes of the conflict, its background, the issues
involved, and, most of all, what US national goals were in Vietnam. 77/
Indoctrination was primarily realized by acquired experience and osmosis
in-country, rather than by planned training, education, and indoctrination
by the US military and political leadership. 78/
F.

A SUMMARY OF CRITICISM ON US TRAINING FOR VIETNAM

Several authors have levied charges against the services fcr poor
training, inept leadership, corruption, and even service disintegration
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ditring the Vietnam War. Such charges must be taken seriously. Some may be
accurate; others can likely be cssessed as exaggeration or pure fabrication.
G;.,briel and Savage, in their study Crisis in Command, claim that
"... the Army began to border on an undisciplined, ineffective, almost
anomic mass of individuals wno collectively had no goals and who,
individually, only sought to survive the length of their tours." 79/ While
this claim is partially true it's vaiidity can be applied only to the
period from about )970 on. At that time, although the formal school system
was probably onerating at its peak performance, having incorporated the
lessons of Vietnam and having the advantage of veteran instructors, the
all-important unit schools in-country vwre suffering from unit turbulence
of an inordinate degree as withdrawal planning was implemented. In short,
training was good to excellent, but indoctrination was not succeeding in
marny of the rear ar'as where disciplinary problems increased markedly. Of
course, indoctrination alone could not resolve the sericus problems of that
era.
BG Douglas Kinnard's The War Managers does not dwell oi training.
but rather on leadership and piofession~lism. Yet the relationship of
these issues to training is obvious. Good training depends on leadership
and professionalism, and the shortcomings in those areas describee by the
generals who responded to Kinnard'F survey arL also an indictment of some
aspects of the training and indoctrination effort undertak-n during the
Vietnam war. 80/
But the point to be made is this. the Army faced a massive task
during the Vietnam War in training, equipping, and deploying a force which,
at its peak, numbered more than 500,000 men. It also advisea, trained, and
equipped the RVNAF. And both armies were simultarncisly fighting a clever,
shadowy insurgent enemy withi a tough, resourceful main force organization.
Training and indoctrination were not always at their best, but they accomplished thp job that was necessary, particularly during the first fnur and
a half years of the fighting. During the last three years of the American
combat presence in Vietnam, serious problemF arose which affected training
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and indoctrination to a marked degree. Mistakes were indeed made. Efforts
have since been made to identify and correct the mistakes. Many improvements have been accomplished, but since training and indoctrination are not
static, the Army's leadership must continu" its self-examination, revis;on,
and upgrading of training methods to meet present day requirements.
Threats change. Many valuable lessons were learned in the rice paddies and
jungles of Southeast Asia. These lessons must not be lost to future generations which may find themselves in a similar environment.
G.

SUMMARY ANALYSIS AND INSIGHTS
The following useful

insights are derived from the foregoing dis-

cussion of US training and indoctrination efforts ouring the Vietnam War.
0
Despite many obvious shortcomings, the Army's training effort
during the Vietnam War was a remarkable and comprehensive effort,
accomplished without mobilizing Reserve assets.
.
The BCT, AIT, basic officer, and the scores of specialist schools
in the Army training system were generally responsive to requirements worldwide

*

and particularly

to requirements

in Vietnam.

Lessons learned in combat were fed into the system, with varyong
degrees of success in lesson assimilation.
Units that trained and deployed as units generally performed far
better than those in which personnel were assigned as individuals. The "train and retain" concept, while more expensive than
one in which individuals are assigned separately, pays off in

*

0

results, and irn the long run may prove to be cheaper owing to the
higher calibre of trained soldiers.
Unit schools are essential, particularly in a comba. zone, and
brigades or divisions are the best equipped to conduct professional unit schools.
The key trainers are company and battalion cormmanders because of
their experience, proximity to the troops, and the nature of
However, these commanders
their tact 4 cal responsibilities.
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require the interest., support, and guidance of their seniors if

0

0

they are to ensure the best possible trainin6 and indoctrination
of the US soldier.
The one-year combat tour and the six-month command tour, in vogue
during the Vietnam conflict, operated to the detriment of training.
Some commanders seemed to believe their short rours
absolved them from the responsibility of resolving underlying
training and leadership deficiencies in their units. Problems
cculd be left unsolved for the r.ext commaz,der to face. This is
not an indictment of the many excellent commanders who served in
Vietnam, bait the record does show that there was a substantial
number of opportunists in command positions in Vietnam.
The combat efficiency and unit cohesion that was evident in the
early days of the war, at least until the post-Tet drawdown
began,

Swithin

suggests that indoctrination was not a serious problem

the Army at that time.

Most divisions conducted indoc-

trination for newly arrived troops which enhanced their orien-

*

tation, acclimatization, and knowledge of rules of engagement.
Indctrination programs conducted during 1970-1972 appear to have

I'

neen ineffective. 'This was due in large measure to the changing
society and its impact on the young recruit coupled with antiwar
sentiments expressed by the media and Congress during the US
drawdown. The services were slow to acknowledge or recognize the
changed situation and t) initiate remedial action. Training and
indoctrination alone cou;d not be expected to produce the desired
results in combat, however, since personnel policies often destroyed unit cohesion through transfers designed to balance individual rota,;on dates.
H.

LESSONS
The following lessons are developed from the material presented above:
*
Training and indoctrination are dynamic rather that static,
requiring constant attention from commanders.
One extremely
2-31
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important aspect of training that is not always appreciated by
senio,- ammanders is the changing nature of society and the
resulting ch:anges in the attitudes of young people who providc

*

the recruiting base for the services. Senior commanders must
apprise themselves of the changes, open mindedly and objectivly,
and devise realistic approaches to training and iidoctrination.
Although the composition of the Army is a cross-section of US
society, the Army cannot afford to "pass the buck" to society for
a trainee's perceive.d lack oV values. Instead, the Atmy must
make a maximum effort to "egitimize iqs role to a generation of
yeung pcrsons who are more aware of social issues and far mere
cynical abouT the government and military than the World War II
generation.

0

*

Changes in formal military training curricula ton'. to be slowly
implemented and, therefore, are not always responsive to the
changing needs of commanders in the field. Unit schools, or
in-country train'ng, therefore constitute the cormander's best
tool for influencing tie qdality and readiness of his unit. The
quality of these schools is in direct proportion -to The
experience and ability of the personnel assigned to rLn the
schools.
Training, supe,'vision of training, and teaching subordinate
commanders how to train is a command responsibility which, if
exercised properly, will produce comLt effective units. To
fullfil this 'responsibility field grade and general officers must
be adept at training and capable of discharging these responsi-

*

bilities ag~ressively and enthusiastically.
There are always impediments to training, particularly in units,
but the innovativ,, trair.ing-conscious officer or NCO finds ways

a

to train effpctively.
Borrowing a lesson from Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, "The best
form of welfare for the troops is first-class training."
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they were needed. Similarly, en~listed men could net be assigned from
one MOS field to another. See Schnabel, i. 53-54.
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the best of this century at the beginning of a war. BDM interview at
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Chief of Military History, Korea-1950 (Washington, D.C.: US Govern;nent
Printing Office, 1952). In a BOM interview on 15 June 1979, Gener-al
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Truman of that situation. For details of small-unit combat in the early
days in Korea reflecting significantly on leadership and training see
S.L.A. Marshall, The River and the Gauntlet (New York: William Morrow and
Co.,
1953)1956).
and S.L.A. Marshall, Pork Chop Hill (New York: William Morrow
and Co.,
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9.
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Staff for Personnel, Department of The Army, 1971), p. 11. Hereatter
Army Training Base.
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The Code of Con'tict was devised to standardize training for personnel
who might in the future become POWs (PWs) by establishing simple,
common ground rules. Much of the impetus for the Code stemmed from
such works as the HUMRRO-33 Study whi'-h was misunderstood but nonetheless popularized by Kinkead, It.Every War But One. It is interesting to note that in December 1979 the Department of Defense
announced that the Code of Conduct applies in peacetime in such situations as the Marine Corps security guards held hostage in Iran.
For a critical account of the captured US soldier of the Korean
War and his generation, see: Eugene Kinkead, In Every War But One (New
York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1959). Aajor WilTTam E. Mayer, US Army,
Mediral Corps, "Why Did Many G.I. Captives Cave In?", Interviewed in
U.S. News and World Report, February 24, 1956 added to the poor
picture of the soldier. Mayer, a psychiatrist, stressed the misbehavior of a few US POWs and failed to balance his numerous presentations by recounting heroic acts by POWs. The imbalance on the part of
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study was misunderstood: Julius Segal, Factors Related to the
Collaboration and Resistence Behavior of U.S. Army PW's in Korea.
HLIMRRO Technical Report 33, foi the Department of the Army (Washington:
George Washington University, 1956). This HUMRR3 33 study was based
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delineated collaborators and resisters. Dr. Segal later cIlrified his
statistical findings, comparing POW behavior in oher wars, and said
that his study actually proved the great normality of the POW sii;uation
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Bernardo and Bacon, p. 491.
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When asked if he thought US leaders could have learned more from the
French indochina axper'ience, an experienced observer responded with an
emphatic "yes." Colonel Croizat, USMC (Ret) graiduated from the Ecole
Superieure de Guerre and in 1954 was assigned co General O'Daniel's
staff as P liaison officer to the French High Command. Croizat, who
later translated a volume of the High Coninand's study on lessons
l6arned in Vietnam, attributes the American failure to taka advantage
of train;ng lessons to having seen " ... in the French defeat a repudiation of their experience, which was shortsighted indeed." He also
pointed out that 4 n the early 1960s, the MAAG Chief in Saigon, and
many other LIS ufficials, having been apprised cf thz study on lessons
learned by the French (1955), preferred to read the Briltist lessons in
Malaya despite the fact that they dealt with a different geo-political
environment, a different enemy, and different type of operations.
Letter from Victor J. Croizat to J. Angus MacDonald, The BOM Corporation, 11 September 1979.
Other qualified observers who made the same point include LTG Vernon
A. Walters, USA (Ret), former Defense Attache in France, interviewed
at The BDM Corporation on 8 June 1979; and Anita Lauve Richardson,
former foreign sevvice officer and Rand consultant, interviewed in Washington,
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14.
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second tour as an infantry battalion commander, interview at The BDM
Cornoration, 28 September 1979.

15.

Department of The Army, Field Manual, FM 31-21, September 1961, p. 18.
Note that President Kennedy's intense interest in counterinsurgency,
articulated immediately afler he became president in 1961, spurred all
of the services to expaia their training in that special field.

16.
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20.
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CHAPTER 3
LEADP"'IP AND ETHICS

Max Taylor had always believed . . . [t]he Army would
contain the finest young men of the society, welleducated civilized young officers. .
. The war of
course had ravaged the Army; the kind of officer Taylor
sought for the Army suffered because of it and was
increasingly driven out of the service. A bad we'r
means a bad system; the wrong officers were promoted
fcr the wrong reasons, the best officers, of-en unable
to go along with the expected no;'m, the fake body
count, the excessive use of force, wither along the
way.
.

David Halberstam, The Best and
the Brightest i/
Officeis of all grades perceive a significant difference between the ideal values and the actual or operative values of the officer corps. This perception is
strong, clear, persuasive, and statistically and qualitatively independent of grade, branch, educational
level, or source of commission.
US Army War College, Study on
Military ProfessionaiTsim2T
Evidence of a decline in officer qualiLy is beyond
question.
Richard Gabriel and
Paul Savage,
Crisis in Command 3/
A.

INTRODUCTION

It seems clear that the average American soldier and officer in Vietnam carried out h-s mission in an ad~nirable ;ind highly professional manner. 4/ At the same time, tho'ugh, it is also clear that, as a whole, the
US armed forces in Vietnam developed serious internal problems during the
prolonged drawdown period, if not before. 5/ The morale and discipline of
American troops (the topic of the next chapter) deterioratod markedly
during this period, with this change manifesting itself in corruption, drug
3-1
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use,

racial

problems,

fragginq,

and,

in at least several

cases,

even

mutinous disregard of orders.
It is impcrtant, not to ,,nderestimate the
strength and staying power of an institution as large and as well established ,•s the Army, but it is significant when a person as well placed and
generally cautious as McGeorge Bundy declared, In My 1971, that "Extrication from Vietnam is now the necessary precondition of the renewal of the
US Army as an institution." 6/
1. Leadership
The causes of .hese problems were manifold, with tb~e most important probably being the frustrations inherent in a prolonged withdrawal
from an inconcILsive and politically complicated military campaign. 7/
Most sour'ces agreo, though, that they wvere aggravated, and at least partly
caused, by a failure in leadership at various levels of authority.
level,

this

involved

the political

&nd strategic

At one

failures of nationai,

political and military leaders including a succession of presidents--i.e.,
the type of failure which, in Halberstam's opinion, created a "bad" war.
Similarly, General Westmoreland complained about civilian bureaucrats who
lacked the "special knowledge" to run a war but insisted on tryii.g; others
have concluded that "the special knowledge that Westmoreland ana most of
his subordinates had equipped them poorly to understand thp political and
social dynamics of the war in Vietnam." 8/ Be all of this as it may, and
there is certainly some truth in each of these charges of inadequate
leadership, this chLpter Focuses on the more specific failure in military
leadership that directly affected the combat performance of trooas in
Vietnei,.
Inadequate leadership can, and in some cases did, result in
:,oorty pl;rined operaLions and imprecise orders. It can also negatively
affect the morale arvd pzy':i0oiogical well-being oF troops and create an
environment conducive to discipline problems, as was documented in t.he
"Peers Report." 9/ What is more, instances of atrocities committed by US
trnops in Vietnam--My Lai being the most notable example--had, virtually
without exception, the common thread of weak leadership. 10/ In Vietnam ab
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in other wars, strong and effective commanders were generally able to keep
their subordinates under control, even in situations of great stress.
Putting things into perspective, it is probably true that the
caliber of officers in Vietnam was no different than that of officers in
W.Vrld War II. Vietnam created an environment, though, that highlighted
weaknesses and, in some cases, made effective leadership virtually impossible. By 1972 some were even arguing "that virtually all officers and
NCOs [had] to take into consideration the possibility of fragging before
giving an order to the men under them." ll/ This was indeed a difficult
situation for even the best officer.
But if Vietnam created demands
greater in certain respects than those of previous wars, it is also true
that the Army was less than succes-ful In meeting this challenge.
There is no universally accepted definition of military leadership. However, the motto of the infantry scnool, "Follow me! ," implies its
most -important element, the ability to motivate one's subordinates to carry
out required missions. Soldiers must frequently perform tasks which are
routine,

mundane,

boring,

and some~ilnes even trivial.

They must face

hardship and deprivation, and be willing to risk their lives. They must be
loyal and willing to sacrifice for a cause. The absence of motivation to
do 'hese things ma!'es an army an undisciplined collecticn of individuals
which will fa,'e poorly in the face of an enemy.
Effective military leadership also involves respect for one's
subordinates.
It entails ensuring that a soldier's daily life is not
sinnecessarily repetitious and boring, that hardship and deprivation are
kept to a minimum, and that risk of life serves a valid military objective.
Effective leadership also requires knowing when not to obey an illegal or
capricious command from a superior.
This is no small order, especially given the environment that
existed in Vietnam during the drawdown period. Effective leadership is
also more difficult i1'. the conplex bureaucratic setting of the high-technology modern Army than it was in years pest. To quote Col. Samuel H.
Hays, the director of military psychology and leadership at West Point for
four years during the 1960s,

t
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The problem is not that the demonstrated abilities of
our leaders today are poorer than those of other times.
On the contrar-y, by most standards current leaders are
more skilled, better educated and more adept in
handling subordinates than they have ever been. The
apparent difficulty stems from the fact that leadership
techniques have not adjusted rapidly enough to meet the
mounting denand. Rapid social change creates requirements for flexibility, for n,.w approaches and for much
more sophisticated handling of people if primary
objectives :re to be reachad. 12/
The leadership challenge faced by the military in Vietnam (and after) thus
reflected certain environmental changes. These included the influence of
changes in society at large, but it is important ýo remember that, as the
Army War College study concluded, "there appears to be little justification
for blaming the bulk of the imperfections extant in our profession on the
general trends which some sociologists discern in our society or which
plague the outsid2 world in general." 13/
Instead, as Col. Hays summarized, "Our rapidly changing environment poses grave challenges in
meeting the demands of effectively managing the complex human organizations
of our military establishment. These challenges can be met if we recognize
them for what they are, if we diagnose them properly and if we prepare the
necessary policies to cope with them." 14/
2.

Military Ethics
A secord problem that paralleled and in certain respects contributed to leadership problems during the Vietnam period was a decline in
ethical 3tandards within the officer corps--i.e. , the "significant difference between the ideal values and the actual or operative values of the
officer corps" which the Army War Coilege study noted. Quoting Col. Hays
agairl:
The system of professional ethics provides the rules
governing the attitudes and much of the behavior of the
officer corps.
This system protects the general
society and its members from the usurpation of authority and the misuse of the vest potential power
entrusted to m4litary authorities. The existence W' .
prufessional code creates the atmosphere of trust wiu
confidence that is needed to support unit cohesion
., under the pressures of combat. These principles cannot
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be found in any
been referred to
of the bervice."
the attitudes and
seldiers. 15/

textbook or regulations.
Some have
under the general heading of "customs
Uthers can be recognized only through
behavior that have long charac'•erized

To the extent that the professional

ethics of the officer corps can he

capsulized, they can be thought of as the standards of conduct implied by
an officer's commitment to "Duty-Honor-Country."
The Army's idea of (and
commitment to) leadership and ethccal behavior is further eiaborated in "An
Officer's Creed," which ia etha h
avioisentirety since it provides an
excellent standard against which the reality in Vietnam can be measured.
AN OFFICER'S CREED
I will give to the selfless performance of my duty
and my mission the best that effort, thought, and
dedication can provide.
To this erd, I will not only seek continually to
improve my knowledge and practice of my profession, but
also I will exercise the authority entrusted to me by
the President and the Congress with fairness, justice,
patienre, and restraint, resperting the dignity and
human rights of others and devoting myself *o the
welfare of those placed under my command.
In justifying and fulfilling the trust placed in
me, I will conduct my private life as well as mIy public
service so as to be free both from impropriety a.,d the
appearance of impropriety, acting with candor and
inagryity to earn the unquestioning trust of my fellow
soldiers--jviiors, seniors, and associates--and employSing my rank and position not to serve my3.lf but to
serve my country and my unit.
By practicing physic&l and moral courage I will
endeavor to -inspire these qualities in others by my
e)(ampl e.

In
highest
America
pftrsonal

all my actions 1 will put loyalty to the
moral principles and the United States of
above loyalty to organizations, persons, and my
interest. 16/
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A belief in these ideals has long characterized the traditional
officer in the eyes of both the aimed forces and civilian society. During
the Vietnam War, these ideals were challenged by events and attitudes
within the military, government, and society at large. The Army's own
recognition of the fact that these events and attitudes had seriously
compromised its ability to carry out its assigned ..,issions, especially in
Vietnam, was indicated by General Westmoreland's April 1970 request that
the Army War Collegp. study the "moral and professional climate" within the
Army. 17/
It should also be remembered, when considering qutestions of
leadership and ethics within the militar!, that, "The subjects of ethics,
morals, technical competence, individual motivation, and personal value
systems are inextricably related, interacting, and mutually reiiforcitig.
All of these aspects of the professional climate: taken together, produce a
whole which is greater than the sum of its separate, component parts." 18/
B.

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE DECLINE IN MILltaRY LEADERSHIP AND ETHICS

Speaking about the incidence of atrocities in Vietnam, Congressman
Ronald Dellums (D-Calif.) asked, only in part rhetorically, "Wnat the hell
is wrong with a cGuntry, the military establishmernt, the Administration,
Congress and others v'ho permit such things to happen?" 19/ There were, of
course, many things wrong, or at least many problems which had been dealt
with imperfectly. Those most directly affecting military leadership and
ethics are discussed below.
1. Wartime Expansion of the Army and the Decline in COficer
and NCO Quality
Between 1964 and 1967 the buildup for the Vietzi-m War brought
about a 60 percent increase in Army strength, with enlisted personnel
increasing during that period by 64 percent and officer strength increasing, in a biildup stretching from 1961" to 1969, by 56 percent (see Table
3-1,. This rapid expansion took place without mobilizing the reserves and
thereby drawing upon the pool of experienced reserve and Na4 ionat Guard
3-6
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TABLE 3-L. STRENGTH OF THE ARMY 20/

Year

Officers

1960

101,236

771,842

873,078

1964
1965*
1966
1967
1968
1069

110,276

111,54)
117,205
142,964
165,569
17',8e2

854,950
1,079,700
1,296,600
1,401,700
1,357,000
1,153,000

965:22r
1,191 241
1,413,805
1,544,664
1,522,569
1,324,882

1970
1971
'972
1973

160,814
148,623
120,982
117,860

1,161,444
9711,871
686,692
703,031

1,262,258
1,120,494
807,674
820,891

1974

110,26C

689,646

799,906

Enlisted Personnel

*Warrant officers are included in officers data after 1965.
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cfficers. The reserves had been mobilized for World War Ir, the Korean
War, and even the Berlin crisis of 1961, but for a variety of reasons, some
of which were political, they were not called up for the Vietnam War unt-FIl
1968, and then only in token numbers. 21/ At the same time, growing antiwar sentimient on college campuses caused the number of officers cuwiing from
ROTC programs to decline sharply. ROTC enrolimenC. dropped by, G8 percent
between 1965 and 1972, from 231,000 to 73,000 (sele *iable 3-2)
Since the
service academies and direct commi!ssioning (wh~ch was used primzarily to
promo~e aviation w:arrant officerF to the commis~sioned ranks) could not make
up tne ROTC shortfall, OCS was increasingly relied uron to nri)vide the
requisite number of new offi~cers.
While it is difficult to judge the quallty of those officers who
continued to come from~ ROTC programs (ine factor possibly influencing, this
was that some cadets were enrolling in ROTC not out of a desire to serve as
a military officer, but to avoid the draft theniselves--"If I'm going to go,
it might as well be as an officer."), it seems clear that there wa:: a drop
:n the quality of those coming from OCS. Given the drop in the numoer of
ROTC-commissioned lieustenants and thole need for a war-swoll,, officer
corps, 22/ there was no real alternative to lowering OCS admissinns stanidards if'
OC";ý was to fill the void. Nearly half o,- th~e officers commissioned
in 1957 were OCS graduates; 23/ and it.was cknimon k~icwledge i~i Vietnam
tha
nny of the officers coming from OCS were not high -pliber. '4/ Under
peacetime conditions a man 'like Williami Calley p,-obably would ne-er have
achieved officer, rank, tut after Calley's conviktion for thl My' Lai ý&.ýrders
a colonel at. Fort Renning expressed the opinion that "We have at 'least two
or three thousand more Ca lleys in the Army Just waitirig for tfle next
calamity." 25/
To be fair, per~ceotions nf junilor-officer quality in Vietnam were
far from universally negative, Ps one would expect given the multiplicit"of variables, many of which lend themselves only tc suiojective analysis,
whicn enter i'lta an assessment ~)f quality. Thius, for example, in a survey
of gi~eaerl of-ricars, one third felt that the qual .,.y of junio.. officers
actually improved during the Vietnam War, while one third fehi it remained
constant and' one thi Td fe'kl: it decl ined. *26/
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IABLE 3-2.

F

I

IIN

BRANCH OF SERVICE

1960

1965

1967

1968

1969

1970

lq71

1972

SENIOR ROTC, TOTAL

230

231

216

196

175

123

92

73

ARMY

133

142

152

141

125

87

63

45

NAVY

10

7

9

9

e

7

7

7

AIR FORCE

97

82

56

45

41

28

23

21

T
THOUSANDS. FOR MAY, END OF SCHOOL YEAR

II
!

ROTC ENROLLMENT 1960-1972 27/
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Certainly many extremely talented junior officers were commissioned throughout the war; but the rapid wartime expansion of the officer
corps made a drop in stand-.,as impossible to avoid, especially when the war
became increasingly unpopular among the group from which junior officers
had to be recruited. Student deferments ,.nd other draft loopholes were
used by many from higher socio-economic backgrounds to avoid military
service. Only 36 of the 1,203 members of Harvard's class of 1968 served in
the armed forces, of which only 26 went to Vietnam and none died in action.
Only 18 members of the Harvard classes of 1960 to 1971 died in Vietnam. 28/
As was discussed in Chapter 1 of this volume, there were numerous reasons
why the Selective Service System allowed Vietnam to become, at least to a
larger extent than was morally justifiable, a "working man's war." Such a
manpower procurement policy had, in General Westmoreland's words, "serious
effr-.ts far ..h•. United States Army," 29/ not the least of which was to
compound the already difficult task of finding enough top-quality young men
to serve as junior officers in Vietnam.
In the final analysis, there can be little doubt that there was
at least some drop in thQ quality of the officer corps, and in particular
of junior officers, from the pre-war standard. As Richard A. Gabrie! and
Paul L. Savage put it in Crisis in Conitand, "During a rapid expansion of
officer strength, and particularly when the recruiting base is tightly
restricted, it is alik.t unavoidable that the quality of the average
officer will tend to suffer." 30/ Similarly, Col. Robert S. Nichols of the
Army War College's Strategic Studies Institute commented that "While the
original leadership group, both officer and NCO, was well selected and
trained, the rapid turnover of personnel alid the expansion of the Army led
to tioe of much poorer quality officers (in the conipany-grade levels) and
NCO',q." 31/ Major W. Hayes Parks, chief trial counsel of the First Marine
Division in Vietnam during 1968-1969, concurs, writing about the hastily
assembled Americal Division:
Units so assembled were built from drafts from adjacent
unitc . . . (which use] the quota imposed as ar avenue
for removal of its deadwood. . . In the G-3 office of
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the Americal Division, for exampl.', among the fieldgrade officers there was only one major who wa• a
graduate of Command and General Staff College. Of the
majors, all tut two had been passed over for promotion
to lieutenant colonel. 32/
Accordinq to Parks, a shortage of qualified leadership personnel was by
1966 already a significant factor in the occurrence of zerious acts of
misconduct. 33/ Parks blamed inadequate training for some of these problems, but also blamed "the war time policy oý lowering qualification standards for military personnel, both officer and enlisted." 34/

I:

The same pressures that led to a lowering of standards for new
"officers (and enlisted men) led to the rapid promotion of those already in
the service, a possibly necessary but probably undesirable development.
Thus, when the Army War College's Strategic Studies Institute conducted
meeting

about

"Lessons

Learned

in

the

Viet Nam Conflict:

The U.S.

Soldier," it was noted that
... rotation of leadership coincided with an increase in
the rapidity of promotion. Some battery/company commanders could not function effectively because of their
inexperience and immaturity.
The acceleration of
promotions also hurt the non-commissioned officer image
and "instant NCO,:' anc¢her soldier term, expressed
contempt for this practice. 35/
Even the Inspector General History, 1964-1972 (MACV),

a very cautious work,

noted "the inroads that rapid promotions of junior officers and noncommissioned officers had made into the expertise of both groups." 36/ When
Marine deployment to Vietnam createc an acute shortage of company-grade
officers, an attempt was made to fill the gap by providing temporary
commissions to more than 5,500 experienced NCOs. This may have helped ease
the officer shortage, but it highlighted the more general personnel crisis
by adding to the shortage of qualified NCOs. 37/
In fact, the problems faced trying to maintain standards within
the officer corps during a time of Army expansion were mirrored--magnified
is probably iiore ccrrect--in the problems faced trying to maintain standards amongst enl;sted personnel. The*.e can be little question that standTo begin with,
ards for enlisted men fell from their pre-war levels.

I
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during the early stages of US involvement the average American soldier was
a career man. Increasingly as the conflict progressed, soldiers were there
because they were drafted. This in itself did not mean that the personal
qualifications of the average soldier droppe), but it did imply a very
different general attitude towards morale and discipline. 38/ Many of the
more highly qualified ',ental groups obtained draft defer-nents, while many
of the bettpr draftees or recruits ended up being selected for OCS. Rapid
turnovers and promotions meant that many NCOs received little or no leadership training before filling positions of responsibility. And the Army,
faced with the incessant manpower demands of the war, was forced in
"Project 100,000" to accept men of lower intelligence ratiiigs who were
ill-suited for thr demands of a counterinsurgency war like Vietnam. 39/
(All of these problems are discussed in further detail in Chapter 1 of this
volume.)
By the later years of the war, there could be little question
th'%t the quality ot both NCOs and junior enlisted personnel had, on average, declined significantly.
is important, however, to remember that this trend towards
dcee
Sdecreased officer and NCO quality was only one of many factors influencing
the leadership and ovorall performance of US troops ,n Viz~tnam, be it in
comnbat or in a support mission. The most talented military man can function either well or poor'ly depending upon his training, experience, and
attitude, not to mention the overall excellence, or lack thereof, of the
organization of which he is part.
2.
Lack nf Experience and Ticket Punchfnq
A second problem affecting the quality of leadership by American
officers and NCOs in Vietnam was that personnel policies calling for
12-month tours of duty (except for ganeral officers) and six-month command
tours encouraged inexperience. As Guenter Lewy wrote:
While this rotation pelicy, also used in Korea, had a
highly beneficial effect on morale, it exacted a heavy
price in .terms of personnel turbulence--weakening unit
coilesion and effectiveness--and, most importantly, by
preventing the achievement of an institutionalized
The continuous turnover and influx of new
memory.
people, a civilian observer noted in 1968, tendea "to
ensure that our operations will always be vigorous,
will never grow tired, but also will never grow wiser."
3-12
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Each new generation repeated at a higher level the
er -'- of the previous one. or, as John Paul Vann is
said to have put it, "We don't have twelve years'
experience
in Vietnam. We• have one year's experience
twelve times o,,er."1 40_/
Or, as Lt. Col. David 4. Holmes elaborated on the same theme:
Extended practical experience and rapoort wis;h
indigenous counterparts is -equired to develop an
understanding of the political/p-ychological character
of paramilitary operations, to maintain the quality of
leadership required to uphold appropriate cthical/moral
standards and to acquire the particular small-unit
tactical skills involved in counterinsurgency operations. Counterinsurgancy operations cannot, therefore,
be conducted effectively using peact-tim-e'business as
urual" personne-T policies.
Advisors, key noncommissioncd officers and commanders--partikularly at company and battalion level-should not be subject to the premature ro* -tion caused
by the short-tour concept. Frequent rest and recuperation--to include respites ir.the Continental United
States--should be used to provide the required breaks
from battle.
The short-tour palicy, which often
produced command tours as brief- as si
months,--A
undoubtedly contributed to
Instances of mnutiny,
ithe
corruption, dIuQ abuse ab-d•ea
i- 99fva
gging."
It -so probably reinforced th
ticet-punching" careerist syndrome still visible in today's officer corps. (Emphasis added.) 41/
There can he little doubt that at an operational as well as 3
personal level the short-tour policy figured centrafly in
experience in Vietnam. 42/
The long-term consequences of
system on combat effectiveness were, accurding to Moskos,
assess. When US involvw.•ent in the war was on the upswing it

the American
the rotation
difficult to
)robably made

a positive contribution to troop morale and performance; but during the
drawdown it heightened anxieties about being t.e last man killed in d war
the US had given up on, thus hurting morale, discipline, and, of course,
combat effectiveness. 43/
Rotation

policies contributed to discontinuity in command and a

unit cohesion.

By encouraginq weak l3adership and inexperience

3-13

-

-~I,

•-

THE BDM CORPORATION

among troops it also contributed to the 4i;cidence of atrocities and other
serious breaches of discipline. Parks, for example, explained that "the
average Marine involved in a serious incident in Vietnam was twenty years
of age. He was a replacement or new to an incoming anit. HK had been in
Vietnam less than four months.

Ho had beer. in the Marine 'orps less than

fourteen months." 44/
Given the inexperience, less-than-stellar quality, and obvious
career orientation of many officers, there developed a vicious circle in
which weak leadership and troop resentment fed upon each othe-. Quoting
Gabriel and Savage:
Under such conditions [i.e., short command tours and
careerism], officers coujd hardly gain the confidence
of -*'eir troops, much less their respect. . . . If
troops' regard for their officers is important to
cohesion, arnd we submit the evidence is overwhelmingly
clear that it is, then in a situation which does not
permit such regard to develop, primary-g,-oup cchesion
cannot be affected. In Vietnan the result was a kind
of "military anomie"--a situation where troors came to
have no sense of belonging and became increasingly
hostile to their officers. 45/
Rather than feeling that they were led by an officer corps which was worthy
of respect and which was, sharing the burden of sacrifice, the feeling
became widespread among American troops that they were expendable pawns
being used to further the devalopment of an experienced corps of officers. 46/ Soldiers frequently had more combat exposure than their commanders. Moreover, combat battalions under experienced commanders suffered
only two thirds the combat deaths of battalions under commanders with less

than six months of co~mmand experience. 47/
Given evidence of the importance of stable leadership to unit
cohesion and effective combat performance, even General West irelarld speculated that "It may be that I erred in insisting on a one-year tour of dutY
for other than general officers." After weighing the pros and cons of a
longer tour, he added that "Perhaps an eighteen-month tour for all officers, as was always the case for general officcrs, might have been a workable compromise."48/
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There were important considerations of overall maragement underlying the rotation system for US troops--morale was a central factor; it
was reasoned that staff work (for example, the planning of operations)
could be best handled by someone who had fighting-level command experience;
etc. 49/ These manageme.it-orientid factors were complemented by th-. fact
that the officers being rotated perceived that each of their assignments in
Vietnam--conm'--nd experience, staff work, etc.--was, alnng with certain
other assignments such as til'e spent acquiring a masters degree or a
teaching billet at West Point, an important step on a successful career
path. 50/ A tendency towards "ticket punching"' by career-oriented officers
thus provided an important impetus for the perpetuation of the rotation
system, the jack-of-all-trades status of the average officer, and, consequently, the less-than-optimal nature of military leadership (especially
combat leadership) in Vietnam.
Ticket punching was nothing new during thie Viethnar period--it is
generally considered to have had its origins in the World Wary II
experience--and it was clearly much more than just a cynical manipul.ition
of the system in an effort to get promoted. Westmoreland, for example,
said that "It was instead a result of a natural desire of efficient young
officers to hold positions of responsibility, to meet the challenges of
command, and a similarly natural desire of higher commanders to want officers on their staffs who had had local comman-i experience." 51/ In some
cases, at least, this was certainly true. But as the Army has become more
modern, more technical, and more bureaucratic, it has also developed a
strong institutional tendency towards ticket punching, a tendency for which
there are no simple or easy remedies.
In particular, the omnipresent
efficiency report reflects a highly comprehensive evaluation system that
places great value on quantifiable, non-subjective indices of performance.
Officers perceive, usually correctly, that certain types of experience must
be obtained (and, of course, recorded on paper) before it is possible to
Urfortunately, as Sam
move from one phase of a career to another.
Sarkesian noted, "The desire for the best and most profitable career pattern and professional status becomes a motivating force for many officers
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and
may detract
ideals of
the profession."
W•
It considerably
has already from
been pursuing
noted how the
thlishigh
-=nouraged
a s•ystem
of
rapid rotation fror. assignment to assignment.

Acquiescence to "body-count"

demands was another manifestation of the problem.
it

In some cases, at least,

must certainly have also led to specific combat decisions being more

ori('nted towards impressing one's superiors than towards ensuring the most
effective completion of one's mission or evan the greatest safety of one's
subordinates.

In this case,

if

not elsewhere,

the contrast between ticket

punching (and the mcre general phenomenon of careerism) and the standards
of leadership and professional ethics traditionally expected of a military
officer is tragically apparent.
3.

Careerism (the new military ethic?)

In recent years it has become almost a cliche to bemoan the
ascendenc2 of careerism over traditional standards of m' litary ethics and
behavior. 53/
allowed,
exist.

Excessive

though,

use

or even

abuse of the term

should not be

to obfuscate the basic underlying fact--a problem does

As the Army War College's 1970 Study on Military Professionalism

concluded,
officer

speaking

corps,

time-honored
soldier
Army."

in terms

of the general

the "climate .

aspirations

to warrant

is

jufficiently

and the traditional

immediate

goals and belavior of th'.

attention

out of step with ou-

ethics of the profe.es'-nal

&t the

highest

levels

ot

thZ

54/

Success for a military officer has come t3 be definek in terms of
career advancement; and zareer advancement has increasingly come to depend
on doing it all--being a technocrat and student as well as a combat conOne should be both Patton and a systems-analyst whiz kid.

man,.er.
tion

depends upon

efficiency
ethic

is

syndrome.

receiving

favorable efficiency reports;

reports depend upon
essential,

impressing one's

superior.

and favorable
The "can-do"

with its corollary being the "cover-your-ass"

Conformity and zero defects are rewarded,

Promo-

(CYA)

not originality and

brilliance. 55/
All

too often,

the result of these developmer.ts has been that

ethical standards are sacrificed on the altair of c.,reer idvancement.
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Robert Nichols noted about officers ir: Vietnam, "they not orily had to
do their part in the war as best they could, but they alsc had tc keep an
eye on the way the nature and quality of their wartime performance would
affect tlýi'r subsequent ca'reers."
In the extreme case, according to
Nichols, "Because of their career status and goals, many leaders became
insensitive to etaical issues in order not to jeopardize their career
progression." 56/
The body-count syndrome,

false reporting of combatc activities,

and ticket punching wer2 manifestations of the problem. One major commented
on the body-count syndrome after visiting the tactical operations center of
a brigade located soutth of Saigon: "! noticed that there were four charts
on . . . opposite walls, and each one of these charts had recorded on. i,
for an entire year the monthly kill, one battalion against another, like it
was a game. It is of these kinds of things, I'm certain, that rank is

"-

made. The most upsetting thing was the way it was condoned." 57/ In fact,
"condoned" is perhaps too soft a word. Not only is the emphasis that many
senior officers placed on body counts clear; there is significant evidence
that at ,east some generai officers, and not just lower-ranking officeis,
were themselves guilty of inflating such figures. 58/ Careerism has also
led to officers and NCOs obediently following tneir commander's orders even
knowing they were illegal or unethical.
In the extreme case such behavior
has led to the committing and/or covering up of atrocities. 59/ "lore
frequently: and possibly more damaging to the Army as an institution,
careerism has led to the CYA syndrome and the necessity cf keeping dissent
private if one desires promotion. 0O/
As was mentioned previously in the context of ticket punching,
careerism as a problem affectiaig the modern Army probably has its roots in
the World War I experienc.?. 61/ The problems experienced by the Army in
Vietnam, though, caused significant attention to be focused on questions
relating to the professionalism and ethical standards of the officer corps.
This interest has subsequently been encouraged by Watergate and the general
post-Wate-'gate tendency to question .he integrity of those in public
office. 62/
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The Army war College study is the best knowr, of the studies on
military professionalism and careerism, but its conclusions are not unique.
Thus, for examnple, when the US Military Academy's Office of Research wrote
an in-house report aboL!t the resignations of several ofticers from the
class of 1966, theoreasons cited for the resignations included the fact
that i,,any senior officers (particalarly colonels and lieutenant colonels i•,
command Vdsitions) ".
were forced [by the demands of the "system"] to
aban•i•on their scruples and ignore the precepts of duty and honor; and if
necessary to lie and cheat in order to remain successful and competitive." 63/ The War College study elaborated on this question of integrity,
the lack of which was noted in the results of all four War College inter-

view teams (the persons interviewed were officers of all grades at various
Army posts).
One team noted that "Dishonesty is across-the-board."
A
second team noted the view among the officers inte,'view;3d that "
.
in
their judgment, integrity was a luxury that a junior officer could not
afford in today's Army and survive." Similarly, a third team concluded
that "unless you are willing to compromise your standards, even ever so
slightly, you will not survive in the Army system." AnI tho fourtn team
noted that "Junior officers eelt that the barrier to their integrity was
the senior officers' lack of "ntegrity." 64/
It

seems that the institutional

pressures that have encouraged

careerism among officers have also taken their toll at West Point, where
one would hope that the highest ethical standards were being inculcated in
the Army's future leaders.

Despite West Point's emphasis on its honor code
it has had its share of troubles, includi.bg the highly publicized 1976
scandal in which 184 members of the junior class were formally accused of
cheating.
-5/ Class standing is of great importane.e to a cadet's military
career and is affected by performance on innumerable small tests. Instructors do not change tests or quizzes fcr different sections of the same
class, relying on the honor code to guard against cheating. This is, as
Gabriel and Savage noted, a situation which "Maximizes temptation and
minimizes risk in a way similar to the [(,ilitary] system as a whole." 66/
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West Point also tends to reflect the ethical dilemmas of the Army
on matters unrelated to cheating or class work. Thus, for example, Lt.
Col. JohnI H. Johns, then associate professor- of military psycl.tology and
leadership at West Point. spoke i, 1970 about che strain upon •orofessional
honor resultincq from My Lai: and West Point's non-reaction:
I wanted an uproar around here.
I even tried to provoke one,
rationalize too much.

We have a

But there wasn't any.
and got nowhere. We
.

.

.

different prob-

lem i, Vietnam because of the frustrations, and anyone
who has been there understands those. 1 can understand
it.
But look. once you begin to break down, break down
discipline and break down in general, it tears into a
man's self concept. I wanted the people here to grasp
th~at, to look at it and understand it, to renew our own
integrity. I wanted more of a reaction. I wanted us
to clean it up in-house. 67/
At the time Johns was interviewed, there were only two hours of ethics in
the entire MP & L course. The staff of the department had met for a couple
hours to come up with their collective reaction to My Lai, and the gamut,
according to Johns,

ran from blaming the media to blaming the American

system. A colonel who chaired a department at the time said of Johns: "He
was more upset about My Lai than the damned Chief of Staff of tie Army." 68/
The implication, it seems, is that such concern was unjustified: the chief
of staff, after all, had to answer to the president and think about public
relatiotis; Johns only had to teach future Army leaders.
But even if the ethical callousness noticeable in the Army's
general reaction to My Lai (which is not to say noticeable amongst all Army
officers or even in the final prosecution of Calley and the other involved
paities) can be seen as rplated to a general deterioration of professionalism and military ethics, there is no simple solution to the latter. The
pervasiveness of the problem and, in this case, its reiationsnip to society
at large were summed up by Wilson Carey McWilliams:
All the bureaucratic tendencies visible in the Army are
characteristic of all organized power in America. But
the Army accentuates and e-.aggerates bureaucracy
because it is bureaucracy without competitors; conformity, careerism, cultivation of the right attitcies and
the spfe style become almost necessary obsessions,
difficult for any but a very few to resist. 699/
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Tnis is a situation in which self-service is considered essential
by junior officers; it is also one in which senior officers frequently set
the tone. Over half the general officers who served in Vietnam received
decorations for bravery, according to Edward L. King, 70/ a phenomenon also
observq.i by William L. -auser.
ilauser al.e) cited "ncidents of senior
ofFicers receiving silver -tars for imagina'ry acts of bravery. 71/ Highlighting the farcica& nature of these decorations is the fact t.hat physical
langer,

as measured by combat deaths,

average genL-ral

officer's

was not a si,ýnificant part of the

tour (or toy'-s)

in Vi•.en:a,

with only three

generals dying in combat from 1961 to 1972. 72/
Awards inflation, rapid prormiotions, and the command-rotation
policy all encouraged thinking first about "old number one," wnether a
given soldier was a private, an NCO, a !ieutenant, or a general. One must
conclude, too, that in Vietnam careerism and a generally self-centerea
approach towards one's existence were also attribut&ble to a "bad war," the
phenomenon I•f
noted by David Halberstam (see the Halberstam quotation at the
beginning of this chapter). As the conflict progressed ft became increasingly clear that American troops were not fighting for "freedom" or

-:

"democracy," or, by the end, even to achieve a military victory in Vietnam.
When the ideal or goal one is fighting for seems to be something as vwgue
as a "decent interval" before an inevItable communist takeover--wit.h
"decent" being dafined, at least in part, b%; what the president and his
advisors think is politically safe for them--why not look cut for number
one? It certainly was not clear during the drawdown peried in Vietnam that
those higher up would look out for you if you did not yourself.
Speaking generally about carcerism and the failurL of leadership
in Vietnam, Gabriel and Savage concluded that "the connection bi.tween an
officer corps perceived as unethical and even incompetent and an army of
lesser ranks displaying every sign of disintegration is clear." 73/ This
is possibly overstated, but consider the Army War College's finding that
A scer.drio that was repeatedly described in seminar
sessions and narrative responses includes an ambitious,
t.
ransitory commander--marginally skilled in the complexities of his duties--engulfed in producing statistical results, fearful of personal failure, too busy to
3-20
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talk with ,irlisten to his subordinates, and determined
to submit acceptably optimistic re'orts which reflect
faultless completien of a vari,.tl of tasks at the
expense of the sweat and frustration of his subordinates. 74/
Such behavior is not only significantiy at odds with the ,.haracteristics
described by Ginsburgh, Sarkesian and Ganron, Wheeler, Huntington, and
aid
constituting
military professionalism
others
as collectively
ethics, 75/ it certainly does--and during the V~etnam War, ,_id--affect thE
general effectiveness of, and climate within, the military.
Morale, Discipline and the Failure to Motivate £ubordintes
Col. Samuel H. Hays noted in '1970 that "Guardhouse riots, dissident soldiers, low reenlistment rates, alleged profiteering and racial
confl'-ts should not be shrugged off as the results of a civilian infection
that somehow have crept into the service. Maintaining discipline, unit
cohesion and iorale is clearly a function of lieadership." 763/ Others have
made similar arguments. G. L. Tischler, for example, has noted a soldier's
4.

psyzhulog.cal need for an authority figure; 77/ while Edward Colbach and
Matthew Parrish concluded that "most iften, specific problems have arisen
as a result of poor leadership and a subsequent decline in morale." 78/
Another psychologist noted the importance of unit cohesion and a soldier's
relationship with his peers, adding that "The quality cf this group allegiance and alliance, generally termed morale, is in turn largely a function
of the quality of leadership of the men and 6o a lesser degree influenced
by tne vicissitlidcs of the particular group's circumstances a.id experiences." 79/ One should be careful not to underestimiate the i'nportance of
these special "circumstances 3nd tvperiences;" -.hey included such important
variables as the psychological and motivational effects of the extended
drawdown process and the related effects on morale and discipline of soldiers associating their leaders with what was seen as the irrationality of
the war--seeing, in many cases, their :omlanding officers as the personification of all that was bad about being in V'etnam. Bu.t at the same time it
is clear that many officers failed to accomplish the difficult -ask of
motivating their subordinates to carry out their assigned missions and
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'Zhus, by definition, must be considered to have ta!1-i to accomplish their
own leadership missions.
that
It Is .nnecessary to elauorate at this point upon the ili3r
beset the Army in Vietnami after 1969 or 1970. A short list, however,
inc~ades refu..sals to obey commands, the incidence of atrocities (abuse of
prisoner--, rape, miurder, nct.), debilitating drug abuse, rtcial problems
among GIs which at times bordered on gang warfare, antiwar protests -.
mong
troops., the appalling (and terrifying) frequency of fragging during the
latler years of US involvement, high levels of corruption (e.g. , the black
market f-3r curren~cy) among both enlisted personnel and officers, etc. 80/
These problems are discussed elsewhere in this volume in the chapte;,,s o.n
manpower and discipline, r'ace relat 4ons, drug abuse, personnel polti:ies and
problemps, combat effect-*veness, etc. The most important point here is that
t'hey d-*c! not develop in a vacuum, and, mereover, that failures in leaderchip were a significant, though by no means the only, factor underlying
their devel~opment.
Prevlqus sections of this chapter noited the relationship between
leade'ship problemb, and declin-Ing officer quality, inexperience, and
carecri~jm. It should alsu be rnotid that certain matters of overall policy

or en~vironment made effective ILadership dil7ficult. Thus, for example, the
neqative effects of involvement i:t a "bad" war were very important. This
is not tu say that. the war was bad -n teems of the purpose underlying vur
initial involv-iment. Regardless of the relative merits oF the two sides 4M

tarms of eco~io'nic w,1fare,

politicali

frearom, nationalism. etc., the fact

is clear that during the ecrly and middle stages of o.,,r involvement US
troops believed they were filyhting to hallt the spread of communism and
generally perf-irfed .'. The %,.ar did get "bad," though, wncn it became
apparent during the drawdown period that we were not going to win, that we
wpre fighiting for relatively asoteric political and strategic goals such as
a "decent interval," and so on. Aý, was asked already in this chapter, who
wants to be the las~t person to die iii a losing effor.? This was all comnpounded by t41he collective impact of the otrier rnaladie.- affecting -,ut
trcops--raciai tensions, drugs, boredom, lack of respeuct for one's
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superiors, .tc. By the end, as Eugene Linden commented, the result was
that "All reference points for determining mor'ality, honor, and valor [had]
been ripped from their foundation." 81/
At a second level, 7eadership problems were exacerbated by
policies which, thonigh still general, are at least easier to isolate than
those just discussed. There were, for s:xmple, th? adverse effects of the
rotation system and ticket punching. The rot3tion system riot only affected
the experience, exDe-r.ise, and in some cases goals of -*,fficers and senior
NCOs (as was Jiscussed above), it also encouraged self-centered individualism (-lL 0ll ranks) which militated against unit cohesion and the general
existence of a favorable command environment. 82/
Problems were also created in Vietnam by the existence of a
circular logistics system which exposed the average "grunt" to the relatively privileged existence of officers and support troops at base camps.
There were definite morale-related advantages to the base-camp bystem, but
it seems that the contrast between the hazards of combat and the comforts
of base camp caused sufficienc resentment of those staying behind that, on
balance, there was a disruptive efiect on morale and discipline. 83/
Related to this question of sharing tMhe burden was the general feeling
among many of the "grunts" that those higher up did not share fairly in
combat danger, that officers were "managing" their deatrc rathqr than
sharing in the sacrifice. 84/ (The truth of this ,.-sertion seems, in fact,
to have varied depending on rank, as is illustrated by Table 5-, ) There
was even a technological twist to 1his problem i- that extensive use of
helicopters by commanders directing operations made them appear distant and
manipulative. Certainly it is no easy task for a commander to inspire and
lead by example if, when the chips are down he is only a voice on a radio.
The problem of commander being distant and not respected can be highlighted by contrasting the situation in Vietnam with that of a highly
effective fighting force such as the Israeli Army, 85/ or even, for that
matter, with the e,:'teem with which many commanders were held during the
American Revolution or the CiviI War, 86/

i
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TABLE 3-3.

COMPARISON OF US ARMY OFFICER-ENLISTED STRENGTH
AND COMBAT DEATHS (BY OFFICER RANK) 87/

GRADE

OFFICER STRENGTH IN
VIETNAM (1971)
NO.
ENL. RATIO

OFFICER DEATHS IN
VIETNAM (1961-72)
NO.
ENL. RATIO

GENERAL
COLONEL
L.T. COL.
MAJOR
CAPTAIN
IST LT.
2ND LT.
W.O. 1-4

498
5,947
14,577
22,266
49,073
23,907
13,666
18,689

3
8
55
135
720
1,206
463
679

1:9,074
1:3,4(67
1:495
1:201
1:38
1:23
1:59
1:40

3,269

1:8.33

TOTAL
US ARMY
OFFICERS

148,623

TOi,•L
US ARMY
ENLISTED
PERSONNEL

971,871

1:1,952
1:163
1:67
1:44
1:20
1:41
1:71
1:52

1:65

TOTAL
US ARMY
OFFICER LOSSES
TOTAL
US ARMY
ENLISTED
LOSSES

C
-

(.-.
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Most would agree that a certain distance must be maintained
between a combat commander and his troops in order to ensure a proper
command environment. When under fire there is not time to talk it over and
convince a person to do something; an order must be given and it must be
obeyed.

In Vietnam,

however,

there

developed

certain

major gaps

in
thinking and communications between commanders and their troops which had a
distinctly negative effect on morale and discipline as well as the ability
of tommanders to lead effectively. Col. Rkobert Nichols has notea, for
example, that "The senior Army leadership (field grade officers and abovei
were [sic] ideologically sympathetic to the stated purposes of the war.
This was much less true of their subordinates, especially during the later
years of the war." 88/ This obviously raised basic questions of commitment
and motivation.
Nichols also noted that many senior officers were
reluctant to admit that things were going badly, a characteristic which
,ent itself to the development of a credibility gap between the officers
and their subordinates. 89/ Studies about drug-related problems in Vietnam
have indicated a second gap, more informational than philosophical,

in that

the higher ranks seem to have frequently been out of touch with lower-level
realities. An unavoidable distortion of information as it proceeds up the
chain of command is one e;xplanaticn; a lack of honesty in communications
between higher and lower grades is a second. Whatever the cause, though,
numerous studies including the Army War College's have indicated that
senior officers were not well informed about lower-level troop conditions. 90/ A third gap between officers and their troops was noted by
Eugene Linden in the context of fragging. According to Linden, "the key to
the violence is the severe cultural divisions that exist in the Army and
that are

related

to and expressed by differing attitudes towards the

Going one step beyond Linden's analys'is, one can see that this
culture gap was not only a matter of differing attitudes toward!: the war,

war." 91/

it was also a matter of socio-economic background and problems of communication. To paint the extreme picture, it is no easy task for a middle-class

officer or one from some small southern or midwestern town to empathize
with,

let alone effectively handle,

the frustrations and undisciplined

behavior of a hard-core criminal from an inner-city ghetto.
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These problems were exacerbated in Vietnam by the fact that NCOs
frequently did not fulfill their important role as a communications link or
buffer between officers and lower-rank enlisted personnel. 01 this problem,
Linden noted that
in World War II the NCO served the function of
absorbing resentmernt and siphoning off frustrations
before they reached a critical level.
The NCO was
there to talk to nervous and troubled mer in his unit
and often to mediate between the hard demands of
officers and the practicality of the situation.
Because
of distrust of the drug-using,
antiauthoritarian draftee, . . . the current career NCO
often retreats from contact with his men and coimsorts
only with others of his breed. This means a critical
tensior-lessening relationship has broken down. 92/
What is more, by the end of the war senior NCOs had to worry about
fraggings or other types of intimidation from their subordinates in the
same way, if not quite to the same extent, that officers did. 93/
Another factor adding to the difficulty of exercising effective
leadership in Vietnam was that many of the American troops sent there were
inadequately trained. It can be seen, too, that this training problem was
another that not only made it more difficult to exercise effective leadership, but was itself aggravated by the absence of such leadership. As
Gabriel and Savage noted, "The lack of effective and professional officers
to act as catalysts in the process of military socialization probably
caused dis;ntegration to be accelerated by other factors." 94/ Just as
strong arnd effe.cive leadership could have minimized the incidence of
atrocities, it could have minimized the extent to which other problems-racial, drug-related, training-related, etc.--reached crisis proportions.
The breakdown in leadership and the command environment was also
assisted by the fact that military leaders were seen (fairly or not) by
their subordinates as being guilty of cdllousness, cynicism, and, in some
cases, moral tturpitude.
Along this line, Gabriel and Savage argued that
"the
f.ilurs of the officer corps to come to grips with the problems of
drug use in Vietnam -%eprosented a clear failure of moral expectations." 95/
This is s ated a bit strongly, bu', it is significant when they continue
that, "In any event, there appear to have been no 'protcst' resignations
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over the drug racket. Indeed, the lumber of protest resignations for any
,eason at all while the US Army was coming apart as an effect-;ve cumbat
mechanism seems pathetically small." 96/
Every officer cannot be expected to take the Army's burden on his
own shuulders, but it is true that in Vietnam there was a psychological
void among the younn, impressionabie, scared, resentful, and sometimes
poorly

trained

troops.

Instead of being able

to fill

this

void by

reference to strong authority figures who were worthy of respect, these
troops frequently saw their officers cs immoral figures concerned with
little but their own careers and safety. This impression was bolstered by
such factors as officers acquiescing to (and covering up• atrocities,
97/ official toleration of ARVN corruption and incompetency, 98/ the bodycount syndrome and other types of false reporting to superiors in Vietnam
and/or Washington, and high-ranking complicity in the KICO club scandals.
99/
Taken together, these examples of high-ranking behavior did not
exactly add up to the stereotype of an inspirationa' leader.
And finally, the command environment w hurt hy a breakdown in
the disciplinary process itself. Granted that flexibility is necessary to
ensure that a potentially productive soldier is not, at great expenstt arnd
to the advantage of no one, relegated to a stockade for the duration of his
association witih the military. And granted that the type of assignment in
Vietnam-'-counterinsurgency activities, f-ee-fire zones, etc.--created a
very difficult environment for troops, both physically and psychologically.
But the fact remained, as is discussed in Chapter 4, "Morale and
Discipline," that the infrequency of punishment for even the most serious
offenses lent itself to the quadi-anarchic environment that existed by the
It can be seen, too, that the system of
time of the final US withdrawal.
rewards, and not just that of punishments, was inadequate for motivating
troops in Vietnam. Towards the end, at least, it was clear that winning
the war was no longer a potential reward for valiant service; instead, it
became clear to all that the foremost award anyone could strive for was
getting home alive
Certainly combat decorations and promotions lost much
of their intriisic value as motivators, particularly for draftees and other
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non-career personnel, when they began to be passed out almost indiscriminately. As Col. Nichols concluded, "As the local cofirmander's power to
reward and punish diminished, disciplile [and more generaliy, effective
combat leadership] became harder to maintain." 100/
C.

INSIGHTS

There are no easy answers to why leadership and ethics were not of a
uniformly high standard in the Vietnam-era military; and there are no easy
ways to improve upon this situation.lOl/ Many factors external to the
military created an environment that made lealership and adherance to the
highest ethical standards difficult for even the best officers. There wele
also factors internal to the military, but very difficult to change, which
created an institutional bias towards Cicket punching, careerism, and other
aspects of what has been labelled the "new ethic." There were also differences between the problems besetting different levels of leadership;
certainly those relating to senior officers were different than those
relating to junior officers, which were different again from those relating
It seems clear, for example, that senior officers would
to senior NCOs.
not have been affected by the lowering of entrance standards (e.g., for
OCS) that negatively affected the quality of junior officers. At the same
time, though, senior officers possibly even more than those below them may
have been constrained in the conduct of their duties by worries about their
careers or by other institutionally created problems.
Many of the problems discussed in ti~is chapter related to the neurotic
environment created by the prolonged drawdown of US involvement. Similar
phenomena have occurred before; Westmoreland, for example, compared the
problems during the Vietnam drawdown with those experienced with troops
awaiting their return home after World Wars I and II. 102/ One of the
important differences between the situation in Vietnam and that after the
two world wars was, on the other hand, that after the world wars troops did
not have to wait three years to go home--or even one year, if one's frame
of reference is the individual soldier's tour in Vietnam rather than the
overall withdrawal period. Moreover, soldiers awaiting their return home
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after the two world wars were anot being shot at, or killed or maimcd by
mines or booby traps. Whatever. political or strategic advantag3s were
gained from the US policy of withdrawing slowly (hoping to obtain a better
deal at the negotiating tab'je--whatever shape it ended up being--and a
decent interval before the ultimate communist takeover), the effects of
this policy on the Armly we,'e catastrophic. The leadership task confronted
by Army officers became overwhelming when their subordinates eouated them
with the war effort, which as time went on became more-and-more manifestly
futile.
The war experience highlighted the developing problem of careerism
among the officer corps, a subject that has been discussed at length.
Similarly, it has been noted that the value.- and training necessary for
effective combat leadership are distinctly different than those required of
a commercial matiager. And yet the Army, perhaps as a manifestation of its
lo-.e-hate relationship with McNamaia and his "whiz kids,"

,---s to have

moved increasingly towards making the sU'•ls required of business leaders
those necessary for a successful militrry career. Related to careerism and
this managerial ethic is tL•e pervasiveness of the "can-do" ethic. In some
cases, of which our Vietnam involvement ended up constituting an important
example, the Army and its leaders have to accept that it "can't do,"
whether this is because of military or political reasons. Somehow, too, it
must be internalized that it is not a sin to pass on bad news or even, wher.
unavoidable, to be responsible for a mistzike. The Army as an institution
must accept that not even the best officer can actually have "zero
defects," and not punish those wh^ have the ethical fortitude or candor to
admit to being human.
More specific matters have also been discussed, each of which wls a
lump of sorts helping to throw the tire out of balance. The lack of unit
cohesion, for example, militated not only against primary-group identification and ties, but against the creation and maintenance of a healthy
relationship between commanders and their troops. Policy changes in the
direction of rotdting units as a whole rather than individual

soldiers
might have reduced this problem. The problem inight also have been reduced
somewhat by extending the tour of duty, thuugh the net effect of such a
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change on morale, discipline, and combA effectiveness is far from clear.
Moreover, since the most serious prohlems usually associated with the
one-year tour of duty only developed towards the end of US involvement in
th3 war, factors relating to the drawdown may have been more important than
the one-year tour itself as causes of these problems.
The problem of decreafing officer and NCO quality as war needs swelled
troop strength at the same time that the recruitment pool for both groups,
and especially for junior officers, actually shrank was serious, and
possibly insoluble.
Recruitment efforts can be upgraded and training
orocedures 4ipproved, but what do you do if the political support necessary
to provide a willing pool of qualified manpower does not exist? Possibly
manpowe7 shortfalls could have been alleviated somewhat by calling up the
reserves, but this too is contingent upon a certain level of political
support.
This only highlights the fact that the problems relating to leadership
and ethics in Vietnam were generated. from the military perspective, both
internally and externally.
The military should strive to correct the
internal conditions that helped create these problems; but at Cihe same time

both military and civilian leaders have to recognize the extreme difficulty
of effectively conducting a prolonged and relatively large-scale combat
effort without the domestic political will to do it properly.
D.

LESSONS
The following lessors are developeJ from the material presented above:
4
In order to ensure high standards of leadership and ethics among
military leaders, some action must be taken to combat the institutional tendency within the armed forces towards "careerism."
Greater emphasis has to be made in the selection, training, and

*

promoting of officers to ensure that high standards of professionalism dnd conduct are understuod, practiced, and rewarded.
Some accommodation must be reached between the inevitably bureaucratic nature of the armed forces and the imperatives that have
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developed for success within these oureaucracies. In particular,
phenomena such as the "can-do" ethic and the "zero-defcct"
syndrome must be recognized as prevalent, but somehow must be
kept from becoming career-related obsessions that unde-mine
.

professicnal ethics.
As with so many other subjects analyzed in this study, the relationship between the existence of high standards of leadership
and ethics and the political environment in wh'ch military operations are conducted must always be remembered. There are limits
to the survivability of even the healthiest institutions in a
perverse and non-supportive environment.

A

3-31

_____41_

THE BDM CORPORATION

CHAPTER 3 ENDNOTES
1. David 1,Iberstam, The Best and the Brightest (New York:

Random House,

1972), pp. 657-65C.
2.

US Army War College, Study on Military Professionalism (Carlisle
Barracks, Pennsylvania: 30 June i970), p. iii (hereafter cazled, in
the endotes and the body of the chapter, the "Army War College study"
or "AWC Study").

3.

Richard A. Gabriel and Paul L. Savage, Crisis in Command (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1978), p. 81.

4.

Innumerable sources could be cited to support this conclusion. For
example, William Westmoreland wrote in A Soldier Reports (New York:
Doubleday & Co., 1976), p. 297, that "Having fought in three wars, I
am convinced the United States never fielded a more professional force
than in South Vietnam during the years 1966-69." And similarly,
Representative Paul N. McClosky, Jr. (R-Ca.) wrote, in a personal
letter to Defense Secretary James R. Schlesinger dated March 17, 1975,
that "While I feel our policy in Vietnam since late 1964 has been one
of the most tragic military misjudgments in our history, I did want
you to know of my respect for the job done by so many of our best
company-grade officers and NCOs."

5.

Throughout this chapter the discussion applies rather broadly to the
entire US military establishment in Vietnam. However, given the
disproportionate role and numerical strength of the Army, the emphasis
and most of the data are mainly on the Arimy. Similarly, for convenience,
the discussion will generally be phrased in terms of "Army" rather
than "the armed forces" or "the military."

6.

Godfrey Hodgson, America in Our Time (Garden City, New York: Doubleday
& Company, Inc., 1976), p. 354.

7.

Such frustrations were not unique to Vietnam.

Note, for example,

Westmoreland's comments in A Soldier Reports (supra note 4) about

fragging: "Fragging in one form or aaiother has occurred in all wars
but increases when a sense o- unit purpose breaks down and esprit de
corps fails and when explosives and weapons are loosely controlled.
Anyone faniliar with problems of morale and discipline among troops
waiting for transportation home after World War I and II could hardly
have been surprised."
8.

Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York:
1978), pp. 115-1l6.

3-32

Oxford University Press,

THE BDM CORPORATiON

Report of the Department
S9. of the Army Review of the Preliminaey
Investigations into the My Lai Inzident, I. The Ieport of the
Investigation ("The Peers Report") (Washingtooi, D.C.: U.S. Government
Printing Offir.3, 1970); see also Edward Mc. Colbach and Matti;w D.
Parrish, "Army Mental Health Activities in Vietnam 1965-1970," ir
Veteran's Administration, Department of Medicine and Surgery, The
Vietnam Veteran in Contemporary Society (Washington, D.C.: US
Government Printing Office, May 1970), p. 38.
10.

W. Hayes Parks, "Crimes in Hostilities,"
September 1976, p. 36.

11.

Eugene Linden, "Fragging and Other Withdrawal Symptoms," Saturday
Review, January 8, 1972, p. 12. This is not to imp;y that all
officers were intimidated or in some way "ran scared," but there can
be no question that it did affect the overall command environment.

12.

Samuel H. Hays, "The Growing Leadership Crisis," Army, February 1970,
p. 39.

13.

AWC study, supra note 2, p. 28. Among other sources arguing that
societal ci&anges were of leis-than-primary importance to military
problems is Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, which gives this
question considerable attention in Ct.apter III, "The Officer Corps."

14.

Hays, 5upra note 12, p. 43.

15.

Ibid. p. 40.

16.

AWC study, supra note 2. p. 55. As Gabriel and Savage noted (Gabriel
and Savage, supra note 3, p. 58), the very fact that the Army went to
the trouble of composing "An Officer's Code," after getting along
without it for nearly 200 years, indicates its own recognition that a
problem exists. In particular, the drafting of "An Officer's Code"
can be seen as a spin-off of the AWC study.

17.

A copy af General Westmoreland's letter to the Commandant of the US
Army War College requesting this study is included as "Enclosure I" in
the AWC study, supra note 2, pp. 53-54.

18.

AWC study, supra note 2, p. i.

19.

Department of the Army, Office of the Secretary of the A,
1 ,y, Memorarndum.
for the Record dated 27 April 1971. This memorandum summarized hearings, chaired by Ccngressman Dellums, about atrocities in Vietnam.

.:arine Corps Gazette,

3-33

-.

~~'J4~4~W~1~,

-I

EDM CORPORATION

STHE

20.

This table is derived from a more comprehensive table (Table 5) in
Gabriel and Savage, sýupra nete 3. Gabriel and Savage got their data
on the pre-1964 period from Russell F. Wingloy, History of the United
States Army (New York: MacMillan, 1967), pp. 566-569. Their data
or, the post-1964 period were from numerous sources, but orimarily
Senate Armed Services Committee and House of Representatives Committee
on Appropriations publications for fiscal years 1966-75.

21.

Douglas Kinnard, The War Managers (Hanover, New Hampshire: University
Press of New England, 1977), p, 1i7.
Gabriel end Savage suggest (Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, p. 83)
that expansion of the officer corps could have been heid down, citing
týhe historica' examples of well led German, British, and French
military forces which had far fewer officers per enlisted man than the
US Army in Vietnam. This is certainly possible, there being nothing
necessarily sacred about the existing officer-enlisted man ratio, but
their's is a minority opinion.

22.

23.

Roger W. Little, ed., Handbook of Military Institutions (Beverly
Hills, Califirnia: 1971), p. 63.

24.

Lewy, supra note 8, p. 330.

25.

Robert D. Heinl, "The Collapse of the Armed Forres," Armed Forces
Journal, CVIII, No. 19, 7 June 1971.

26.

Kinnard, supra note 20, p. l1l.

27.

This table i• derived from a more comprehensive table (Table 10) in
Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3. Gabriel and Savage got their data
from Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States
(Washington, D.C.: US Bureau of the Census, 1973), p. 270.

28.

Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, pp. 81, 82.

29.

Westmoreland, supra note 4, p. 297.

30.

Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, p. 62.

31.

Robert S Nichols, "The Characteristics of the U.S. Soldier and Their
impact on Operations in Vietnam," unpublished paper dated 1 December
1977, p. 2.

32.

Parks, supra note 10, p. 14.

33.

Ibid., p. 35.

3.-34

THE BDM CORPORATION

Sprofessio

34.

Ibid.

For further ana'ysis of the relationship between military
and misconduct in the form :f war atrocities, and in
particular of the tendency for the ";iateur, citizen soldier" to be
more brutal than his professional counterpart, see Peter Karsten, "On
the Causes of War Crimes and Scme Measures that Could Make Such Crimes
Less Likely in the Future," unpublished paper (University of Pittsburg),
p. 7.

35.

William J. Hughes, "Report on Meeting" (unpublished report on a
December 1977 meeting about "Lessons Learned in the Viet Nam Conflict:
The U.S. Soldier, " prepared for Col. R. S. Nichols by LTC. Hughes),
21 December 1977, p. 3.

36.

Office of the Inspector General, Militar, Assistance Co.mmand, Vietnam,
Inspector General History, 1964-1972 (Saigon, Vietnam: MACV IG), p. 124.

37.

Parks, supra note 10, p. 35.

38.

Hughes, supra note 35, p. 1.

39.

Lewy, supra note 8, p. 331.

40.

Ibid., p. 118.

41.

David R. Holmes, "Personal ToLr Length," Military Review, August 1977,
pp. 85-86.

42.

Charles C. Moskos, Jr., "The American Combat Soldier in Vietnam,"
Journal of Social Issues, Volume 31, Number 4, (1975), p. 30.

43.
44.

Ibid., pp. 31-32.
Parks. supra note 10, p. 38.

-t5. Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, p. 72.
46. See for example, Hughes, supra note 35, p. 3; and Lewy, supra note 8,
p. 118.
47.

Thomas C. Thayer, "War Without Fronts," Journal of Defense Research,
Series B, Tactical Warfare Analysis of Viet Nam Data, Volume 7B, No.
3, (Fall 1975), p. 854.

48.

Westmoreland, supra note 4, p. 417. It is interesting to note that
the eighteen-mionth tour for generals was the rule, not the reality. As
Kinnard (supra note 20, p. 115) noted: "Of the 183 generals who
commanded in Vie&.nam, over half served there as generals (frequently
in more than one job) for less than a year, and a quarter for less
than eight months. In part, this high rate of turnover was probably

3-35

41

THE BDM CORFORATION

unavoidable owing to promotions, new job requirements,

and, toward the

ena, a reduced force structure."
49.

Ibid., p. 296.

50.

Ticket munching is a recurring theme in studies of the modern army and
criticism of the officer corps' performance in Vietnam. One can
refer, for example, to the AWC study <supa note 2), Lewy (supra note
8), or Gabriel and Savage (supra note 3). An additional source which
describes this phenomenon quite well, giving both examples and an
analysis of its implications, is Ward Just, "Soldiers," Atlanticc,
0ctoner 1970.

5'1.

Westmoreland, sujaa notq 4, p. 296.

52.

Sam C. Sarkesian, The Professional Army Officer in a Changing
Society (Chicago, Illinois: Nelson-Hall PuLlishers. 1975), p. 63.

553.

For the purposes of the present study, "careerism" is defined rather
simply as putting one's personal advancement ahead of obedience to
ideal standards of conduct.

54.

AWC study, supra note 2, p. v. For historical perspective regarding
the development of military professionalism in the US, one can refer
to Allan R. Millett's short monograph, Military Professionalism and
Officership io America (Columbus, Ohio: The Mershon Centtr of The
Ohio State University, 1977).

55.

Innumerable sources discuss careerism.

A few which might be referred

to for their general discussion of the pheromenor are:
AWC study, supra note 2.
Sarkesiar,

supra note 52.

Sam C. Sarkesian, "An Empirical Reassessment of Military Professional,"
Military Review, August 1977.
Just, supra note 49.

Lewy, supra note 8.
Gabriel and Savaqe, supra note 3.
Kinnard, supra note 20.
56.

)i

Nichols, supra note 31, pp. 1-2.

33
3.-.36

THE BDM CORPORATION
57.

Vietnam Veterans Against the War, The Winter Soldier Investigation
(Boston, Massachusetts:

Beacon Press, 1972), p. 100.

58.

See, for example, Kinnard, supra note 20, p. 115.

59.

Karsten, supra note 34, p. 25.

60.

See, for example, Maureen Mylander, The Generals (New York:
1974), pp. 210-211.

61.

Kinnard, supra note 20, pp. 112-113. By 1960 careerism was already
being noted by students of military affairs. See, for example, Morris
Janowitz, The Professional Soldier (New York: Free Press, 1971), the
first edition of which came out in 1960. It might also be added for
perspective that, in a general sense, careerism obviously dates from
before World War II -- having undoubtedly been a problem since man
first functioned in organizational settings.

62.

Jack F. Lane, Jr., "Military Code of Ethics: A Proposal," Military
Review, October 1979, p. 66. LTC Lane provides a useful up-to-date
survey of thinking on the question of military ethics and suggests
tiiat the military adopt a more specific code of ethics similar to the
legal profession's Code of Professional Responsibility.
These results from the USMA study were cited in the AWC study, supra

63.

Dial,

note 2, p. 17.
64.

All of these quotations from the AWC study are cited in Sarkesian, "An
Empirical Reassessment . .,"
ra note 55, p. 15.

65.

Cabriel and Savage, supra note 3, pp. 91, 206. Of the many articles
or references about West Point's honor code and problems of student
ethics, one might refer to: Sarke:ian, "An Empirical Reassessment .
supra note 55; p. 15; The New York Times, July 24, 1976, p. 26;
the AWC study, supra note 2; Time, June 7, 1976 (cover story); Joseph
Ellis and Robert Moore, School for Soldiers (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1974) pp. 160-222, passim; and Just, SLpra note 50,
p. 66.

66.

Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, p. 92.

67.

Just, supra note 50, p. 66.

68.

Ibid.

69.

Wilson Carey McWilliams, Military Honor After Mylai, Special Studies
t•umber 213 (New York: Council on Religion and International Affairs,
1972), p. 28.

'

3-37

.

0

F

7HE BDM CORRORATION

(New York: Saturday Review

70.

Edward L. King, The Death of the ArMi
Press, 1972), pp. 103, 210, 211.

71.

William L. Hauser, America's Army in Crisis (Baltimore, Maryland: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), p. 175. For another discussion of
bogus awards for nigh-ranking officers, including a lengthy description
of the drafting of a fictitious silver-star citation for a brigadier
general (and of the scandal following disclosure of this particular
farce), see Gloria Emerson, Winners and Losers (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, Jovanovitch, 1972), pp. 248-254.

72.

Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, Table 7. Gabriel and Savage got
their data on this subject from the Department of Defense's Computer
Study of Casualties in Vietnam.

73.

Ibid., p. 94.

74.

AWC study, supra note 2, pp. 13-14.

75.

Robert N. Ginsburgh, "Military Ethics in a Changing World," Air
University Review, January-February 1976, p. 4; Sam C. Sarkes-an and
Thomas R. Gannon, "Introduction: Professionalism," American Behavorial
Scientist, May-June 1976; Michael 0. Wheeler, "Loyalty, Honor, and the
Modern Military." Air University Review, May-June 1973; and Samuel P.
Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics
of Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 1957), p. 73. These articles and other useful sources on
military ethics are all cited in Lane, supra note 62.

76.

Hays, supra note 12, p. 39.

77.

G. L. Tischler, "Patterns of Psychiatric Attrition and of Behavior in
a Combat Zone," in Peter G. Bourne, ed., Psycholoqy and Physiology
of Stress (New York: Academic Press, 1S69).

78.

Edward M. Colbach and Matthew D. Parrish, "Army Mental Health Activities
in Vietnam," in Veterans Administration, Department of Medicine and
Surgery, The Vietnam Veteran in Contemporary Society (Washington, D.C.:
US Government Printing Office, May 1972), p. 38.

79.

H. Spenser Bloch, "The Psychological Adjustment of Normal People
During a Year's Tour in Vietnam," in The Vietnam Veteran, supra note
78, p. 111-5.

80.

Most of the sources cited thus far in this chapter discuss, at least in
passing, these problems. One might refer, for example, to Lewy, supra
note 8; Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3; the AWC study, supra note 2;
Westmoreland, supra note 4; the MACV IG History, supra note 36; Moskos,
supra note 42;Juist, supra note 50; The Winter Soldier, supra note 57;
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etc. One should also, of course, refer to the discussion of these
problems in other chapters in this volume.
81.

Linden, supra note 11,

82.

Moskos, supra note 42, p. 37.

83.

This phenomenon is discussed by numerous analysts of troop behavior
in Vietnam. One might refer, for example, to the discussion in Gabriel
and Savage, supra note 3, p. 63.

84.

Gab:iel and Savage discuss this problem in various sections of their
work 'supra note 3). See, for example, pp. 54, 63, 81, 95.

85.

Ibid., p. 95.

86.

John Balkind thus wrote in "A Critique of Military Sociology:
Lessons from Vietnam," The Jo:rnal of Strategic Studies, December
1978, that "In both the Revolutionary and Civil Wars, the idealism
and commitment of the officer corps were great assets to morale
and to ultimate victory."

87.

This table is compiled from data in Tables 6 and 7 in Gabriel and
Savage, Lupra note 3.

88.

Nichols, supra note 31,

89.

Ibid., p. 3.

90.

Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, pp. 91-92.

91.

Linden, supra note 11, p. 16.

92.

Ibid. This role of the senior NCO as a buffer is also discussed in
Just, supra note 50, p. 83.

93.

Ibid., pp. 12-13.

94.

Gabriel and Savage, supra note 3, p. 78.

95.

Ibid., p. 60.

96.

Ibid., p. 61.

97.

One can see numerous examples of such acquiescence or even complicity
in the testimony of Vietnam veterans in The Winter Soldier, supra note
56. Another theme which seems to recur is the giving of instructions
"not to do that today, somone from the press is with us." The best-

p. 17.

p. 2.
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known example of a cover-up, of course, was the initial military
reaction to My Lai.
98.

See, for example, the notes on this in Hughes, supra note 35, pp. 3-4.

99.

See, for example, Michel Costino, Memorandum for the Record on "'Senaze
Hearings on NCO Club Irregularities," AMCSA-C, October 14, 1969; Just,
supra note 50, p. 83; or any of the numerous other published reports
about these scandals. Among those implicated in the NCO-club scandals
were a three-star general and the sergeant-major of the Army.

100. Nichols, supra note 31,

p. 4.

101. It should be noted, for example, that the AWC study (supra note 2, p.
32) concluded, on the subject of military professionalism and ethics,
that "The present climate is not self-correcting, and because of the
nature and extent of the problem, changes must be credibly instituted
and enforced by the Army's top leader3hip."
102. Westmoreland, supra note 4, p. 296.

{I

lk__ ý11I
3-40

THE BDM CORPORATION

CHAPTER 4
MORALE AND DISCIPLINE
There is nothing wrong with the United States junior
officer and so'dier. l/
General Clutterbuck
The morale, discipline and battleworthiness of the US
Armed Forces are, with a few salient exceptions, lower
and worse than at any time in this centcv'y and possibly
in the history of the United States. Eby every conceivable indicator, our army that now remains in Vietnam is In a state approachiig collapse, with individual
units avoiding or having refused combat, murdering
their officers and noncommissioned officers, drugridden, and dispirited where not near-mutinous. 2/
Robert D. Heinl
Historian-advocate of the military
A.

INTRODUCTION

Both Clutterbuck and Heinl describe the morale and discipline of the
US soldier in Vietnam. So did General S. L. A. Marshall when he wrote, "My
overall estimate was that the morale of the troops and the level of discipline of the Army were higher than I had ever known them in any of our
wars." 3/ So, too, did Lawrence Baskir and William Strauss when they documented that "a random group of 100 Army soldiers would have produced the
following disciplinary incidents: 7 acts of desertion, 1; AWOL incidents,
20 frequent marijuana smokers, 10 regular narcotics users, 2 disciplinary
discharges, 18 lesser punishments, 12 complaints to congressmen." 4/
Can these wien be describing the same war? Admittedly there will
al',ays be difrerences of opinion, bu.ý such a polarity of views from
generally reliable sources cannot be dismissed simply as differences of
interpretation. Conceding a degree of accuracy to all of these views is
easier if one fact in particular is noted: Marshall and Clutterbuck were
describing the pre-1966 soldier; Baskir, Strauss, and Hein) were writing
about the mid-1971 situation. While distinct differences of opinion do
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exist regarding the state of morale and discipline in the US Armed Forces
during their involvement in the Vietnam War, one fact which is generally
agreed upon is that the level and quality of morale and discipline deteriorated markedly as the war drew to a close. The precise timing, extent,
and nature of this dpcline are still debated, b'it the general trend is
fairly clepr. 5,'
At the same time, there can be no denying the importance of morale and
discipline to the effectiveness of a fighting furce. As Coilonel Robert S.
Nichols notes with regard to declining morale in Vietnam:
As morale deteriorated, soldiers began to quarrel among
themselves, and began to polarize across cleavage liies
that also were becoming an issue in civilian life
throughout the world: black vs. white, young generation vs. the clder one, those uith power vs. those who
lacked it, those who favored the status quo vs. those
who didn't, those who were materially well-off vs.
those who weren't. Such differences can be overlooked
in a successful Army with high morale, but they were
exacerbated by the failures being experienced in
Vietnam. S/
High morale, then, can smGoth over the rough spots in an organization or
situation; low morale magnifies them.
Frequently cited symptoms of low morale and discipline in Vietnam
include:
high rates of desertion; serious drug abuse; racial problems;
half a million less-than-honorable discharges; hundreds--perhaps thousands--of "fraggings;" incident3 of combat refusals and atrocities; frequent complaints to Congress; rapid awards inflation; and the surfacing of
antiwar grouns within the military. 7! The seriousness and extent of these
occurrences must be determined if any evaluation of morale and discipline
is to be made.
The conclusions cannot be expected to be precise and
definitive--much depends on subjective analysis and the personal observations of participants, and somi 2vilence which could be quantified (such
as accurate statistics on fraggings or the incideiice of "search-and-avoid"
missions 8/) will never be ivailable. Even ziven these limitations, however, there is much evidence to be considered.
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B.

EVIDENCE OF A DECLINE IN THE MORALE AND DISCIPLINE OF US TROOPS IN
VIETNAM

Personal Observations
Numerous personal statements, by individuals or groups, on the
state of morale at various times and places in the Vietnam War are readily
available.
Together these statements constitute an impr,,ssive ,tore of
in-country experience and cannot be dismissed as baseless opinion. What
personal observations sometimes lack in breadth or scientific objectivity
they can often compensate for with telling detail or subtle analysis. Many
combine these qualities.
Statements abound regarding the excellent 3tate of morale during
the early years of the war--at least through 1966 and sometimes signifi1.

cantly longer.

General Marshall and General Clutterbuck have already been

quoted. Richard Boyle, accompanying an advisor named Meyerkord in 1965,
observed that "Many of the young officers I ret in 1965 shared Meye1'kord's
views,

and most of them shared his high morale.

.

.

. Over Leers the young

American lieutenants and captains would say--like the brass in Saigor,--that
it would take only a couple of American divisions to clean up the whole
thing." 9/ High morale meant, among other things, that criminal offenses
remained few. As the Vietnam studies series states, "Criminal offenses in
the Army were iot a serious problem in the early years of US involvement in
Vietnam. At the beginning of 1965 the monthly Army court-martial rate in
Vietnam was 1.17 per thousand. . ." 10/ Zane Finkelstein, a colonel in the
judge-advocate corps, recalls that during his tour of duty with the Ist
Cavalry Division in 1967-1968 morale was very gocd. ll/
Another observer, in this case an infantry officer whose three
tours in Vietnam (1960-61, 1967-68, and 1971-72) came at three critical
stages of US involvement, notes that boredom help•d keep motivation and
morale only average in 1960-1961, but that troop morale in 1967-1968 was
generally fairly high, particularly in the field. 12/
This trend of
steadily improving morale through the early and mid 1960s is confirmed by
Marshall,

who wrote,

"In the following spring--1962--I went on my only
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mission to ;ietnam for the Defense Department . . . . Our mission was in
[sic' investigate the state of our troops as to morale, discipline, supply
and general outlook . . . . While troop morale was far short of high tide
at that point, the MAAG advisers in the field were unusLally steadfastly
solid." By eariv 1965 he felt "that the morale of the troops and the level
of discipline of the Army were higher than I had ever known them in any of
our wars." 13/
By the late 1960s, though, one could see 1'he beginnings of a
distinct decline in morale and discipline. Charles C. Moskos, one of the
preeminent scholars on the American military, notes this turnaoout in a
paper on the American combat soldier in Vietnam. According to Mcskos, "the
morale of the Americar army in Vietnam changed markedly over three rather
dist'nct and successive periods:

1965-1967, relatively high cohesion and

morale; 1968-1969, a transitional period of mixed cohesion and demoralization; and 1970-1972, widespread breakdown.s in troop discipline." 14/ Robert
Nichols,

giving one of the reasons for this decline in morale and disci-

pline in the late 1960s, concurs:
The enlisted personnel were carcerists during the
early years of the we,.- aL the NCO level, but as the war
continued more and more enlisted personnel were
draftees who did not want to be there and lacked wany
of the re.,luisite skills and attitudes of a good
soldier

....

morale

and

discipline

[

deteriorated

markedly as the years went by. 15!
Or as another observer noted the change in 1969:
I had heard grousing and bitching before, but with
these men it was different. They cursed the politicians who had got them there. They were nearing the
breaking point; fifty days of constant pounding by the
NVA, days with no hot food, with iittle water and less
sleep--it was taking its toll. "I'll tell you," said
one of them who had just lost one of his best buddies,
"our morale is very 'low. They just have to bring
American troops in and end this experiment." 16/
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0- as He'Ln1 remarked about disaffection amongst US ti.oups in Vietnam during
the winding-down period:
The rear guard of five hundred thousand-man army, in
its day (and in the observation of the writer) the best
army the United States ever put into the field, is
numbly extricating itself from a nightmare war the
Ar:;ied Forces feel they had foisted on them by bright
civilians who are now back on *-impus writing books
about the folly of it all. 17/
The existence of problems became sufficiently obvious that in
Apr;l 1970 General Westmoreland, prompted by "several unfavorable events,"
rejested that the Army War College study "The Morale ar.d Professional
Climate of the Arm>/."
The War College's rapidly completed study was
willing to go somewhat beyond Westmoreland's cautious assessment ("several
unfavorable events") to conclude that there was a "significant difference
between ideal values of the officer corps ana its operative values. 18/
At about the same time, 19/ forty combat officers sent a letter
to the president in which they remarked about "the extent of disaffection
among the American troops." This cautiously reasoned assessment came from
persons in a gocd position to observe the situation. and was not meant to
gain attention--no copies were sent to the press and the war was not
directly criticized. Looking back even Westmoreland took a stronger stand,
acknowledging "that serious morale and disciplinary problems arose" after
the start of American withdrawal in 1969. "That wis to be expected," he
continued.
"Men began to doubt the American purpose. Why die when the
United States was pulling out?" 20/ As another officer recalls, the situation in 1971-72 was a "brand new ball game. There was a very noticeable,
but not unexpected, drop in discipline, morale, esprit, and combat effectiveness aa well as a dramatic increase in race, drug and crime incidents." 21/
Taken together,

these statements constitute a compelling reason
to take a closer look at what other evidence is available regarding the
state of morale and discipline amongst US forces in Vietnam. Unfortunately, such evidence does not fall logically into neat compartments;
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neither is it an easy task to assess the reliability or meaning of a given
piece of information.
Indeed, some evidence can be cited in different
contexts to back up widely varying arguments.
But some order, however
arbitrary, must be chosen. Evidence regarding drug abuse (variously considered as a symptom and/or a cause of poor morale) and race relations is
treated separately in chapters 5 and 6 of this volume ard will receive
mention here only insofar as it bears on other matters of morale and disciplinn.
Evidence in this section will be grouped under such general
headings as deserters and discharges, fraggitigs and cnmbat refusals, the
role

of

the militwry

General's Office,

justice

and so on.

system,

the evidence

from the

Inbpector

The causes of changes in morale and disci-

pline will then be examined.
2.

Evider,ce from the Inspector General
As persunal

Assistance Command,

staff offi,.er to the Commander of the US Miiita;y

Vietnam (MACV),

the Inspector Genera, (IG)

"is

respon-

sible for advising the Commander on matters relating to the performance of
mission and state of discipline,
He conducts investigations,
by the Commander.
agencies.'
4s

22/

efficiency, and economy of the comimand.

inquiries,

inspections and surveys as directed

He receives and acts upon complaints by individuals and

With such responsibilities,

the Inspector General's Office

in an excellent position to assess the state of morale and discipline in

the military.
MACV

Though much

specific information remaiis classified,

Inspector General History,

1964-1972

provides

interesting

the
(if

extremely cautious) evidence relevant to this chapter. 23/
In early 1967 the MACV IG Office consisted of only four officers
and four enlisted personnel,

a fact which reflected the general absence of

troop-related problems up until that point.
From the time General Westmoreland assumed command of
MACV in Janudry 1964 until 1966 a requirement for the
expansion of the Tnspector G•,eral system proportional
Io the overall increase of U.S. troops had not been
necessary. There had been few United States units and
the quality of advisory personnel was such that complaints or requests for assistance were relatively
minute. 24/
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By 1967, however, an increase in IG capabilities was becoming
necessary. During 1967 there were 252 complaints and requests for assistance involving such matters as disciplinary action, promotions, mail,
malassignment, rotation, awards, and lost baggage. Not all complaints were
particularly serious, wnd the total number of complaints was still small
compared to the total number of American troops in Vietnam. Bitt the contrast with the earlier period of few problems -nd few complaints was
becoming clear, with, for example, the IG Office's investigative function
becoming increasingly important as acts and/or allegations of corruption
increased. 25/ As the official record documents:

The Investigations Division of the MACV IG experienced
a dramatic increase in investigative cases during 1968.
In previous years, there had been twenty-one investigations; two in 1965; six in 1966; and thirteen in 1967.
In 19ES alone there was a total of thirty-seven cases
investigated. . . .
There was also a significant
increase in the number of complaint cases in 1968. In
1967, 252 cases were opened; whereas, in 1968, the case
load ,more than than tripled to a total of 327 opened,
of which 759 were closed during the year. 26/
The increase in personni!
shown in Table 4-1.

necessary to handle this increasing workload is

PERSONNEL

TABLE 4-1.
YEAR
1965
1966

AUTHORIZED
2
5

1967
1968
1969

8
31
50

ASSIGNED (AVERAGE)
4
6
12
26
56

As the History notes, this increase in staff did not necessarily
imply any general deterioration in the quality of the performance of militar)y and civilian

personnel;

after all,
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rapidly. 28/

-'

US military strength in Vietnam crested in April
1969 and thereafter began to decline without there being a commensurate
de,1'.re in the MACV IG workload. 29/ Investigations actually increased as
the number of troops declined, with one of the contributing factors cited
in the History being "Low level of combat activity witn attendant idle.ness
and mischievous behavior of United States troops." 30/
Things worsened with the accelerated drawdown in 1971. As the IG
Historny notes, the coincidence of a drawdown and problems was no acLident:
The

However,

drawdown

of

United

States

units

created

many

problems that previously had not be~n as evident nor
[sic] as pronounced. Wit? ".,e loss of offensive combat
missiens many units were wichdrawn intc enclaves on the
coast or in populated areas and began processing for
their return to the United States. This resulted in
more free time for the troops. The additional free
time
not constructively
channelled
resulted
in
increased drug abuse, imagined problems, and a tendency
by some to blame inything that went wrong on the
"system" or on other people... ... As a result, some
units were plaguEd by increased drug usage and racial
polarization manifested in a rapid deterioration of
small unit discipline. 31/

I

A second study done by the MACV IG Office,
Oriented

Incidents," provides,

"Lessons

in its discussicai

Learned:

Racially

of racial problems,

an

interesting picture of the general deterioration of discipline in some
units. This study is included, in part, in the endnotes.
Works done by the MACV IG Office thus tend to bear out the
picture of an army suffering from mor3le and discipline problems,
especially during the drawdown phase, but noticeably from 1967 onward-.
3.

The Deserters and the Discharged
One of the most frequently cited indices of the decline in military morale and discipline is the desertion rate. 32/ In fact, desertion
appears to be particularly sinister as it is often considered to be a
statement of antiwar sentiment, a cvnclusion reached by numerous authors
when analyzing the high rates of desertion in Vietnam. 33/
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Comparison of desertion rates in Vietnam with those in World War
II and Korea is difficult because of differing conditions and even differing definitions of desertion. 34/ Nevertheless, Savage and Gabriel paint a
gloomy compaeative picture:
An examination of the data indicates th.t the desertion
rate in Viet Nam far exceeds rates for thiose of World
War II and Korea. Indeed this rate reached disastrous
proportions between the years 1965-1971 where it
increased by 468 percent. Even more pertinent is the
fact that in this same period after 1968 the level and
intensity of combat actually dropped off.
Remarking on the limitations of a comparison of Vietnam with
World War II, they contin.ie that,
nonetheless the comparison of Viet Nam with Korea is
valid in that the Korean War was peripheral, limited
and extracted comparatively few human resources and
sacrifices from the system. At their highest, desertion rates during Viet Nam reveal that some 7.13 percent of the Army was in a deserter status, a rate 3.5
IT those absent
times higher than Korean levels.
without 'eave are included 17.2 percent of tne Army
were in an absentee status in 1971. 3r/
Baskir and Strauss, on the other hand, observe that by historical
standards, combat-related desertion was rare in Vietnam.
More than 100,000 self-absented soldiers were still at
large when the Civil War ended in 1865, almost all of
them front-line troops. As recently as World War II,
more tnan 20,000 soldiers were convicted for desertion
in combat. But throughout the Vietnam war, only a few
court-martialed for unauthorized
thousand men were
absence in Vietnam or for disobeying orders to go to
the combat zone, and just twenty-four were in fact
ccnvicted of deserting with intent to avoid hazardous
duty. 36/
Who was most likely to desex't? Soldiers in Revolt notes that the
meager evidence available on deserters indicates that they were educationally and soc~o-economically somewhat below the average for enlisted
personnel, a group which itself tended to be low-income working class and
The Bells'
possess something less than a high school educatior,. 37/
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careful

study confirms

this. 38/

Baskir and Strauss

give

a detailed

prototype of an Army deserter and compare him with deserters from other
services:
If there is such a thing as a "prototype" Arnmy desert'er
of the Vietnam era, he lived in a small town and grew
up ;n the South. He came from a low-income family,
often with only one parent in the home. He had an IQ
of 90, and dropped out of high school in the tenth
grade.
He enlisted to get away from problems back
home, to learn a skill, or just to find something to
do. He finished advanced training arid had almost two
years "good time," which often included a full tour in
Vietnam.
However, he rarely proyressed beyond the
lowest ranks.
He was arrested at least once by
civilian police, and he frequently committed other
minor infractions against military discipline. After
going AWOL once or twice, he wenx home to stay, usually
because of family problems. Two years later, he was
arrested and given an undesirable discharge in lieu of
court-martial. He entered the service at age eighteen,
comitted his first serious offense at nineteen, and
was discharged at twenty-one.
About 75 percent of all deserters were white, but a
nonwhite serviceman was twice as likely as a white
serviceman to become a deserter.
Only about one
hundred were women.
Marine deserters were younger and more poorly educated
than their Army counterparts. They were more likely to
desert because they could not tolerate military life
and were punished more severely for their AWOL
offenses.
Navy deserters were overvrhelmingly white,
with long histories of petty misconduct and minor
punishments. Air Force deserters tended to be black,
better educated, and discouraged about the menial tasks
to which they had been assigned. They were also more
likely to go AWOL at leant partly out ot opposition to
the Vietnam war. 39/
Why did these yoIng men desert? The idea that the majority of
deserters were antiwar protestors voting with their feet does not seem
valid.
Pentagor officials put the antiwar-deserte- figure at around 10
percent. 40/ The official Defense Department study on AWOL offenses notes
"The reasons are as old es man--financial or
the most common reasons:
4-10
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family trouble, romantic involvements, earlier misconduct thdt led to
disciplinary action, inability to aijust to military life, or family
-resjure before going overseas." 41/ The Bells and Baskir and Strauss,
ra•cng othors, agree that factors other than an)tiwar sentiment tended to
motivate deserters. They, and most other analysts of Vietnam-era deserters, return to the same theme: the vast majority of deserters were
neither conscientious nor cowardly. A useful survey of the evidence is
provided by the Bells:
Both the Joint Alte.rnate Service Board (JASB) and the
mental health interviewers obtained information about
reasons for leaving service. The two most frequently
mentioned reasons given by JASB were personal/family/
financia problems (50%) and problems in adjusting to
Army life (27%). The comparable figuyes ýor the mental
health interviewers were 40% and 24% respectively.
Reasons having to do with the Vietnam war or war in
general were mentioned to the board by 12% of the men
and to the interviewers by 14%. Otner JASB reasons
were Army mismanagement (9%) and other (3%).
The
remaining interview reasons were administration or
leadership (20%), drug-related problems (2%) and legal
difficulties (1%). 42/
Some programs were available for those with family or personal
problemt--counseling, hom3 lTave, compassionate reassignments, even hardship discharges--but they were often admini-tered ineffectively.
Many
deserters felt what the military not only failed to help ther. with their
'uroblems,
it tended to aggravate them. Many inctances of unnecessar:
inflexibility have been alleged. President Ford's Clemency Board fGund
that 14 percent of all aB.ence offetises could be attributed to "procedural
unfairness." The military cannot be er:pected to svive a soldier's personal
problems, but in many cases it actually exacerbated chem. "43/
For those to whcm the Vietnam-era desertion rates seemed omi,.us,
,ne
the less-th3n-honorable discharge rate must have seemed appalling.
100,000 Vietnam-era troops discharged for absence offenses were a drop in
the bucket when compared to the 463,000 who received jess-thar--ý)orlorable
discharges for other reasons. Some of these less-than-henorable discharges
S4-11

-

n.

--

4.

THE BDM CORPORATION

were,

of course,

neither a direct consequence of the war nor a direct
comnentary on poor morale, 44/ but it is equally obvious that large numbers
of less-than-honorable discharges do not speak well of morale or discipline. 45/ Figures 4-1 46/, 4-2 47/, and Table 4-2 48/ provide a breakdown
of desertions and less-than-honorabie discharges in the Vietnam-era military. They help document the view presented here--t;at the increasingly
serious desertion and les5-than-honoable discharge rates of American
troops in Vietnam, though not unique or as serious ar some wviiters have
contended, certainly deserve careful attention and are indicative, directly
or indirectly, of a decline in morale and discipline.
The data indicate, for exanple, that several aspects of the
desertion and discharge problem during the Vietnam war were different than
those of other twentieth century American wars.
These differences are
instructive; for while Pentagon estimates that only about Vý percent of
Vietnam-era AWOLs were motivated b,. upposition to the war (the others beinig
no different than AWOLs in other wars) are probably correct, the Pentagon
analysis overlooks several factors which higitlight the extent to which
Vietnam was different. Thus, for example, only the short-term AWOL rate
(less than 30 days) in Vietnam was comparable to that c- earlier wars; and
short-term absences nearly always involve petty m4sbehavior or personal
problems that bear little relationship to the war.
The . ..-. istics for
lung-term absences, u.hich incveased to an unprecedented level, tell a
different story. In} 1966 the Army and Marines reported about 15 desertion
cases pet- thousand. By 19,9 this had climbed to 50 and by 1972 to 70 cases
per thousand.
thousand. 49/

Long-term absence rates in Korea we,'e only about 25 per
The problem .annot be overlooked; the connection to a

decline in morale appears strong and the cost to the military clear:
During the entire periciY ,f the Vietnam sar, there were
approximately 1,500,000 AWOL incidents and 500,000
desertion incidents. At the peak of the war, an American soldier was going A.~u
every two minutes, and
defertinq every six minut,.
This had an enormouis
impact on the ebiiity of the armed forces to function.
Absence
offenses caused
a total
icss almost
of roughly
million man-years
of military
service,
half one
the

4-112

'h.

THE BDM CORPORATION

Vietnam.Era Active
Force Trwop,
7,575,000
AWOL Incidents
.,500,000
tDeetion

•;

Incidents

550,000
Less-Than-Hooorabbe

Discharges
563.000
Court.Martial

Les-Tha-Honorable

Other

Discharges for
Civilian-type
Crimes
11,300

Discharges for
Absence Offenses
100,000

Lcss-Than.HonoraUe
Discharges
451,700

Unrelated
to Vietnam
Service
68,000

Related
to Vietnam
Service
32,000

Failure
to Report
to Vietnam
7,000

AWOL in
Combat
Zone
2,OO
Desertion to Avoid
Hazardous Duty

AWOL
during
Vietnam
Tour
S,000
iAWOL
in Noncombat
Zone
1,000

AWOL
After
Vietnam
Tour
20,0w0
AWOL
from Leave
("R & R")
2,000

Otr,.r
Offenses
1,976

4541178W

Figure 4-1.

Military Offenders
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TABLE 4-2.

RATES OF DISCHARGE, PER THOUSAND ENLISTED STRENGTH, FOR
ffISCONDJCT, UNFITNESS, AND UNSUITABILITY

FISCAL YEAR

1967

,968

1969

1970

1971

1972

1973

ARMY

10.8

10.5

11.1

16.5

23.8

36.3

2?.4

NAVY

16.8

16.6

1).9

28.5

36.5

38.2

30.0

MARINE CORPS

13.7

15.6

20.0

68.7

112.4

63.7

49.0

8.4

7.8

7.5

8.2

10.?

17.8

19.9

11.6

12.,4

13.0

22.7

31.4

33.7

27.9

AIR FORCE

TOTAL, ALL SERVICES

Iil41
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total number of man-years American trooos spent in
Vietnam. The Senate Armed Services Committee estimated
that in 1968 alone, well before AWOL and desertion
reached their peak, absenteeism was costing the military the equivalent of ten combat aivisions of fifteen
thousand men ecch. While few of these young men were
consciously voting against the war with their feet,
their behavior was unmistakably connected with the
unusual stress which they and the armed forces experienced during the Vietnam era. 50/

j

4.

Fraggings and Combat Refusals
After the disastrous battle of Hamburger Hill, GIs in the 101st
Airborne put out an underground newspaper offering a $10,000 reward for the
assassination--or fragging--of the officer who gave the order for the
attack. What is worse, it seems that it was not unusual for such bounties
to be raised to reward the murder of unpopular officers or NCOs. 51/ As a
sign of poor morale and the failure of military discipline there can be
little more dramatic evidence.
If it is true, as many sources have
claimed, that fraggings increased dramatically after 1969, the case for a

decline in US troop morale and discipline as tte cleawdown approached is so
much the stronger.
The trouble, of course, is finding the evidence. Murdering an
officer is not something one tends to advertise or answer questions about
on surveys. Sometimes the evidence is clear--particularly in the 'classic
case' of a fragmentation grenade being slipped under the officer's hootch-but more often it is sketchy at best, especially if the fragging took place

inthe field.
Not surprisingly then, statistics on fragging, when available at
all, vary widely.
Even "official" figures do not agree. For example,
Major General Kerwin testified before a Housn -ubcommittee that incidents
in 1969 and 1970 totaled 239 and 386, respectively, whereas Defense Department figures for these same years are 126 and 271. 52/
(The Defense
Uepartment's figures ar(. reproduced in Table 4-3, with General Kerwin's
testimony inserted in parentheses. 53/) Hany have suggested that even
Kerwin's figures significantly underestimate the incidence of fragging,
some officers in the Judge Advocates Corps estimating,
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10 percent of fraggings ended up in court. 54/ Some estimates of
total fraggings--includirg those r-sulting in injury and not just deaths-range up to 2,000 for the entire Vietnam period. Whichever figures one
onlj

accepts--.arid even the official Defense Department figures are high enough
to give pause--znother question must be faced: was the incidence of
fragging in Vietnam any different than in other wa-.s? General Davis says
no, citing the threats of violence at Cedar Mountain during the Civil War
and claiming that similar situations have existed in all American wars. 55/
But others disagree.

Another source roncludes, for example, that:

in World War I, which involved over 4,700,000
American military, fewer than 370 cases of violence
directed at sujperiors were brought to courts-martial.
This low ratio was fairly constant through World War II
and the Korean police action
Since January 1970
alone, a period during which rcughly 700,000 Americans
were in Vietnam, there have been 363 cases involving
assault with explosive devices . .
and a•iother 118
cases termed "possible"

.

56/

Historical analogies are always difficult, but it seems fair to
say that fragging reached disturbingly high, if not new or unique, levels
in Vietnam. And significantly, there was a distinct a
rapid increase in
these incidents during the last stages of the drawdown. 57/ As Moskos
observed, "outbreaks of fraggings reached epidemic prop.ortion toward the
latter years of the war -- three to four hundred by official Army records
and undoubtedly several times that number in reality." 58/
The motivations for fraggings were studied carefully by Moskos,
whose conclusions warrant quoting at length since they bear directly on the
relationship between fragging and morale:
. . . two broad categories of fraggings can be ascertained.
The first type, probably accounting ?or less than 20
percent of all incidents, were the acts of solitary
individuals pursuing a kind of personal vendetta. Such
individuals developed a difflised resentment &lainst the
whole military system rather thar toward a specific
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person -- though a particular noncom or officer might
come to represent symbolically the system. These were
cases in which the perpetrator was likely to be personally unbalanced or psychologically disturbed at the
time he resorted to violence. In this type of fragging
no collusion with others is involved, little if any
warning is given, the lethal instrument is usually
one's personal weapon, happenstance often determines
the ultimate victim, and the culprit makes little
effort to hide his identity.
The second and much more common type of fragging
systematically involved small group processes. These
fraggings occurred in response to soldiers' groups
believing their integrity had been violated in some
way. Three variants of such group-engendered fragging
can be specified in probably declining order of frequency: (a) racially inspired fraggings, typically by
blacks against what is regarded as a racist white
superior; (b) "dope hassle" fraggings arising from
informal groups of drug users seeking reprisal againbt
enforcers of antidrug regulations; and (c) fraggings in
combat groups against a noncom or officer who is seen
as too gung-ho in risking the lives of his subordinates. 59/
Bill Karabaic, a drug counselor with the 101st Airborne, cites an
example combining the latter two motivations, in addition to the general
feelings of confusion:
Karabaic spoke of a near-fragging conoected with
heroin. Headquartars company received a new lieutenant
fresh nut of West Point who immediately alienated his
men with his niggling enforcement of petty regulations.
"The first day he was smoked." said Karabaic. "The
second gassed. The third day he was building a fragproof hootc&, (quarters)."
Presently the lieutenant
received an assignment. One of the men he picked to go
to the field was a black who had just returned frnm
Amnesty, the Army's hero in detoxification program. As
Karabaic described him, "He was still really strung out
(suffering from withdrawal) and clearly not ready to go
to the field." Yet, the lieutenant ordered the GI into
The GI
action despite his and Karabaic's protests.
refused, saying, "You're crazy." The lieutenant proceaded to make life miserable for the GI. Finally, the
GI approached Karaba*c an-I said, "I'm going to frag the
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In resignaKarabaic argued to no avail.
bastard."
tion, he said, "That's murdar." The GI replied, "Don't
mean nothing." But he hesitated, and as he walked away
he handed Karabaic the grenade he had intended to
use. 60/
Sometimes
developed

general

into confrontations

feelings

of resentment

and confusion even

disturbingly similar to class warfere.

The

gassing and smoking of the officers' club near 2/11 artillety at Camp Eagle
is one example. In this case a well-organized assault wac to culminate in
an attack with M-79 grenades, though this was fortunately called off. 61/
The common thread running through each of these iuicidents can be seen to be
a direct or indirect breakdown of morale or discipline, or both, with the
first motivation listed by Mosko2 being perhaps the least predictable and
controllable and the lat-t the most uminous.
Another indication of serious morale and discipline problems is
the incidence of combat refusals (mutinies) or other forms of insubord.nation. Here, too, reliable information is hard to come by. Indeed, the
Department of the Army claims not to keep statistics on combat refusals
a surprising lapse for such an actively sell-examining organization. 62/
However, Senator John Stennis obtained some information stating that there
were 68 refusals to fight in 1969 and, in 1970, 35 refusals in the 1st Air
Savage and Gabriel extrapolated that if all
Cavalry Divisio, alone.
divisions averaged the same number of refusals in divisions as the 1st Air
Cavalry, there would have neen 245 such refusals to fight ir that year
alone. 63/
Reports -- undoubtedly of varing accuracy -- giving accounts of
numerous combat-refusal incidents exist. Boyle cites a case in which the
Bravo Company 1/12, 1st Cavalry Division declared their own private ceasefire with the enemy, agreeing not to f-"e until fired upon. 64/ In another
incide'it, black G~s at Long Binh Jail revoltea, holding out against
Legal defense worker David
hundreds of MPs until finally overcome.
Addiestone reports encountering dozens of combat refusals and hundreds of
minor acts of insubordination during his year in Vietnam. 65/
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The revolt of Alpha Company at the battle of Khe Sanh is one of
the better known combat refusals. As one source tells it:
The battle for Queson [sic] started when the North
Vietnamese Army launched a powerful offensive against
the American Division guarding the northern coastal
region of South Vietnam. The battle was a meatgrinder,
with each side pouring in its best battalions to be
chewed up. Alpha Company had been in the worst of it,
the fight for AK Vall-,
For four days Alpha Company had assaulted the same
North Vietnamese bunker system, and each time they
suffered high casualties. Then the commander of the
battalion and Ollie Noonan of AP, with whom I had flown
into Ben Het, were shot down in a helicopter over the
AK Valley and Alpha Company was ordered in to find
their bodies.
The next day Lt. Col. Robert C. bacon, the new battalion commander, ordered the company again to storm the
Two newsmen, Peter Arnett
North Vietnamese bunkers.
and Horst Fass of Associated Press, were with Bacon at
his battalion headquarters at Landing Zone Center when
a call came in. A nervous voice cra.-kled over the
it was Lt. Eugene Schurtz, Jr. , the
radio receiver:
commander of Alpha Company:
"I'm sorry, sir, but my men refused to go . . We
cannot move out." Bacon turned pale and fired back
into his radio phone: "Repeat that, please. Have you
told them what it means to disobey orders under fire?"
"I think they anderstand." said the lieutenant, "but
some of them have simply had enough, thiey are broken.
There are boys here who have only ninety days left in
The
They want to go home in one piece.
Vietnam.
situation is psychic here."e
Bacon ordered his executive officer, Maj. Richard
Waite, and Pfc. Okey Blankenship to "go out there and
give them a pep talk and a kick in the ass." When they
got there, Schurtz was crying, and the men poured out
details of their five terror-filled days.
Blankenship told the men that another company, down to
only fifteen men ("I lied to them." he admitted later),
was still on the move. An Alpha troop asked why, ar'
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the sarge sneered in contempt: "Maybe they got something a little more than you've got." With fists
raised, the enraged soldier charged, shouting, "Don't
call us cowards, we are n(,t cowards."
Somehow Waite and Blankenship managed to convince Alpha
Company that the NVA had already left the bunkers
(apparently this was true), and the men moved out. 66/
None of those refusing combat received jail
received a three-day standdown.
The New York Times

reported

another

sentences.
incident

Alpha company
in

which,

on

April 12, 1972, Company C of the Second Battalion, First Infantry of the
196th Infantry Brigade, refused for an hour and a half to go on a patrol
mission in the hills surrounding Phu Bai. In the end, however, all 142 Of
the men complied with the command. 67/
One combat commander cited two combat refusals in his battalion
in 1967-1968, in both cases involving members of a Scout Platoon which had
been ambushed in daylight not too far from base camp. Both were talked
into gcing back out and both received suspended sentences. This is probably typical of many combat refusals in Vietnam. In 1971-1972, as commanding officer of the 2nd Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, the same
officer had to deal with one major combat refusal, "The Phu Bai 13." As he
details, the Battalion Commander was on R and R and an inexperienced company commander tried to bargain with the troops. The men, all blacks,
. . . took over small barracks and wanted to serve
"demands" up the chain of command; this was ignored.
Heavy pressure from Divisional leaders to break up
ASAP,
by force,
if
necessary.
This potentially
counter-productive and dangerous approach not employed.
After 1 day plus men peacefully broken ,ipand ten
counselled individually by Assistant JAG, also Black.
All '=-ere tried and found "guilty" -- most of the men
were new to Bn. arid generally poorly educated and
highly impressionable. Suspended jail sentences of all
but the m4 litant agitator/leader.
No furthe; trouble
from the other 12, but ';hey were broken up and transferred to other units. 68/

H

V

.
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By 1971 the Department of the Army was releasing figures to the
House Internal Security Committee which documented that courts-martial
cases involvig "certain acts of insubordination, mutiny and willful disobedience" showed a steady increase in numbers from 252 in 1968 to 382 in
197C. One reporter estimated that cases for similar offenses in 1971 would
exceed 450. 69!
5.
The Military Justice System
Much can be learned

from the records of the military justice

system about the state of morale anO discipline in Vietnam. 70/ Table 4-4
provides a statistical summary of US Army disciplinary actions during the
years of our heaviest military involvement in Vietnam. 71/ It can be seen
that disciplinary actions increased as troop levels rose, but did not
decrease at the same rate during Lhe drawdown' period. This is particularly
true for the most serious category of actions--general courts martial--and
6he most frequently administered category of actions--Article 15s. What is
more, the statistics in Table 4-4 are significant in their exclusion of
cases disposed of via administrative action. For numerous reasons, including the difficulties created for the military courts by tour-of-duty policies which encouraged a rapid turnover in personnel, administrative solutions tu disciplinary problems were increasingly relied upon as the war
progressed. If anything, then, the statistics in Table 4-4 understate the
existence of disciplinary problems, especially during the later years of
war. The handling of drug and race-related problems, both of which are
discussed in separate chapters, illustrates this phenomenon.
As was noted earlier, criminal offenses by US troops were not a
serious problem during the early years of US involvement in Vietnam. The
army-wide courts-martial rate during 1965 was only 3.55 per 1,000. 72/
Thic began to change, though, after 1965. With escalation and the short
tour-of-duty policy the relatively experienced and professional soldiers of
the earlier period were replaced by new recruits or draftees who were young
and inexperienced. On the civilian side, the rapid escalaticn of the war
created an environment in which unscrupulous contractors could lead an
exciting life of adventure while making easy, and not always legal, money.
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The military justice system soon felt the effects of these
changes. Much of the system's energy was directed against corr•uption and
drug abuse, problems discussed in separate chapters. The rotation policy
meant that if justice was to be done at all it had to be swift. The rapid
turnover of personnel affected the legal staff, the suspects, the witnesses, and even the victims. Complicatioig the situation further was the fact
that jurisdictional problems arose in cases in which Vietnamese were
involved. Similarly, the military command in Saigon and the State Department debated the jurisdiction of military courts over crimes committed by
civilians,

until the ruling in the William Avarette case rendered this
question moot. Thereafter administrative sanctions were the only allowable
method for countering illegal civilian activities. 73/ This, then, was
another example of the trend towards the administrative disposal of cases.
The special circumstances created by the war also made the use of Article
15s increasingly attractive, a fact reflected in the statistics in Table
4-4. As one seurce comme.,ted about this development:
Another sign of extensive turmoil is the growing number
of non-judicial punishments administered to enlisted
people. Article 15 of the Uniform Code of Military
Justice (UCMJ) allows commanders to summarily impose
penalties without resorting to court martial. The rate
of these punishments has increased in recent years from
137 per thousand in fiscal 1968 to 183 per thousand in
1972.
Significantly, the largest percentage gain in
Article 15's during 1972 occurred within the Air Force,
again confirming our thesis that disaffection atmong
airmen grew aF a result of the Indochina air war. 74/
Surprisingly, one measure of criminality which cannot be used to
assess the discipline of (IStroops in Vietnam is the standard set regarding
war crimes by the Geneva Accords, at least as they existed during mosL of
the Vietnam period. As already noted, 75/ the Accords were not written
with a war such as that fought in Vietnam in mind, and thus were silent on
many of the issues relating to the behavior of US troops. "Atrocities"
committed by a soldier against an enemy were, for example, considered war
crimes, but the same atrocities committed against an ally were not. Some
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of the reported mistreatment of South Vihtnamese citizens by American
soldiers therefore could not be prosecuted under sanction of the Geneva
Accords even if conclusive evidence were available. Court-martial statistics such as those provided in Table 4-5 thus provide the only official
quantification of such incidents. 76/ Here too, however, the f-gures may
well be significantly understating the problem because of the reliance on
administrative action as opposed to the cumbersome court martial process.
As Baskir and Strauss observed, the simple fact was that courts martial
wera not practical in tnie field. The paper work, time, and trouble they
required could not be afforded. Sending a man to the rear to stand trial
operated as a reward, freeing him from combat. Courts martial therefore
g

tended to be reserved for the most violent crimes or for desertions made
under the most aggravated circumstances. 77/
le type of person most likely to face disciplinary proceedings
did not differ markedly from -:he type most likely to desert. As one official study concluded: "A fairly clear picture emerges of the serviceman
who is prone to encounter disciplinary problems. Such an individual is
likely to be young, in his first term, low ranking, single, relatively
uneducated and serving in a relatively low skilled military occupation." 78/
This can hardly be surprising.
The evidence from the military justice system thus tends to
support the description of an increasingly severe morale and discipline
problem, amongst US troops in Vietnam, though in this case the evidence is
not quite as striking as that from certain other sources. It has been
seen, moreover, that some evidence which might otherwise have been more
striking was obscured by thr increasing reliance upon administrative proceedings.
C.

CAUSES OF THE DECLINE OF MORALE AND DISCIPLINE AMONGST US TROOPS

As has been shown, then, there is a significant body of evidence
indicating that as American involvemeit in Vietnam drew to a close there
was a sharp decline in the morale and discipline of American troops. By
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itself this is per-haps not overly shocking or inte-esting:

the fact is

already generally accepted and the general phenomenon of war weariness and
a resulting aecline in morale and discipline is not new. But further
analysis of the causative factors is still important. Can the causes be
isolated?
Will similar circumstances produce similar effects in the
future? Can either the causes or the cause-effect relationships be controlled? To what extent can thes-i th1ings be predicted? It would be presumptuous to expect to -answer these questions definitively; but material
bearing upon the answers can be presented and, in some cases at least,
tentative conclusions can be drawn.
1. Ferment at Home
A constantly heard theme--which often takes the form of a complaint from military leaders--is that the problems experienced within the
military have their origin in society at large.
This contaminationfrom-outside theory is used to explain such problems as raclal tensions,
drug abuse, and class stratification. The Navy Department, for example,
explained that the rising edministrative discharge rate was:
. dus to "adverse attitudes towards military
service, increased disciplinary cases and expanded
incidents of drug abuse." General Edwin Wheeler of the
Marine Corps told the Senate Appropriations Committee
in 1972 that such problems "must be vie2wed against the
background of this country's commitment in the Republic
of Vietnam and recent sociological changes within the
U.S." 79/'
Eugene Linden con,.luded in his comprehensive study of fragging that "the
roots of these murder attempts lie outside the military and even the war.
They lie in the clash ef forces that brought an Army in Vietnam to its
present state." 80/ Moskos concluded that the antiwar movement, after 1969
at least, had a noticeable effect among troops in Vietnam. 81/ A major US
periodical was reporting in late 1971 that morale, already low, was being
hurt by the GIs' sense that support from home was diminishing and that many
citizens believed that combat was all but over. 82/ A report by the
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Strategic

Studies

Institute

at Georgetown

University

noted this

same

home-front influence, but added that the Army at least shared in the
respensibility: "In part, the seriousness of the race problem resulted from
a steady stream of incoming personnel who had been part of the drug culture
or various civil rights activities. In this sense, the Army did not bear
responsibility for all the problem. On the other hand, the Army did not
handle these probtem areas effectively and actually contributed significantly to them." 83/
Some observers,
external

on the other hand,

domestic conditions

on Uý

troops

believe that the impact of
in Vietnam was miniral.

One

source, for example, asserted that problems often blamed on society shculd
more correctly be blamed on poor leadership. 84/
Savage and Gabriel
concur, citing many examples in which military standards have been maintained in the face of a crumbling society. 85/
With respect to the
disintegraton of the US Army in Vietnam, Savage and Gabriel believe that
society's problems were largely irrelevant. They observe that the Marine
Corps, with its emphasis on traditional mititary values and reinforcement
of primary military groups was not as badly scarred as the Army by the
Vietnam experience.
Further they point out that the permissive selfindulgent young person mlho rejects the notions of "duty, discipline and
sac•i'fice" tends to be from precisely those classes--the middle and upper
middle--that were best able to avoid the draft and least likely to enlist.
They conclude that "this implies of course, that it is primarily the
military subsystem itself which may be at fault when armies lose coherence
Stated otherwise, it is the officers and the maintenance of
systems that count and not social conditions at large." 86/
Similarly, the Army War College Study on Prcfessionalism tends to downplay,
though not discount, the importance of society to the morale, leadership,

and decay.
traditional

and Ethics of the Army. 87/

There seem to be elements of truth in all these views.

Certainly

the military, through its policies and practices, has an opportunity to
lessen or aggravate t8e problems 'injected' into it from society-at-large,
problems such as r-acial tension, drug abuse, permissiveness, and so on.
Some armies in the past have handled similar problems and maintained their

!44Z
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professional

Sby

esprit and combat effectiveness.

It

is

difficult,

on the

other hand, to compare problems experienced at different times and places
different groups, and thus is unfai- to imply as a certainty that other
forces

in similar situations would have done better
Indeed, niven the
abundance and severity of obstacles to goud performance by US ýe-oops in
SVietnam.

many observers are surprised that the iiajority of these truops did

as well as they did.
Of all the 'qocietal inputs,' pe-'

-s the most subtle, but in the

end the most powerful, was that which might be called 'creeping doubt.' As
stated goals seemed tr. provide less and less reason for the continued
American presence in Vietnam, as support For the war awindled at home, and
as the war itself appeared more and more purpos.iless, actions which in
other contexts would have appeered absurd seemed normal. As Eugene Linden
observed (in the context of fragging, but in i manner which has a general
application to other morale and discipline questions):
The frustrations that spawn fraggings have to do with
the collision of a people who don't accept our mission
in Vietnam and those who do. We are still '1972]
killing people in Vietn&.i; yet there are no convincing
arguments to continue doing so. If you can kill Vietnamese without convincing arguments, you can kill
officers withoLt them too, because to the battle-weary
grunt the gung-ho, nitpicking officer is as inhunan and
remote as a gook. 88/
Unless the military assumes the constitutional right of civilian policy
makers to formulate overall national policy (a role some such as Douglas
MacArthur have thought is perhaps not a bad idea), it will continue to have
a limited capacity to determine the socio-political setting for its opera'tions. Given the rather severe drawbacks to such a change in role, however, the military will just have to make do with what at times may be a
less-than-ideal socio-political environment.
The Vietnam War sit!)ation
illustrates, however, that there is considerable roonm for improving the
efficiency of military operations even given these external constraints.
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I

Ca','eeri sm
Careerism--a type of behavior or system of values in which an

officer places his personal good or career above that of his country or the
military profession--is flequently cited as one of the prime evils behind
the derline of morale &nd discipline during the Viatnam war. The Army War
College's study of professionalism singles out some of the aspects of
success--as the prime culprits behind the "significant difference between
the ideal valies of the officer zorps and its operative values." 89/ There
can be little doubt that the performance of an organization will suffer
when a percentage of its higher-ranking members value a good record over a
good performance. 90/
The relationship between careerism and the 1,..?line of mcrale and
discipline during the war is, of course, not a simpie matter of cause and
effect.
The confusion of political, social, and military goals ,tind
requirements which dominated US involvement in Vietnam created an extremely
frustrating environment for many senior officers, some of whom might therefore respond with suspicion, distrust, and even deceit. This was a situation in which the war helped further careerism, which in turn furtheled the
problems of1the war. 91/
Obviously, careerism is nothing new and cannot by itself account
for the changing situation in Vietnam. William Skelton of the University
of Wisconson at Stevens Point has observed, Yor example, that careerism in
the US military goes back to the 19th century. 92/ Self-serving, selfseeking individuals are certainly much older than tnat. Why then, if
careerism is nothing new, is it singled out for such notoriety in Vietnam?
For one thing, circumstances made this disease, if careerism can
be so termed, more virulent. The 'can-do' spirit of many in the military
.as its place--indeed has many advantages--but only in situations where one
in fact can do--where decisive, well directed efforts will result in
success. In many ways Vietnam was noi. such an environment, but, given no
corresponding change in the can-do spi-'it, something else had to give.
That something was the primary emphasis on actual success, an orientation
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quickly replaced by a CYA mentality.
A young officer, fresh out of a
military academy, trained essentially in the art of ueploying men for war,
but faced with heroin use in a mutinous unit strained by r-acial tension,
and resentful of authority in general and officers and Vietnam in particular, has to be almost superhuman to achieve the kind of success he is
taught to e.,fpect and the order he has grown used to. 93/ But if surrotnded
by peers and superiors who cover up ,"ailures and resort (in some cases) to
manipulation or deceit to obtain good reports, the new officer quickly
finds it inconceivable to admit problems ano very tempting to fall in line.
The practice once learned becomes oifficult to change. 94/
Recent trends make this new behavior all too easy. As Colonel
Samuel Hays noted, administrative pressures to achieve a prescribed statistical performance have taken their toil on integrity. As the demand for
mor• and more reports continues there is a tendency for their accuracy to
decline. Increased use of automatic data processing emphasizes the quantifiable--leaving room for manipulation and squeezing out perscnal reporting,
which is often more sensitive. In particular Hays noted:
Progressively larger portions of the ethical rules have
been converted to law or to regulation, adding to the
already unreadabie volume of prescription ard proscription. This tendency to commit everything to writing in
an attempt to leave nothing to chance carries with it
unanticipated consequences.
Faced with voluminous
regulations, the zoldier is inclined to assume that if
an action is not expressly prohibited it must be
authirized.
He is also pushed toward a legalistic
approach toward regulations in which loopholes are
sought and vuibbling promoted.
Increasingly centralized operations increased the opportunities
for manipulative maneuvers.
As Col. Nichols observed, "There were also
more restraints than in previous wars on punishments and legal sanctions.
As the local commander's power to rew-ard and punish diminished, discipline
became harder to mraintain. Making a good record became more important thanl
demonstrating a gocd performance."

96/
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This is not to imply that al' actions which further careers are
necessarily wrong or calculated. It is, for example, a common phenomenon
for members of Lureaucratic organizations to absorb quickly the entire set
As Brod;e
of attitudes endorsed by or implicit in the orgaiization.
observes in his book, Wa.' and Politics, "The good bureauicrat is rarely in
conflict with his supericrs on basic policies or related principles, not
simply because he is timid but because it comes naturally to him to absorb
these policies arid make them his own." 97/ Mor-over, r,;any of the policies
or principles thus absorbed may be entirely honorable and,

in a policy

sense, totally valid.
The trend toward careerism amonq military personnel was thus not
created by the Vietnam War - the war simply provided an excellent medium
for its growth. The impact of careerism, however, was to be immense. The
effect on an enlisted man--living in an unpleasant environment, in a situation that might be life-threatening or deadly boring or both, questioning
perhaps the rationale for the war, o,,'ten unable to see tangible results for
his efforts, and prevented by a rotation system from establishing strong
lasting friendships or commitments, of discoverihg hypocrisy,
and/or incompetence in his superiors can well be imagined. 98/
context, fraggings, though no less horrible, are hardly surprisiiig.

elitism,
in this

body
of
achievements, 99/
inflated
Falsified
accounts
counts, 100/ seriouz ii-ards inflation, 101/ base-camp luxuries, 102/ corruption, 103/ and other hypocritical actions. 104/ w"re all associated with
careerism and were usually readily apparent to the average 'grunt.'
Examples abound, some of which are cited in the endnotes. The repeated
citings of similar occurrences by Vietnam Veterais Against the War in their
book, The Winter Soldier Investigation is one indication of the connection
between these events and the disillusionment of many soldiers. Soldiers
less prone to political protest might vent their frustrations in differert
ways, such as those viewed in the previous section. 105/ Careerism, seems
then, in its various manifestations to have been a significant factor
furthering the aecline of morale and discipline in the US Armed Forces in

I

Vietnam.

•

wm_
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3.

Personnel Policies
a.

The One-Year Tour
The pros and cons of the one-yeer tour of duty (and the
six-month comm,and tour) have received much attention. 106/ Its effect on
morale and discipline has oeen one of the points of debate. General Gavin
believed it helped morale on the whole. 107/
Westmoreland had mixed
feelings. 108/ The USACHCS-hosted SSI meeting's minutes noted that though
there definitely were negatilve side effects, the one-year tour was
generally a morale bost.er. 109/
Charles Moskos is more circumspect about the advantages of
the one-year tour, but is quite clear about its central role:
For the irndividual American soldier the paramount
factor affecting combat motivation in the Vietnam War
was the operation of the rotation system under which a
soldier served a twelve-month tour of auty. Barring
his being killed or severely wounded, every soldier
knew his exact depature date from Vietnam; his whole
being centered on reaching his personal DEROS (Date
Expected Return Overseas).
It would be hard to overstate the soldier's constant concern with how much more
time -- down to the day-- he had remaining in
Vietnam. 110/
The consequences, he continues, are difficult to assess.
The policy certainly hindered the development of primary-group ties and
The
limited the contact of experienced soldiers with new arrivals.
informal acknowledgement of "short-timers fever" meau t that the effective
contribution period of many soldiers was shortened.
On the whole, he
concludes, the policy contributed to good morale during the period when the
war was on the upswing but began to work against it with the start of
American withdrawal. More reasons for this will be discussed below.
Others have been stronger in their denunciation of the
one-year and six-month tours, especially with regard to their negative
effect on morale. Major W. Hayes Parks cites the one-year and six-month
tours

anid

their

assoziated

policies

as one

4Aý

of the prime

controllable

v
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factors

leading

to the discipline breakdowns

that often

preceded war

crimes.

* S~trainirg

cleally a together,
unit enters
combat after
menthsteam.
3f intense
a well-honed
fighting
While
initial deployments to the Republic of Vietnam in 1965
may have conformed with the ideal, a number of factors
created an environment of personnel turbulence which
precluded recurrence of anything vaguely resembling the
ideal. In one case Involving the summary execution of
five suspected Virt Cong, it was disclosed that the
battalion involved in the incident experienced a sixty
percent turnover of pe-sonne! during the 48-hour
period prior to thor deployment to Vietnam.
The
company at My Lai suffered a turnover of more than
fifty percent of its strength during its abbreviated
predeployment training period. Once deployed, eleven
enlisted men from other units were assigned to the
company in order for the company to meet the Army's
minimum standards of a field operating strength ot 120
men. 1ll/
To avoid the 'hump'

cause each year,

many units commenced

limited group cohesion.

I

that the rotation policy wouli otherwise
infusion programs which further

As Parks observes:

New arrivals had to be integrated into units and become
familiar with their commanders and noncommissioned
officers, who in many cases were in the process of
getting to know their personnel as well as the operating procedures of thair superiors and the unit. The
small unit leader cannot be blamed for his failure to
heed the leadership principle "know your men" when
these men are received -- often minus their records -brief moments before deployment or entry into
combat. 112/
Good discipline was made more difficult with the emergence
of a practice associated with the one-year tour arid the rotation system-the use of the rotation draft as a mechanism removing 'dead wood'. Those
who required the most attention and careful handling (both for their own
sake and to keep problems from multiplying) might get the least, giving the
officer in charge o- the unit to which such men were transferred little
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chance to prepare for or prevent problems. 113/
policy, Parks concludes,

measured by

4 ncidents

The side effects of the

had a direct bearing on failures in discipline, as

of combat misconduct:

The personnel pvoblems of C/l/20, the l1th Brigade, and
the

Americal

Division

were

unique

neither

to those

units nor to the conflict in Vietnem. Critical examination of these units is not intended to detract from
their

overall

excellent

performance

despite

these

adversities.
What is questioned is the wisdom of
military personnel policies relating to unit strength
and rotation insofar as they conflict with the concept

of deploying combat-ready teams rather than a mob of
strangers. It was the teams, not the mobs, which best
accomplished their mission.

And it

was the mobs,

not

the teams, which tended to suffer from serious incidents of misconduct. 114/
Others agree that the one-ertuan

Other

aretath

imohcmad

on-year tour and six-month command

tour had a direct or indirect negative effect on morale and discipline.
Nichols, for example, noted that the policy led to rapid turnovers, which
led to the rise of poorer quality officers, which in turn hurt morale and
discipline. 115/ General Donald Bennct acknowledged the need for some limit
of tour length, concluding, "I think we wreck ourselves on a six-month
rotation or a year's rotation." 116/
of

The minutes of the USACHCS-hosted SSI meeting summarize some
the drawbacks of the poIicy, drawbacks which would tend to damage

morale:

The Army as an institution was morally compromised at
several points. The rotation of command created the
simple impress;on that soldiers were expendable arnd
would be used in this manner to help develop an experienced corps of officers. This practice also weakened
leadership in that inexperience became a uniform
characteristic of commanders.
The plan also was not
fair in that soldiers had more exposure to c3mbat
conditions than commanders did or than officers in
non-rotating slots did. Teamwork, personal loyalties,
unit cohesiveness were all acrificed. 1I/
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b.

Other Personnel Policies

rInequitable

manpower racruitment policies which drew disproportionately from tne lower socio-economic classes and minorities had
ramificatior,:, that affected morale and discipline. Thus, for example, some
of those who were selected reser,ted the privfleged who managed to avoid
service. 118/ This resentment, often combined with other nebulous resentments or hardships, was often focused on one of the few targets ivailable-one's

officers.

Linden

repeatedly

emphasizes

the

importance

of

the

widening officer-enlisted man gulf as a factor behind the increasing frequency of fraggings. Though Dr. Robert Landeen, an Army psychiatrist, has
observed that in most cases officers who were fragged were at least partly
at fault, the Vietn,•u War created an environment which strained the talents
of even, the best officers. 119/ The widening gulf between officers and
enlisted men was exacerbated by personnel policieF that allowed the
privileged to escape while wooing the marginal candidate through programs
such as Project 100,000. 120/ As Linden observed:
in World War II the draft equitably conscripted a
fair cross-section of Americans but that as Aimnrica
came to place more emphasis on higher education it
became

conversely

easier for the college-educated to

avoid military service as common soldiers. Steinberg
feels that the presence of men from all economic and
educational classes at platoon level was stabilizing
because there would be soldier'; in the platoon who
would talk out frustrations and argue against quixotic
violence. Now, as Ross said, there is nobody to say,
"Don't do it." J21/
This split had implications for discipline failures in general, not just
for fragging. An already frustrating situation was worsened by real or
perceived inequities; 122/ and good leadership, hindered by a cdltural gulF
which limited effective communicatiun, was hamstrung. The problem, moreover, cannot be blamed just on inequitable personnel policies--a similar
situation (in kind if not in iq~nitude) was pernaps inevitable when a
necessarily increasingly mechanized, political, a.,d specialized official
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army meets its enlisted personnel
power recruitment

requirements.

But the jnequitable man-

policies necessitated by domestic political parameters

certainly aggravated the problem,

and thus contributedt to the military's

morale and discipline problems. 123/
Manpower recruitment prcgrams were not the only personnel
policies to have some unfortunate side effects for morale and discipline.
Parks notes the crucial relationship
larly

in the laws

of war)

between adequate trainirg (particu-

and disciplinary problems

(particularly

war

crimes):
In eve

case

misconduct

of

investigated,

lack

of

training--whether unit, individu3l, enlisted, noncommissioned officer, or officer--v.as considered to have
been a key factor in the incident whict, wa• under
invest~gati1-on.
Uni" s which entered the war trained
generally suffered no incidents. Disciplinary problems
occurred in untrained, piecemeal units, jr with new
personnel who arrived and were sent into combat without
adequate in-country training and orientation. (Emphasis
added.) 124/
Personnel

shortages were encouraged by F policy calling for units to be

maintained at 90 percent of full strength and "fleshed out" before deployment.
In actuality they often ended up at 80 percent of full strength-contributing to occasional
p~ vchological
Personnel

ovwrextension,

frustrations

which

morale

and

group

cohesion. 125/

shortages were sometimes met by diffusing the problem:

up for a shortage, for example,
;

hurt

which resulted in physical and
to make

the Marines temporarily commissioned over

Rapid promotion of younger enlisted men to fill this newly
5,500 NCOs.
created gap meant that small-unit leadership suffered. And Vietnam was in
many ways a small-unit war.
Personnel
political
Marine

i4

reasons)

shortages

to call

Division--despite

were

aggravated

up the Reserves--in

the

already

clear

by the

failure

this instance,

relationship

(for

the 4th

between

poor

"
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leadership and morale and discipline problems. Parks argues that the military cannot entirely avoid blame:
The blame for these shortages and the incidents which
occurred lies not only with the Congress, the President, and the Selective Service, but with the Marine
Corps.
In learning from the errors of the past, a
distinction must be made between fact and fancy. For
example, if the Marine Corps must accede to peacetime
man-power limitations, whether for mission accomplishment or incident avoidance perhaps it is better to
fully man seven infantry regiments than partially man
nine and attempt to describe them as combat ready. 126/
Another personnel policy, in this case the elaborate support
effort designed primarily to boost morale, proved to be a mixed blessing.
The USACHCS-hosted SSI meeting minutes conclude:
Another effort to shore up morale was the enormous,
costly and ineffective effort at support. The proliferation of PX facilities, clubs, flush toilets, air
conditioning, sports programs, R and R prcgrams, etc.
were designed to help morale. Ironically, it had the
opposite effect and became a cause of contention
between support and combat troops, forward and the rear
areas and Americans and Vietnamese. 127/
Other personnel policies certain1 ; influenced morale and
discipline -oo, 128/ but it is only possible he , to mention those which
are most important. It should also be noted that while the emphasis here
has been. on the negative effects of various policies on morale and disci-

r

pline, this discussion cannot be read as a simple condemnation of these
policies. Even the best policies can have at least some unfcrtunate side
effects. Furthermore, since personnel policies reflect political as well
as military requirements, it is not always clear that the military is to
blame even if a given policy is an unmitigated disaster.
4.
The Type of War
The special circumstances of American involvement in Vietnam were
also factors in the dectine of troop morale and discipline. Sources too
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numerous to list have emphasized the frustrations of a limited war. Political restrictions on such things as the bombing of Hanoi and Haiphong were
frustrating both to military strategists and the soldiers who had to face
the consequences--a stronger enemy.
Restrictive rules of fighting and
forced toleration of incompetence and corruption in ARVN units along with
other lim4 tations were perceived by army soldiers as putting them at an
unfair disadvantage in a life-or-death situation. 129/
Lack of clear contact with the enemy could be equally frustrating. The unpredictable, sudden, and gruesome casualties resulting from
booby traps and mines wreaked havoc with already frayed nerves. Parks
notes the connection of disciplinary problems to this frustrating situation.
Significantly most Marine incidents occurred in the
First Marine Division, where contact was sporadic.
casualties were primarily the result of mines and booby
traps, and forces were dealing largely with an insurgency environment, rather thun in the Third Marine
Division, where the conflict more resembled a conventional war. 130/
Lack of contact with the enemy could also result in feelings of purposelessness and doubt, which, coupled with the suffering inescapable in any
war, could easily be translated into growing resentments. 131/
The type of war fought in Vietnam also created long periods
of boredom, perhaps inevitably, for many soldiers. And boredom brought
problems.
As the IG History puit it,
"additional free time not constructively channelled resulted in increased drug abuse, imagined problems, and a tendency by some to blame anything that went wrong on the
"system" . .
132/ The USACHCS-SSI meeting minutes agreed: "combat effectiveness increased when units went into combat, but long periods of low
activity or idleness eroded morale and discipline." 133/ Not surprisingly,
then, morale improved during the Tet offensive. The drawdown, however,
brought increasingly Vmited combat opportunities, at a clear cost to
morale and discipline.
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Good morale and discipline were also hurt, of course, by growing
doubt about the American purpose in Vietnam--which resulted from many
factors, ranging from political disagreement at home to the structure (no
front line, often no visible enemy, etc.)

of the war itself.

As Linden

observed:

There is not ev.n that intimacy of combat which allows
a man to see what rhe had done. Our war is abstract
• nobody kn,.ws who killed whoi,. The intimacy of
murder disappears, and with that loss of intimacy,
feelings of valor or shame. 134/
Strong assertive leadership is necessary to correct this problem,
to the extent that it can be corrected--and good leadership was facing
problems itself.
Not surprisingly, some of these frustrations took the form of
undisciplined actions against Vietnamese--civilian and ARVN as well as
enemy soldiers--in addition to a more general resentment of the Vietnamese
people. This feeling was c constant theme in letters from servicemen. 135/
The feeling that one was risking one's life for an undeserving, unmotivated
ally certainly took its toll on morale.
5.
The Drawdown
As observed in the opening section of this chapter, there is a
considerable amount of reliable evidence indicating tnat morale and discipline declined perceptibly--indeed sharply--as American withdrawal proceeded.

Is it fair to conclude, then, that the drawdown itself was a cause
of declining morale and increasing breaches in discipline? It is, in that
the drawdown brought together or intensified many of the already existing
factors that strained or damaged good morale and discipline. 136/ Moskos,
it will be recalled, emphasized tne central importance of the one-year
rotation policy to motivation and morale. With this in mind the sigrnificance of
apparent:

his

conclusions

regarding

the drawdown

become

more

As the drawdown began not only did the withdrawal of
efficiency associated with short-timers fever begin to
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appear earlier in the combat cycle, but the whole elan
of the American Forces was undercut by the knowledge
that the Vietnam war was coming to some kind of inconclusive end. Indeed, the quite rational feeling of not
wanting to be the last man killed in a long war which
characterized the low irorale of the American ground
forces after 1969 can be regarded as a kind of shorttimers fever writ large. 137/
The drawdown made it more difficult for many to discover and
believe in 3 purpose. If the zommunist menace was so horrible, why were
Americans withdrawing? For many, earlier inflated claims of progress may
also have cast doubt on current pronouncements and on authority in general.
Morale, not surprisingly, suffered.
In addition, many GIs resented the claims made by President
Nixon, Secretary Laird, and others in 1972 that the American ground combat
role was strictly defensive. "Defense, hell," said a Pfc. at Fire Support
Base Melanie, "We'll be out of combat when we're 'back in the world' [the
US] and rot before.'" 138/ For many, the feeling that no one at home knew
or cared Ahat was going on was particularly damaging to morale. 139/
General Westmoreland provides one of the Letter 5ummaries of the
.,Ire of purpose to morale and discipline and the role of the drawdown
in inter.si.+ying other problems:
It was only after the start of American withdrawal in
1969 that serious morale and disciplinary problems
a*-ose. That was to be expected. Men began to doubt the
American purpose. W4hy die when the United States was
pulling out? As the withdrawal continued, men were
idle; idleness is the handmaiden of discontent, and
some local commanders allowed standards of appearance
and liscipline to become slack.
Although antiwar
demonstrations in the United States appeared to have
little effect on morale in Vietnam before my departure,
they clearly hao an effect as America's purpose came
into question. Only with withdrawal did serious drug
problems arisp . . . . Fragging in one form or another
has occurred in all wars but increases when a sense of
unit purpose breaks down Pnd esprit de corps fails and
when explosives and weapons are loosely controlled.
Anyone familiar with problems of morale and discipline
among troops waiting for transportation home after
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World Wars I
prised. 140/

and

II could

hardly

have been

sur-

A descript 4 on and analysis of the connections and relat-ionships
Sbetween
causes of the deterioration in morale and discipline could go "n
interminably.
Hopefully, some of the more important have been detail d
above. Weighing the variables, predicting their importance in the futur'.,
and keeping the whole situation in perspective is the truly Jifficult, if
not impossible,
Lonsiderable

task that remains.

time investigating

The words of Eugene Linden,

who spent

some of the uglier and more depressing

facets of American involvement in Vietnam, mpy help with the latter:
. . . for all the poignant confusion that assails the
GI, I was struck with his honesty, his lack of
cynicism, and although it may .ound strange, his
The GI may be demoralized, but, he is no
bravery.
coward and though he may be unwilling to be the last GI
to die in Vietnam, he will still risk his life for a
friend. 141/
0.

INSIGHTS
I'4

There is a great variety of evidence available to indicate the existence

of

morale

and discipline

problems

among

US

forces

in

Vietnam,

problems that varied significantly depending on location, position in the
Armed Forces, specific duties, leadership, and time.
The most important factors adversely affecting morale and discipline-some old, some new with Vietnam--should not be particularly surprising to
anycne with an elementary

knowledge

of human psychology.

They include

factors implicit in the nature of the Vietnamese situation (such as limited
direct

erimy

sporadic,

contact

unpredictable

atid the psychological
booby trap-type

stress associated

threat,

limited

with th'.

indications

progress and even purpose, antipathy towaras the South Vietnamese.
and boredom,

of

idleness

increased contact with visible privilege and other inequi-

ties); flaws or side effects of various personnel policies; the hypocrisy
and frustrations associated with careerism; problems iriginating in
society; the perceived inadequacy of civilian support; the intensification
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of problems brought about by the drawdown; and, connected with many of
these, the gulf or cultural gap separating leaders from followers--usually
enlisted men from officers--which made good leadership particularly difficult and poor leadership particularly disastrous.
E.

LESSONS

There are no easy solutions or lessonc. It would be nice to
to say, "select only superhuman individuals to be officer5 so that
ship will be excellent and careerism will vanishi," or, "fight
'nicel wars that are quickly winnable and receive mass support."

be able
leaderonly in
As the
grunts in Vietnam would say, we need to return to the 'real world.'
Unfortunately, many of the factors mentioned in this chapter affected
morale and disciplin.e cannot be directly controlled by the military. With
these, efforts have to be made, however, to make the best out of bad situations. In other cases, such as the adverse effects of careerism among the
officer corps or of rotation policies, problems can be more appropriately
handled 'in-house.'
In these, however, the goals are unfortunately far
clearer than the methods for achieving them.

4&
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deeply involved in counterculture life styles, and found
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commanders. At thelr peak strength in 1969-1971, the ASH
(largeily army centered) and the MDM (mostly in the marines
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S. L. A. Marshall, "Thoughts on Vietnam," pp. 49-51.

14.

Charles C. Moskos, "The American Combat Soldier in Vietnam," Journal
of .ocial Issues, Voiume 31, No. 4, 1975, p. 25.

15.

Col. Robert Nichols, unpublished paper, pp. 1-2.

16.

Richard Boyle, Flower of the Dragon, p. 44.
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17.

Robert D. Heinl,
Heinl contimt=:

"The Collapse of the Armed Forces," June 7, 1971.

For Heinl, what is most outrageous is not so much resistance to fighting but the widespread casualness of that
resistance ("It is no big thing to refuse to go") and
the helplessness of the Army beforp it; not so much the
widespread fragging but the enthusiasn behind that
fragging ("Word of the deaths of officers will bring
cheers at troop movies or in bivouacs P- certain
units"); not so much the antiwar demonttrations within
the military, th.a fasts, and flaunting of peace symbols, as the "booing and cursing of officers and even
of hapless entertainers such as Bob Hope"; not so much
the fact that 10 to 15 percent of American troops in
Vietnam were estimated to be using high-grade heroin
but that an Air Force major woio was command pilot for
Ambassador Bunker was apprehended with eight million
dollars' worth of heroin in Mis aircraft and that "an
hir Force regular colonnl was court-martialed and cashiered for leading his squiadron in pot parties."
18.

Study on Military Professionalism (US Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, 30 June 1970).

19.

July 1970.

20.

William Westmcreland, A Soldier Reports (New York:
1976), p. 296.

21.

Col. Tom Ware, "The US Soldier," p. 3.

22.

MACV Directive 10-21, Appendix 22 to Annex A, 18 January, 1972.

23.

The History is perhaps overcautious on occasion.
History observes:

Doubleday and Co.,

For example the

During the normal routine of inspections, teams inquired
into certain specific areas of interest to COMUSMACV.
With the furor in the news media about war crimes and
atrocities it was only natural that one of the specific
items of interest continue to be possible violations of
the Geneva Conventions. Inquiry into this area was a
continuing matter as a preventive measure to provide
early notification to the command. During 1970, Inspectors General found no information which indicatea there
were any incidents that could be considered in contravention to the Genevi Conventions. It was considered a
valid negative piece of information since the fortyfour provinces covered the whole of Vietnam and advisors
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and other key personnel should have been the first to
know of any act3 or incidents involving US or Vietnamese
personnel.
This would seem to be a clear ;-efutatinn from a source in a position
to know, of claims regarding "war crimes and atrocities." However,
Major Hays Parks, USMC, an expert on the laws of war notes:
Only Article 3, com-on to all four of the 1949 Geneva
Conventions, anticipated the then-developing problem wars
of a noninternational character fought by or against
unconventional forces. The resultant problem may be
illustrated by the incident at My Lai wnere U.S. Army
Forces on 16 March 1968 assembled and executeu several
hundred unarmed, unresiscing men, women, and children.
Despite the heinousness of the offense there was no
violation of the Geneva Conventions inasmuch as the
victims were citizens of the host country and U.S. Forces
were present as an ally rather than as an occupying
power.

24.

If even the worse assessment possible of the My Lai incident could not
be construed as a contravention of the Geneva Accords, the IG finding
in 1970 is certainly less significant that it at first seems. To
avoid misleading information, some indication of the limitations of
such measures as the Accords in the assessment of atrocities could
valuably be included in such a statement. This extreme reticence
regarding various 'problems' in Vietnam only serves to highlight the
significance of the findings that the IG does bring out. See Major W.
Hays Parks, "The 1977 Protocols to the Geneva Convention of 1949,"
in Naval War College Review, Fall 1978, p. 18,
M.A.C.V. inspector General History 1964-1972, p. 30.

25.

See chapter 3 for a discussion of corruption in the context of Leadership and Ethics.

26.

M.A.C.V. I.G. History, pp. 56-7.

27.

MACIG Staffing Develepment Study, January 1972.

28.

The M.A.C.V. I.G. Hiscr" cites other reasons as well for this increase:
a.

Personnel turbulence resulting from the rapid increase in troop
strengths.

b.

More freqLent visits to ;--its by MACV IG inspection teams threio'hout the Corps Tactical Zones.
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29.

c.

ficreased capability of the Complaints Branch to accept and
resolve cases received.

d.

A better understading by military and civilian personnel of the
assistance which the Complaints Branch could provide in the resolution of their complaints.

Again, the History cites reasons other than a deterioration in performance and morale:
While the United States had made the first step in withdrawing its combat units from Vietnam, it appeared that
the inspector General effcrt would not diminish as a
result. As a greater degree of stability returned to
the Republic and governmental control was expanded over
once doubtful areas, many acts began to surface that
had transpired during the build-up under the guise of
the expediency of war. Allegations of corruption,
inefficiency, waste and atrocities required immediate
attention by the Command. Many of the investigations
conducted were of events that had occurred two and three
years prior to the time they were reported. The Inspector General, in performance of his mission, investigated
the allegations and reporte^d the facts and circumstances
to COMUSMACV. As the situation furrcer stabilized, there
was a corresponding increase in such Inspector General
activities.

30.

M.A.C.V. I.G. History, p. 30.

31,

Deterioration of Discipline:
(a)

The nunishment for minor violations of Article 86, USMJ is usually
restriction, extra duty and monetary forfeitures. Restriction is
practically meaningless in this environment and extra duty is normally not enforced to any grLat degree. It is relatively simple
for dissidents to rapidly deteriorate these type punishments into
meaningless trivia by making enforcement distasteful, time consuming, and frustrating for the command element.

(•)

Monetary fines are normally of small consequence to members of
dissident groups. Reductions in grade have little consequence
when you deal within the structure of E-I to E-4.

(c)

Complaints registered by other members of the unit against dissidents are often not acted upon. This avoids a direct confrontation with the group arid the complainants normally continue to
function regardless of the outcome. It is easier to cajole or
placate the complainant than to confront the dissident to insure
that justice is done.
4-49

4~

R

77,-

-

-

-.

.

.

,

•

-

.

.

.

THE BDM CORPORATION

(d)

•

The NCO's soon los1 their enthusiasm when they find that military
discipline is ineffective or the commander fails to administer
discipline when it is recommended. It is then easier for the NCO
to ignore the individual than to press the issues which occur at
ever-increasitig frequency. This re:roves the last vestige of
leadership and supervision so the dissident is relatively free to
do as he choses.

(e)

Most avowed dissidents/militants have little if any of the type
of personal pride that is appealed to by military leadership and
The basic
Sdiscipline.
principle of military lepadership is to
gain the willing obedience of subordinates. A complete lack of
pride or motivation therefore places t:he military system in an
unfamiliar environment.

(f)

The dissidents make full utilization of the fact that most humans
tend to take the path of least resistarce. This enhances the
position of the dissident while completely deteriorating the
system.

Ilk"~

32.

The Department of Defense recognizes two definitions of "deserter",
one administrative, the other legal. An absontee is dropped From the
rolls (DFR) as a deserter if he has been continuously absent without
leave for more than 29 days or meets other specified criteria (e.g.,
escapes from confinement, seeks a political asylum in a foreign
country, or has access to classified materials). To be legally
defined as a deserter, an absentee must havs been convicted of that
crime by a court-martial. Since less than 1% of administratively
defined deserters are convicted of desertion, the reader may assk.Ah
that the term "deserter" in this chapter is referring to the admini;trative definition.

33.

D. Bruce Bell and Beverly W. Bell, "Desertion and Antiwar Protest," in
Armed Forces and Society, Volume 3, No. 3, May 1977.
Studies which use desertion rates to show disaffection with the war
include John Helmer, Bringing the War Home: The American Soldier in
Vietnam and After (New York: Free Press, 1974); Herbert C. Kelman,
"War Criminals and War Registers," Society 2 (May/June 1975): 18-20;
and Paul L. Savage and Richard A. Gabriel, "Cohesion and Disintegration in the American Army; An Alternative Perspective," Armed Forces
and Society 2 (Spring 1976): 340-77.
Numerous examples of statements from exiles and other "spckesmen" for
deserters can be found in D. Bruce Bell and Thomas J. Houston, The
Vietnam Era Deserter, Appendix B; and U.S. Congress, Selective Service
and Amnesty, Hootig b efo;e the Senate Committee on the Judiciary,
92nd Corgress, 2nd Session, February 28-217; March 1, 1972 (Washington,
D. C.: Government Printing Office, 1972).
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34.

Hobart G. Osborn et al., A Preliminary Investigation of Delinquency in
the Army, HumRR0 Technical Report No. 5 %Alexandria, VA: Human
Resources Research C'ffce, 1954), p. 5 shows that the number of days
of continuous absence required in the administrative definition of
desertion was reduced from 90 to 30 days during the Korean :onflict.
They also showed that this shift had a demonstrable effect on rates of
desertion. None of the authors listed above acknowledge that this
shift took place or that it would affect the kinds of comparisons they
are attempting to make between various Anterican wars.

35.

Richard A. Gabriel and Paui L. Savage, "Cohesion and Disintegration in
the American Army," pp. 17-19.

36.
37.

Baskir and Strauss, Chance and Circumstance, p. 112.
Cortright, Soldiers in Revolt, p. 14.

38.

Bell and Bell, p. 434.

I

They note that:

Previous studies had shown deserters to be different
from other soldiers, even when they entered the Army.
They tended to be less educated, younger, less intelligent, less often white, and more often volunteers. They
deserted after relatively short tours of duty, had
achieved only low ran!, and had been in trouble both
prior to and during service. Most desertions occurred
from stateside units. This was so not only because
most soldiers are stationed in the United States, but
also because most training occurs here, and it is
physically easier to leave from a stateside unit,
especially while on leave, in transit, convalescing,
and so on. This fact was discovered or rediscovered
during the Civil War, World War II, the Korean War, and
the Vietnam war.
For more on desertion see,
%

Alfred B. Fitt, "Statement," in Military Deserters,
Hearings before the U.S. Senate Committee on Armed
Forces, Subcommittee on the Treatment of Oeserters,
90th Congress, 2nd Session, May 21-22, 1968 (Washington,
D. C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1968) pp. 2-8;
and Edmund F. Fuchs, Characteristics of Stockade
Prisoners-Summary of Major Findings, Aik R.earch Stuey
69-3 (Arlington, Virginia: U.S. Army Research
Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences,
1969).
The finding that the deserter tends to have a record of
preservice delinquency is not a new findiiug. It was
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reported during World War II by Samuel A. Stouffer et
al., The American Soldier, Vol. I: Adjustment Durinng
Army Life (New York: John Wiley, 1965).
It was noted
during the Korean conflict by Hobart G. Osborn et al.,
A Preliminary Investigation of Delinouency in the Army.
It was noted during the Vietnam conflict by Alfred B.
Fitt, "Statement"; An Analysis of AWOL Offenders Awaitinq
Disposition (Ft, Riley. KS: U.S. Army Correctional"
Traininng'Facility, 1972), draft; and by N. Kent Boyd
and Harry H. Jones, An Analysis of Factors Related to
Desertion Among FY 1968 and FY 1969 Army Accessions,
AFHRL-TR-73-6l, AD 772731 (Alexandria, Virginia:
Manpower Development Division, Air Force Resources
Laboratory, 1973).
The finding that the deserter is more likely to have
also been in trouble in the service prier to deserting
was only reported during the Vietnam conflict. This is
reported in N. Kent Boyd and Harry H. Jones, An Analysis
of Factors Related to Desertion Among FY 1S68 and FY 1969
Arny Accessions; Glenn-Littlepage and Larry Fox, Personnei Lontrol Facilities: An Analysis of AWOL O-fienders
Awaiting Disposition; and Alfred B. Fitt, "Statement."
For comparison of desertion rates with those of other wars see,
Ella '.onn, Desertion Durin; the Civil War (Gloucester,
Massachusetts: Peter Smith-•,l'661.
Samuel A. Stouffer et al., The American Soldier, Vol.
I: Adjustment During Army Life.
Hobard G. Osborn tt al., A Preliminary Investigation of
Delinquency in the Army.

SAffairs,
39.

Mark M. Biegel, Project STRAY: A Study of Unauthorized
Absenteeism and Desertion, Part 1: Deserter information System (FOUO) (Washington, D. C.: Office of the
Assistant 1968).
Secretary of Defense, Manpower and Reserve
Baskir and Strauss, Chance and Circumstance, p. 120.

40. Ibid., p. 121.
41.

t

It
'

See Hamilton I. McCubbin, et al., Leadership and Situational Factors
Related to AWOL: A Research Report, US Army Correctional Training
Facility, Fort Riley, Kansas, 1971.
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42.

Bell and Bell, "Desertion," p. 437.

They continue that:

Personal or family problems have been motivations for
desertion in this and previous conflicts going back to
at least the Civil War. Antiwar reasons have never been
prominent. Only 7% of the men interviewed by Hartnagel
indicated that their desertions had something to do with
the Vietnam conflict. The comparable figure (9%) for
the Presidential Clemency Board was especially surprising, since the PCB encouraged men to give antiwar reasons.
43.

Department of Defense, Joint Report to the Service Secretaries, p. IV-2.

44.

Still, over 93 percent of Vietnam-era servicemen received honorable
discharges. Selected Manpower Statistics, DOD-OASO, Comptroller,
May 1975.

45.

Ibid.

46.

Military Offenders
See Appendix, Chapter 7-1, Figure 2.
Statistics from che Department of Deferse (Office of
Manpower and Reserve Affairs), November 15, 1976.
Statistics are available only for FY-1967-73, so FY
1965-66 data is extrapolated from 1967 data. Also,
Marine Corps data for FY 1967-69 is extrapolated from
the average rate for the rest of the period. The exact
numbers are calculated as 1,522,000 and 563,000, rounded
here to reflect their inaccuracy. The latter statistic
bears no direct relation to the number of less-thanwhich, by coincidence, is also
Honorable discharqe'e,
563,000.
This includes 541,800 General, Undesirable, Bad Conduct,
or Dishonorable Discharges given from July 1, 1964,
through June 30, 1974. Discharges prior to July 1,
1974, are presumed to have been Vietnam-related, as they
usually involved servicemen inducted or enlisted before
the end of the war. It also includes 21,600 "Chapter
10" discharges given from July 1, 1974 through June 30,
1975, since the overwhelming majority of those cases
involved AWOL or some other Vietnam-related behavior.
This is, at best, a -ough estimate based upon the Defense
Department's belief that AWOL offenders accounted for
about 83,000 of the 204,000 servicemen given Undesirable,
Bad Conduct, or Dishonorable Discharges within the window
period ,fthe Ford clemency program.
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This figure is also a rough estimate, based on information which the Defense Department gave the Presidential
Clemency Board. That agency reported that approximately
one-third of the 34,000 Bad Conduct and Dishonorable
Discharges were for civilian-type crimes.
Extrapolitions from the Presidential Clemency Board's
survey of 1,009 military applicants, described in Appendix C of the Board's final report.
This data was supplied by the clerks of the U.S. Army,
Navy, and Marine Corps judiciaries. The data include
only court martial convictions for this offens2, and do
n't include Air Force cases (for which no data are
available).
All of these are derivative, calculated by adding or
subtracting other displayed statistics to or from the
appropriate base statistics.

*

47.

Military Punishments
See Appendix, Chapter 7-1,

Figure 2.

This tally includes all General, Undesirable, Bad Conduct, and Dishoinorable Discharges for the period .1uly 1,
1964, through June 30, 1974. Discharges "for the good
of the service" are also included through June 30, 1975.
See selected Manpower Statistics, DOD-OASD (Comptroller),
May 1975.
An unpublished Defense Department analysis of MARDAC
data indicates that the ratio of General Discharges to
Honorable Discharges with bad "spins" is about 10:7;
this suggests that about 200,000 veterans fall in the
latter cAtegory.
No sampling has ever been puhlished. but Defense Department officials involved in the Ford clemency program
reportL.d that appro;imately one-third of all punitive
d'ischarles were for civilian-type crimes. Almnst all
of the rest were for absence offenses.
1hese are extrapolations ';sed on the Clemency Board's
survey of 1,009 military applicants, described in Appendix C of its final report.

F'

All of these are derivative, calculated by adding or
subtracting other displayed statistics to or from the
appropriate base statistics.
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48.

David Co,'tr 4ght, Soldiers In Revolt, p. 18.

49.

For the official comparison of AWOL between Vietnam and Korea see the
testimony of General Leo Benade, 9eputy Assistant Secretary of Defense
in the 1974 Hojse Amnesty Hearings, p. 540. Cf. Baskir and Strauss,

pp. 121-2.
50.

Baskir and Strauss, Chance and Circumstance, p. 122.

51.

Richard Boyle, Flower of the Dragon, p. 75. Linden notes:
note 56)

(See end-

Indeed this type of fragging has occurred in Vietnam,
and during 1967 and 1968 in the Mekong Delta regiun
"bounty hunting" enjoyed a brief vogue: A pooled waount
of money would be paid to the soldier who killed a
marked NCO or officer, p. 12.
52.

US Congress, House, Subcommittee on Appropriations, 92nd Congress,
Part 3, pp. 473-4.

53.

Department of Defense Statistics, see endnote 44.

54.

Savage and Gabriel,

55.

In testimony before the same subcommittee as that addressed by General
Kerwin. See Endnote 52, above.

56.

Eugene Linden, "Fragging and Other Withdrawa) Symptoms," in Saturday
Review, January 8, 1972. Linden notes another significant difference:

"Cohesion and Disintegration," p. 16.

In World War I, World War II, Korea, the typical fragging
took place in the field and for the most part during
skirmishes and firefights. An inexperienced or overly
zealc;us lieutenant would be shot by his own men while
the platoon or squad was preoccupied with the enemy.
The victim would be listed as Killed In Action. The
killing generally followed a cold reckoning by the men
in the unit that the lieutenant was a danger to them.
Albeit ruthless, this type of murder at least can be
understood as the result of life or death assessment .
However, at present in Vietnam many fraggings take place
in rear areas where the dangers are minimal and many
murder &ttempts occur without any visible provocation or
motive at all, p. 12.
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57.

As the previous figure illustrates, officially acknowledged fraggings
dropped dramatically in 1972. See Figure 4-5. This drop was noted
in a February 14, 1972 issue of News and World Report which commented:
"Fragging" - the use of fragmentation grenades to attack
a fellow American - apparently is also going out of style.
NCO's say that some recent arrivals in Vietnam have not
even heard of the term. According to one sergeant, "The
guys finally figured out the 'fragging' wasn't accomplishing anything."

58.

Charles C. Moskos, "The American Combat Soldier in Vietnam," pp. 34-5.

59.

Ibid.

60.

Eugene Linden, "Fraggings," Saturday Review, p. 13.

61.

Ibid.

62.

In response to an inquiry from Savage and Gabriel the Army responded,
"As to so-called combat refusals, data on incidents of this nature are
not maintained by the Department of the Army." From a personal communique, dated 26 July, 1972.

63.

Nomination of Rebert R. Froehlke: Hearing Before the Committee on Armed
Services, United States Senate, June 1971, pp. 9-11.

64.

Richard Boyle, Flower of the Dragon, p. 235.

65.

Baskir and Strauss, Chance and C;rcumstance, p. 144.

6G.

Ibid., pp. 85-6.

67.

The New York Times, April 1$, 1972.

68.

Col. Tom Ware, "The US Soldier," p, 5.

69.

R. Drt-mmond Ayers of The New York Times.

70.

See, for a more in depth view of the military justice system:
ment. of the Aimy, Vietnam Studies, Law, At War 1964-1973.

71.

Data from whictr these f:gures were conpiled can be obtained from the
source in the previous endnote or more directly from the files of the
US Army Judiciary.

72.

See endnote 10 above.

Depart-

It notes, for example, that,

Prior to the massive troop buildup that began in 1965,
the L.S. military force was relatively small and consisted largely of individually screened volunteers and
4-56

!

THE BDM CORPORATION

selected units with a high percentage of career officers
and noncommissioned officers. Most Anerican civilians
in the country .'that time were dedicated career government employees
A few court-martials were held in Vietnam; all serious Army cases were sent to Okinawa for
trial, and the Navy and Air Force sent their serious
cases to the Philippines. Serious crime in the small
U.S. civilian community was virtually nonexistent. There
was no drug problem, and black market dealings and
currency manipulation were insignificant compared to the
levels reached in later years. See chapter 7.
73.

Averette was charged with conspiracy to commit larceny and attempted
larceny of 36,000 U.S. government-owned batteries. Averette was tried
by general court-martial, convicted, and ultimately sentenced to confinement at hard labor for one year and fined $500. On 30 April 1970,
the U.S. Court of Military Appeals, the highest court in the Military
system, reversed Averette's conviction and ruled that the military had
no jurisdiction over civilians in Vietnam because Article 2 (lo') of
the Uniform Code of Military Justice was applicable only in time of a
declared war. Thus, the question
the military should try civilians
matter of law, the services could
over civilians in Vietnam, and no

of whether, as a matter of policy,
in Vietnam was made moot. As a
not exercise criminal jurisdiction
further cases were tried.

The operations of the new administrative measures is detailed as well:
Administrative Measures
Because judicial actions was ineffective in curtailing the illegal
activities of U.S. civilians in Vietnam, the MACV command came to rely
increasingly on the administrative sanctions which had been ppoposed
in 1966. Military privileges were withdrawn from offending civilians,
particularly U.S. contractor enployees, throughout 1966, 1967, 3nd
1968, but it was not until 1969 and 1970 that the administrative
"debarment" program reached its most uniform and widespread application. (Deoarment was the term used to denote withdrawal of military
privileges and a determination of unfitness For employment in Vietnam.)
In addition to MACV Memorandum 190-1, wnich ass'igrned responsibilities
for investigation and proceedings pertaining to debarment actions, the
debarment policy was further formalized in September 1969 when Defense
Procurement Circular 72 was made a part of all contracts for employmenlt
of civilians in Vietnam. This clause notified all civilian employees
planning to work in Vietnam under U.S. government-sponsored contracts
thit they would lose their military privileges and be barred from
employment in Vietnam. The employing contractor agreed that he would
terminate the employment of an employee barred by MACV,
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In January 1970 the U.S. Embassy announced that, as a matter of U.S.
policy, contractor employees whose privileges were suspended or withdrawn for cause by MACV would be considered unacceptable for continued
employment under U.S. governmernt contracts. In February MACV determined
that this policy would be applied retroactively; that is, individuals
whose military privileges had been revoked in the past were also
unacceptable for continued employment.
As of January 1968 there were seventy-five individuals on the MACV
Provost Marshal's debarment roster. By February 1970 the number had
grown to 613; by April 1971 there were 943 U.S. civilians and nationals
of other countries from whom military privileges had been withdrawn and
who were unacceptable for employment in Vietnam under U.S. financed
contracts or as U.S. government direct hire employees on nonappropriated
funds. Most debarment cases, perhaps over 90 percent, involved currency
manipulation, smuggling, or postal and black market violations. There
were also dcbarments for firearms violations, larceny of government
property, and serious driving offenses. Once their employment was
terminated and their access to U.S. military facilities was cut off,
many debarred civilians left Vietnam. Others, however, remained in
Vietnam working at jobs unrelated to the U.S. government and living
on the Vietnam economy.
74.

Cortright, Soldiers in Revolt, p. 23.

75.

See endnote 23 above.

76.

See Major W. Hays Parks, "Crimes in Hostilities," Marine Corps Gazette,
August 1976, p. 16.

77.

Baskir and Strauss, Chance and Circumstance, p. 144.

78.

William F. Beusse, Factors Related to the Incidence of Disciplinary
Actions
Personnel, Air Force Human Resources Lab.,
1977.Aiong Enlisted
. ..

19.

Cortright, SLIdiers in Revolt, p. 18.

80.

Eugene Litden, "Fragging," Saturday Review, p. 12.

81.

Moskos, "The Amer'can Combat Soldier in Vietnam," p. 34.

82.

Minutes of USACHS-t.ited meeting of Strategic Studies Institute, Army

S~~~May

War College, p. 8.
"For GIs, it's a Different War - But still Dangerous," U.S. News and
World Report, 14 February, 1972.

83.

I

,,!
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84.

Col.
1970, Samuel
p. 39. H. Hays," The Growing Leadership Crisis," Army, February

85.

See Savage and Gabriel, "Cohesion and Disintegration," pp. 1-11.

86.

Ibid.

87.

Army War College, Study of Military Professionalism.

88.

Linden, "Fragging," Spturday Review, p. 17.

89.

AWC, Study of' MilitaryProfessionalism.

90.

Sources too numerous even to list have noted the careerism problem
and its ramifications. A few e-anples suffice. Nichols comments:
Tho Army was led primarily by career officers who knew
the war was but one episode in a long professional career.
This meant they not only haa to do their part in the war
as best they coulo, but they also had to keep an eye on
the way the nature and quality of their wartime performance would affect their subsequent careers . . .
Because ef their status and goals, many leaders became
irsensitive to ethical issues :n order not to jeopardize
their career progression. Even those who were more
sensitive to these issues were often responsive to peer
pressures that led them to go along and conform.
"Characteristics of the US Soldier,': p. 2.

I'

One Vetoran pilot recalls:
And as far as the damage reports that were put out by
the pilots, it was P kind of a standard juke . .
among
the officers . . . this was just a place to advance your
careei.
They tried to give everyone a command of some
sort. Toey made iure everyone pretty well got a
medal . . . In my unit . . . it was a Distinquished
Flying Cross.

Vietnam Veter'ans Against the War, The Winter Soldier investigation;
An Inquiry into .kmerican War Crimes (Boston: Beacon Press, 19723?
p. 848.
One of the most striking .-spects of careerism is notable for its
absence. As Kinnard observes:
(

. more leadership
serious charge
concerns
failurein of1973,
the two
higher
to speak
out. ttheWriting
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young ifficers stated: "Very few in thv officers corps
'stood up to be counted' - on the body count, base camp
luxuries, or other legacies of peacetime which followed
to Vietnam - legacies of the hypocrisy of 'looking good.'
Even more so, mary tolerated the quibbling of a reporting system conditioned to tell the commander what he
wanted to hear." A lieutenant general wrote on his
questionnaire: "I don't think the military did itself
proud in Vietnam - why didn't the military leaders at
the top speak out?"
Kinnard, The War Managers (Hanover, N.H.:
England, 1977), p.76.
91.

University Press of New

Gene Ferguson, a 25-year veteran with 2 years service in Vietnam
observes:
The war itself is corrupting, and I don't mean this
from any esoteric political viewpoint. I mean Air
Force guys can make l(,ts of loot, extra Vietnam pay,
all untaxed. Flight crews fight each other for Vietnam
duty. Guys make one over-flight a month from Laos,
Thailand, or a carrier and get extra pay. Loadmasters,
who arý absolutely crucial, balk at going to Germany
becau.u there's more in it for them personally in AMia.
For tht,ýe men, the rot has already entered their souls.
For others, this kind of corruption changes them in
another way.
If a career enlisted inan doesn't come
back with a Commendation Medal, cr if an officer
doesn't get a Bronze Star, then something's wrong witn
them. They dole it out like candy. Nothing much is
required. Commanders report victories because that
goes on their 'Officer Effectiveness Reports,' on which
promotions and appointments are based.
Murray Polner, No Victory Paraaes, The Return of the Vietnam Veteran
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), p. 155.

92.

William Skelton in remarks at the National Archives Building for the
19th Annual National Archives Conference, "Soldiers and Civilians:
The US Army and the American Republic," May 17-18, 1979.

93.

Linden explains the fine line such an officer must walk:
The infantry or rear-echelon office must be acutely
sensitive to both the frustrations of his men and the
demands of his superiors. He is P:pected to make sense

4-60
9,R

THE BDM CORPORATION

of the war when his predecessors ana leaders, beth military and civilian, have failed. Chances are he will
fail as well, and then he is left with the task of

surviving his tour without being court-m~artialed or
fragged.
"Fragging," Saturday Review, p. 13.
94.

A similar syndrome can be observed in another hierarchical orgarization which deals with large numbers of people: the teaching profession.

95.

Col. Samuel H. Hays, "The Growing Leadership Crisis," Army, February
1970, p. 40.

96.

Col. Robert Nichols, "Characteristics of the US Soldier," p. 4.

97.

Bernard Brodie, War and Politics (New York:
pp. 212-213.

98.

The sarcastic references to and nicknames for the president, Secretary
of Defense and top military leaders are one indicator of the disaffection.

99.

Official reports of the battle at Ap Bac in 1963 provide on example,
(See Kinnard, War Malagers, p. 126):

MacMillan Company, 1973),

In Cznuary 1963 there occurred an action the aftermath
of which destroyed good relations between the press and
the military in South Vietnam-the battle at Ap Bac in
the ncrthern Delta between an armored element of the
ARVN leventh Division and a Vietcong unit. It was a
disaster for the ARVN; yet Ai,:erican headquarters in
Saigon referred to it as a victory. The American and
British corresponden%.s who where there knew otherwise.
Many of the soldiers knew otherwise too. Th vin;tes of the SSI
meeting of ? Uecember 1977 provide another example (p. 2).
At the national level, public information was false on several occasions which bothered the soldier. The denial of the American forces'
presence in Thailand at a time when a major effort was based there is
an example. Another was deceptive reports of battle actions, casualty
counts and locatIons of American forces,
100. Various examples emerge in a memorandum for the Record from the DA,
Office of the Secretary of the Army, dated 27 April 1971, Subject:
Resume of Hearing. Two are cited below.
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Ron Bartek, USMA 66, CPT, S2, 25th Infantry Division
"LTG Fwell ordered body count quotas for battalions and said that this pressure caused officers to
inflate them and dehumanize the troops."
"Mr. Michael O'Meara, CPT, S-3, 25th Infantry Division
1969 "..
'body count mania" caused grossly inflated
figures to be reported and cauzdd commanders to needlessly seek contact with the enemy in order to achieve
a body count."
An equivalent phenomenon deflated American losses. Michael Herr notes
in Despatches (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977), p. 95:
The very best of our divisions, the Ist Air Cavalry,
was blooded in the Ia Drang that autumn, and while the
official number of dead was relkased at around 300, I
never met anyone who had been there, including officers
of the Cavalry, who would settle for less than three or
even four times that figure.
Jerry Samuels of the 65th Engr. Bn. 25th Infpntry Division (1969)
recalls:
They don't differentiate between VC or civiliavs. When
those body counts come in-like I tay, I was radio
operator and I had to call in, body counts-those body
counts come in and everybody who was killed in a

village, civilian, or otherwise, is VC body count.
Men, wcmen, and children, tne whole bit. If there's aR
airstrike on a village and it's wiped out, if three
hundred people lived in the village, it's

VC body

count. If there's, say, a U.S. patrol out, a comnpany
patrol, and they make contact with two snipers and they
end up blowing away the whule village, it's written up
in the Stars and Stripes as an engagement between a
three hundred-man VC outfit and an American company
with maybe one U.S. wounded and three hundred "enemy"
dead.
In Roger Neville Williams, The New Exiles (New York:
lishars, 1971), p. 277.

Liveright Pub-

Senator Frank Church entered another example from an anonymous source
into the Congressional Record:
They said my battalion (250 men) killed or captured 175
Viet Cong. However, I have seen only two bodies and
about eight prisoners in all of our actions. Even
accounting for the ones dragged away after they're dead
4-b
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by the Viet Cong, I think we killed only 20. However,
we lost 50 -f our men killed and 35 wounded rnd 16
captured. I personally saw and helped carry out about
25 of our own dead-but tney report we lost about 12.
But these felse paper reports satisfy Washington. The
emphabis is not on what we are accomplishing and what
actual progress is being made. Rather if you put down
on paper that progress is being made it is sufficient.
They are living in a dream world, but I'm afraid they
are fooling only themselves---and the American public:
both will suffer in the long run.

'E

Finally, the role of the body counts in the My Lai incident as described
in Robeýrt J. Lifton, Home From the War (New York: Touchstone Books,
1973) pp. 60-61, deserves consideration, and is therefore quoted at
some length:
v

And there is a way of measuring: one counts, scores
points complete with ene's fellow soldiers, or collectively with another unit, for the highest score. One
kills "for the rec~rd." Indeed, there is now consiJerable evidence confirming earlier suspicions that My
Lai was largely a product of the numerical (body count)
ambitions of high-level officers. That "record" could
determine their promotions and profoundly affect their
future careers. For instance, Colonel Oran K. Henderson,
a non-West Pointer who had p-"viously suffered a number of
frustrations in his efforts to become a general, "followed
the usual commander's practice cf emphasizing bndy counts;"
as did the Task Force Commander, Colonel Frank A. Barker,
an unusually aggressive and ambitious officer, whose
units were known for their high body counts and their
capacity to "g-,r, down a lot of people." 41/ The hunger
for a high body count on the part of thesj two officers,
and of course on the part of their superiors a; well,
was passed along to Medina at the earlier briefing,
and so on down the line--everyone, f,om President of
the United States on down to the lowliest GI caught up
in this malignant nix of pressure and need.

*

L1•

There wes a troublesome disparity between body count and
the number of captured enemy weapons, a disparity which,
if honestly evaluated, would have made it clear that
bodies counted were mainly those cf civilians. Instead,
Colonel Henderson, during his briefing, attributed the
~disparity to GIs having been irtsufficientiy aggressive
in the past in "closing with the enemy," thereby permitting women and children in the area to pick up the
weapons before tLe GIs "arrived to where they had kitled
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a VC."42/ Again illusion is mu-e compelling than actuality.--In different men ard in different degrees, the
illusion is sustained by genuine self-deception, conscious lying, or, probably most common, a kind of "middle
knowledge" within which one both knows the truth about
body counts (the reason for the disparity between bodies and
weapons) and does not know--resists knowing--that truth.
But the imaqe--of women and children picking up the weapons
of dead VC also contains still another informal message
that killing womem and children was, therefore, "okay."
The body count illusion tnus carriss its logic full
circle--the falsification of the evidence that civilians
were being killed leading in turn to a further reason-and motivation--for killing still more civilians. All
this happens because so much rides on the body cc'unt:
the conquest of death anxiety, one's sense of skill,
worth, and manhooa--and for man, one's future as a
professional soldier and long-range claim to the immortalizing status of warrior-hero.
The official body count that day for Task Force Barker
(of which Charlie Company was a part*, operating in aod
around My Lai, was "128 Vietcong." Nobody seemed certain
just how that number was arrived at , but a discussion
Calley recalled, in his testimony at his trial, between
himself and Medina gives us something of a clue:
Calley: He asked me ,bout how many--iasically what my
body count--how many people we had killed that day. And
I told him I had no idea and for him to just go on and
come up with an estimate, sir.
Daniel (prosecuting attorney): Just any body count?
Just any nody count, is that what you are saying?
Calley:

Brsically, yes sir.

101. As noted abcve, one veteran air force pilot recalls, "They made sure
everyone pretty well got a meljl....,n iny ubit. . it was a Distinguished Flying ".(ass." VVAW, Winter Soldier, p. 348.

The SSI report quotes one chaplair as saying "The Army passod out favor
to shore up morale." This, t.-iy continue, meant that the awards lost
meaning. This in turn, hurt both morale and discipline. (p. 7).
Linden observes, "We will do som~thi ig abhorrent and then characterize
it as an act of valor and the soldier who received a medal for his act
will later throw it away as vorthless: There are no anchors or fixed
points by which the soldier can judgE hi. behavio- and measure degrees
of rightdeing or wrongdoing; consequently, itandards oecnme meaningless."
"Fragging," 3aturday Review, p. 55.
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102. See, for example, Linden, p. 16
103. Corruption and its effects on leadership and hence on morale a-e dealt
with in Chapter 3.
104. Mitzgang, in The New Republic, cites the cushy housE arrest given to
William Calley as orne of the acts setting Vie tone of leniency and
coverup which translated itself into hypocrisy for mans enlisted men.

Ilf

Widespread hypocrisy is implied in a letter of 2 January 1976 from Col.
Richard A. McMahon, GS, Chiif, Intelligence Division to Lt. Gen. Brent
Scowcroft reporting an intelligence report of 5 July I^74 realistically
wishing
for convic"My reason
writes:
ARVN. He of
condition
poorreport
citing
bringthethis
S~to
to theof attention
your committee
is my
tion that many such reports have been suppressed in the past because
they did not reflect the picture the country team (military o,' civilian)
wished to present to Washington."
105. Baskir and Strauss, Chance and Circumstance, p. 114.
One exile told how his experience at a California missile base made
him less reluctant to desert to avoid Vietnam:
We had a red alert, which meant war to us--there was an
attack coming. After we found out the control center
made a mistake, and that it was only a practice alert,
we discovered that some warranl officers and noncommissioned officers and a couple of other people in prominent positions on the base had gotten into their cars
and just flat left--which as far as I was concerned was
desertion in the face of the enemy, since we believed
we were going to be attacked. When it was realized that
"x" number of personnel had fled, we were told not to
say anything to anyone, or else they would "get our
asses."
106. For a few of the points see Chapter 7-1.
107. In his book Gavii. relates: "Morale is helped by the fact that ground
combat troops are returned to the US after a specific number of days
in Vietnam. Unlike their predecessors in ,rid War IT, they know they
will not have to stay in combat u.,til they are killed or wounded--or
uitil the war is brought to an end. I have watched officer,- and noncoms leading the troops in the field and ý,iey are highly proAfessional."
108. See Chapter 7-1.
109. The report states:
The twelve month tour as a policy was generally well received by soldiers. Most soldiers maintained short timer charts of various designs
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and the count down of a tour was a positive factor for morale. A
spin-off problem, however, came from some organizations which rotated
some of their personnel from hot mission units to other units less
intensely involved. Here inconsistencies developed which in some
cases became ':iale problems.
110. Moskos, "The American Combat Soldier," p. 30.
111. Major W. Hayes Parks, "Crimes in Hostilities," Marine Corps Gazette,
September 1376, p. 33. Parks cites another example:
in the l1th Brigade of the Americal Division, parent unit
of C/1/20, predeployment inspections revealed that over
1,300 men were nondeployable. The problem of their
replacement was magnif.ed by acceleration in October
of the Brigad2's deployment from the end of January
1968 to the first of December 1967. Many filler personnel were addad to tne Brigade to meet these personnel
shortfalls. ReplacementA continued to arrive up until
the date of deployment, requiring numerous adjustments
in the training program. Ailthorities investigating the
My LUi massacre concluded that these factors resulted in
considerable confusion within the unit. The significant
turmoil in the Brigade's personnel status was detrimEntal
not only to prodeployment preparation but ultimately to
its combat capability and performcnce.
112. Ibid., p. 34.
'

113. The Peers Commission noted this phenomenon in its examination of the
Americal division:

i•Iglomerate
i

7i
n the G-3 office of the Americal Division, for example,
among the field grade officers there ý,,as only one major
who was a graduate of Command and General Staff College.
Of the majors, all but two had been passed over for promotion to lieutenant colonel.
In summing up the Americal
Division's personnel story, the Peers Committee concluded
con-an
hastily thrown
was "a infantry
that the Division
of independent
units. together
. .far from
elite unit."

114 . Ibid., p. 34
115. Nichols, "Chnracteristics of the U.S. Soluier," pp. 2-4.
11'. interview wit-h General Donald V. Bennett, US Army Military History
Research Collection, Senior Officers Debriefing Program.

II
S.

....
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117. Mintites of USACHCS-hosted SSI meeting, p. 3.
118. As Nichols relates:
As the war went on, the obvious inequality of devotion
to, and sacrifice for, the ill-defined goals of the war
produced divisiveness in the military and in the civiliar
community. Those who did not sacrifice showed a mixture
of guilt, indifference, and contempt toward those wno
did. Those who did sacrifice became angry and bitter
when their sacrifices were not recognized And rewarded.
"Characteristics of the U.S. Soldier," p. 4.
119. How many of even the best officers, for example, can deal with heroin
use in a mutinous unit of individuals from different backgrounds, torn
by racial dissention and still maintain an effective fighting force?
120. Nichols observes:
As the war continued, more and more enlisted personnel
came from lower social classes, or minority groups, or
both. The more talented and better educated avoided
the draft by use of college deferments and/or enlistment
in the guard and reserve. This led to a situation when
there was a major gap between the goals, capabilities
and motivations of t hose who led and those who were led.
"Characteristics cf the U.S. Soldier," p. 1.
121.

Eugene Linden, "Fraoging."

122. Savage and Gabriel note one such inequity:
Another probable factor was the excessive burden of
battle placed upon draftees. Favoring of Regular Army
volunteers by insulating the latter from a just share
of combat further distanced the draftee from the regular
establishment; hence the increasing hostility between
draftee and "Lifer." The chart below illustrates the
division of casualties between Volunteer "Lifer" and
draftee in Vietnam. The data show that both absolutely
and proportionately Army draftees in Vietnam became
casualties in greater numbers than Volunteers. One of
the reasons contributing to this condition was the
institutional arrangement created by the Army. Volunteers usually received far more consideration in a
choice of schooling, almost inevitably non-combat,
p. 37.
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Distribution of Casualties Between RA
Volunteer and Draftee in Vietnam
1968

1970

1969

Percentage Rate of
Incr. or decr.
1968-1970
-3.0

Draftee
o'f-Army in VN

42.0

39.0

39.0

% of Casualties

58.0

G2.0

65.0

+7

Sof Army in VN 58.0

61.0
38.0

61.0
35.0

+3.0
-7.0

Volunteer
%of Casualties
a.

42.0

Conqressional Record, August 21,
"Disintegraticn and Cohesion,"

1970, pp. 29700-29704
pp. 37-8.

123. As noted in Chapter VII-1 th2se manpower programs were not on the wnOle
to be .'lamed on the military. Parks comments:
In the midst of the war the military--through Project
100,000--became a uniformed Job Corps. 7n striving tu
develop a professional military force to fight a complex war, the idea worked much like that of toss'ng
water on a drowning man.
"Crires in Hostilities," p. 35.
124. Major Parks, "Crimes in Hostilities," p. 19
NWchols agrees: "Training and indoctrination were insufficient to prepare soldiers of all
ranks for the type of unconventional warfare they would have to fight."
"Characteristics of the U. S. Soldier," p. 13
125. For example, "On March 1, 1969, a Marine ambush patrol came upon four
Vietnamese youths, one male, three females, ranging from ten to twenty
years in age. Suspecting the yau'i*• had alerted area Viet Cong of
their ambush position. the Marines killed the four, placed their bodies
in ac abandoned bunker, and collapsed the bunker with explosives.
Tried by general court-martial, both the Marines and their commanding
officers testified of toe relentless patrol requirements forced upon
them by personnel shortages. This argument was heard in every case
of misconduct tried in Vietnam."
Parks, pp. 34-5.
126. Ibid.

Note:

The Army suffered from similar sell-inflicted problems.
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127. USACHCS-hosted SS1 meeting, Minutes, p. 7. See Volume VI, Book 2,
Chdpter 10, "Logistics and Bases."
128. For example the USACHCS-SSI minutes note at least two other personnel
policy issues affecting morale and discipline: what to do with the
short-time veteran, and the boredom resulting from underutilized personnel. On the former they observe:

Y'

Another severe morale-discipline problem involved returned
short timers who had a year or less tG serve in the Army.
Their poor morale and lack of discipline was tolerated
by an Army which appreciated their efforts in Vietnam.
The result, however, was a couttamination which spread
through units and installations and ruined morale and
discipline there as well, p. 7. And on the latter:
Problems began quickly when a soldier or a unit had to
perform missions which did not utilize thesa skills.
Morale and combat 6ffec~sveness increased wnen units
went into combat but long periods of low activity or
idleness eroded morale and discipline. p. 9.

It

129. See USACHCS-hosted SII meeting, Minutes, pp. 3-4.
i

130. Parks, "Crimes -inHostilities," p. 37.
131.

The frust*rations and resentments are well-capcured in a letter written

by Major Theodore J. Shorack, Jr.,

USAF, on May 1, 1966.

.. . I've got to get to bed now--have to get up at 0330
in the morning for , dawn takeoff to go play dirty
tricks on those nasty little bastards we are at odds
with. Sure wish Uncle Lyndon and Black Hearted Bob
would allow this game to be played ty reasonable ground
rules instead of making our people operate with one hand
tied behind their backs, serving as pigeons to the bad
guys' gunnery practice, with guns that should never have
been ellowed into the area (cut 'em off at Haiphong).
And 'hose Polish trucks which Time magazine says provide
transportation down "the trail" sure didn't come 9,000
miles overland. Our st,.pid bastards allow all this stuff
in ano we have to iight it under circumstances which are
most difficult. Why not sink the ship bringing in a
whole boatload of this stuff as it approaches Haiphong
Harbor, rather than knock them o-' piecemeal-if you can
find them-in the jungle? Doesn't make the slightest
bit of sense. Costs more than you think.
In Letters from Vietnam, p. 152.
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132. USMACV IG History, p. 123.
133. USACHCS-hosted SSI meeting, Minutes, p. 9.
134. Linc'en, "Fragging," Saturday Review, pp. 13, 55.
135. A few examples will suffice:
However, most of my disillusionment comes ;'rom the sorry
deleted attitude of the Vietnamese people. Especially
the edurated leaders of this country are so rotten,
dirty, no-good thieves. They are Communist-haters but
all have fat bank accounts in foreign banks.
From John Durant, USMC, in Vietnam 1967-1968. Within a
month, however, I was very aware of peasants and city
people, filth and poverty. It was all very superficial,
of coirse, but it was firsthand. Those kids, raised
during years of killing, they'd sell their mothers and
sisters for a gang rape for enough piasters. Very soon
I got the message: I would rather be dead than be a
Vietnamese. . . I wonder why I must fight and risk
death when many young Vietnamese men do not. There is
no penalty for draft dodging and if a man aeserts and
is found by the authorities he is only scolded and
returned Lo the Army even if it has been years. They
are not so much as fined. However, we are aware of the
penalty for desertion in our own Army in time of war-death.
Scnp observed that Southerners tended to have a special bitterness
towards Vi etnamese:
We are going off to get laid one time, me and this fellow
from Georgia, a graduate of Georgia Tech. He really had
the 'gook syndrome.'
He always said they were 'lower
than niggers and wops.'
That syndrome is very real in
Vietnam. The Americans don't want to be there, and don't
know why in hell they are there. The result iG, the
Vietnamese become their only visible enemy, and according
-L the syndrome, all Vietnamese are equall bad. I've
seen men bat around people, hit them on t - head with
rifles, act like gods, do anything they %.Ant with human
beings. You looke'd around and all the Vietnamese you
saw were whores, black marketeers, VC, ARVNs not worth a
damn, dirty old men and women.
Harry P'Connor, Ist Uc. USMC in Vietnam 1966-1967.

All of the above

examples from Polner, No Victory Parades, pp. 50-51, 70-71.
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See also, US News and World Report, 14 February, 1972. , Richard Boyle,
Flower of the Dragon, p. 44., USMACV IG History, p. 18. Major Parks
has summarized this antipathy as "The mere Gook rule," ob,3erving that
such an attitude affects the incidence of war crimes:
From the Vietnam comlict emerged the so-called "mere
gook" rule, an alleged mentality among the military
that
suggested
a permissive attitlulde
regardiiig
killing
of Vietnamese-eegardless
of age,
sex, orthecombatant status-because "after all, they're only 'gooks',"
a derogatory nickname for Orientals which was carried
over from the Korean War.
"Crimes in Hostilities," pp. 38-9.
136. The decline in morale seems to have slowed and reversed itself in the
vepy latest stages of the American involvement. US News and World
Report observed in 1972:
For all their complaints, the soldier, sailor or airman
gets the job done. Officers insist, in fact, that morale
today is better than it was 12 months -go, even though
problems of drugs and racial tensions still exist--on
a reduced scale.
137. Moskos, "Pmericari Combat Soidier in Vietnam," p. 32.
138. US News and World Report, 14 February, 1972.

It continues:

Pfc. Harry R. Neudorffer, of Santa Ana, California, sums
up the attitude of most J. S. infantrymen:
"A lot of guys can't help but resent being here. They
feel that if the war--or combat--is over, why do they
have to be here at all? Why can't they all go home?"
139. Again, a few examples suffice.
apparent:

As early as 1965 the feeling was

Outside of everyone's immediate family and circle of good
friends, who cares? No one except the defense contractors
and other profiteers, I dare say. I don't know how
Johnson hopes to get out of this one, but you can bet
I'm not gonna help him out of the next one!
SP5 William M. Keville, 27th Maintenance Bn. 1st Cavalry Division,
September 20, 1965.
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John Durant, USMC, wondered (during his 1967-1968 tour):
Does anyone in Saigont or Washington care? We're picking tip sacks of dead every day, I've been here seven
months and never met a guy who knew what it was all
about."
from, Polner, No Victory Parades.

meeting Minutes,

(p.

2):

And from the USACHCS-hosted SSI

Another problem was what the soldier perceived as a
lack of governmental support. When dissent began to
impact politically in the late 1960's, statements and
speeches opposirg the effort isolated the Army as the
advocate/proponent for the conflict. For many
soldiers, particularly the draftee, this meant a lack
of support and eroded the already low supply of
rationale for his/her involvement. Anger, disappointment Z;nd frustration resulted for th3 soldier. The
supporters appeared to be career soldiers and the
"lifer" term took on a new intensity and ugliness. The
nation nevwr focused on the conflict as a primary
concern. Newspapers and public attention did not
spotlight the effort and soldi.ýrs resented this. The
feeling was that no one really cared that they were
risking life and limb in what they perceived as a duty
to their country.
140. General William Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports, p. 296. The same
theme emerges in a message from CG USARV LBN RVN to Army Commands in
July 1971:
. . . discipline within the command as a OCole has
eroded to a serious but not critical degrr commencing
with the peak of the Vietnam build-up in mid-1969
. . a significant contributor to the difficulties in
point is "winding down" of the war. Undoubtedly, a
good many officers and men view this development as
nulifing justification for their having been sent t.o
Vietnam; for others it has produced a "why should I be
the last man to be killed in Vietnam•" syndrome. Needless to say, these factors work in one way or another
to the detriment of morale, performance and discipline . . . Possibly the most serious contributor to
erosion of discipline is weakness in the chain of
command, particularly at lower unit levels . . . within
the chain of command it is well known that communication has broken down . . . Personnel turbulence . .
takes its place as an important contributor to disciplinary concerns
141.

Linden, "Fragging," Saturday Review, p. 55.
4-72
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CHAPTER 5
RACE RELATIONS
A.

INTRODUCTION

The United States military was legally desegregated in 1948 iy Executive Order of President Truman. Through the 1950's and early !.60's, the
military vwas a front-runner in achieving social integration and equal
opportunity. Examples of personal or institutional racism remained, however. In the late 1960s, concurrent with the rising social awareness given
official expressior. in the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1966, racial
r;,ppled through S~unrest
the military and civilian communities.
This chapter will examine institutional racism within the Unitad
States

Army,

biack-wnite

relations,

the Army's

response

to the

race

problem, and the relations between the Army and the Vietnamese people.
B.

INSTITUTIONAL RACISM
Institutional

4

racism is maintained by law, reguiation, or tradition.
Institutior'l racism may be intentional or unintentionai. The legal segregation of the Army prior to 1948 was intentional `r.situtional racism, just
as the legal prohibition against women in combat is intentional sexism. A
regulation that requires a GCT score of 100 ,or eligibility for promotion
is unintentional institutional racism.
It overlooks the fact that the
lower socio-economic classes where minorities tend to be heavily represensed, are less likely to attend or graduate from quality high schools,
and that a good quality education tends to produce a better GCT score. The
purpose of the regulation relating general comprehension to promotion was
to assure that only reasonably intelligent soldiers would achieve promotion. The unintentional racist effect precltuded many minorities from
promotion eligibility, even though they met other promotion criteria.
Clearly,

institutional racism is a subtle, yet real problem to be grappled

with.
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The Army was justifiably proud of its race relations record. Unfortunately, it failed to assess the unintentionally racist effei'ts o? certain
of its policies. These effects helped provoke the racial unrest that
flared throughout the military beginning in the late 1960s. A number of
studies were conducted to assess these effects of racism.
1. NAACP Study 1/
in 1971, the NAACP commissioned a study of racial problems in the

A

Seventh Army in Germany. Most of the findings of this study were subTask
of the
DoD of
Report
and the
Black Caucus
the Congressional
stantiated
findings
these
Most
Justice.
SForce
of Military
on thebyAdministration
specifically address only the black soldier.
a
Job Assignment
Blacks were more likely than whites to be assigned to lowThis included infantry duty. In 1971, blacks com.killed specialties.
prized about 12 percent of the US population. Theý comprised 16.3 percent
of the combat soldiers and 19.6 percent of the service and sipply posi-tions. Conversely, only 4.9 percent of electronic specialists were bldck.
Somie i,}antry units in Vietnam were 50 percent black.
b.
Promotions
Black soldiers were promoted less frequently than lwhite
soldiers. Even when black soldiers achieved the same eligibility criteria
as white soldiers, they were less likely to be prcmot:zd; in 1971, 30 percent of black soldiers who met the promotion criteria were at pay grade E-3
or lower, while only 14 percent of white soldiers eligible had those
grades. Conversely, 27 percent of the white soldiers in this group were
E-5 or above, while only 20 percent of the black soldiers held those
grades.
Cultural Expressior.
The dap is a cultural greeting symbol that originated within"
the black civilian community. It consists of a series of hand, wvrist, and
arm slappings and finger snappings. It can take over one minute to comBecause dappling frequently occurred in dining facilities or PX
plete.
lines, thic tending to disrupt entrance to those facilities, the Army
attempted to prohibit dapping. By ignoring the cultural syibolism inherent
c.
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in dapping,

by not prohibiting forms of greeting common to other social

groups, such as the handshake or salute, the Army's action was viewed as
blatantly racist by black soldiers.
Many blacks have adopted the Islamic religion and not the
Freedom to practice the
unofficial American religion of Christiaitity.
Muslim religion was at times denied to its memberi.2/
Black soldiers were denied the freedom of c,1tural expression in other ways. Black power rings, slave bracelets, black liberation
flags and carved hlack fists were generally forbidden by commanders on the
grounds that thcse symbols could be offensive to white soldiers. However,
white ;ymbols that were definitely offensive to blacks, such as the rebel
flag, were seldom prohibited until they causEd a racial incident.
These reyulations were implemented to reduce tenrsior-s and
The effect of the suppression of black cultural
prevent polarization.
symbclism, however, was to force black soldiers to abide by white cultural
standards.
d.
Other Minorities
The institutional effects encountered by black soldiers also
extended to other minorities. Most of the problems they encountered were
related to the use of the English language. Because military entrance
examinations and training programs are administered exclusively in English,
many Spanish-speaking servicemen are automatically considered dull and
consigned to the least desirable occupations. This results in the same
kind of promotion and job-assignment prejudices encountered by blacks. The
DoD Task Force also noted that some commanders actually forbid the ute of
any language other than English. A direct attack on the heritage and
4

culture of Spanish-Americans, such regulations are, in the words of the
Task Force, "an expression of intentional discrimination that should not be
tolerated. "3/
Cock County Study
Curry and Badillo cconducted a comprehensive survey of the casualincurred in the Vietnam Conflict by the 101 communitiet of Cook

2.
ties

County,

Illinois (this study is

reported in more detail

5-3
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"Socio-Economic Backgrond,"). They found that two socio-economic indicators infl.uenced the incidence of Vietnam casualties suffered by these
communities.
These indicators were personal education level and family
income level.
A study conducted by the Universit,. of !Iutre Dame h.ad indicated
that high school dropouts were twice as likely to serve in the military as
were college graduates. This study also indicated that lower class individuals were a~so more likely to serve t.han middle or upper class Americans.

~5-3).5/

(See Figure 5-1).4/
The Cook County study substantiated these findings. Curry a-.id
Badillo found that an inverse relationship existed between education level
and casualties and income level and casualties.
(See Figure 5-2 and
Curry and Badiflo found no correlation between incidence of
casualties and the racial composition of the Cook County communities. (See

Figure 5-4).§/ Black casualties exceeded the black percewtage of American
society until the Army a-tively intervened to constrain this trend. (See
Figure 5-5).Z/ Curry and Badillo concluded that these excess casualties
were not based on an intentional discriminatinn against black Americans.
Rather, blacks tended to have less education and come from poorer families
Sthan Regulations and military assignment poliwhites. Selective Service
cies tended to select individuals with these char:,cteristics to serve as
combat soldiers in Vietnam. According to Curry and Badillo, it was social
class, not race, that determined Vietnam service. Since minorities were
over- represented among the lower social

classes,

unintentional

institu-

tional racism was produced.

3.

1968 Civil Rights Group
As a result of rising racial tension i.j the civilian community
and within the military, the Department of Defense organized a Civil Rights
Group in 1968. This group traveled worldwide in an attempt to discover the
racial atmosphere and perceptions within the military.
A letter from the Department of the Army indicates some of the
group's find';ng,:
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A.

BY EDUCATION LEVEL
MILITARY
SERVICE

VIETNAM
SERVICE

COMBAT
SERVICE

HIGH-SCHOOL DROPOUT

42%

18%

14%

HIGH-SCHOOL GRADUATES

45%

21%

17%

COLLEGE GRADUATES

23%

12%

MILITARY
SERVICE

VIETNAM
SERVICE

COMBAT
SERVICE

LOW INCOME

40%

1.

15%

MIDDLE INCOME

30%

12%

HIGH INCOME

24%

B.

9%

BY FAMILY INCOME LEVEL

Figure 5-1.

9%

Probability of Milit&ry Service
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Black Casualties in Vietnam
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I see 4y the inclosed message that you are going to
have a ago
visitthis
fromgroup
the made
DOD Civil
Rightstrip
Group.
A few
months
a similar
to Europe,
and out of it has grown a considerable amount of correspondence concerning racial discrimination or the
lack of it
the administration
15. do not
On-_ of the in
things
we emphasized, ofwasArticle
that w3_
maintain records with racial indicators in the military
justice system .....
..
What did develop in Europe as
a result of interviews with minority group complaints
was an allegation that more severe punishments are
administered under Article 15 to members of minority
groups that to n-.'n-minority representatives.8/
4.
system.

The Military Justice System
These allegations touched off a debate over the military justice
Some felt, as the Civil Rights Group did, that the military jus-

r,

tice system was not color blind.
But many in the Army did not believe there were any significant
race problems in the administration of justice in Vietnam.
All narrative evaluatic,;s of the administration of
military justice reveal that there is no discernible
pattern of racial discrimination in cases involving the
same type of offense, but of different races. . . . In
cases where Staff Judge Advocates have reviewed Article 15 appeals founded upon allegations of racial
discrimination, such allegations have been referred to
the appropriate Inspector General for investigation.
There have been no instances. . .where the Inspector
General has determiiied that such allegations were
justified.9/
The Inspector General's Office made a detailed study of "Alleged
Racial Incidents" and issued its results in a series of documents, including "Racial Relations, Vietnam--1971," 10/ "Lessons Learned:
Racially
Orien .ýd Incidents," "l1/ and "Results of MACIG Field Inquiry into Alleged
Racial Incidents."12/" The tenor of these documents is the same: as the
latter puts it:
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[the] field inqiry shows that designating every inci-,
dent involved bl,?cks and whites as "racial" was misleading in that in many of the incidents betwe,'.k, blacks
and whites "race" was in fact not a factor ....
there was no evidence of inequity ....
MAGIC's
conclusion:
the allegations with respect to racial
tension and military justice were not substantiated .
it appears that only 33 out of 5*00 incidents were
traced to "race" as tha significant factor.13/
Whether or not there was discrimination,

blacks were treated

differently in the administration of military justice. On the average,
black soldiers stayed in pra-trial confinement five days longer than white
soldiers. In 1971, 50 percent of the soldiers held in pre-trial confinement in Europe were black. Of the courts-martial administered in 1972,
34 percent were given to blick soldiers. Punitive discharges as a result
of courts-martial were awarded to 23 percent of the black defendents and
only 17 percent of the white. When awarded confinement at hard labor,
blacks served an average of 2.9 years while whites served only 1.9 yea.rs.
In 1971, blacks received 45 percent oi ,-he -,,ss-than-honorable dischargns
granted in Europe.14/ A study by the Per.4,,nel Researchdi;ision of tile
Air Force Human Resources Laboratory confirms ,:ha. ,ii.•'Ities 'eceived
different treatment under the Uniform Code of Mil itary Justice as oi"
Members of racial or ethnic mi;nority groups were more
likely to have received a disciplinary action than
Caucasians.
Among the minorit.y groups, the American
Indians seemed to have the highest disciplinary rates.
Negroes tended 1o have the second highest in the nonpunitive and nonjudicial areas, while Asian Americans
had the lowest rates in all three cate-gories. These
statistics, however, may be misleading since the Military Justice Task Force Follow-on Studies found that
whites are more likely than blacks to opt for administrative discharge in lieu of court-martial.15/
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A USACHCS-hosted SSI meeting in December 1977 concluded that
racism was a problem and was at least partially responsible for these
differences. They concluded:
Once drafted, the minorities and lower socio-economic
group soldiers bore the brunt of the hard combat roles,
received less decorations and prnmotions and received
more severe judicial punishments than did their more
affluent companions.
Racism never received enough
command attention until it erupted into violence which
it did with alarming frequency and horrible results.16/

o

C.

BLACK-WHITE RELATIONS

Black-white relations remained relatively cordial throughout the
Vietnam era. Most white soldiers were not blatant racists. They may have
had racist attitudes, but they sIdon, expressed those attitudes overtly.

I

Most black soldiers were not militant black power advocates.
The well
publicized incidents that did occur involved a very small minority of all
service members.
t
There wis little racial friction among combat soldiers. Even though
the primary group had disino.egrated, a soldier's life still depended
largely on the actions of fellow soldiers. Just as combat troops strongly
discouraged drug use among their fellows,
also be a matter of life or death.

amicable race relations could

The situation was somewhat different wnere life was not at stake.
Among non-combat troops in Vietnam and soldiers throughout the rest of the
world, polarization occurred. Blacks tended to assoc-,ate with blacks and
whites tended to associate with whites. This was largely a function of the
rising social awareness of the black soldiers in the 1960s.17/ Blacks were
beginning to develop a culture that was distinct from that of white,
middle-class America. Naturally, the blac's preferred to form groups with
individuals who shared similar cultural norms.
White soldiers seldom
understood this new black c:ulture, felt alienated, and formed groups themselves. The perceptions of institutional discrimination contributed to the
polariza t ion.
5-12
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to

a

Polarization per se did not create racia- tension but it contributed
tension-prone

situation.

Two or more mutually ambivalent

groups

formed.
Each group had limited socidl contact with the others. Racial
tensiens could develop among these groups under certain circumstances
including instances in which:

R(1)

Institutional racism became blatant;

(2)

Personally racist behavior was exhibited by a person in power.
This could be legitimate pcwer, such as that of the company

commander, or the personal power possessed by the social group
leader; and
(3) Black power militant agitation occurred.
Gererally, racial tension developed only when at least two of these
circumstances combined. When two factors were present, actions taken to
correct one situation contributed to strengthen the other. A see-saw
effect would develop until an incident occurred. The various .il;ector
General Reports confirm that
•..r areas experienced the most racial tension.

The field inquiry observed:
Further research determined that 192 or 81% of the
Serious Incident Reports addressing blacks and whites
are concentrated in built-up military complex areas/
urban arees--Phu Bai, Da Nang, Chu Lai, Tuy Hoa, Cam
Ranh Bay, Long Binh, Siagon and Can Tho. Thirty-four
of the 44 incidents involving groups of ten or more
blacks and whites are located in five areas--Long Binh,
Cam Ranh Bay, Tuy Hoa, Chu Lai and Da Nang. 18/

It should not be s~rprising then, that after 1969 with the lessening
of the American combat role and the build up if the American support pasture that racial tensions became more evident.19/ Other factors which
aggravated the morale and discipline problems also fueled racial antagonisms and vice versa.20/ Sources vary in their assessment of the severity
of the problem;

it

would seem fair to conclude

that in some areas the

situation was indeed s-iere. while in others it surfaced only as a minor
irritant if at all.

As with so many problems in the military, good leadership played a key role in minimizing the race problem.

5
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0.

BLACK-AUSTRALIAN RELATi.

3 21/

Service in Vietnam presented most Australian soldiers with the first
conta..t they had experienced with blacks of any nationality. Relations
between the two groups were not good.
The Australians, who had not
experienced the black culture and could not relate to black sensitivity,
approached the blacks in what the blacks perceived as a patronizing
fashion.
This reinforced the black belief in Australian racism. The
blacks countered by rebuffing the Australian overtures of friendship, which
alienated the Australians.
The two groups polarized very quickly. The blacks considered the

SAustralians

to be racist. The Australians viewed the blacks (and sometimes
other Americans) as non-professional soldiers who did not deserve their

respect as soldiers.
E.

THE ARMY AND VIETNAMESE RELATIONS

Race relations between the Vietnamese people and American service
members were often troubled and tense.22/ Some soldiers felt that all
Vietnamese were the enemy. There were extensive cultural differences that
were never overcome.
To the US soldier, the Vietnamese did not seem to hold up their fair
share of the conflict.
It makes me very angry to see my frienas killed and
wounded here and put my own life on the line daily when
you see the Vietnamese themselves are not trying and
don't give a damn for your efforts and sacrifices. I
see Vietnamese guys and their wives laughing and having
a good time together. I see many young men not in the
Vietnamese military. And I ask myself why I must be on
the other side of the world from my wife, and I wonder
why I must fight and risk death when many young Vietnamese men do not.23/
The soldiers also resented the Vietnamese with whom they were most
likely to come in contact.
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The people are all right for awhil. until they get to
know you and then they'll try to take advantage of the
friendship and make a sucker out of you. You're good
for a free handout, high prices on anything you want to
buy, and someone to blame for any misfortune that may
happen to befall them.
This is a majority ol the
people
here,
as
the
ordinary
GI doesn't have anyone to
deal with except the lower class of illiterates,
bar

girls, farmers, souve'ir salesmen, and all the other
assorted persons who make their money from the troops
who may be in the country at the moment. There are
some of them who are third and fourth generation sons
and daughters of families who did the same to the
French, Japanese, and the Chinese before that. The GI
has only one year if he lives through it to beat them.
I had one woman who tried to charge me twice the price
she asked of the Vietnamese soldiers and when I became
angry sne explained that I was an American and had more
money.I would
She knew
it wasn't
a fair
price but she thought
pay up and
forget
it. 24/

•-'•that

Eventually,

the American servicemen began taking their frustrations

out on the Vietnamese people.
The Americans don't want to be there, and don't know
why in hell they are there. The result is, the Vietnamese become their only visible enemy, and according to
the syndrome, all Vietnamese are equally bad.
I've
seen men bat around people, hit them on the head with
rifles, act like gods, do anything they want with human
beings. You looked around and all the Vietnamese you
saw were whores, black marketers, VC, ARVNs not worth a
damn, dirty old men and women.25/
This iyndrome was a significant c'ntributory factor to incidents like My
Lai.
Some of what the Americans objected to was culturally acceptable to
S~the

Vietnamese people.

After a thousand years of foreign domination, some

Vietnamese males seemed to question their own adequacy. Placed in competition witn the Americans, they had found that to a large degree
... the Caucasian is basically stupid when it comes to
dealing with people.
Success through cunning and
intrigue, whether in petty financial dealings or major

5-15

BDM
STHE
CORPORATION

subversion, has provided an important method for the
Vietnam~ase to regain his faith in his own capability.
The abiiity to outwit the foreigner, whether practiced
by a taxi driver or a me-ioer of the government, permits
the Vietnamese to believe that he is, despite all else,
intellectually superior and this has increasingly taken
root as a way for the Vietnamese male to maintain his
sel f- respect. 26/
F.

ARMY ACTIONS TO IMPROVE RACE RELATIONS

The Army became increasingly aware of the racial unrest occurring in
the military. It also became increasingly sensitive to civilian and congressional charges that minorities, particularly black Americans, suffered
casualty rates in Vietnam out of proportion to their numbers. The Army
instituted a variety of measures to alleviate these situations. Some of
these actions had a truly positive effect upon race relations.
Other
actions, while preventing immediate racial flare-ups, in crsased the underlying racial tensions.
1. Positive Actions
Since 1948, the Army had officially adopted the philosophy of
"color-blindness." There was to be no such thing as a white soldier, black
soldier or brown soldier. There were only "O.D. Green" soldiers. In the
late 1960s, the Army began to realize that there were, in fact, differences
between these soldiers. One of the first actions was to identify the
magnitude of the differences.
The Army began preparing statistical data on race in the late
1960s. By 1972, the mechanism was universal throughout the Army. While it
has undergone format changes, this procedure is still in use today.
The statistical data allow commanders and researchers at all
levels of the military hierarchy to identify real, not perceived, differences in the treatment of various raccvs or ethnic groups. Data are
maintained on military discipline, types of discharge, promotions, awards
and decorations, and leadership positions. The data are not used to conaemn a commander whose report shows an inequity in any of these categories.
Rather, the information is used as a tool to indicate areas that may
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require examination. An inequity may indicate a phenomenon that is perfectly rational and explainable. For example, an increase in disciplinary
action against a particular racial or ethnic group may have been the result
of a barroom brawl at a club primarily frequented by members of that group.
The data may also indicate the subtle influence of personal or inbtitutional racism directed against the members of that group. The racial statistical data raise the command awareness of the racia: influences within the
unit.
The Army instituted a Race Relations/Equal Opportunity Program.
It was designed to raise command awareness of racial differences and to
reduce racial tension by developing a cultural understanding of different
races and ethnic backgrounds. Initially, the program was not well received
within the military. individuals were required to attend short, but frequent seminars. These were almost invariably conducted by uncrained volunteers. They tended to be black. White soldiers resented the seminars
because they focused almost exclusively on black problems. No attempt was
made to explain the white point of view to black soldiers. Black soldiers
resented the program because they knew that their problem was not with the
white soldiers; their problem was with the commanders, who seldom attended
the seminars. They saw the seminars as doing nothing to correct the problems.
Other soldier- resented the program because problems of their
ethiic groups were seldom addressed.
Commanders resented the programn
because they did not like to be told they had a problem.
They aiso
resented the time taken from other :nit functions for seminar attendance.
In 1971 the Department of Defense established the Defense Race
Relations Institute (DRRI). This is an eight-week school. Its function is
to train Race Relations Spejialists i.1 the cultural difTerences of each
race and ethnic group represented in the military
The students received
instruction and practical experience with semiiar-leading procedures,
complaint investigation and data interpretation.
The Army continued to rely upon motivated volunteers to manage
its race relations programs. The majority of these volunteers were black,
and even though an increasing percentage of the race relations specialists

I
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were graduates of DRRI, they continued to concentrate on black problems
when they returned to their units. Consequently, the program's credibility
did not improve.
In 1976, the Army instituted a non-voluntary Race Relations/Equal
Opportunity Officer program.27/ Officers were selected by the Department
of the Army to attend ORRI and serve one-year tours as a Brigade or higher
race relations officer. While the officers who were involuntarily selected
universally resented their selection, the credibility of the program began
to increasn.
Following the compilation of the statistical data on race, the
Army was prepared to implement an Affirmative Action Program (AAP).
The
merits of the AAPs are still being debated. They nave been the basis of
two recent landmark Supreme Court decisions and have also instigated
numerous corporate suits against the Federal Government. The intent of an
AAP is to counter the effects of past and present institutional racism.
Properly developed and implemented, they are successful.
When handled
carelessly, they serve only to increase racial friction.
The Army AAP has been modified annually. Its goals are continuously changed to reflect the realities of the changing environment. While
the AAP has not been received with open arms, as a component of the total
Race Realtion/Equal Upportunity Program it has been successful.
The draft served to provide the military with a disproportionate
number of high school dropouts.28/ The Army increased its support of
on-duty civilian schooling to allow more soldiers to obtain a high school
diploira or General Education Oevelopment (GEI2) equivalent. This benefited
many soldiers including minorities, who were otherwise ineligible for
promotion or certain job assignments. While not intentionally implemented
to support the AAP, this education commitment was an excellent complement
to it.
2.
Negative Actions
As the frequency and intensity of racial friction spread throughout the military, the Army introduced several rf.active measures thiat
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rreduced the immediate friction but inceased the underlying racial tensions. For more on the causes of these changes see Chapters 1, 3 and 4 of
this volume.
Four actions in particular were needed to cope with Lhe
change.
First, command awareness of the problem was necessary.
This
included personal attention, better recreation facilities, immediate action
on evidence of congregation. Second, action was needed to preclude assignment of blacks and white soldiers in unusuai proportions to a particular
unit -- in keeping the racial ratio proportiunal in all units. Third, more
rapid elimination of unsuitable and unfit personnel was required (AR
635-212). Fourth, both disciplinary means and preventive law needed to be
used.29/
A prohibition against congregation violates the Constitutional
guarantee of Freedom of Assembly. It presumes that if three or more people
showing a particular characteristic congregate, they are conspiring to
coirgit an illegal action.
The prohibition was generally selectively
enforced against black soldiers. Military police seldom disturbel white or
other ethnic congregations. This created resentments.
The statistical data on race supported the black claim that
separations under Army Regulation 635-212, as well as disciplinary actions
under the UCMJ, were disproportionately administered to blacks.30/ White
Scommanders
tended to blame racial friction or, black offenders, sor,metimes
undeservedly.31/
Frequently, the black offender was eliminated as a
troublemaker, while the white offender received minor punishment.
These policies did quell the racial friction. By ignoring the
cultural and behavioral differences unique to various groups, however, they
increased the underlying tension. Blacks saw the Army behaving in a discriminatory manner and refused to believe the Army's stated attitude of
racial equality. The credibility of the entire Race Relations Program was
jeopardized.
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G.

INSIGHTS

The followiag useful insiqhts are derived from the foregoing discussion of race relations in the military during the Vietnam era:
0
Race pr-oblems remain in the mIlitary today.34/ The interaction
so complex
racial tensions
of
causing or aggravating
thatfactors
it is next-to-impossible
to dL-.term•.ne
with any is
certainty
the
impact of racial tensions alone on the conduct of the war and the
implications of that impact for the post-Vietnam military. A fc,.
things can perhaps safely be said.
Rac;al tensions were one
factor contributing to the general decline of morale and discipiine that became evident with the drawdown of US forces. Such
tensions were rarely overt on combat missions and thus had only a
limited impact on combat effectiveness overall.
In rear areas,
where troop concentrations and boredom sometimes coincided,
problems erupted in which racial tensions sometimes played a
role, even if not always a dominant one. The military, which was
usually not responsible for generating the racist feelings, did

•
6

not, however, always handle the problem well, though as noted
above, there were significant exceptions to this generalization.
Good leadership when present, minimized this and other problems.
American troop feelings about and interaction wiih the Vietnamese
people left room for improvement. Race seemed
the defining factor if nothing else:--in the
that developed. The problem was no different
way from that experienced by other armies

I

to be one factor•general resentment
in any significant
in other foreign

countries.
H.

LESSONS

Though the military cannot control racism in society, it has various
avenues of recourse within its jurisdiction. Effective programs must be,
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,

and must be perceived as being, fair, consistent, and as having sufficient
1
"teeth"
to achieve their oajectives. The development of good leadership
should be the sine qua non of such programs.
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CHAPTER 6
DRUG ABUSE
A group [of veterans] in American society as large as
the entire 1st Army population nf 57,000 is drug
dependent.
At a minimum the number of veteran drug
abusers is at least three times the number of knuwn
addicts in Washington, D.C.
Quite simply, as unreliable as drug abuse statistics
can be, they nonetheless indicate a problem of magnitude for both the Army and the VA.
John E. Flaherty
Army Drug Abuse Program, A Future Model I/
A.

INTRODUCTION

Before the 1960's, illegal drug use in the United States was fairly
uncommon and generally only a problem seen in the lower orders of 3eciety
and among a few people 'n the entertainment professions. The majority of
the population tended to prefer legal drugs, such as alcohol, caffeine,
nicotine and prescription amphetamines and barbiturates. Beginning in the
1960's, however, illegal drug use became more widespread among the young,
largely white, midale-class population. This young affluent group could
afford to postpone its entrance into the mainstream work force and to
experiment with alternative lifestyles. A spirit of rebelliousness ana
disillusionmf.nt emerged which manifested itself, among other things, in
drug use and experimentation. This interest in drugs was furthered by the
advertising media, which tended to give the impression that reaching for a
pill, tablet, or capsule was a means to cure alH ills. 2/ The use of
marijuana became widespread. LSD and other hallucinogens were experimented
with, and heroin use became more prevalent among blacks and whites of all
classes.
The following pages assess the unfolding of the drug environment in
Vietnam from its origins to the final withdrawal of American forces. The
major topics discussed include:
the illicit drug traffic in Vietnam;
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individual drug use; attitudes and opinions regarding drug use; the effectiveness of various drug control programs, and the resultant effects of
drug use on individual and group/unit combat performance and readiness.
B.

THE ILLICIT DRUG TRAFFIC IN VIETNAM
1.

Origins of the Drug Traffic 3/
infestation ofSThe
drugs in Asia is traceable to antiquity.

By

the time the British advdnced into the Indian sub-continent in the 17th
century, drogs, namely opium, were a major domestic commodity and an
important source of income for these participting in their production and
distribution. Eventually the British East India Company monopolized the
trade which
constituted
a large portion
of itsopium
revenue.
the Indian
early
19th century,
the British
andS~opium
Portuguese
introduced
from By
their
possessions to Imperial China despite resistance from the Manchu leaders.
The Portuguese colony of Macao became the primary entry point for opium
into China by 1830.
Within a decade, opium trade with China assumed a large share of
Britain's total export revenue.
In 1839 Britain and China fought the
"Opium War" over attempts by the Imperial Chinese government to halt the
trade. The British victory won them the exclusive right to ship opium into
China, resulting in the widespread distribution of opium and its derivatives in eastern and southeastern Asia. Thus, more than a hundred years
before American troops became embroiled in combat in Vietnam, the people of
that region were acc,istomed to the full drugs cycle -- planting, harvesting, processing, transporting, and marketing.
vided a

The great influx of US forces in Vietnam beginning in 1965 proready market for drugs.
The US Military Assistance command,

Vietnam (MACV) investigated 100 drug cases between July 1965 and June 1966;
96 cases involved the use of marijuana. This and other evidence suggests
that initially marijuana was preferred by Americans.
In September 1966,
MACV made a survey of the availability of drugs in the Saigon area. The
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survey showed that there were 29 fixed outlets and that drugs were distributed and sold through virtually every commercial enterprise in the
city. 4/

Similar

situations

prevailed

in all urban areas where large

numbers of US personnel were concentrated.
2.
The Problem Grows
Early in 1968, reports of the increasing use of marijuana by US
troops in Vietnam became alarming. So severe had the problem become that
the US Army and South Vietnamese authorities undertook concerted efforts to
eliminate both smokers and suppliers. 5/ At the same time, Thai troops
from the Queen's Cobra: Regiment, newly committed in RVN, were found to be
using and dealing in "Red Rock," an inferior grade of heroin (3-4% pure),
heavily adulterated with fillers. These Thai troops then underwent an
orientation period with the US 9th Division before being assigned a
security mission east of Saigon. 6/ This is the first documented evidence
of heroin being made available tc US forces in Vietnam. The impact of the
Thai drug conduit was such that after Thai forces were withdrawn, heroin
again became a scarce commodity. 7/
US and South Vietnamese government agents found that additional
large quantities of heroin were brought into Vietnam by US troops returning
from R & R in Bangkok,

with further significant amoints arriving via

military and commercial air transport.
It was difficult to determine

the true

nature

of

the drug

traffic. Many Ai,werican officials believed that high-ranking South Vietnamese officials were either conducting the illicit trade or protecting,
S~under
who were. 8/ For example, on 17 March 1971,
duress or reward, those
Phan Chi Thien, a Deputy in the South Vietnamese National Assembly's lower
house, was apprehended at Tan Son Nhut airport in Saigon carrying 10 pounds
•

a quarter pound of opium that had been purchased in
Earlier, an Air Vietnam stewardess returning from
carrying over 20 pounds of heroin worth over $300,000
Saigon. During interrogation, she admitted being a
courier for Vietnamese Deputy Vo Van Mau. (It may be noted, Vo Van Mau was
not brought to triaD). 9/

of pure heroin and
Vientiane, Laos.
Vietiane was caught
on the streets of
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In late 1270, heroin,
modity in Saigon. It was felt
due to the Army's crack down
Senate Staff Report assessed the

as much as 9% pure, became a common comby many authoritik(s that this was largely
on marijuana smoking and trafficking. A
impact of the crack down in these terms:

The upshot was that GIs who had been smoking only
'grass' Lurned to smoking and 'snorting' heroin, which
was initidlly passed oaf to them as non-addictive
cocaine. 10/
By 1971 "smoking and snorting" of heroin had come to be fairly common among
US troop drug users.
3.

nrug Supply Routes and Traffickers
The major portion cf white heroin found in combat areas afcter

1970 came from opium poppies grown in mountainous boroer regions of Laos,
Burma, and Thailand, the region ',hnown as the "Golden Triangle," (Map 6-1).
In most cases the raw opium was transported from the mountains into
Thailand through Chiang Rai, where it was initially refined and processed.
Former members of the Chinese Nationalist Army served as guards for the
opium shipments into Thailand. After proressing, the opiuii was secretly
moved to Bangkok and there loaded on air and sea transports tv Vietnam
under the care of Thai troops or air crew personnel. An alternativw route
was suspected, one in which tbe heroin was airlifted to Vietnam by various
members of the Royal Laotian Air Force by way of Vientiane. ll/
The CIA identified at least 21 opium refineries in the "Golden
Triangle" region. 12/ Those facilities provided a constant flow of high
grade heroin to US forces in South Vietnam. That region normally produces
about 700 tons of opium annually, or about half of the world's supply. It
was estimated that the 1971 production reached 1,000 tons, an unprecedented
amount. Northeastern Burma, in the Tachilick area flanking the Thai and
Laotian borders, was identified as the largest producer with its 14
refineries accounting for well over 50 percent of the "Golden Triangle's"
yield. 14/
There is considerable evidence that the movemen' ,'nd disvribution
of drugs from the "Golden Triangle" would n(;t have been possible without
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the cooperation and complicity of both local and even American officials.
The previously cited staff report of the Senate Subcommittee on Drug Abuse
noted that:
It would appear self-evident to the staff that the
large-scale transportation of opiates would be utterly
impossible without tite complicity of high Army or
government officials in the countries involved. 14/
An article in the Far Eastern Review claimed
bomber crews flying out of Lon Chen, Thailand were well
being sold in the market place for $52/kilo. The author
in the region of being aware of and tolerating the

that American T-28
aware of raw opium
accused CIA agents
situation at Lon

Chen. 15/
Another and r.,'re serious charge concerning US officials' complicity in the drug traffic was made by Alfred W. McCoy, a Yale graduate
student investigating the international dr.ug traffic. In his testimony
before the Senate subcommittee on Drug Abuse, he claimed that the US
Ambassador to Laos, G. McMurtie Godley, kept US drug agents from entering
Laos and further, that senior US advisors and CIA personnel were trafIt is, however, important to note that these
ficking in heroin. 16/
charges were not sufficiently substantiated to warrant the Justice Department or the military establishment to press charges against those involved.
There [as been sufficient evidence to conclude that most of the
heroin in South Vietnam originated at the same source. The New York Times
reported that the uniformity of the packaging indicates a uniform source:
the plastic vials containing the heroin were virtually identical throughout
South Vietnam. 17/ That report also notes that American officials were
concerned over their inability to uncover many leaders in the dape smug-

gling and distribution racket in South Vietnam because high-ranking Saigon
officials were either conducting the trafficking or protecting those who
were.
4.
The Introduction of Drugs into Vietnam
The variety of drug usage, dates of introduction, degree of
prevalence and changing patterns are difficult to catalog accurately. As
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indicated earlier,

some low-frequency drug usage by American troops was

noted in 1965. Beginning in 1957 questionnaires submitted to "outprocessing" enlisted personnel at the 22d and 90th Replacement Battalions at Cam
Rahn Bay provided more reliable data on drug usage.
Available statistics indicate that the frequent use of marijuana
increased, peaking in 1970 when almost 60% of the servicemen outprocessing
acknowledged the use of marijuana. 18/ In a statement before the Senate
Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency (Octouer 1970), J. Steinberg reported
that' up to 70% of patients who were referred to psychiatric evaluation in
Vietnam reported their use of illicit drugs. 19/
Another study states that duriiig the summer of 1970 the pattern
of illicit drug use changed perceptibly towards the more frequent use of
"harder" drugs, especially heroin. This was reflected in the increased
number of heroin deaths due to overdose reported in theater hospitals and
the frequent use reported by 15% of the enlisted personnel by the fall of
1970. 20/
ae
In his non-technical but highly descriptive account qf the
appearance of illicit drugs in Vietnam, Boyle states that binoctal was the
precursor to heroin which "had not yet appeared in South Vietnam in
1969." 21/ He further goes on to state that "grass," i.e., marijuana, was
*already in wide use by the late 50s and that the Army, realizing the exivbn

tef,(:e of a drug problem, already had established a drug treatment program
at the 98thThe
Medical
Detachment,
located smuggling
in Nha Trang.
operation
of a heroin
ring as early as 1965 and
subsequent reports to the Pentagon in 1967 of the complicity and direct
involvement by high officials of the South Vietnamese government is described by CI'itchfield's decidedly ariti-Ky regime narrative. 22/
Critchfield's account is useful, however, in that it ties together the origin of
the drug problem in Vietneuv with the arrival of substantial numbers 'f
American troops.
By January 1968 marijuana use was an established paYt of the
Vietnamese combat environment.
In recognition of the problem, special
marijuana and narcotics investigation teams were put in operation. 23/ On
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January 31,

1968,

a Criminal

Investigation

Laboratory was opened.

The

earliest official action taken against marijuana use by the US government
is cited in a report by Roffman and Sapel showing that a Department of
Defense Task Force had been created in; 1967 to report on drug abuse in the
Armed Forces. 2_4/

liowever,

the author noted that in June of 1967 the MACV

Provost Marshal requested that a study be made of marijuana users in the
Army stockade at I.ong Binh. 25/ Sanders diso confirms the fact that early
1968 marks the off'cial

awareness of an acute ma-.ijuana problem among
American forres in Vietnam. 26/
C.

INDIVIDUAL DRUG USE IN VIETNAM
1.

Drug Availability and Prevalenr'c
Throughout the war, b3th al-on1oi

available in Vietna•m;

and illicit drugs were easily

their r.1-pective use depended mainly on whether the

ccnsumer was willing to pay prevailing rates or accept the risks associated
with drug use. As is the case in the civil sector of the American society,
alcohol is legal and socially acceptable in moderation; illicit drugs, on
the other hand, are not. The situation in Vietnam reflected American
social customs. Alcohol was made available to US military and civilian
personnel threugh PX and commissary liquor dispensaries. Quantities were
limited only by liquor ration cards; beer was available in unlimited
quantities. Eye witness accounts tell of combat troops occasionally having
such large amour.ts of beer that cases of it were used instead of sand b3gs
to prov-de blast p.'otection on M113 armored perscnnel carriers. 27/
Virtually every military post or facil',ty had its PX, officers' club, or
enlisted men's club with a bar operating at hgh volume.
Since alcohol

is

legal,

socially acceptable,

and uni,':.rs?'ly
to
consumed in various forms and degrees from the lowest enlisted gi •
ranking officers, precise data of its abuse in Vietnam in particular is
lacking. Perhaps a valid approximation can be made from a 1971 DOD survey
which showed that 88 percent of the military population (Army-wide) used
alcohol where only 33 percent used or had used illicit drugs. 28/
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same study also indicated that 5.3 percent of the military were identified
as "needing help with a drinking problem" as compared to 1.7 percent with a
drug problem. The latter percentages may be subject to question because
of the inoxactness in defining alcohol/drug "problems." At best, the data
give some indication of the relative severities of the alcohol and drug
problems in a selected sample of Army personnel.
Though dru'g use was absolutely forbidden by civil and military
authorities, its availability to the purchaser was hardly a problem in
Vietnam. An interview with a former Brigade Drug Abuse Officer illustrates
the drug availability in Vietnam:
Illegal drugs were also easy to obtain. When a man is
in Vietnam, he can be sure that no matter where he is,
who he is witi or talking to, there are probably drugs
within 25 feet of him. . . 29/
In
1971,known
following
the US Army's crackdown on marijuana use,
heroin
as "number
four" became

type of
readily available throughouta Vietnam.

In his book or. the illicit drug traffic in South Vietnam, McCoy notes that
Fourteen year-old girls were selling heroin at roadside
stands on the main highway from Saigon to the US Army
base at Long-Binh; Saigon street peddlers stuffed
plastic vials of 95% pure heroin into the pockets of
G.I.'s as they strolled chrough dc,,.itown Saigon; and
"mama-sans"
or Vietnamese barracKs meids started
carrying a few vials to work for sale to on-duty
G.I.'s. 30/
Southeast Asian marijuana was far more potent than varieties
grown in the United States and Mexico. The Southeast Asian "number four"
type heroin was 90-100 percent pure; the American and Mexican heroin
averaged only 3-12 percent pure. 31/ In addition to being easily available, drugs were also cheap and of highest quality, an optimal set of
conditions for rapid and extensive proliferation. At its lowest rate, a
heroin habit could be supported for as little as two dollars per day;
marijuana cigarettes were only ten cents each.
Besides the readily
available illicit drugs, the Army supplied the tranquilizer phenothiazine
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to the troops to assist them in reducing stress and combat fatigue.
Although phenothiazine is not a barbiturate, its effects are very similar
and many of the soldiers used it to produce "lows," even though Piany of
these users were not subject to combat stress or hazardous duty. 32/
Another report states that marijuana cigarettes were selling for twenty
cents each in Saigon and one dollar each in Da Nang; opium was one dollar
per injection and morphine, five dollars per vial. 33/ These price levels
were subject to simple supply and demand economics and increased precipitously in proportion to increased demand.
The most certain statement that can ba made regarding drug prevalence in Vietnam is that if such depressants and stimulants as alcohoi,
nicotine and caffeine are also included together with illicit and prescribed drugs, virtually the entire US military population used one or more
drugs at some time.
Beyond that, firm statistics are hard to come by. Most estimates
are based on the numbers of those apprehended or requesting treatment, or
on smallI

study samples.

There have been no adequate studies on alcohol,

nicotine or caffeine abuse in Vietnam, all of which could have deleterious
--ffects on combat performance.
However, some general trends can be
observea with fair certainty, and even though conservatively stated they
are alarming enough. As one source notes,
To take the lowest estimate of identified drug users that is, 2 percent of one million men - then approximately 20,000 soldiers at this date have some d~gree of
psychological or physiological drug dependency. Twenty
thousand soldiers equals the base population of Ft.
Belvoir. It is equivalert to the number of addicts
reported today in Washington, D.C. It is a little less
than one-half the number of men killed during the
10-year involvetment in Indochina. The figure does not
include men released from the arnmy prior to June 1971,
those who served when drug use was increasing two-,
three-, and four-fold each year. 34/
VA estimates of drug abuse etch an even deeper picture.

The

50,000 to 140,000 range estimated earlier suggests that a group in American
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society as large as the entire First Army pooulation of 57,000 is drug
dependent. 35,'
As mentioned previously, MACV had made a survey of drug availability in 1966.
By 1967, cases involving opium and morphine had been
uncovered.
More than 8,000 personnel were arrested on drug charges in
1969. The number cf arrests escalated in 197U to 11,058 of which 1,146
invo'lved hard drugs. By 1971, heroin and other hard drugs alone accounted
for 7,026 cases - and that at a time of decreasing trr p strength. 36/
The most comprehensive official statistic, for illegal drug use
were gathered by the Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) in
1971. 37/ Their figures are presented in Table 6-1. These results are
derived f-om limited and to some extent faulty data bases, i.e., they do
not neces;arily account for the totality of drugs used. At best, these datý
serve as estimates with undefined margins of error, hopefully less than ten
percent. The one figure in the HumRRO study that is widel) supported is
that 28% of all troops in Vietnam use'd one or more of the opiates, primarily heroin.
Drug Abuse Suppression Officers cite figures of heroin
addiction in the range of 25-30%, with statistics sometines quoted as high
as 50%. 38/
Another means for estimating drug usage although subject tu
similar faults as the data from sample interviews, is to examine data from
the Army's crimina justice system. These records show that in 19E7 there
were 1,391 investigations involving 1,688 persons for the use of marijuana. _9/ This represented .25 per 1,000 troops, which chu. sour-e claims
was still lower than the Army-wide average of .30 per 1,000 troops. Out of
these inwvstigations, there resulted 427 courts-martial for marijuana and
hard-itarcotics ýiexse.
In Jun, 1968 the 'arijuana-use rate, based on
reported incidents, was 1.3 per 1,000 troops (194 cases); by December it
had increased to 4.23 per 1,030 (523 cases). Likewise, the opium rate rose
from .003 per l,000 in June to .068 by December 1968. This sou.'ce further
irdicatcs that there was a continuous rise in the drug use rate in 1969,
with 8,440 apprthensions, and another increase to li,u5? arrests (of which
1,146 irvolvwd hard dro.gs) in 1970.

Despite MACV's coicerted programs in
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drug education and suppression in 1971, the number of offenders involved
with hard drugs, mostly heroin, had increased seven-fold to 7,026. This
increase was particularly significant since it coincided with the planned
decreasing troop strength in Vietnam. The drug oroblem continued at a high
level of intensity until late 1972 when troop strength began to Jop to the
level of 1964 and the earlier years.
John E. Flaherty, a sen.or member of the President's Council on
Drug Abuse notes that the Department of the Army, recognizing the unreliability of the current data, talked instead of a "variable percentage" of
known drug abu!3rs ranging from t.io to five percent of active duty personnel.
This study shows that reports from staff members of installation
teams also agree that between two to five percent of personnel on their
respective bases have either psychological or physiological dependerncies on
drugs other than marijuana. "Flaherty concludes by making the observation
that: "On the basis of extensive interviews and research, the (DOD) Task
Force feels this 'ball park' figure is as reasonably accurate as any." 40/
Given the estimate of 2.5 million men cumulatively serving in Vietnam
during a period of nearly 15 years, the 2-5 percent drug abuse estimate
means that between 50,000 to 125,000 drug dependents were the legacy of the
US involvement in the Vietnam War.
2.
Characteristics of the Drug User
The decision to use drugs was, for the great majority o' cases,
an individual oae. Even so, characteristic user patterns can be discerned.
The most obvious generalization that can be drawn concerns the different
forms of drug and alcohol abuse prevalent amongst officers, noncommissioned
officers, and lower grade enlisted personnel.
Alcohol was b,. far the most common drug choice of officers and
military as a whole. 41/

F

It has beer, observed that officers had more at

stake than enlisted men, and were thus less willing to indulge in illegal
In addition, officers tended to be from social classes where
behavior.
drinkiaig alcohol was accepted and drug use was not. Officer- were more
able to afford alcohol and were more apt to be involved in activities which
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brought meaning to their daily lives.

Officers were less in need of escape

as they were more likely to hear and support arguments for the legitimacy
of the war. This however, does not impiy that officers and NCO's di'i not

Sseek

some escape from boredom the stresses associated with combat, and the
routines of life in an alien and hostile environment. For these purposes,
alcohol did indeed serve as a sociably acceptable and effective means for
escape within physically tolerable limits and with minimal impact or job
With reference to alcoholism and the characteristic users, one
authority 42/ noted that "alcoholism still affects the upper echelons uf
the military hierarchy--alcohol use exists throughout military life and
alcohol problems are seldom publicized as a chronic military affliction."
The numerous demographic studies regarding drug usage in Vietnam
concur on several salient points. The most readily apparent finding was
that drug use among the lower enlisted ranks was a "ubiquitous phenomenon." 43/
In an extensive survey of over 17,000 enlisted personnel in
CONUS, Zermany, and Korea, 40 percent reported using marijuana at least
once in the month before the interview. Likewise, 55 percent reported

th;ý use of other illicit substances including hallucinogens, amphetamines, barbiturates, cocaine, and opiates. 44/ A report on the preliminary

findings

from the 1971 Department of Defense Survey on drug use
also concludes that "nontherapeutic drug use (throughout the military)
was mainly a phenomenon cf -he younger enlisted men in the low:r pay
grades." 45/
The Vietnamese conflict environment naturally produced its own
drug users' society with unique argot, mores, social distinctions and
status. Even though drugs were endemic to the entire armed forces, both
CONUS-based and on foreign soil, Vietnam was different in that an actual
war was in progress with all of its attendent stresses and risks of
casualty. In Vietnam, drug and alcohol preference ult'.mately defined the
two major social groups- 'heads" and "juicers." The heads were those who
used illic-¢ drugs and the juicers were those whose primary preference was
alcohol.

In some instances,

"heads" were distingui bned from "freaks," the
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latter being those who indulged in injecting themselves with heroin, i.e.,
"mainlining," "shooting skag," etc. Sanders in his detailed description of
the drug environment of Vietnam notes that the "heads" and "juicers" are
mainly divided by gride; the heads usually below the grade of E-5 and the
juicers predominantly the NCOs and officers. 46/ They were also characterized by their attitudes towards the war and by their commitment and
involvement with the military establishment. As might be surmised, the
"heads" for the most part were not careerists and tended to manifest
antiwar sentiments.
In contrast, "juicers" although not necessarily
professing strong pro-war sentiments, in the majority were military
careerists or adhered to proscriptions against drug usuage.
Another in-depth study of drug abuse patterns in Vietnam corroborates the above-discussed findings and others by noting that officers and
NCOs were niot drug abusers ii the commonly accepted sense of the term.
Addiction to opiates and other substances other than alcohol was found
generally to be among the younger age group of non-career enlisted personnel (two-year servica by draft) with the grade of E-5 or lower. Citing
a personal communication with an Army psychiatrist experienced in the
Vietnam drug environment, this study concludes, "There is a clear division
between the [lower] enlisted ranks, NCOs, and officers with regard to the
abused drug of choice." 47/
By far, heroin was the mv.3t prevalent and most harmful of the
drugs used in Vietnam. One study on heroin use in Vietnam was based on
interviews of 1,100 enlisted men in the 23d Artillery Group. 4L/ Of these,
over 20% had used heroin at one time or another. All identified users,
except for three individuals, were E-5 or lower; few had used any other
drug than marijuana before Lrying heroin in Vietnam. The heroin users
Sinvariably

used diazepain and

physical

discomfitur.

barbiturates

of withdraw.-l.

in an attempt tý control

the

The study also noted that heroin

users were primarily in the 18 to 20-y(.,ir age group and were predominantly
Caucasian by a ratio of 2-1.
It should be noted, however, that this ratio
is at great variance with the overall white to black ratio of enlisted

personnel inVietnam, estimated at about 5-1. Thus this sample sugge-t466-15
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that a substantially greater percentage of black personnel used heroin.
The study did not find significant distinctions within occupational
groupings except in the fire direction centers, where heroin use was rare.

The data showed that over half the heroin users lacked a high school
diploma or its equivalent and scored 90 or lower on the Armed Forces
Qualification Test (AFQT). 49/ In their clinical evaluation the authors
characterized the heroin user as" .
mmature, impulsive, had excessive
dependent needs, and had a poor self-image." The user wras described as

wanting magical solutions to real and imaginedl difficulties and had iittla,
if any, experience with any formal system of ethical or religious thought;
he was amoral by default. Ab the educacion and AFQT results seem to imply,
the typical heroin user "had difficulty in verbalization which made it
increasingly difficult for him to operate effectively in a hierarchical
system." 50/ The consequence of Nis alienation to the system was his
membership in peer and subgroups of heroin users with their like-values and
accepted means of reinforcement and communication.
A study using a much smaller sample size of 78 returnees from
Vietnam who were conTirmed heroin users, found results similar to the above
discussed study. 51/ In sum, the average age of the user was less than 2i
years with the largest percentage group ".n the less-than-Ligh-school
category. Tne findings on racial mix showed that whites predominated over
blacks at a ratio of nearly 3-1 (as compared to 2-1 in Alontos study).
the white/black ratio is

Again,

difficult to interpret since it

,nay not

actually reflect the estimated 14 percert overall black military population, but instead the estimated 30 perceit black population in many units
in Vietnam.
Another study by

Lloyd and associates

of 81

returned from Vietnam shows similar demographic results. 52/

4

heroin addicts
The signifi-

cant majority of addicts were single, 2CN.6 years in age, and Caucasian by a
ratio of over 4 to 1. Likewise, as in the previously cited studies, 46 of
the sample of 81 addicts did not complete high school, attaining a level of
education of only 10.2 years. As to prior use, slightly over half indicated thit their first use of heroin was in Vietnam, a finding consistent
with other studies.
6-16
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In a study commissioned by the Special Action Office For Drug
Abuse in June 1971, over 450 Vietnam drug users were sampled to determing
predictors of Vietnam drug use. 53/

Two major themes predicting drug use
surfaced: 1) that earlier use of both drugs arid alcohol was important, and
2) that the set of behaviors that led to enlisting in the service before
the mnan was of draft age also was important. Moro specifically the
strongest predictor of drug use in Vietnam was marijuana use before
Vietnam.
Another important predictor wps a first-term enlistee with
earlier experience with narcotics or amphetamines.
A history of arrest,
truancy, and joblessness at the time of induction correlated significantly
with drug use in Vietnam. Most interesting, but not surprising in view of
findings

from other studies,

the variable which best predicted heroin

avoidance in Vietnam was age--being over the age of 24 upon arrival in the

combat environment.
Even though the foregoing discussion focused on observable
characteristics of neroir, isers, a detailed study on the characteristics of
marijuana smokers yields similar findings.
Roffman found that "heavy"
marijuana smoking (21 or more occasions) was no more extensive in the
specific military population studied than at many college campuses or in
the similar age group of San Francisco. 54/ As in the case of heroin
users, marijuana smokers tenoed significantly to be young, of lower
enlisted grade and were likely to have smoked marijuana prior to coming to
Vietnam and indeed, prior to entry into the service. The heavy smoker was
also likely to be using other drugs illicitly and to have had incurred
minor disciplinary actions.
3.
Reasons for Using Drugs
The reasons for drug use are many and varied and are mainly
functions of the user's environment, the type of drug, ard personal background and experience. A comprehensive study of 17,000 enlisted personnel
by the Army Research Institute (ARI) concerning drug and alcohol abuse in
selected COiRUS Army installations found that drug abuse was "significantly
associated with low morale, boredom and dissatisfaction with job. officers,
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and the Army." 55/.

Results of the study also indicated that such valueattitude profiles arnong enlisted personnel as rejection of authority and
standard American culture are an antiwork ethic associated with drug users.
These drug users were also found typically to view their commanders more
negatively than non-,isers in the same units. With respect to alcohol
consumption, the study found no correlation between the amount of alcohol
consumed and the above-discussed social-organizational or value-attitude
profile factors.
Although these findings were based on a sample of CONUS-based
Army personnel, it provides relevant insight into the casual reasons and
psychological factors of individual drug and alcohol use fn Vietnam.
In a comprehensive study on drug use in northern Vietnam, Stanton
agrees with Bey and Zecchinelli that marijuana was principally used for its
"pleasurable, soporific, tranquilizing and escape functions." 56/
For
other drugs, including opiates, Stanton adds these rensons for extensive
usage: "(1) curiosity and experimentation; (2) rebellion, (3) a social
function - a group communion and (4) in the case of amphetamines, a
possible antif3tigue factor arising from prolonged stress."
Sanders sees rebellion symbolized by the use of illicit drugs, as
the prime factor for general drug use. 5-, Rebellion is followed in order
by peer pressure, the desire to escape, to separate one's self from mental
and physical pain, and a means for easing frustrations of the routine of
the military environment.
Sanders concludes by stating that "drugs are
employed as a means of coping with the various pains encountered by the
enlisted man in Vietnam."
Niedereche, in his interviews with returnee
addicts from Vietnam, supports the notion that the need to withdraw from
the "pressures and frustrations" of Vietnam was the prime motivating factor
for tUe use of heroin. 58/
That rebellion against established authority was a principal
factor in drug use is perhaps evidenced in the 1971 Department of Defense
survey of drug use, i:hich found that most drug users harbored negative
attitudes toward their supervisors and perceived them as being completely
against the use of illegal drugs. 59/
The findings of Robins in his
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important study notes that drug users Yealized the daniger inherent in the
frequent use, but used them nevertheless for their effect of euphoria (41%
responding). 60/ The next most frequent reason was that drugs improved
tolerance of Army life and discipline, reducing homesickness and lon~lness.
To a slightly lesser degree, relief of boredom, depression, insomnia, and
making time pass quickly were additional reasons given for drug use.
Interestingly, peer and social pressure and fear were reasons givrn
significantly less frequently than those mentioned above (3-6% responding).
Bentel, Crim and Smith look to deeper personal psychological
factors to explain the use of mind altering drugs (namely heroin). 61/
They claim that use of these drugs to achieve "total anesthesia" and
withdrawal was not their purpose, but rather as a strong sedative to "block
out the psychic pain of awareness of personal inadequancy and alienation."
Bentel, et al., see this as similar to the reasons young people in the
United States turn to drugs as a means for coping with "inadequate selves"
or an "unendurable reality."
That fear of combat was not a primary factor in marijuana and
drug use wes substantiated
S~"hard"by Alonso's interviews with 230 users in

combat units. 62/ Two tendencies were discerned from
soidiers changed from marijuana to heroin to minimize
marijuana's characteristi-: cdor and (2) the use of
provided an appropriate reaction or "high." Again,

the interviews: (1)
detection because of
marijuana no longer
corroborating other

findings, Alonso found rno Ilistance where fear of the war was regarded as a
-•

reason for using drugs.
In a similar study, Ingraham found in most of his interview/
"questionnaire responses, that initiation into heroin use was in the company
of friends under non-combat conditions. 63/ Ingraham concludes, therefore,
that "combat stress may be a contributing factor to heroin use in some
cases, but certainly cannot be considered the factor for its initiation and
continued use for the majority." Ingraham further notes that given all the
recreational facilities and athletic programs readily available to reararea personn.l, "boredom" as a reason for drug use must be questioned.
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Likewise,

neither could manifest antiwar feelings and the "revulsion
against war" be considered a valid reason for drugs since Ingraham found
the great majority of drug users expressing hostile views towards the enemy
and showing little pacifist sentiment.
Several other studies shed additional insights into the personalities and motives for drug use. Lloyd and associates found that a high
proportion of heroin addicts came from broken homes. 64/ This finding
suggests that perhaps individual feelings of inadequacy and poor selfimage, also found in the study by Bentel and associates, may be a principai
factor in explaining the relationship between drug addiction and the outward manifestation of "broken homes." 65/
Roffman's study specifically
relating to a sample of 584 marijuana smokers 'finds in its selective
demographic characteristics the following affirmative.: (1) "satisfaction
with duties" - 7Z%; (2) "ever sought help for emotional problems" - 13%;
and (3) "peer use of marijuana/close friends ue of marijuana" - 83%. 66/
These findings suggest that marijuana use was not directly a result of
stress or the rigors of the military environment, but rather ac a means for
social

interaction and group/peer

identification.

If

this assumption is

correct, then it clearly supports the contention by many authorities that
drug users, both in Vietnam and the United States, civilian and military,
chose their drugs according to perceived gratification and social needs as
well as deep seated emotional needs.
Vietnam,

Looking at the four major factors bearing on drug usage in
stress reduction, peer pressure, previous experience, and self-

image, the following brief general observations and impressions are noted.
a.
Stress Reduction
A human being's mind and body can react to stress in a
variety of ways: the produc+ion of adrenaline acts to protect; the senfosatiort of pair acts as a warning; drowsiness, prolonged sleep ^,r withdrawal
from a situation serve as avoidance mecnanisms to name but a few. indeed,
human beings command an impressive arsenal of mental and physical equipment
to combat stress. Inadequate protection from or handling of stress can
lead to extreme anguish, depression, a shortening of life-expectancy, and a
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hust of psychosomatic disorders, some of which are very serious and/or
painful.
It is no wonder, then, that induced stress reduction is a normal
ana necessary reaction to stress.
In Vietnam, soldiers were thrown into a new and often exReactions varied between individuals as
ceedingly stressful environment.
well as between groups. Often lacking some of the more common outlets for
stress or finding them inadequate, some found that turnisig to drugs was an
easy and often pleasant means to cope. 67/ As noted earlier, drug use was
becoming more acceptable in the United States, and the use of certain
drugs, e.g., caffeine, nicotine and alcohol, was already commonplace. Some
drugs were provided in a soldier's rations; others were easily obtainable. 68/
b.

Peer Pressure
Drug use and abuse does not result solely from attempted
physical and/or psychological stress reduction. Social comparionship has
long been known to be one of man's basic needs, providing protection,
strength, comfort, reassurance, meaning and identity. The saying, "United
we stand, divided we fall," can be taken in a socio-political as well as a
military sense. The ,trength of the desire to belong is demonstrated by
the great lengths people will go to be accepted by or identify with various
fhe desire is otten stronger among those thrust into a foreign
groups.
In Vietnam, while many soldiers may have become grouped
environment.
together because of a common interest, such as drugs, others took up the
interest to become members of the group. 69/ Just as a teenager ;:,ight take
up smoking to belong, many soldiers turned to drinking or other drug use to
be "one of the guys."
c.
they arrived

Previous Experience
Many soldiers were by no means unfamiliar with drugs when
in Vietnam, and the strangeness of the environment, the

stress, the ready availability of drugs and cther factors tended
encourage their continued or expanded use. As one report illustrates:
The soldier gets a little drunk and his head is pretty
high, but only for a little while. He st-ts getting
6-21
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sloppy, obstinate and eventually sick. Hungover the
next day and tired the next night. However, he notices
his buddy . . . is wide awake and quite happy the next
day after smoking marijuana the night before.. .Thinking
about it, hashing it over in his mind, he realizes the
only way he will know what it is if he tries it . .
Two nights later, he . . . blows a few joints. Wow,
he can't believe it, it somewhat felt like that nice
high he had at the club but only for a few minutes
while drinking alcohol, and now he feels similar, to
that only ten times better for hours . . . He can't
understand why anyone would want to spend four or five
It cost him approximately 10t
dollars to get drunk.
on one joint. 70/

While this cannot necessarily be extrapolated to the conclusion that the use or abuse ol marijuana or other similar drugs leads
inevitably to heroin addiction, there is evidence to indicate that Vietnam
provided ideal conditions for continued and experimental use of numnerous
drugs.
d.

Self-esteem/Self-worth
By the late '1Os many of the soldiers who served in Vietnam
were draftees, non-"lifers" who viewed service as characterized by duress
and involuntary duty. Given the prevailing conditions of the draft, with
its attendent conditions and provisions for deferment and exemption from
•

military service,

many of those who were drafted and sent to Vietnan, were

seen by themselves and othe's as "suckers" and "dumb,"

and thus deserved

everything they get.
This negative self and external value judgment, in addition
to the reality that many of these non-volunteers did indeed come from the
lower socio-economic orders qenerally characterized by limited education,
racial/ethnic handicaps, economic and social deprivation, and less than
ideal family situations, v:as one of the prime root causes for heroin use.
Bentel and his associates are unIque in their f-rdings that perceptions of
low self-esteem and self-worth are major contributors to heroin use. 71/
Several other investigators/authors
describe the overtly manifested
behavior of this group of drug (inamely heroin) users. 72/
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behavior, both verbal and physical,
impulsive, unpredictable, ai;tisocial,

can be described as exaggerated,
self-piteous, lacking in ethical

values, and, perhaps most important, lacking in true perception of self.
Because of the disappointments and discouragements experienced in their
prior military backgrounds, many of these addicts exhibit lack of hope,
despiir, lack of meaningful life goals, and extreme envy and contempt for
those who have achieved. The obvious answer to their life condition is
drugs--drugs such as heroin, which will make them oblivious to all these
pains of perceived self-worthiness and failure. As some have siid, these
"junkies" and "freaks" have set in motion their "self-destruct" mechanism
in most cases without conscious awareness.
0.

ATTITUDES AND OPINIONS ABOUT DRUG USE IN VIETNAM1

General William Westmoreland was quoted in May 1971 as saying that the
use of drugs is a major problem of modern military life, a result of the
"unpopularity of the war in Vietnam" comtibined with the tasks of ending the
direct American involvement while supporting the South Vietnamese war
effort. 73/ His comments perhaps reflect a viewpoint seen at the very
highect echelons of the military establishment, but do not ne:essarily
express tdie concerns of those in the field, who are charged with the
responsibility of doing something about it.
Zinberg, in his critique on heroin use in Vietnam and in the United
States observes that "the Army's foremost concerns are to clean up the
troops ac fast as possible and to prevent the problem from spreading to the
United States with returning veterans." 74/ Zinberg further states that
the Army "perceives heroin as an enemy which must be completely and quickly
destreyed."
This attitude, Zinberg comments, pi-ecluues the requisite
time-consuming effort to determine the real causes and human/social benefits and costs involved in its suppression. The results of the campdign
against marijuana which led to increased heroin use in the early 70's is
cited as an example of a poorly thoaght out drug suppression effort yielding disastrous results.
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At the height of the "drug epidemic" in Vietnam,

field commanders were

very much aware of the problem but often could do very little to halt drug
use or take punitive actions against flagrant users.

By taking action many

officers and NCOs faced the threat of "fragging" and other physical harm.
A U.S. News and World Report

article of Febfuary 1972 reported that the US

Command in Saigon had finally qotten the drug problem "under control." 75/
Many of the officers interviewed felt that the drug problem had peaked in
January 1971 and was now declining.

Subsequent studies were to prove them

correct, even though much of the decline can be explained as tne result of
the high rate of wichdrawal

of American forces from Vietnam during this

period.
The attitudes

of bcth officers

and NCOs regarding drug use within

their jurisdictions were mainly functions of type and extent of drug usage
and manifest impact on combat effectiveness and survival

of the unit in

combat. For the most part, unit leaders would grudgingly tolerate marijuana
smoking providing it was discrete and did not impair job performance; use
of hard drugs, especially heroin was universally urnacceptable.
Even
friends and peers of heroin users would not permit "stoned" users to join
them on patrol or other actions against the enemy.
lhe universal rejection by officers and NCOs of hard drug usage was
tempered by ths. pervasive threat of bodily harm (nam,•.ly "'fragging") which
they would encounter if

they took repressive action against drug users.

Much of the failure to suppress hard aT-,.q usage can be attributed to this
Dental

fear.

and Smith, 76/

conclude that the majority of "fraggings"

occurred "not because of racial strife or o;'ders to move into combat, but
because some 'gung

ho'

officer or NCO is

'hashing'

(i.e.,

harassing) drug

users."
The use of illicit drugs in Vietnam cannot be considered an aberration
of the conflict environment,

but rather, it

wculd be seen, as reflecting

those drug usage patterns current in the civilian population of the United
States.

Indeed,

observers

of the

contemporary

American

drug scene

described the United States of the 60s as a "drug society," 77/
placed its faith

have

that has

in the magic of technology and "quick inediral rel`4 .f,"

: {i
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namely the vast array of pills that depress and stimulate, insure wakefulness and sleep, and of course, prevent pain. This faith in technology and
the "wonders of medicine" have led Americans (and perhaps other citizens of
advdnced technological societies) to believe that drugs "are an available
and effective tool whereby the pain, pressure and the inertia of our daily
lives can be overcome." 78/ The net result of these domestic attitudes and
practices with regard to drugs contributed significantly to an actual and
potential military drug population. Numerous demographic studies cited
previously in this chapter indicate tlkat a significantly large p,'oportion
of soldiers in Vietnam had used illegal drugs prior to entry into the
service.
Perhaps the utmost irony relating to drug use in Vietnam and American
domestic attitudes is the movement to legalize marijuana by local or
state-wide ballot. The New York Times of May 11, 1971 reported that 27
states had already relaxed marijuana laws while nine other states were
actively considering such measures. 79/ It is difficult to assess the
impact of this action on the military personnel in Vietnam. At a minimum,
it was likely to have produced a confounding of "rightnpss" or "wrongness"
for those individuals still in doubt as to the propriety of drug use.
That the Congress of the United States and the Executive Office of the
President were fully aware of the extent of the drug problem by 1970 is
borne out by the extensive hearings before the Senate subcommittee on drug
abuse in the military 80/ and President Nixon's speech in 1971 on the
seriousness of drug abuse in the military. 81/ The immediate effect of
President Nixon's speech was the creation by executive order of the Special
Action office for Drug Abuse Prevention headed by Dr. Jerome H. Jaffee.
The major outcome of the Senate hearings was the enactment of bill S.2139
which authorized" a treatment and rehabilitation program for drug dependent

webr of the Armed Forces."
At a hearing in early 1973 before the House Subcommittee on Appropriations on the Defense Department's defense appropriations for 1974, Rep.
Joseph Addabbo of New York noted that there was a serious drug problem in
Vietnam. 82/

He cited reports which showed that 35 percent of the Armv
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enlisted men in Vietnam had tried heroin, and that 20 percent reported
becoming adaicted to the drug at onle time or another during their tour in
Vietnam
The main thrust of the hearing, however, was to ascertain from
General Abrams whether the Army wcs continuing its effort at identifying
drug users and pursuing treatment and rehabilitation programs.
It is interesting to note that two years earlier, Representative
Robert H. Steele of Connecticut said that a good portion of the blame for
the growth of the drug traffic in Southeast Asia was due to the lack of a
firm and consistent US DolicV aimed at heroin suppression. 83/ He adds,
however, that recently (i.e., c.1970-7i) the United States has directed its
efforts at intercepting the drugs at the "Saigon end of the line" rather
be pointed out in
than "stamping out production at the source." It should
retrospect that this

)olicy was most likely the result of international

political consideratiris (e.g., involving Burma, Thailand, and Laos) and
the efficacy and ease of catching traffickers 3nd dealers in a more concentrated area such as Saigon.
As has been the case through all facets of the American involvement in
Vietnam, the role of the Vietnamese arnd American governments in their
endeavors to suppress illicit drug traffic are bound up in controversy and
disputed claims. No clear picture emerges. Journalists and other writers
harboring particular viewpoints as to the American presence and conduct of
the war paint a picture of a vast illicit drug operation in which the
highest South Vietnamese and American officials were involved. Not surprisingly,

official US government sources claim massive efforts were made

to control the illicit drug traffic with the support of US civilian and
military drug contrcl experts.
This research effort suggests that the
truth lies somewhere between the extremes.
Critchfield, a critic of Marshal Ky and his Dai Viet supporters,
charges that the murder in Decamber 1965 of Tu Chung, a well known journali!Ei of the Saigon press community, was due to his attempts in the previous
spring to expose the involvement of the Dai Viets in a massive opium
smuggling operation from Thailand and Laos to Saigon. 84/ Critchfield
furthiermore claims this information was "learned" from "an official with
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White House and Pentagcn connections" and that the US government had conclusive evidence of the involvement of high South Vietnamese government
officials in the Tu Chung murder.
"Critchfield claims subsequent American efforts to investigate the dope
smuggling led to the murders in 1967 of three US army counterintelligence
officers. 85/ The Ky government's Chief of National Police, Loan, claimed
the Americans were victims of Viet Cong assassination teams.
Frances Fitzgerald, claims that the South Vietnamese government of
President Thieu and Premier Khiem in early 1971 permitted the illicit d-ugs
to enter the country unimpaired. 86/ In fact, Fitzgerald notes, the "two
key customs posts were held by the brothers of Premier Kheim, a fact
uncovered by American customs advisors as reported in.

The Boston Slobe uf

June 4, 1971. The South Vietnamese government said it would not prosecute
these customs officials since heroin was "an American problem."
The New York Times in August 1971 reported the failure of South Vietnamese and US efforts to reduce significantly the illict drug flow into
South Vietnam. 87/
It cited two major reasons for the failure: "The
enormous difficulty for even a highly determined and efficient. administration to prevent the illicit entry of so concentrated a substance such
as heroin.'" and secondly, "doubts about the South Vietnamese administration's determination to stop the traffic" even if it were more efficient.
The article further notes that under the pressure of then Ambassador
Ellsworth Bunker, the government of President Thieu had issued orders to
intensify antidrug enforceMsnt ana control procedures and to replace a
number of officials suspected of involvement in smuggling and profiteering
from the drug traffic. However, the article continues, "The American and
Vietnamese officials suggested that most of the charges were little more
to bring
in response Events
to American
than
gesturesimprovement."
substantial
were tourging
prove and
thisunlikely
prediction
true asabout
the

price of heroin continued at its street price of $3.63 a packet while
maintaining its purity level of 96 percent. The low price/high purity
levels were one of the best indicators of the continual ready availability
of heroin (and other drugs) in the Saigon region until the departure of the
main force elements in 1972.
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It took almnst another year for concerted Vietnamese and US anti-drug
efforts

to manifest

themselves.

In October 1968 the South Vietnamese
government publicly condemned the trafficking and ,se of narijuana and
heroin. It issued instructions to province chiefs to fnrbid the growing of
marijuana crops.
The Vietnamese Narcotics Bureau was established and
expanded and the US government sent an agent from the Bureau of Narcotics
and Dangerous Drugs to provide assistarnce to the Vietnamese. The immediate
results ot this initial antidrug enforcement phase was the use of aircraft
to loc:4te the marijuana crops and the use of Vietnamese Army to destroy
thew.. Despite these efforts, as reported elsewhere in this chapter, drug
use continued to increase, due in part to continuing government corruption
and inefficien:y ii drug enforcement and control efforts.
In August. 1970 the Drug Abuse Task Force was formed to seek new solutions to the problem and make recummendations to Gener.il Wcstmoreland.88/
The Task Force contained members from all US agencies and military organizations involved in drug enforcement and control. Its notable effort was
the production of a comprehensive report on the drug situation,

the find-

ings and conclusions of which were to be included in the MACV Directive
190-4 of December 1)70. The stated objectives of this directive were to:
1) eradicate thp source of drugs; 2) strengthen postal and customs procedures; 3) improve detection facilities; 4) coordinate the various drug
abuse programs; 5) integrate law enforcement programs; 6) improve statistical reporting, and 7) rehabilitate drug abusers. 89/
The results of these basically US efforts at drug suppression and
control arong its forces and education and rehabilitation of abusers will
.4•

be addressed ii. the followig section.

2

E.

THE US DRUG PROGRAMS IN VIETNAM

Until 1970 the Army's rather modest efforts at drug control and
prevention focused on education and law enforcement. The great upsurge of
drug abuse in 1969 and the early '70s forced US military authorities to
take more significant actions aimed at drug suppression and the identification, treatment, and rehabilitation of drug abusers.
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a survey of the various US drug programs put into effect during the years
1966 through 1972.
The first notable effort at curbing drug abuse was
taken in November l')67 when the Secretary of Defense established a task
force to study drug abuse in the military. Later, this task force became
the Departmen~t of Defense Drug Abuse Control Committee with representatives
from all the services.
The first significant drug policy statement of the Army was a Department of the Army letter of April 1968 stating that its official policy was
the prevention and elimination of drtog abuse. This policy letter directed
unit commanders to develop troop orientation information and education
programs focusing on the dangers and iliegality of drug use and trafficking.

The

letter also directed

unit commanders to undertake means for

preventing the shipment and distribution of illicit drugs within areas of
their respective jurisdictions. 90/ The year 1969 marked the beginning of
concerted efforts to implemant the various drug control and abuse programs
identified in the aforementioned Department of Army *ietter of April 1968.
These efforts were directed at investigating the feasibility of drug
education, law enforcement and abuser amnesty programs. The discussion
below includes greater detail regarding the implementation and results of
these and other drug-related programs which were subsequently undertaken by
US authorities in Vietnam.
1.

Eaucation, Orientation, Information Programs

The basis for a drug education program derives from a Department
of Army Letter of 1 July 1969. Specifi.cally, commanders wee directed to
implement education/information programs which would include dissemination
of drug information material and the development of orientatiop and
training programs and attendent scheduled-instructional periods in their
regular training and duty cycles. The Army's Chaplain Corps undertook drug
abuse training workshops

and developed character guidance programs with

particula, reference to the use of marijuana. 91/
On 23 September 1970, the Department of the Army issued Army
Regulation 600-32, Drug Abuse Prevention and Control, based on the recommendations of the DOD Task Croup on Drug Abuse Policy established several
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years earlier. With respect to drug education prol'rams, this regulation
required that all personnel be given basic training in ali aspects of drug
abuse upon arrival and departure from the theater. A subsequent Army
letter
of 1 December 1970,
Alcohol and Oruq_Qependency Intervention
Counsels (ADDIC), directed major AMmy commanders to establish ADDICs and
offe"ed recommendations for implementing this program. The primary purpose
of the ADDIC program was to "involve tho total Army. community in the drug
problem and to improve communications at the higher leof command." 92/
Sanders severely criticizes the Army's drug education program. 93/
He claims that "what is called education is usually a badly
designed attempt by those who are ;east qualified to disseminate questionable and oitdated facts." He feels that the attempt to induce fear of
punishment and threat of punishment and threat of physical

and psycho-

logical damage is i.aeffective since, as indicated by many interviews,
"these threats were ludicrously toothless given the realities of their
si tuati on."

Another critic of the education program, points out that drug
information which is not relevait to the potential or actual user and is
perccived by them as coming from an "illegitimate" source will be either
disregarded or even increase the curiosity of that yet non-user. 94/
Whatever efforts were made at a drug education program obviously
did not succeed. This result is not surprising in the light of a later
Army study. 95/
'n this definitive study, published in 1975, the Army
founu that drug educatioi programs were consistently ineffective in preventing or eliminating drug abuse. The study fsrther found background and
situation factors to be considerably more significant in determining
changes in drug use than aiy of the products of the drug education program.
These results are consistent with other findings related to drug usage in
Vietnam.

l

Just as drug abuse in Vietnam was an escalating phentomenon, so
was the military's response to it.
At first there existed an unofficial
hands-off attitude, especially amongst those iinior officers and NCO's who

6-30

THE BUM CORPORATION

ware responsible fcr enforcing drug regulations.
It was felt that the
problem was neither particularly severe nor extensive enough to warrant
strict enforcement.
The effort to crackdown on druq abuse, marijuana in particular,
was in evidence, however, by January 1968. By this time, the surge in
marijuana use throughout Vietnam ;was approaching .'pidemi.. proportions and
the Army, aware of this situation, put into operation special marijuana and
narcotics investigation teams. The teams had two primary objectives: the
investigation of trafficking and distribution of drugs within the US
military community and the instruction of commanders and key unit personnel
on methods of marijuana identification and detection. in addition to the
establishment of special teams, the Army put iirto operation en 31 January
1968 a Criminal Investigation Laboratory dedicated primarily to investigatiog drug and related legal and criminal matters.
By April 1968,
selected members of the special investigation teams began attending joint
instructions and courses given by the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous
Drugs.

In 1969, the Army established a pilot program to explore tho
feasibility )f utilizing Army-trained dogs for marijuana detection. In
addition, that year saw the implementation by Headquarters, US Army Vietnam
(USARV) of marijuana/narcotics suppression committees at various command
levels designed to focus oAi drug abuse problems and to make recommendations
for solutions. 96/
Gradually, enfortrement measures were intensified. Nevertheless,
in November 1970, the CBS Evening News televised American soldiers in
Vietnam smoking marijuana through the barrel of a rifle. A series of
reports and programs followed in the media indicating an alarming rise in
drug abuse in Vietnam. The army dramatically increased its efforts to
curtail marijuaita use, and by February 1971, it could b, reported that:
marijuana has become almost non-existent at this

time. Crackdow, s on pushers have made the acqui.sition
of marijuana difficult, iF not impossible. . . because
of the effectiveness of ,v:ilitary police control
measures. 97/
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The control of marijuana had two undesired effects.

First, the

inciden-e of "fragging" increased as the junior officers and NCOs began
enforcing drug regulations. Second, many soldiers replaced marijuana with
heroin. Zinberg supports the above contencion by noting 'hat efforts to
suppress the widespread use of mhrijuana "brought about a switch to haroin
;sA a result." 98/
Nevertheless, disciplinary actions against drug traffickers, distributers, and abusers did result in various farms of disciplinary actions. Table 6-2 presents the results of a study on disciplinary
actions by the Staff judge Advo'.ate of II Field Force, Vietnam. The data
presented reflect only that obtained for the II Field Force and as such
represent only a portion of the disciplinary actions oaken throughout the
theater. Furt'he•rore, the data reflect the difficulty in assessing thE net
results of disciplinary actions since a condition of steady troop withdrawal from 1969 onwards was a matter of national policy. Contributing to
the difficulty of evaluating disciplinary data is the recognized fact that
illicit drug use was so widespread that "it was quite impossible for the
military drug enforcement teams to identify, apprehend, and discipline
anyone but the ,nost obvious offenders." 99i Sanders concludes his observations on the efficiency of the Army's drug enforcement program by citing
the following comments from a politically active Marine and former drug
user:
We talked about dope all the time. We were constantly
stoned. It was a rebellious action. We knew that they
wouldn't do anything about it because it was so big.
There were lieutenants that were doing it.
The Man
knew that we knew and that we would raise all kinds of
if there were any busts. We coined the term, "You
ca-ndo anything you want as long as you don't talk
political." 100/
Major General George S. Prugh also notes that the Army's punitive actions
against drug users was largely ineffective and inefficient. He observes
that "it became increasingly clear that trial by court-martial was an
awkward, ineffective, anld expensive means of attempting to cope with a
large-scale problem." 101/
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TABLE 6-2.

DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS INVOLVING NARCOTICS, DANGEROUS DR!JGS OR
MA•RIJUANA IN THE II FIELD FORCE, VIETNAM

DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS

GENERAL COURTS-MARTIAL
'SPECIAL COURTS-MARTIAL
ARTICLE 15 PUNISHMENT
ADMINISTRATIVE DISCHARGE

ALL OF 1970
8
194

JANUARY,
4
47

640
16

84
4

858

139

1971

(UNFITNESS AND UNSUITABILITY)

TOTAL

NOTE:

SOURCE:

Direct comparison nf trends 1970/1971 is not practical. Troop
strength varied considerably and the drawdc.in in II Field Force
increased i-i late 1971.
It is interesting to speculate, however,
that the January 1971 statisti.-s suggested a disciplinary rate
for 1971 more than double that for 1970.
Based op report from The Judge Advocate II Field Force, 9 February
1971.
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The Nixon Message June 17, 1971: Its Impact on Drug Abuse
and Control Programs
The epidemic of drug abuse in the military, especially among US
forces in Vietnam, compelled President Nixon on June 17, 197' to identify
drug abuse as "America's public enemy number one."

He followed through

with a directive to the Secretary of Defense which included a four-point
drug control program for immediate implementation in the Armed Forces. The
four-point program included: i) identification of drug-addicted military
personnel in Vietnam; 2) institution of a detoxification program for
addicts before return to the United States; 3) expansion of treatment
programs ;n the United States; and 4) the development of a world-wide
program of identification and treatment. 102!
Concomitant with his
directive to the Secretary of Defense, President Nixon requested that
Congress initiate legislation authorizing the Armed Furces to keep drug-

V.
F

dependent personnel on active duty after their regular tours of duty for
completion of detoxification and rehabilitation programs. 103/
Following the President's directive, the Secretary of Defense
issued a memorandum, also dated 17 June 1971, to the Secretaries of the
Armed Forces and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff detailing DoD
policy on identification, treatment, and rehabilitation of drug users.
The ultimate effect of President Nixon's antidrug initiative was
a series of drug treatment and control programs which were immediately
implemented
S~Defense's

in Vietn&m.

Thus

the

first

fruits

of the Secretary of

memorandum was a Drug Abuse Prevention an~d Control Plan released

by the Secretary of the Army on 3 September 1971.

This plan provided for

an increased effort in all current Army programs, and for new and expaided
initiatives

in

the

iWentification,

treatment,

and

rehabilitation

of

militdry drug abusers.

President's own executive office, Dr. Jerome Jaffee,
Within thet
former head of the Illinuis Drug Rehabilitation Sytem, was appointed as the
President's Advisor on Drug Problems and Director, Special Action Officer
for Drug Abuse Prevention. 1G4/
The New York Times on June 15 1971 gave the major reasons for
President Nixon.'s initiative as due to the gowing e',idence of widespread
6-34
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addiction among servicemen in Vietnam and veterans returning from the
theater o- conflict. 105/ The article noted that both the President and
C)ngress were "galvanized" into action on all the nation'Z narcotics
problems.

The eagerness of the Congress in supporting the President's drug

control and treatment efforts with legislation and funds was the key factor
in the immediacy of program impiementation and high-priority status.
identification of Drug Users
The most intriguing and vexing problem for the military authorities striving to respond to the President's "dr:,g counter-offensive" was
t0e unambiguous positive identification of drug abusers and confirmed
addicts. Two principal methods to reach some standard of identification
were utilized, the questionnaire and various types of urinalysis. Each of
these methods was to prove marginally effective at best.
a.
Questionnaires
4.

Perhaps the most extensive questionnaire program administered to drug users was that conducted by Douglas A. Ramsey of the US Army
Research

Institute

for The Behavioral

and Social

Sciences. 106/

Over

17,000 enlisted personnel in the United States, Germany and Korea wera
administered anonymnus, self-reporting questionnaires on many aspects of
drug usage. The questionnaire, though yielding Important information on
drug abuse patterns, by the nature of the anonymity of its responders, was
not useful in identifying drug abusers to military authorities.

Another

extensive

questionnaire

procedure

to

determine

drug

patterns of confirmed Vietnam-theater drug users was initiated in September
1971 by L. N. Robins for various US government agency Sponsors. 107/
Although the drug users were identified by neans of urinalysis, the
questionnaire produced significant demographic patterns, results of which
have been discussed elsewhere in this chapter. This study and those
similar to it made use of knowr. identified users through other means,
namely urine tests, criminal records, and self-conifessions. The Questionna-res themselves did not identify the drug user but rather were instruments for determining the wide variety of characteristics and patterns
peculiar to drug users in Vietnam.
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For the most part, drug users were reluctant to identify themselves through questionnaires because of fear of punishment and hostility
from peer groups. However, once drug users were identified through other
meani, they tended to be cooperdtive in answering surveys, questionnaires
and interviews.

Robins has observed that "the high completion rates for

interviews and urine analysis in these large and carefully selected random
samples, plus the willingness of the subjects (i.e., identified drug users)
to talk freely about their drug experiences, gives us some confidence that
the results reported here accurately reflect the experience of the [total]
population studied." i08/ With reference to interviews to identify drug
users, Robins found that 97% of a sample of serv4 cemen who had been identified as positive at DEROS (Date Expected Return from Overseas), just prior
to departure from Vietnam, admitted using narcotics in Vietnam to an
interviewer who was ignorant of the subject's drug history. This suggests
at least soine degree of validity for the interview technique but is not
conclusive. The fact that one confesses to prior deviant behavior which
has already been discovered does not mean that he will confess to current
deviant behavior which has gone uindiscovered. While the same study found
that admitted current use was higher than detected by urinalysis at the
time of the interview, the finding is less a validation of the interview
method than it
nalysis.

is an indication of the limitations of non-random uri-

b.

Urinalysis
On 18 June 1971, the day after the President's announcement
and the directive from the Secretary of Defense, urinalysis screening for
heroin use began in Vietnam. Initially only those personnel scheduled for
return

from overseas

(DEROS)

were

tested.

Subsequently,

all commands

instituted this involuntary screening, which was expdnded to test for
amphetamines and barbiturates in addition to heroin. The screening was
also expanded in Vietnam to include the testing of other categories of
personnel,
i.e., those requesting extension of overseas tour, taking
special leave, departing for rest and recuperation, and participating in
rehabilitation programs.

Unannounced unit testing was also used. 109/
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Because of the different and complex physiological and
biochemical reactions experienced by the user, three different urinalysis
tests are used for screening particular drugs. Not surprisingly, each of
these tests varies as wo reliability and accuracy as specific drug-identifier instruments.
The three urinalysis tests are (1) the Free Radical
Assay Technique (FRAT), which is extremely sensitive, tests only for heroin
and is known to produce false positives if codein or possibly other substances are ir the urine sample; (2) a Thin Layer Chromatography (TLC),
which is less sensitive than the FRAT but detects amphetamines and barbiturates as well as opiates; and (3) urine specimens that produce positive
results in either the FRAT or TLC test undergo a third test for confirmation, using a Gas Liquid Chromatography (GLC) process. These tests will
normally identify the drug user for about three days after his last
usage. 110/
treatment

Very little time was wasted in setting up laboratory and
facilities because of the extreme pressure of the extent of

heroin use in Vietnam.

On June 22, 1971,

the Free Radical Assay Technique

(FRAT) urine testing program went into effect. It became policy that no
military personnel could leave the country unless they showed negative
results on the FRAT Test. Zinberg comments that verification of heroin use
by the GLC process is considered "extremely accurate" by its users. 111_/
As a consequence of this initial testing program, it was
determined that 2.5 percent of Army personnel leaving Vietnam in June 1971
had positive traces of opiates in their urine. Table 6-3 shows the results
of nine months of urinalysis testing.

The relatively lower percentage

figures- for scheduled testing reflect the fact that many soldiers quickly
qr:e;ved the consequences of their beiiig identified as a heroin user/

,

,jdict and thus devised means to avoid detection. It was fairly easy for a
drug user to substitute a negative urine sample from a friend, in place of
his own, and pass the test. Many addicts voluntarily abstained from heroin
use for a week prior to a scheduled test, ;Iiice the analysis only detected
opiates within four to five days after use. Army nurses saw addicts in the
midst of agonizing withdrawal pass the test. 112/
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TABLE 6-3.

URINALYSIS TESTING FOR PERSONNEL DEPARTING VIETNAM
1971-1972
COMPARATIVE TESTING

I)

DEROS TESTING:

% POSITIVE
1971

JUN

JULY

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

2.5

4.6

5.3

5.0

4.5

4.0

3.2

2.1

1.8

UNANNOUNCED TESTING:

I

% POSITIVE

JUN

JULY

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

JAN

FEB

NA

NA

NA

NA

5.2

5.5

4.7

4.8

5.0

SOURCE:

. '

1972

John Flaherty, The Army Drug Abuse Program:
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Table 6-3 also shows the higher percentage of positive urine
tests when unannounced testing was initiated in October 1971, confirming
the suspicion that spurious results were obtained from scheduled testing.
Hurst, Cook, and Ramsey, in their assessment of drug prevalence, found that percentages of positive urinalysis tests were about one
third of the percentages statistically predicted from interviews, self
reports, and questionnaires. Urinalyses consistently show a lower percentage for opiates as well as other drugs. The authors conclude that
urinalysis findings may be either chemical lab positive (i.e., false
positive) or confirmed positive, which may eliminate as many as 50 percent
of actual drug users. False positives may be caused by prescription use
and errors in laboratory technique. The study further notes that the
percentage of users in a given period will be greater than the percentage
of chemical positives for the period. This is because the sporadic user
will not test positive for the time that the drug is not being used. In
other words, urinaly~is will not reliably detect the sporadic drug
user. 113/ This suggests that the frequent u!e of surprise, unannounced,
and random urine tests should be utilized to prevent use of illicitly
obtained negative urine samples and to increase the chances for detecting
the sporadic user.
c.
Reachijg a Consensus on Drug Prevalence
The previously cited studies relating to drug usage patterns
and means for id!intifying drug users all have the major shortcoming of
presenting prevalence subject to varying degrees of uncertainty and error.
As has been shown, urinalysis data tend to be underestimates of the actual
extent of drug usage, though highly reliable in the detertion of a specific
drug when present in the system.
The use of interviews and questionnaires which identify the
user is perhaps the least effective means for ascertaining drug prevalence
because most users fear that the information will be used against them.
This fact was brought out in an insightful article related to addict
discharge policies and procedures in Vietnam. 114/
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Hurst, Cook, and Ramsey conclude this assessment of drug
prevalence studies in the Army by observing, -'The use of a brief, anonymous, confidential self-report form provides rates which are most probably
nearer the actual rates of illicit use, mainly because the self-report has
less potential for error and because it permits drug use patterns to be
estimated over a longer period." 115/
5.

Drug Abuse
The study by Douglas A. Ramsey for the Army Research Institute
contains the most significant findings relating to various factors which
affect the incidence of drug abuse. 116/ The investigation examined the
roles of leadership, social-organizational forces, and physical/mental
activities which may influence the course of drug abuse.
A study of social-organizational influences on drug abuse was
significantly associated with low morale, boredom, and dissatisfaction with
job, officers, and the insit.itution of the Army in general.
With respect to unit leadership and drug use, the analysts found
that drug use within squads did not appear to be associated with enlisted
men's perceptions of their squad leader's behavior, but was related to
perceived leadership behavior for all other major levels, i.e., platoon
leaders, sergeants, first sergeants, and ccmpany commanders. A significant
finding was that the degree to which various leaders helped members of the
squad achieve their work goals correlated positively with low drug use in
the squad.
In addition it was found that the frequency of meetings
involving unit leaders and subordinates over work'-related problems also
corresponded positively with lower frequencies of unit drug usage.
Indications showed that when alternative programs for the
development of self-esteem, such as karate lessons, were carried over a
long period of time there wac potential for a significant decline in drug
usage. Similarly, when transcendental meditation (TM) lessons were carried
over a long period of tinE, the participants tended to show 'changes in
mood and outlook with attendant significant decrease in drug involvement." 117/
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6.

The Amnesty Program
The amnesty program instituted by the Army was perhaps a most
unique and imaginative initiative aimed at treatment and rehabilitation of
abusers. As early as March 1969, the 4th Infantry Division began the first
amnesty and rehabilita".icn program in Vietnam. Subsequently, USARV began
officially to encourage consianders to institute an amnesty and rehabilitation program.
The Army followed this initial encouragement with formal
action and published a letter in October 1969 giving added higher command
emphasis to the marijuana and d-ug suppression and rehabilitation programs.
During this period, both the public and military authorities
began seeing the abusers and addicts more as persons needing treatment and
rehabilitation rather than criminai prosecution. Moreover, di'ug affected
military personnel were encouraged to seek help and avail themselves of the
existing, albeit limited, amnesty programs which became available in
1970. 113/
A significant milestone in the amnesty program occurred on 27
April 1971 when the A-my directed that drug abusers/addicts be c(nqidared
for separation from the Army under honorable conditions according to the
provisions of Army Regulation (AR) 632-212. This regulation provides for
the honcrable separation of affected individuals provided they have been
officially enrolled and have successfully participated in the available
drug amnesty programs. Implicit in the Army message is that AR 635-212 be
applied when it has been determined that the individual can no longer
effectively assume his military duties and is beyond "he required rehabilitation which could restore him to unimpaired duty.
In essence, the
regulation provided for amnesty and limited rehabilitation; it later provided for exemption from prosecution 4n simple cases of drug possession or
use of drugs provided the soldier turned himself in to authorities. The
key to this provision is that the soldier in this case must have officially requested medical assistance prior to his possession or use of the
drug. 119/
This policy at first appeared to
be a solid step in the right
direction but failed to judge the socia, consequences the individual would
6-41
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:-e forced to bear.

Security clearances were confiscated or denied, and the
individual was tabbed for life as a drug addict, thus preventing him from
pursuing such professions as medicine and law. In effect, full amnesty
and anonymity were not part of this program.
Amnesty participants were given only one chance to withdraw from
heroin use, and this proved one of the program's major disadvantages. It
assumed that a soldier was able to give up drugs completely the first time
the effort was made. The man who could give up his drug habit in one
attempt was a person whose drug habit was already under control.
Some
noldiers who were casual users used the program to avoid punishment for
drug use. 120/
arong
Further, the program encouraged a feeling of helplessness
the user soldiers by looking upon them as patients or deviants; and yet a
positive, not a weak, self-image was necessary for a soldier trying to
areak the habit. Compounding the problem, the program did not distinguish
between different types of users - for e:ample, between social users,
addicts w' , (tivation to quit, and addicts content with the habit - and
thus was
*dividual and less effective in its treatment.
Comi,an'ing on the amnesty program, Sanders has observed that with
the amnesty as well as other programs soldiers, "simply do not believe that
the medical records are confidential" and feel that they will be returned
to their units labeled as deviants. Sanders cites the point of view of a
soldier: "90 percent of the guys don't trust the lenience thirg. You go
someplace to get z-traight and then they send you back to your unit and the
lifers get on your ass. They know where you been and they give you shit
detai Is and take your weekends." 121/
7.
Treatment and Rehabilitation Programs
The drug epidemic, peaking,l'in 1970, and President Ni'on's "drug
counter-offensive" message of June 1971, provioed the necessary impetus for
an intensive drug treatment and rehabilitation program. Prior to the Nixon
mcssage, the Surgeon General submitted in February 1971 a Program Change
Request to provide funding and manpower authorization for drug abuse
treatment and rehabilitation teams at designated Army hospitals. A major
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detoxification center was opened at Madigen General Hospital it; the State
of Washington in March 1971.
In response tG the President's message of June 1971, the previously mentioned Department of the Army Alcohol and Drug Prevention and
Control Plan was published in September 1971.
Sperifically, the plan
required that drug abusers/addicts be given a five to seven day detoxification treatment. This period Aas to te used also to determine if the
patient needed further treatment and rehabilitation. As a result of this
plan, 34 hospitals in CONUS were designated to accept patients for detoxification and short-term in-patient treatment. Those patients requiring
rehabilitation were assigned to specially designated military units with
rehabilitation furnished by "halfway houses" and "rap centers." 122/ Those
personnel separated from the Army under amnesty and separation procedures
were sent to Veteran's Administration hospitals for further treatment anr
rehabilitation. Those personnel not cooperating with the program within a
60-day time period were given administrative aischarges, 123/ and those
soldiers who had unresolved court-martial charges pending against them for
drug offenses and opted for leaving the service were allowed to do so for
tne "good of the Army." Charges resulting from cyiminal narcotics trafficking and distribution were not included in this program. 124/
By May 1972, the Army had established rehabilitation and treatment centers in Vietnam. Those centers included medical, psychological and
penal programs. 125/
Even though the Army's attempts at drug treatment and rehabilitation did not for the most part result in punitive actions, many of the
veterans thought o-therwise after their treatment. According to Sanders,
many of the veterans felt that the Army's treatment and rehabilitation
programs were designed to "save face." They further elaborated that the
programs were "punitive, inadequate, badly run, ineffective, and bas,.- on
an overly simplistic view of drug use". Many also doubted the military's
commitment to controlling drug use. 126/
In turn, when those veterans were asked how they would design and
operate the Army's treatment and rehabilitation programs based on their
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Vietnam experiences, they emphasized: "a) voluntary rather than compulsory involvement, b) staffing by ex-servicemen with personal drug
experience in Vietnam, c) the necessity of providing vocdtional training
and placement along with treatment, and d) treatment programs be organized
and financed by the military but 'patients' be discharged from the military
prior to their involvement." 127/
F.

I

Conclusion:

A Retrospective Look at the US Response to the

'Vitnam Drug Environment

Initially, the military responded to the druig epidemic with a heavier
emphasis placed on punishment than on rehabilitation. Because of the
reliance on punishment, drug cases clogged the military justice system.
When the rehabilitation and detoxification centers were established,
soldiers deemed unfit for service because of habitual use of drugs were
adminisZ.ratively discharged under Army Regulation 635-212. In December,
1971, it was estimated that between 1,000 and 2,000 soldiers were being
discharged aach month after having twice been certified as heroin users on
the basis of urinalysis. Their commanding officers asserted that they had
not mada an effort to break the habit and were of "negligible value to the
United States Artry." 128/
The administrative discharge mechanism was favored by the z,,Jdier and
the rfficer because it expedited the user's departure with least paperwork
and with minimal unfavorable impact on unit statistics. Ti.,se with: the.
greatest need for treatment - the heroin acJicts - were 'least awar., Vf 06
existence of treatment facilities and least convinced that treatment would

be worthwhile.

The drig education program was not particularly effective either.

It

tended to emphasize physical and psyciological damage and swift &iit.ry
discipline. One soldier described this predicament in these terms:
Mcst of what they told you was about how nmarny kinds of
ways they could bust you. They relied on the threat of
strict military disciplinary action to deter you from
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anything but work.
Peoplc* would say, "Well,
to S~to
kill me anyway so what else can you do
you're
me?" trying
129/
military erroneously assumed ignorance on the part of the soldier and
used 'ixaggerated facts and even false information to inspire a fear of
drugs.
A credibility problem developed.
A non-commissioned officer
commented:
We kept telling them how dangerous (marijuana) was.
They tried it, probably tried it at home first, and
knew they weren't dying. We tell them how dangerous
smoking skag (heroin) is and they don't believe
it. 130/
Indeed the drug education program may have increased the curiosity of some
soldiers to try drugs.
. references in the antidrug propaganda to the
white heroin in Vietnam as 96 percent 'pure' makes it
sound so good, that you can hardly wait to try it.
Proctor and Gamble made a fortune usinq this kind of
line to sell a brand of soap. 131/
Some units tried other methodr than those of antidrug propaganda,
but these units were statistically no more successful than those using the
antidrug material.

13_.2/

Some observers feel that drug abuse in Vietnam often served a
valid purpose, and they were thus less willing to combat it:
It is interesting that military psychiatrists are
tindiiq a lower rate of hospitalization for mental
disorders of GI's in Vietnam than in any war from World
War I through Korea. 133/
Seen in this light as self-administered therapy, drug abuse
appeared not as an unmitigated evil, but as a blessing in disguise. 134/
Those holding this view would naturally be less inclined to support the
Army's treatment plans, especially as they were then constituted.
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The drug abuse programs failed for meny reasons. They failed to
include all drugs, e.g., alcohol and thus, not only left part of the
problem unsolved, but produced a credibility gap as well.
There is little doubt in the drug-urr and drug-tr.atment communities that "hard" drugs, namely the opiates, cocaine, LSD and the
amphetemines, are indeed dangerous by the nature of their physical and
psychological effects on the individual abuser. Not clear, however, is the
effect of these drugs o.a both individual and unit combat readiness and
effectiveness in the Vietnam combat arena. Indeed, there is an extreme
paucity of inlormation regarding drugs and the various indices of acrossthe-services job performance and combat missicns.
In recent hearings before the House Subcommittee on Narcotics
Abuse and Control (Drug Abuse in the Military), and as reported in the
press, the consensus of military authorities was "inconclusive and even
contradictory" with respect to drug abuse impact on combat effectiveness.
At this hearing, Deputy Secretary of Defense Duncan stated: "We do not
have any evidence that drug use has generally impaired fighting readiness." 135/
A contradictory point of view was given by Dr. Robert Smith,
former Assistant Secretary of Defense for Health Affair,, who asserted that
any use of drugs and alcohol "is too much and has an adverse impact on
personal and unit effectiveness." [,r. Smith also added:
The effects could range from none to inability to
muster, to mistakes leading to personal death or injury
or to critical tactical-decision mistakes that could
hazard entire units. . . . We may not find out the real
answers to combat effectiveness until it is too late in
a literal trial by fire. 136/
As to the Vietnam exprrience in.narticular, little data and direct evidence
relevant to drug use and its impact on combat performance exist. A
reasonable explanation is that most of the troops had a certain amount of
"drug sense.'
It was recognized that alertness and reaction time were.
critical for survival. There was also considerable peer pressure placed on
soldiers not to use drugs incombat situations.

Those that did "were taken
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care of." 137/ Where jobs were more routine, such as many at base camps
where drug use was more extensive, the effects of such use on overallcombat effectiveness can only be estimated. Most military prcfessionals
would protably agree with the value judgment that had a oase camp in which
d•rug usage abounded been subjected to a m3jor attack the resilts would have
been disastrous.
Sanders notes that drugs were very rarely used by those people
who went on combat patrol, althcugh when they reverted to a non-combat
status some usage occurred since they could get "high" in relative
safety. 138/ In contrast, Bentel and Smith found that there was a moderate
use of marijuana and heroin by troops while on patrol. Thise users claimed
the drugs helped them to "decrease tension and make the combatant more
alert." 139/ For those duties which were not combat related, it was found
that many of the personnel assigned those tasks were comm•only high while on
duty. Most of those duty assignments were in rear areas, distant and
relatively sdfe from enemy action. 140/ Sanders concludes by stating that
most jobs that were performed by men "stoned" were routine and undemanding
and could be done easily by the user given his axperience on the job. It
is significant to add that in none of those jobs did the user perceive his
life in danger from the assigned task or enemy action. 141/
G.

SUMMARY ANALYSIS AND INSIGHTS

The following insights were derived from the information presented in
this chapter:
0
The pattern and incidence of arug abuse in Vietnam was not
markedly different than that encountered by American soldiers
0

worldwide durinq tha- same period.
Changing mores and societal attitudes made drug use generally
acceptable among the younger generation at a time that coincided
with increased force commitments to Vietnam where high-quality
drugs were readily evailable at very low cost. This combination
largely accounts for the incidence of drug abuse in Vietnam; thý,
drug problem should have been foreseeable.
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0

Fear of battle or of becoming a casualty was not the major reason
for drug use as had been assumed by many; boredom, routine
tedium, the desire to "kill time," peer pressure, and coping with
an unfamiliar physical and military environment are cited as
major reasons for d-'ug use in Vietnam.

*

Generally,

members

of units

with

lower drug usage reflected

higher esteem for their unit leaders; these non-users felt their
leaders to be interested in their personal welfare and helpful to
them in fulfilling their duty assignments.
0

There is at least circumstantial evidence that vnry few soldiers
who were actively engagod in combat were under the influence of
drugs; rather, they showed "drug sense" and avoided its use when
expesed to combat situations. As a result, there is very little
eviderce of the effects of drugs on combat readiness and performance of combat troops in the field or in sxpesed fire bases.
There was,

however,

substantial evidence of dangerous levels of

drug use in rear areas and base canmps, particularly after 1970,
to a degree that would seriously have impairea combat efFiciency
had those locales been subjected to strong enemy attacks.
In
part, the composite organizational structure of major installations in rear areas, with its divers;ty of commands and relaxed

o

discipline, contributed to the incidence of disciplinary problems, including drug abuse.
US officials did not anticipate tha nature and extent of the drug
abuse problem, especially its Tncreasing rate after 1968. Initiatives at drug educatio,,orientation had little effect because of
failure to understand the basic causes for drug usage in Vietnam.
Treatment and rehabilitation programs had some success, however,
at great financial and manp•,er costs. But like the amnesty
program, the programs did succeed in ridding the services of
unrehabilitatives and undesirables.
As a consequence of its
failure to anticipate the dr'tg abu-i problem, the Army initially
had no effective activity/work programs to divert potential users

iT
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from drugs, and the subsequent response to the drug epidemic in
many cases was "too little, too late."

The Arr•iy and the other
services still have a drug problem and have failed to resolve it
satisfactorily.

*

The Army and other services did not have effective pre-deployment
screening procedures to eliminate from overseas assignment pe;-,
so-nel with high risk potential. The current drug situation in
E-jropi (December 1979) zhows that such screening procedures may
not be highly effective.

H.

LESSONS
The following lesso.-s were drawn from this chapter:
*
Good ieaders have notably lower drug incidence in their units
than in those units where leaders do not command the respect of
0

their troops.
To cope with drug abuse problems, leaders of all ages and grades
need to unierstand the causal nature of the drug problem.
Leaders should inot have to learn these skills by on-the-job
training but rather should be schooled in the eundarnentals of
drug abuse and the means for preventing, detecting, and handling

*

I

*

*

drug problems.
Troops tend to be "battle wise" and "drug wise," avoiding drug
usage in circumstances th3t clearly endanger their lives while in
the performance of their duties; addicts, however, lack that
judgment ability.
The principal inducPMent for drug use is boredom, and boredom can
be prevented by intelligent, p-ofessional leaders who know and
understand the problem and who provide meaningful and satisfying
work/activities, opportunities, and rewards to their troops.
A variety of drug abuse detecti3n measures have `'een developed,
but they have generally been subject to manipulation by clever
drug users

Surprise inspectier; and testing has prnven to be the

6-49

ra

THE BDM CORPORATION

besLt way to uncover users.
Preventing drug usp in the first
place is however, thp 6ost tactic and requires knowledge about
0

the problem and leader,.n'o in dealing with it.
Beatirng the drug problem cannot be accomplisoed solely by the
military services; extensive cooperation betweei. many government
agencies is needed at the top level, and that cooperation must
extend down to the lower operating levels.

1
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CHAPTER 7
PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS
Psychiatric casualties in the U.S.. Army in Vietnam
differ from those in previous wars in two major
respects.
First and foremost, th. rates of such
casualties have been considerably lower than in either
the Korean War or World War !I. Second, the syndrome
of combat fatigue or exhaustion, often prevalent in
earlier wars, has been observed infrequently.
William S. Allerton, M.D.
A.

INTRODUCTION
1.

Stress

Stress--a specific response to a perceived damaging or
potentially damaging situation--is a generally normal, highly individual,
and much-discussed phenomenon. War--a situation in which the potential may
be very real and the damage very great--not surprisingly has a tendency to
produce severe stress.
Indeed, it wotild be almost abnormal for an
individual participant in a war not to feel some sort of tension, stress,
or culture shocl.
In Vietnam, for example, the stark contrast between the
hot, enemy-'nfested jungles (or the tensions and frustrations of base-camp
Slife)

and

the

previous

life

ofi

tile

average

serviceman

can well

be

imagined.l/ The development of depression or anxieties when separated from
friends and Vamiliar surroundings and the fear of death or dismemberment
are normal and to be expected.2/ Further, as Dr. F.. S. Bloch concluded,
"these symptoms uf dysforia or anxiety need not be oniinous.
For some

Sare

people in Vietnam [they are] a growing and maturing experience."3_/
Frequently, however, individuals experiencing war-related stress
unable to make the necessary prychological adjustments.

Their methods

of coping migrt prove inadequate, or the methods chosen might be unaccept-

p

able to society or the situation. The sufferer may be "struck dumb" as was
often observed by one doctor in World War I! or "bug out" as delinquent
behavior was termed during the Korean War, or "drop out" or become a drug

[
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or disciplinary casualty as so often happened in Vietnam.4/ That there is
a fine line separating manageable tension from intolerable stress is clear;
what causes an. individual to cross this line iF not, despite the important
contributions which numerous studies have made to our understanding of tthe
problem.5/
One facet of the issue involves methods of coping--why do some
people cope with stress more effectively than others, and what mechanisms
do they use?

2.

Coping

Dr. F. Elmadjian has observed that soldiers who successfully cope
with stress use a great variety of methods.6/ Some soldiers are strongly
religious.
Some find similar reassurance in lucky charms, rituals, or
superstitions--as did the unit that became notorious foi' refusing to eat
apricots after a member died following a meal of the fruit. These feelings
can be very powerful--indeed they need to be if they are to serve their
function--as is illustrated by the usually calm, brave, and effective
soldier who always volunteered to be point man on search missions, always
wore his lucky hat, but told an officer on base who ordered the hat removed
that he would shoot him on the spot if he touched it.
Stouffer et al. observed the stress-reducing effects of humor
Tischler ;dentified three
and various forims of denial of reality.Z/
general patterns of behavior that soldiers employed to facilitate coping
with the threatening environment: "fusion with the group," searching for
an authority figure, and a flight into work.8/ More attention will be paid
Dr. Blo-h listed some of the mechanisms observed in
to chese later.
Vietnam:
Ir Vietnam, behavioral ways include a spectrum running
from such direct pacifiers of dysphoric and anxiety as
drinking and eating more, to slightly more sophisticated ways of accomplishing the same thing, such as
buying things (camera and stereo ,quipment, radios,
tape recorders, native trinkets and art work). Among
the most functionally adaptive mechanisms for non-combatant soldiers and particularly professional people is
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becoming engrossed in one's work if the opportunity
arises. On the more cognitively-oriented and sublimating side are such diversiý)nary tactics as reading,
maintaining extensive correspondences, and making tape
recordings and photography (the latter two probably
being inalogoas to the child's use of toys).9/
A fatalistic outlook helped protect others' mental health: the
feeling that 'what will be will be' removes individual responsibility and
worry
A few calculated their statistical chance of being killed on any
given day and found reassurance in the smallness of the percentage. And of
course an individual was not limited to any one means of coping.
However, since different wars have demonstrated dramatically
different rates of '"psychiatric casualty," it is clear that factors other
than just human responses must be studied if a useful prediction and control system is to be arrived at. For as Dr. Bloch observed, "Although .many
people use similar coping mechanisms, the variables make it impossible to
It is therefore
group everyone's experiences into specific stages."
necessary to look briefly at how stress was handled in several recent wars
in order to view the Vietnam situation in the context of the general human
response to war.
B.

STRESS IN RECENT WARS

The American Civil War saw the first attempt to define and treat
combat stress. Dr. William Hammond, Surgeon General cf the Union Army,
found that three percent of the troops were discharged for what he called
"nostalgia, paralysis, or insanit. ."10/ His prescribed treatment was for
soldiers demonstrating these symptoms to stay with their units, but to be
atsigned

non-stressful

jobs

until

they recovered.

success. 11/

This met with some
__

The Russo-Japanese War of .904-1905, a war which produced many of the
"generally acknowledged stress-producing combat situations,12/ was the first
to use psychiatrists to treat combat-stress patients. The staff, however,
proved too small and most stress casualties were turned over to t1-
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Cross. 13/ Other conflicts of this pe.'iod--the Franco-Prussian, SpanishAmerican, and Boer Wars--had few combat-streFs casualties and thus did not
genperate the same

demand frpyhaicassistance

as did the Russo-

|

Japanese War. 14/
8ý the First World War all major armies had psychiatric services as
part of their medical corps.

k

Commonly observed str:ess symptoms included:

... clear manifestations of terror, being tr•mulous and
over respon3ive to the slightest s;timulation. Others
were in confused states, often hav'ing been found aimlessly wandering around the battlefront oblivious to
the dangers of the environment. Still others present
with paralysis or sensory disturbances and some were
inexplicably comatose. 15/
Observers divided these patients into two categories: those who exhibited
these symptoms as a result of front-line duty and those whose bveakdown
could not be linked directly to cznbat. The first category was considered
to be suffering from an organic disease.16/
In a h-ar characterized by re'.ntlss and heavy bombardment of both sides, the reasonable assumption was made
that a soldier's brain became chronically concussed by
his proximity to exploding shells, with multiple
peteciiial hemorrhages occurring in the cerebrumi.
This
labeled
breakdown
4as
justifiable
i
ubsequent
emotional
"shell shock. "17/
Patients in the second category were at first considered to be cowards, but
as the war drew to a close, psychiatrists became increasingly aware that
this was not the case--that psychic stress alone coeld cause symptoms as
mild or as severe as any observed on the front lines. Indeed, the crganis
theory itself was generally discarded in favor of more psychologically
oriented factors.
Despite knowledge of combat stress gained from analysis cf American
troops in the Civil War and World War I, the US Army entered the second
World War poorly prepared to handle psychiatric casualties. Over 500,000
troops were uischarged for psychiatric reasons during World War II and, at
one point,

psychiatric casualties were leaving the military faster than
7-4
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troops were being drafted.18/

Psyclbiatric-casualty rates varied from a low
of 28 per 1,000 per year in the Ninth Army in Europe to a high of 101 per
*thousand per year in the First Army in Europe. Overall, 13.8 troops per
1,000 per year were actually evacuated. 19/
The percentage of combat-ctress casualties declinea somewhat in the
Korean War. Between July '950 and July 1952, 37 troops per 1,000 per year
were classed as psychiatric casualties; these were evacuated at a rate of
2.6 per 1,000 per year.20/
With the expanded data base provided by World War II and Korea and the
increased sophisticatiý)n of psychiatry as an area of medical study and
treatment, the Army entered the Vietnam conflict better prepared to diagnose and treat psychiatric casualties. Perhaps as a result of this, at
least in part, psychiatric casualty rates in Vietnam were startlingly low
when compared with the rates of earlier wars and, more surprisingly, even
with the rates for the American civilie,.,; population as a whole.21/ The
foliowing statistics from the Surgeon General's Office illustrate this
pheno,.aenon (a!l figures are per ,000 troops per year):
Vietnam
1965
10.8
1963
1967
1968

11.5
9.8
12.7

1969
15.0
1970
24.1
(through June)
Average:
10.6

US Society
9.1

WWXYT
low

Lnlb

Korea
average

7
9.5
9.9
10.4
*M2.0

8.6

28.0

10l.0

37.0

It would appear from these figures, then, 0hat the American Eoldier in
Vietnam was dist'nctly psychologically healthier than his counte,'part in
previous wars. Can this be true, and if so, what has caused it? Has
mankind become braver, or less concerned with death? Wer'e there simply
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fewer stress-producing situations in Vietnam?

I

Did advances

in treatment

and facilities bolster mental health? Or were different definitions of
"psychiatric casualties" the cause of diffe1 'ent figures?
Not unexpectedly.

and what they imply.

there is

Thus,

considerable

disagreement about the data

for example, a professor of psychiatry at Yale

conciuded after serving in Vietnam:
I am not convinced that psychiatric casualties in
Vietnam really differ from those in other wars. Whilc
there has been a marked diminution in incidence and
evacuation rates, it is unciear that the basic psycholopathologic cooifigurations noted in Vietnam differ
materially from those observed previously ....
i
hypothesize . .
that it is the nature of the combat
experience that has changed, not the natisre of the
psychiatric casualties.22/
The Chief of the Neuronsychiatry
Philadelphia disagrees:

Services of the US Naval Hospital

in

Numerous observers have stated that psychiatric problems in the Vietnam war are quantitatively and qualitatively different from those in previous wars, and the
author's experience with Marine and Navy patients in
both the combat zone ýnd in a large stiteside evacuation hospital has been consistent with this observation.23/
Dr. Jack Anderson agrees that there was a change in the nature of psychiatric casualties in Vietnam, and suggests a possiblG reason why:
Why ts change in theo n•tjre o psychiatric casualties?
Why the shift from intraperson3l to interpersonal or
social conflict? . . the most inpor.tant (reason)
seems to oe the continuing shift of the American population from sparsely ?opulated rural areas to densely
poprulated urban areas and the associated weakening of
family structure and function.24/
And firally,

another psychiptrist raised questions about how much of the

story is actually toid by the psychiatric-casua.ty statistics:
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There are many so-called psychiatric casualties in
Vietnam who are nevbr processed through medical
channels.
These are the hundreds of soldiers who
become administrative or disciplinary casualties. When
their behaviur becomcs ovarly deviant or disruptive-being AWOL, showing disrespect and disobedience, acting
aggressively or violently, or taking drugs--thky ar'e
removed from their units [and put in the stockade or
discharged. ]25/
The initial step towards sorting out the truth and/or implications of
these various observations is 4o look carefully,

if briefly,

at various

factors which influenced the psychological stability of American servicemen
in Vietnam.
C.

FACTORS AFFECTING PSYCHIATRIC CASUALTIES IN VIETNAM

Group Cohesion and the One-Year Tour
Much has been written about tLe importance of the primary group
to the psychological well being of soldiers. Studies following Wcrld War
II and the Korean War identified the primary group as "...the critical
1.

social structure in che maintenance of morale a.ad motivation."26/ It has
been pointed out that a primary group ;an assist in the meeting of goals,
as well as satisfying social and emotional needs.27/
General William
Dean, winner of the Medal of Honor, admitted that he told his Korean
ca•ptors too much because of his need for companionship and the desire to
talk to someone.28/ Heroic actions are often performed for the good of the
primary group, rather than because of loyalty to a nation or cause. After
beinn recommended for the Medal of Honor, 2LT Joseph Marm said, "What would
the fe.lows have thought of me if I had been afraid to do it?"29/
The primary group in World War II--generally a sc. id of 8 to 12
men or a platoon of 25 to 40--was reduced by the end of the Korean War to
the two-man tuddy systom (or four-man fire team in the Marine Corps). By
the middle of the Vietnam War, however, even this small unit was rarely
maintained over an entire year's tour; the one-year tour, six-month command

L

'.our, and the rotation and other policies made unit cohesion very difficult
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to achieve. This disintegration of the primary gruup appears to have been
one of the prime factors contributing to the deteriorating condition of t!e
military. 30/
Moskos acknowledge- Lne importance of the primary group as a
motivator, but is careful not Tn overstate the strength of group commitments, which tend to be emotional and personal, .noting that they are a
pragmatic response to a situation and, surprisingly, are seldomly maintained after the group has been split up.31/ All other things being equal,
however, the existence of a cohesive primary group does seem to be an
important asset in the prevention of psychiatric casualties, a statement as
true in civilian life as it is in the military.
It would seem, then, that the dislocations and turmoil so often
associated with the one-year tour of duty would, by hurting group cohesion,
have a significant negative effect on the mental health of servicemen. For
some soldiers such a process undoubtably did take its toil. At the same
time, though, there is 3 body of opinion that holds that the one-year tour
was one of the main factors responsible for the decrease in psychiatric
casualties in Vietnam as compared to World War Ii and the Korean War.
Observers who have mentiuned the beneficial effects of the one-year tour on
soldiers' mental haalth include Dr. William Allerton, 'r. Peter Bourne,
Edward Colbach and Matthew Parrish, Dr. David Forrest, and Cdr. R. E.
Strange.32/ The one-year tour, in giving each soldier a specific DEROS, or
date for returning from overseas, helped prevent the psychological problems
associated with extended stays in a combat zone--a phenomenon observed and
studied in World War II and Korea. J. W. Appel documented, for example,
that the psychological ill-effects of privation increase over time and,
with A. J. Glass, provided data demonstrating a correlation between the
numoer of days in combat or of combat exposure and psyclbological breakdown. 33/
One frequently noted psychological effest of the one-year tour is
that soldiers tend co pass through distinct phases as their tours progress.
J. J. Dowling described three general phases: apprehensive enthusiasm,
resignation to the situation, and anxious appretension.34/ Moskos cites a
similar series of changes:

L116
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During his one-year tour in Vietnam, the zombat solder
underwent definite changes in attitude toward his
situation. Although such attitudes varied depending on
they
individual personality and combat exposure,
followed a typical course. Upon arrival to his unit
and for several weeks following, the soldier was
excited to be in the war zone and may even have looked
forward in engaging the enemy. After the firtt serious
encounter, however, he lost his enthusiasm for combat.
From about the second through the eighth month of his
tour, he operated on a kind of plateau of moderate or
dutiful commitmetit to the combat role.
Toward the ,,inth and tenth months, the soldier came to
regard himself as an "old soldier." Usually at this
point the soldier was generally most combat effective.
As he approached the end of his tour in Vietnam, however, he began noticeably to withdraw his efficiency,
and became reluctant to engage in offensive combat
operations. Stories were repeated of L!e men killed the
day they were to rotate back to the United States.
"Short-timer's fever" was implicitly recognized by the
others and demands on short-timers were informally
reduced. The final disengagement period of the combat
soldier was considered a kind of earned prerogative
which those earlier in the rotation cycl' hoped eventually to enjoy. In other words, short-timer's fever is
a tacitly approved way of cutting short the soldier's
exposure to combat dangers.35/
The overall effect of the one-year tour of duty is difficult to
assess. Clearly it had both positive and negative consequences for mental
health which varied from time to time and from individual to individual.
For some, the turbulence preventing the development of strong primaiy group
ties may have been much more psychologically damaging than the beneficial
effects of the individLal "light at the end of the tunnel." For others,
the guaranteed limit may have been the prime psychological support
throughout the period. Moskos has observed that the policy tended to be
beneficial to morale--and hence to mental health--when the war was on the
tour could be either uplifting or nerve-racking,

or a combination of the

two.

One of the most perceptive observations on the psychological effects
of the one-year tour was made by Dr. 3l1zh, who observed the tradeoff of
advantages and disadvantages:
7-9
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With the expectation of returning home in one year,
individuals in Vietnam probably remain more caught
between the war zone and homes compared to their World
War II counterparts. And this probably makes them more
subject to such phenomenon as frustration over not
receiving a letter every day. One result is that a
person in Vietnam may receive 1sss stability and
security from the cohesiveness of his group than did
his counterpart in World War II. So that the price
paid for more hope is a persistertly higher level of
irustration which must be coped with.
And people
differ very markedly in their ability to tolerate
frustration.37/
2.

Nature of the Vietnam War
Exposure to combat is the single most important variable affecting wartime psychological casualty rates, as data front World War II
indicate.
Appel, for example, documented that in 1977 military-wide
hospitalization in Europe for neuropsychiatric disorders was 47.0 per
1,000-man troop strength, while hospitalization fr,5 combat divisions was
Z50 per 1,000.38/ Using the number of wcunded in action as a measure of
combat int3nsity, Glass apd Appel even showea a direct correlation between
the intensity of combat and the psychiatric attrition rate.39/
And
similarly, V. H. Tompkins demonstrated a significant relationship between
actual danger and the incidence of neurosis
fliers.40/

among World War II combat

The actua! amount of combat in Vietnam was fairly small compared
to that in the two Worla Wars, a fact which accounts for the small number
of combat-related psychiatric casualties in Vietnam.
As Colbach and
Parrish noted:
It is important to realize that actual prolonged con-`
tact with the enemy has been the exception in Vietnam.
Large battles have been rare in comparison to Korea and
World War II. Therefore, combat itself has generated
only a small number of psychiatric casualties.A_/
Vietnam also involved few instances of static pos;tions being
maintained under extreme pressure, with the obvious extreme example of such
prolonged ard static exposure to combat stress being the trench warfare of
World War I.

Studies have shown that such static situations, particilarly
7-10
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when they involve constant danger, are extrememly detrimental to a
soldier's psychological well being, even, some have shown, more so than
actual retreat or defeat.42/

SjHowever',

I

a different type of static situation did develop in
Vietnam with the growth of the base-camp and fire-base network; and this
resulted in many psychiatric casualties, with soldiers feeling bored and/or
powerless to retaliate against a frequently invisible enemy. In particular
base r:amps created an environment peculiarly ill-suited to the effective
handlirng of stress. Thus, for example, base camps made it very difficult
to cope with stress in the three ways noted by Tischler: personnel
policies made "fusion with the group" difficult; these same policies,
coupled with officer-pnlisted man tensions and several other factors, made
identification with an authority figure difficult; and the idleness frequently associated with base-camp life made it

difficult to drown one's

frustrations in work.

Of these, it seems that idleness and boredom, which
Menni.ger cites as one of the non-conmbat factors most dam•aging to mental
health,43/ was in fact the greatest osycholegical evil, though officers who
"tried to keep men busy often met resistance if tasks were considered
"Mickey Mouse."
A second specific jroblem associated with base-ramp life was the
difficulty of maintaining good offic '-enlisted nen relations. Stouffer,
it al., documented that cohesion between officers and enlisted men was
much stronger under combat conditions than when troops were in support
positions; the relationship hetween good officer-enlisted men relatiolls and
psychological well being has also been clearly established. Ironically,
then, it was in base camps, where morale and mental health problems were

I

most severe,

that officers were least able to use their authority to

minimize them.
It seem~ls, in fact, that base camps bred and intensified p-,,chological tensions which were very rare on combat missions. As American
involvement in the war drew to an end, with tiops increasingly concentrated in base camps and having little combat exposure, these
psychiatric problems, which were tied very closely to the general breakdown
in morale and discipliie, became serious indeed.44/
7-11
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Certain other aspects of the war and the American involvement in
it, mentioned earlier as factors contributing to poor m1orale and discipline, also contriblted to the psychological stress in the combat zone.
The general inability of the American Army to find, fix, and
fight the enemy was peculiar to the Vietnam conflict. That. circumstance
included two stress-creating mechanisms: the irability to determine who
was the enemy and the inabili~y to bring that eiiemy to battle, except,
generally speaking, on his own terms.
It %.as often virtually impossibie
for Americans to differentiate between friendly and hostile Vietnamese.
Nor was it eisy to distinguish between enemy soldiers and civilians. Any
Vietnamese was a potential enemy.
We were walking down a road, and coming from the
opposite direction was a woman and a little baby in her
arm6. The Sergeant told us to watch out for a trap,
because the V.C. use women all the time. . . . the next
thing I knew the Sergeant shot the hell out of the both
of them. She had a grenade under the baby's blanket
which was noticeable. . . . the Sergeant said it's a
dirty war, but it's kill or be killed.45/
The psycholegical shock of discovering a presumed friend to be an
enemy is clear in this letter from a medic in the 197th light infantry
brigade.
I met this girl in a vii'age store. . . . she was about
seventeer, or eighteen, sort of pretty, and vry siy. I
guess she was the only Vietnamese I ever got close to.
By then I spoke a little of their language and I found
out she was studying English and ,iath. I said I could
help her. .

.

. one day we were on this patrol .

.

. we

were caught in this ambush. .
. we hit them hard arn
then called in tne gunships for support.
. .
th, ,
maybe thirty minutes after, the firin*, itopped and ie
moved out to look for the wounded and to take a body
count. . . . there were a bunch of bodies all around,
all VC, and all women. They looked like peasants and
all had weapons on them. One of them was my little
girl friend, now dead. . . . she was a VC. Who the
hell were our friends? Who were our enemies? I never
felt more confused than at that moment.46/
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The inabilitv consistently to tell friend from foe coitpibuted to
one well known cause of anxiety--the feeling of not having an appropriate
response or plans for dealing with anticipated harm. This anxiety is compounded if the threat is vague but pervasive. If the threat cannot be
resolved, coping mechanisms must ba re.iorted to. When, as in Vietnam,
there was generally no way for a combat coldier to remove the external
threat,
The individual begins to direct his attention to the
internal sensations of anxiety at the cost of deciling
rationally with the source of the anxiety. This may
lead to alcoholism, drugs, excessive absenteeism
(AWOL.), or a host of other forms of escapism. Since
such respoises do temporarily alieviate emotional
stress, they are reinforcing and can become chronic
habits. . .7/

Just as it was difficult to identify the enemy, it was difficult
to bring the enemy to battle. The tactics employed by the Vorth Vietna-tiese
Army and Viet Cong were "Implemnented to overcome their weaknesses while
exploiting American weaknesse..
;'Lacking the strength and fire power to
survive an extended major battle, they relied primarily on operations which
permitted them to mass,

attack, a.nd withdraw before US

.forces

could

react."48/ After an '.ngq.eement they were able to fade into the jungle or
the surrounding villages end hamlets, becoming indistinguishable from the
other inhabitants.
The preferred tactics of the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong were
also damaging to morale and mental health. Extensive use of ambushes,
snipers, mines, and boobytraps created a situation in which danger was
pervasive but in which there were few opportunities to strike back. This
situation could produce intolerable frustrations.
Unable to attack the cause of this frustration, soldiers could be
tempted to vent their aggression elsewhere.49/ In some situations, particularly in base camps, a soldier might attack his superior officers or
noncommissioned officers. Under more immediate combat stress a frustrated
soldier wa3 liable to vent his rage on anyone even suspected of being an
enemy. In this respect the My Lai incident is illuminating:
7-13
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... the men behaved -in many ways as if chey were in a
combat situation. ....
they kneeled and crouched while
shooting. . . . If you'r3 actually thinking in terms of
a massacre of murder, going in and shooting a bunch of
defenseless people, why crouch? Why get down? Why do
any of this? You must have something else on your
mind. You must be thinking there's a possibility that
you're going to get it yourself. . . . that they pose
some kind of a th, eat to you. . . . Because your judgment is all screwed up . . . They actually look like
the enemy, or what you think is the enemy ...
American soldiers at My Lai . . . [had] the illusion,
however brief, that in gunning down old men, won.en, and
babies, they had finally engaged the enemy -- had
finally got him to stand up and finht.50/
The frustration at being unable to distinguish and fight the enemy did not
always manifest itself in aggression;
would also develop;

the depressed

apathy,

withdrawal,

and depression

individual was a prime candidate fcr

being a non-combat psychiatric casualty.
The rules of engagement made the already difficult combat situation even more stressful. The rules of engagcment were a natur&l cutgrowth
of the inability to tell friend from foe, and simply put, state "D~on't fire
unless fired upon."
seemed rational

While,

enough,

on calm reflection, the reasons for the rules

in the combat sitaution they could cause severe

frustration;

appearing to be a "Catch 22"

you've

shot."

been

Regulations

limiting

those protecting Hanoi and Haiphong harbor,

i

I

of "don't shoot back unless
bombing

targets,

particularly

contributed to

his frustra-

~tion. lhis confusion and an eer often led to abuse of the rules.

The way that we distinguished between civilians and VC,
VC had weapons and civilians didn't and anybody that
was dead was considered a VC.
If you killed someone
and the
they said, "How do you know he's a VC?"
general reply would be "He's dead."
and that was
suff 4 cient. 51/
it

can be seen then, that while the combat in Vietnam was more

limited than ir, most other American wars, certain factors made that combat
particularly conducive to psychiatric casualties.
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Other non-combat facto-s also influenced the psychiatric casualty
rate. Some of the more important are discussed below.
3.
Problems at Home--Problems 'In Country'
Two psychiatrists who serveJ in Vietnam single out changes in b•
society as important variables affecting the nature and incidence of
psychiatric casualties. Dr. Jack Anderson, who served in various psychiatric capacities in World War II, Korea, ard Vietnam, perceived a shift from
intrapersonal problems during World War II and Korea--manifested in
dramatic psychosomatic symptoms--to the interpersonal or social problems of
the Vietnam era.
Both are serious, though the treatment for these
different problems naturally differs. Anderson sees the reason for this
shift as complex, but has determined one important variable:
Obviously, any such change depends upon multiple determinants. However, of those casually related phenomena
that we identify, the most important seem to be the
continuing

shift

of

the

American

populatiun

from

sparsely populated rural areas to densely populated
urban areas and the associated weakening of family
structure and function.52!
He sees racial tension as a prime example of this changing situation.
Dr. William Hausman also cites e changed American society as a
factor affecting psychiatric casualties in Vietnam, a variable he sees as
particularly important to the increased drug usage amongst American
As will be discussed shortly, the situation in
soldiers in Vietnam.
Vietnam affected this problhm as we'l.
The effect of the national social milieu on the psychological
state of the averdge soldier is difficult to define and next-to-impossible
to measure. The validity of such a concept 4 certainly open to question.
But it is perhaps not unreasonable to assume that factors which affect the
the life and form the character of soldiers will have some--perhaps a very
significant--bearing on the ways those soldiers behave in and cope with a
war.
Drug and alcohol abuse in Vietnam, both causes and effects of
psychiatric problkms, could in many cases be traced to previous abuse in
7-15
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the US, but the abundance of inexpensive, relatively pure marijuana and
various opiates--particularly heroin--tended to make abuse easier and more
tempting, with more powerful effects. Cheap and widely available alcohol
through the PX network :reated a similar situation conducive to alcohol
abuse. Alcohol abuse was not a new problem in Vietnam, but there are those
who believe it was worse than in other recent wars. Dr. John A. Talbott
concluded, "One condition that seems to be as high if not higher in Vietnam
The number of senior NCO's and officers with serious
is alcoholism.
drinking problems, the number of auto accidents involving intoxicated
soldiers, and the number of persons with deiiriurm tremens is appallingly
high."55/ Or. Forrest concludes that drugs presented the larger problem in
Vietnam, though not necessarily a greater problem than a similar abuse of
alcohol: "What emerges in my mind as the most likely difference in the
patients seen by psychiatrists in this war is the vast morbidity from drug
abuse, but even here I do not know whether the level of alcoholism was
compensatorily greater in other wars."56/ Some have argued that a low
level of drug uoe, pe.rticularly marijuana smoking or moderate alcohol
intake actually reduced psychiatric casualties by reducing stress, while
haviog a very minimal impact on combat effectiveness.57/ Drug abusc is
discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 6 of this volume.
4.
Traininq
Troop training is an important component of the soldier's reaction to a stressful situation. Whether or not the soldier is well trained
is often less important as far as mental health is concerned than his
perception that he is. A soldier who thinks he is kell trained has more
confidence -r,his ability to survive a war. This reduces anxiety.58/
One of the best ways to assuie this feeling is, of course, to
provide good training.

Peter

[

Karsten discusses the corr-flation between
Numerous observers

good training and a reduced incidence of war crimes.59/

have pointed to the importance of good training--training as a unit before
deployment--as
morale,

an

discipline,

important
combat

factor

affecting

effectiveness,

and

the

mental

increasing abandonment of this training prartice is
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of the causes of the deteriorating intramilitary situation in the later
years of America's involvement in Vietnam. See Chapter 2 of tnis volume,
Training and indoctrination.
5.

Le.udership
The role of effective leadership in the prevention of psychiatric
casualties can hardly be overemphasized.
It is repeatedly cited by
authorities and brought out in studies.

Dr. Bloch states,

In cascs in which a man's capacity to cope with these
fears of death or injury is relatively tenuous, the
quality of his relationshin with his peer group can
often be the determining factor in whether he "makes
it"' (functions effectively) or doesn't. The quality of
this group allegiance and alliance, generally termed
morale, is-in turn largely a function of the qualt_ of
leadershTp -f the men and to a lesser ..gr-ee influenc-e3
by the vicissitudes of the particU dr group's circumstances and dxperiences. (Emphasis added.)6LI/
A. 0. Ludwig concluded that good le,'dership was of prime importance to the
mental health of a group of infantry troops,62/ a fact confirmed by Grinker
and Spiegel in a study of combat aviator crews in World War II.E3/ While
there are no guaranteed formulas for assuring good leadership and while the
quality of leadership will inevitably vary trom place to place nnd time to
time, certain channels are open to military leaders for improving the
quality of its leadership and alleviating its more serious shortcomings. A
discussion of the possibilities appears in Chapter 3 of this volume,
Leadership and Ethics. The effect of good leadership on mental health is
clear:
For the most part, tihe same range of descriptive diag-

noses has been demonstrated in Vietnam as might be
exp(cted for a similar group of young men in the United
States. The impact of such precipitating factors as
boredom. lneliness and interpersonal conflicts has
been somewhat intensified due to the stresses of living
a regimented group life in a hot foreign land where
there has been a constant threat of bodily harm. When
leadership has been good, however, these stresses have
Most often specific Erblems have
been minimized.
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arisen a: a result of poor leadrship and a subsequent
de--c -e i'n morTa e (Emphasis 7d)ded.64

6.
interesting

An

if

somewhat minor

point regarding the mental

health ot soldiers has been raised by Dr. Bloch. He observes that human
beings tend to pass through somewhat predictable, alternative phases of
The strong attachment of the child to its
separation and actachment.
parents is replaced by the dcsires for independence and auventure of the
teenager, in turn replaced by the desire to consolidate and form attachmarriage and

ments--usually

family--in the 20s

and early 30s.

Bloch

follIows thi s undul ati ng pa-ttern f urther through the li fe span, but these

are the periods most relevant here,

He concludes:

It may be that separations for war present less [sic]
emotional difficulties for a normal 18-year-old who is
in phase with separating than for someone in his mid
20s or 30s who is beginning a career and family and is
out of ph.se with separation from important object"
In this regard, a fcllowup study of
relationshps.
patients with war neuroses in World Wa, !I is relevant.
Brill and Beebe's study suggests that w&r neuroses
more frequently in older, married, (and
occurred
uneducated)
men than in younger-, sin~gle,

(and educated)

ones. 65/
Tradeoffs are inevitable--as Bloch notes, education has a positive effect on lessening psychiatric casualties, and the inductiin of young
men necessarily limits the amount of education they will have received.
However, the observation is of interest, and age must be considered as C,
factor affecting the incidence of psychiatric casualties.66/ The relatively young combat soldier in Vietnam as compared to his World War II

counterpart does seem to have suffered from fewer psychological problems,
though, as this chapter has tried to show, a whole series of factors must
be t3ker. into account in explaining this change.
7.
Better Psychiatric and Medical Fa'ilities
Perhaps the mest frequently cited reason behind the relative'y
dramatic drop in psychiatric cziualty rates from a high of 101 per thousand

I
*

.j
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per year in World War II to an average of about 11 in Vietnam has been the
im.provement in psychiatric and medical facilities and treatmeot, and the
parallel improvement in the awareness of, and management by commanders of
psychintric problems.
With the small number of Americans prrsert in Vietnam before 1965
therp was only a limited need for psychiatric support. Until mid-1965
therefore, the only mental health facilities in Vietnam were located in

•

Saigon &,; tihe Naval Hnospit-al.

With the build up,

there was need for a

On average, over the entilre periou of

greater staff, and expansion began.

inVienamthere were for every 50,000 Army troops, 3

Ameica
inolvmen

psychiatrists, 2 psychiatric social workers, and 12
In addition there were usually 2 Ph.5. clinical
country.67/ G'.nerally speakiig, however, the medical
line of defense against psychiatric casualties, and

enlisted specialists.
psychologists in the
officer was the first
it was at this level

that a great many problems were dealt with.
in Vietnam there were 3 levels of mental health carE.

Most

problems would first be handled by the divibion health services. Initial
consultation waz generally handled by an enlisted technician, ,vith assistance, if necessary, from the general medical officer. The most difficult
cases would be passed on to the division psychiatrist or social worker.
Basic personality disorders could be ,recommended for administrative
separation under the provisions of Army Regulation 635-212, or recommendation could be made for evacuation to a hospital for serious but more treatable psychiatric problems.
prevention.

Emphasis

at the division level has been on

The second level of Army mental health services consisted of a
Here a maximum of 10 days in
network of large 200-400 bed hospita'is.
treatment was available.
If satisfactory results could not be achieved in this period the
one of two neuropsychiatric
case was referred to the t:iird level:
specialty teams, called KO teams. Each of these teams has had from 3 to 7

V

,;
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2 to 4 social workers, a cl rical psychologist, a neurologist, one or two psychiatric nurses and as many as 25 enlisted technicians.
In addition to the regular psychiatric services, these teams
managed alcohol and drug abus'• treatment g-oups.
Much success has been claimed for these services.
Four
pbyichiatrists who served in Vietnam praise the effects of thc system:
Dr. William Allerton lists 4 factors which help explain the low
psychiatrists,

4

rates, the last two being:
Improved techniques whic'`
have created the oest
equipped and trained sol.iiers the United States t.as
ever placed in com'at, Last, hut perhaps no less
important than the foregoing, is the improvement over
the last twa decades in military psychiatry, wiich has
evolved prevant•ve ar,4 therapeutic measures directed
toward
4aximizinc
function and minimizing
disability.68/

4

Dr. David Forrest observes,
As reasons for the higher morale and lower rate of
psychiatric casualties in Vietnam, I would suggest .
the psychological sophistication of command techniques and psychiatric support that have resulted in
increasingly humane condicions for soldiers.69/
Cdr. Strange.remarks oi, the crucial role of the general medical officer and
his effect on the psychiatric ;asual•y figures:
Classical ..ombat fatigue has been reported iess often
in Vietnam th3n in previous wars. It is important to
note, however, that combat fatigue, which undoubtedly
has occurred more ',ften tha has been reported, has
been effectively tyeated by general medical officers
who are more psychiatrically sophisticatea than their
predecessors in previous wars.70/
And finally, Dr. Jonn Talbott iauds tihe effects of the system:
"It is my impression that there are far fewer psychiatric casualties in this conflict than heretofore. The

4
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official Army line attributes this to a 12-month rotation basis, superb medical care, and better educated
and trained soldiers. However, it is my opinion that
the factor frequently not mentioned, that may be of the
most importance, is that psychiatrists and general
medical officers are better trained to diagnose and
treat traumatic neurosis today than they were 20 years
ago. 71/
These men are nnt alorne--the praise has been general. Peter Bourne concludes thaý while many of the methods in Vietnam were not new--indeed were
based oo principles developed during World War I--Vietnam was different in
that treatment was available from the very beginning of the war, helping to
prevent a buildup of problems.72/ Bourne also observes that the presence
of a significant number of trained psychiatric spEcialists heightened the
command awarerness of stress. This led to combat fatigue training for line
officers. It became possible for company coritmanders to recognize troops
thit might be experiencing the effects of combat stress. Those commenders
then had at their disposal the psychiatric services of battalion and
division doctors.
Many soldiers were identified as potential stress
casualties and treated before an emotional treakdown or dysfunctional
behavio.r occurred.73/
Further, improved medical facilities, particularly the use of the
Med*vac heiicepter, helped cut down (tiough of c),j'vse did not alleviate by
iny means) the soldier's fear of becoming a casua.ty. During tlie Vietnam
conflict only one in 88 men wounded in action died after receiving treatment.74/ Prompt and efficient handling of medical casualties helped ore-

S8.

vent psychiatric casualties.
Interaction of Factors
As with any war the Vietnam situation caused or brought together
a great variety of factors that influencea the incidence of psychiatric
casualties.
There are undoubtedly a great many more than those listed
here, the importancE of which clearly varied from individual to individual.
We must be careful, as Dr. Bloch cautioned, not to generalize too closely,
for the variables and the coping mechanisms are tou diverse and complex.
It shnuld be remembered, however, that the greatly iecreased psychiatric
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casualty rate in Vietnam must be analyzed in light uf such variables as the
relatively limited scale of combat., the increased use of administrative
disorders which were essentially psychiatric but were
classified otherwise, and the extensive treatment of essentially psychiatric disorders by general medical officers--again meanin6 that these
casualties would not appear on the psychiatric ]:sts. It has been pointed
out that psychiatric casualty rates for officers are exceptionally disproportionately low as officers would be more cautious about admitting
problems that might affect their career--medical help or alcohol abuse
discharges

for

etc., might then be substituted for psychiatric help. Comparison of
different historical events is always difficult--these factors, and the
necessary nebulous:ness of the terms involved make psychiatric-casualty-rate
comparison particularly so. A cautious ci.imendation of the mental health
system a( operated in Vietnam, however, seens in order.
D.

THE AVERAGE PSYCHIATRIC CASUALTY

If the Vietnam experience is to have any predictive value for preventative psychiatric worK in future situations, one of the most crucial
questions to be asked is, who was most apt to be a psychiatric casualty?
Can any prototype be generalized?
As discussed above,

Brill and Beebe discovered *inWcrld War TI that

psychiatric casualties tended to be older and less eaucated than the
average soldier, and married.75/ Bourne observes that there is conflicting
evidence regarding the relevance of pre-existing psych-logical conditions
as a contributing factor to psychological attrition in a combat zone.
Hastings reprrted that in his survey of fliers who
failed uioder minimal stiess there was no evidence of
On the other hand,
predisposing neurotic illness.
Brill and Beebe found that men with pre-existing
neuroses had 7 to 8 times the probability of developing
overt symptomologv and behavioral disorders as compared
with previously well-integrated individuals. In studying a series of 150 men who successfully completed
their tour in the combat Lone Grinkal' and Spiegel fou,,d
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that one-half had a previous lif3 pattern of emotional
instability.76/
Perhaps the most detailed study of the type of person most likely to become

(

a psychiatric casualty was undertaken by Tischler.
quoting at some length:

The results deserve

Approximately one-half of the men referred for evaluation had been in Viet Nam for less than four months.
The number of referrals dropped markedly after the
third month and remained at a consistent but diminished
level from the fourth to the ninth months. During the
last three months a second progressive decrease
occurred, with only two percent of the patients being
seen in the last month of their tour. The men referred
during the first three months of their tours were
characteristically between the ages of 17 and 20, and
came from nuclear families that were intact; their
relationships with their parents were positive. More
than half had completed high school and most were
single.
In addition they tended to have less than
three years' service, to be of the rank of private
first class, and to have service records significantly
better than men referred later in their tours. . . .
Patients seen between the fourth and ninth months
appeared to come from a different population.
They
were older (mostly over 21), single, and white. Like
the previous group they cended to be from intact
families, to have positive relationships with their
parents.
However unlike the first group they had
generally achieved the rank of E-3 ot' higher, and their
military records were significantly poorer, with higher
incidences of absences without leave, Article Fifteens,
and court i,.artials ...
The final group are those who were seen during the last
three months of their tour. As a group they agaii
appeared to be drawn from a distinct segment of the
military population in Viet Nam. They could be characterized as coming from disrupted nuclear families, as
having negative relationships with their parents, and
while the majority were married, 57 percent had not
received letters from home during their tour. Thirtysix percent h.id not graduated from high school, and
although they were older and had achieved the rank of
E-4 or higher, they had service records that were
extremely poor, with 36 percent having been absent
7-23
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without leave, 60 percent having had Article Fifteens,
and 40 percent having been court martialed at least
once. 77/
Hopefully, as more of such information is gathered and analyzed, the fine
tuning of the various cause and effect relationships governing the incidents of psychiatric casualties in combat will be better understood and
more easily controlled.
E.

INSIGHTS
The following useful
0

A variety

of

iinsights are derived from the foreg'oing disfactors

affected the

incidence

of psychiatric

casualties among soldiers serving during the Vietnam War. Some of
the factors were not new to Vietnam--indeed some are very old.
The most important of these is exposure to combat.
Others
include:

the workings and cohesiveness of the primary group, the

quality of leaders-:ip, the age and background of the combatants,
including their pre-existing psychological problems, the nature
of society, and the quality of training. Other factors affecting
mental health which were unique to or especially significant in
Vietnam include: the operation and effects of the one-year and
six-m,, th tours of duty and related policies, the nature of the
combat (the tactics, the confusion of enemy and allied personnel
and civilians, the rules of engagement, the nature of the support
system, and so on), the quality ov the medical and psychiatric
support systems, and the ready availability of drugs, to name
some of the more important. Contrary to the beliefs of many, the
t of the antiwar movement,

Simprp
*

while not negligible, seems to
have played only a ..Ainor stress-provoking role. See Chapter 4.
A variety of coping mechanisms were observed in Vietnam as in
other wars. These includod religicais faith, rituals, superstitions, various forms of escapism, excessive sleep. spending
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sprees, identification with an authority figure, fusion with the
group,

escape into work, crug or alcohol abuse, humor, reading,

and overeating, to ,
oc.•
only a few. Those who failed to develop
effective coping mechanisms or whose mechanisms were unacceptable
were those most likely to need psychiatric assistance.
F.

.

LESSONS

Proper management of psychological stress in wartime necessitates a
close unoerstanding of both individual and group psychology and the operation a' factors effecting mental health in general,

in wartime.
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