‘ 'Thematic Summary: “POLITICAL-STABILITY

In its general essessmente undertaken during the first part of
1961 INR set forth a series of- judgments on the political situation to
which it adhered consistently until the dramatic changes of late 1963.

V Basically, INR considered that Diem's earlier popularity had faded and
(that the veneer of unity resulting from Diem's actions against dissident
power etructures in the mid—l§50's had'yorn,thin. Digsaffection was
increasing among groups in South Vietnam, and INR observedwthat the
‘ tensions were'heightened by the rising Communist ineurgency, while at
~ the same time, in e vicious circle, they added to the diificulties of
taking effective action against the Viet Cong; Deficiencies in Diem‘s
governing policies gave further cause for internal discontent and con-
tributed further to the regime = manifest inability to cope with the
4Communist threat. Horeover, INR concluded Diem probably would not
.willingly undertake what the US considered to be reforms necessary to
wage the war successfully, for fear that these moves might weaken his
own power position. He sought to control American aid and 1f need be
limit it, necessary as it was to the war effort and to the prospect for.
g politicel stability; to the extemt that he succeeded--and that the US
continued tonrely most heavily on aid to achieve proéress——US aid would
Haverthe effect of insuleting biem from pressure forlreform.
- INR also judged that ﬁiemls.personal positiou eithin the regime was

not as strong as it might appear to be on the surface. In fact a major




coué attempt oécurred in éovemoef 1960, - and subsgquently there were
- numeroué reports of coup plottin .In this situation, INR esti&ated that-
the prlmaryilmmedlate threat to his leédersnlp was a coup by non-Commun-—
1s£ mllltary or mlxed mllltary and civilian leaders, who, while content
with ;he government-s commitment to the struggle.agalnst the Viet Cong,
had become éntagonizéd by Diem's personal rulelénd dissatisfied with his
.inefféc{ive handling of the Communist insurgency. In INR's éiew,
potentially effective alternative léadership exiéted. .Although it was
toncerned over the deterioration of ﬁhg security situatién and the
progress the Viet Cong were making, INR did not belleve that the Com-—
munists were sﬁrdng enough to overthrow Diem themselves‘or to ride to
power in éhé wake of ; non-Comnunist coup——a‘céntingency that worried
the policy-makérs and other mémbers of the Intelligence Community'mbre
than it did INR.
| Over the next two yeafé;fISR found increasing justification for
these basic assessments>as the QVN grew more unstable politically and as
Diem‘used‘Ameriﬁan aid fo strengthen hig control. INR continued to take
a gloomylﬁiew of the GVN's ability to wage an efféctive war effort on
ei;her the politicél or theAmilitary front. Nonetheless, in the cburse
-of aebating a much contested Estimate in Feﬁruary 1963, INR attacked the
implication that it would be impossible fo,"win with Diem." The final
version in April, reflecting widespread criticism among US policf
officers of thé draft's extreme gloom, took a more guarded positiom; it

noted improvements and projected the possibility of containing the

SECRET




Viet Cong--but still questioned Diem's cépacity for effective action

in the loag rug;’
INR4expressed:particuiar concern thaé the pacification program,
howevef vélid‘inrcpncept,Awoﬁld iﬁ éxecﬁﬁioﬁ be bént primarily to extend
ﬁhe rggime‘s cont?él over the peasantry, aﬁd be app;ied with excessive
‘emphasis~5n the mili;ary aspeéts, deépiﬁéjlipfserQice, especially.on
" the part'af Nhu, Lo goals of socio—écSnomic reforﬁ{

CAftef tﬁe Bﬁddﬁist crisis broke in May"l963, INR estipated. that -this
upheavalhoffergd‘Diem a threat greater than thaﬁ of the Communist insur-
gency; if handled iﬁéptlf and arbitrarilf‘it was'likely to erode the war
effort aﬁd iea@ to Diem's downfall at the Hands of the rilitary. Wiﬁh
the Augﬁs; raid on the Xa Léi"E;éoda,>INR estimated that there was little
‘chance that stability coula be reéto;ed and, later, cited military statis-
tics to‘show‘the adverse effect of the trisis on the strugzle againsc.the
Viet Cong; As reports 6f coup;plotting multiplied, INR examined ﬁhe
possible effects on QS policy of different kinds of possible coup attempts.

'AvDiécussing one éotential coup group, comprised of Vice President Tho and
a military junta, INR suggested that such a regime might better prosecute
fhe warland«provide a more:popular administration.

In kéei).ing with its :past juagme:;ts, INR_ was less gloomy than some
American in;eiligencg and éolicﬁ circles in its view of the thfee-ﬁonth

Kpériod folléwing Diem's gverthroﬁ. Reaséning ffom the ‘attempts of the
Minh—fho Govgrnpent to coﬁsolidate its;position‘and restructure the

administrative4apparatus, INR held that the government had not had a




cha#ce fé prove itself before it was overthrown by General Khanﬁ at the
end of Jan;3r§'1964. Durih;.ﬁgé y;$r<of Khanﬁ's'regimé, INR attributéd
the gpvernment's weakness ;nd instability to Khanh;s attempts to per-
ﬁetuﬁte his bwﬁ péweriﬁnderAtherdoﬁble disadvantage of a auéport base
that was weak and politicél factionalism that was increasing.' At the
same fime, INR felt, the grqwing~factionalism and vehement poliéical
self-expression reflécted a gepuiné non-Communist revolution, emerging
afte? years 6f repregsion, as Washingtonipreésgdvfor civilian partiéipa-
tion in tﬂé government énd as groupsrcoﬁtesfed for political pdwer and
- demande&vmofe representative government. IﬁR saw some hope that the
élliance‘of Buddhists and militafy, which eveutually.brought about
Khanhfs aowﬁf;ll in Februar} 1965, nigh; ;esulﬁuiﬁ a yoré effective and
) popular>goverﬁmen£; but INR also céutiqﬁedithat the relationsﬁié between
these groﬁps ﬁasiﬁnstéble because persoﬁal ambition continued to be a
pfimary motive forqep, .

Instability continued‘under the'superficially civilian government
of Premier Quat, who turned back the reins to the militéry in mid-1965,
and under Geﬁeral Ky who then,succeéded to tﬂe Premiership. Ky's govern-
= méﬁt showed a capacity‘fop survival which INR attriﬁuted to the lack of
an effecﬁive>cha11enge and to the fact ihat the deterioration in the
sécuritylsituation had been ﬁalted by the massiverinflux of US forcés.‘
The regime did ﬂot have much pbpuiar suppoft, and, largely in res#onse
to'Amé;icaﬁ prodding, the Prgmier began the‘promised transition to con-

stitutional gdvefnmeﬁt. Feér that the military would retain power, the




‘ slow timing of elections, and a struggle vithin the military, combined

- to produce a new Buddhist crisis which INR gauged to be more serious

Lthan any since the one that led to Diem' sfoverthrow. In fact, Ky
xsurvined tbercballenge uithout compronising. Elections for the Sonsti—>
tuent Assembly were held as scheduled in September 1966 with a
) substantial turnout owing, in INR's view, to the stabilizing impact
Viof the US presence. ‘
During 1967 INR had growing reservations about the military govern—A
i ment "believing that a civilian government was preferable even at the
risk of instabilitp. In noting the US commitment to a constitutional
process controlled by the military; INR argued that at the very least
Washington should not support any onercandidate, particularly Prenier Ky,
iwbo appeared to have less support in the military establighment than did
his rival, General ‘Thieu. In this judgment INR went against prevailing
American opinion, but the South Vietnamese military justified INR by
backing Thieu for president on a combined ticket with Ky. Upon Thieu's
election with a good turnout of voters in September 1967, INR felt that a
modicum of order had been restored in Saigon and that the general security
situation had again become the primary determinant of political stability.
NeVertbeless; political fragmentation and lack of public confidence were
weaknesses that had yet to be diminished significantly.
INR' s thought that the Communists aimed their Tet offensive of

February 1968 in part at’ intensifying and exploiting these weaknesses to




- echieve a "maesive deterioration in tne’GVH and an erosion of theA

' political oasis for a US presence in South Vietnam. The Communists
‘were only partially successful and, as INR noted 1ater, probably guffered

-r . politically from their failure to provoke urban uprisings as promised.

'iNR believedrthat Americen moves.toﬁaro deeescelation and negotiation
after Tet would have eomerselutary effects on-the regime but, at the same
time, tnought that they also mighr threeten to unravel thevconstituﬁional
systen and toldisintegrete morale. On balence,VINR estimated that the

) regime wonld survive the‘deep strain»of entry.into negotiations but that
‘the Thieu gonetnment would do‘its utmostvto stall the negotiatory

process.




