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What forces lie within a man that 
forge the will to fght? What 
drives a particular being into 

a bloody and sometimes hopeless contest 
of arms? Historical studies and personal 
accounts of leaders great and small have 
provided us with examples of what must be 
done to make soldiers fght and face death in 
war—conventional war. 

Today, the world sees an unconventional 
warrior who lacks formal identifcation but 
vigorously pursues his country’s apparent 
goals. Our forefathers knew the Apache 
brave, the Confederate cavalry irregular, and 
the Philippine revolutionary of Emilio Aguinaldo. But 
the efectiveness of the Vietnamese Communist fght-
ing man, or Viet Cong, far exceeds that of any guerrilla 
warrior heretofore confronted by this Nation. 

All phases of Viet Cong training blend politi-
cal and military indoctrination. Brigadier General 
Samuel B. Grifth II, US Marine Corps, Retired, 
explains it this way: 

In the United States, we go to considerable trouble to 
keep soldiers out of politics and even more, to keep politics 
out of soldiers. Guerilas do exactly the opposite. Tey go 
to great lengths to make sure that their men are politicaly 
educated and … aware of the issues … [A guerila’s] in-
doctrination begins even before he is taught to shoot—and 

it is unceasing. Te end product is an intensely loyal and 
politicaly alert fghting man. 

Te fusion of political and military factors reaches 
deep into the total guerrilla structure. To illustrate, let 
us study a hypothetical child of revolution who was 
destined to become a main force insurgent. His name is 
Nguyen To Luong or Luong for short. 

Luong was born in 1932 in a small village a few 
kilometers west of the port city of Haiphong, North 
Vietnam. His environment was colonial. Everywhere 
the French were beter dressed, beter fed, and beter 
informed of the world than he. He was taught by a 
French-guided school system, but, during the hot eve-
ning hours, his parents spoke of his country’s history. 
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Tey covered its heritage from the earliest times—the 
heroic Trung sisters who led an uprising against the 
Chinese in A.D. 40, esablished a shortlived kingdom, 
and commited suicide on its destruction; the Chinese 
period; and the occupation of Vietnam by France. 

Tey dwelt hard on the French asect, probably 
since it was the most recent colonial experience, saying 
that someday Vietnam would be free because somehow 
the French would leave. Tey did not mind the French 
so much, but they did not like being occupied by them 
and working for them. Somehow it was not right for 
the French to be in the Red River Delta, but they really 
did not understand why all of this was so. 

Luong was closely tied to his family and to his 
ancesors. His house was the house of his grandfather 
who had built it with his bare hands. His grandfather 
was still there, too. Luong knew that because, “A house 
is more than a home; it is the sanctuary for the altar of 
the ancesors, the place of … rituals.” 

Ancestral Infuence 
Troughout his early life, Luong’s primary education-

al and developmental contacts lay within his family and 
the ancestral infuence. Occasionally, the French would 
try to change this by resetlement of certain neighbors 
who were partially hostile to the regime, but, by and 
large, the family infuence prevailed. In the rapidly 
changing world, Luong clung to the familiar. His primary 
concerns were his family and his home. His world was 
the village in which he lived, where he would marry and 
probably die, and become another of the ancestral spirits 
who had watched over his family for centuries. 

When the Japanese came to Indochina, Luong saw 
the French defeated and replaced by Orientals who 
looked something like himself. What is important is 
that he did not hear of it or learn of it from others; he 
saw it himself. He reasoned that here were new mas-
ters, and he was disturbed in 1945 when he watched 
the return of the French, whom he knew had not 
defeated these other Orientals in war. In fact, he was so 
disturbed that he said so one day during the afernoon 
siesa at the small plantation where he worked. 

Afer the French foreman had chastised him for 
being a trife slow, he mutered to the other workers: 

Why are they stil here? Why and how did they come 
back? I’m tired of seeing them about, and I wonder why we 
can’t get some of the good jobs on this plantation. 

No one answered. Te group just fnished their tea 
and returned to work. 

First Step 
A week later during a similar break, an older man, 

Tai, approached him and asked if he really wanted 
to improve his lot in the world. When Luong said yes, 
Tai explained that if Luong would come to a meeting 
at Number 121 Avenue Pasteur that night he might 
learn more about this new future. All that was in-
volved, Tai said, was listening to a few simple lectures 
by Vietnamese men just like Luong, afer which he 
would be asked to follow some basic rules. If he did not 
like what he heard this night, he could leave and noth-
ing more would be said. 

His reacion was moderate. He did not understand 
all that had been said except that he could not forget 
one message about “national resistance” that was re-
peated over and over again: “It is time to mobilize and 
arm the people to rid our land of the French master.” 
Luong liked that. He had told Tai at the meeting that 
he hoped someone would get rid of that French fore-
man who was a bad man with a harsh tongue and had 
eyes in the back of his head. 

Although Luong did not esecially like the group’s 
rules, he complied reasonably well, and, when he had 
failed to carry them out properly, he confessed this 
dereliction to Tai. At frst, Tai would try to help him 
by suggesting ways in which to improve. Later on, Tai 
was more stern, even threatening to report Luong to 
one of the seakers. 

Many meetings and 
more rules followed. 
Luong learned all the 
rules and even brought 
some friends to work with 
Tai and atend meetings. 
Ten one night, following 
another bad exchange 
with the foreman and 
fortifed with some mild 
encouragement from 
Tai, Luong slashed the 
tires of the foreman’s car 
with his machete. 

Although Luong 
feared apprehension by 
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the French gendarmerie, somehow Duc, the houseman 
of the plantation owner, was charged with the crime, 
fned, and beaten. Luong knew and liked Duc and 
wanted to turn himself in, but Tai talked him out 
of this “silly gesture,” stating that Duc had grown rich 
while working for the French and had goten what 
was coming to him. Besides, he was still employed 
inside the big house. 

Instead, Tai convinced Luong that he should take 
another approach and atempt to convince Duc to at-
tend the meetings. “It would be good to have one of our 
groups of patriots in a French house. We could learn 
much about what is going on,” he reasoned. 

Patern is Set 
So, at 16 years of age, Luong became a revolutionary. 

Te year was 1948. He had been lured into a revolu-
tionary cell by a trained party worker. He had been 
subjected to repetitive propaganda, had engaged in 
self-criticism, and had caused an incident from which 
he was protected by the organization. He had assisted 
in the recruitment of several individuals, one of whom 
was on the “inside.” Te patern had been set. Te sys-
tem had spared Luong, and he now had about six years 
in which to prepare to join the hard-core cadre of the 
National Liberation Front. 

During the next fve years, Luong worked for the 
unifcation of Vietnam. He worked as a nationalist to 
unite a “downtrodden people” to resist oppression. 

Although Luong is a hypothetical person, the fol-
lowing passage is an extract from the diary of Do Luc, 
a Viet Cong soldier who was killed at Dak Trum in late 
1961. Luong could have been this soldier: 

I answered the cal of the Party when I was very young 
and what did I do for the people of my vilage? I devot-
ed myself to the people. I took part in propaganda and 
aroused the people to cary out the policy of the [Lao 
Dong] Party and the Government and helped organize 
vilage defense and fghting forces. On March 25, 1954, 
I began my fghting career and I contributed my part in 
fghting the French. … With the Army of Interzone 5, 
I saw the end of the war on July 20, 1954, and then on 
April 26, 1955 I lef … to go North as a victorious fghter. 
Since that day, my spirit has matured together with that 
of the regular army. 

Tis, then, was the story of the transformation of 
Luong, a personal history based on what happened to 

many young Vietnamese. It demonstrates how early 
indoctrination gives way to political indoctrination and 
clears the way to main force status. 

Motivational Factors 
To help determine those factors which motivate 

the main force Viet Cong, I solicited by question-
naire the views of 147 Americans and Vietnamese 
who served in or had been associated with the 
Vietnam operation. Of the replies received, 76 
percent were furnished by officers and enlisted men 
from sergeant through general; 13 percent were 
from selected Government personnel, including one 
former Ambassador to the Republic of Vietnam; 
and 11 percent came from others, including General 
Nguyen Khanh and certain US press representatives 
and allied officials. 

From a list of 15 items, addressees were asked to se-
lect three factors which best explained the motivation 
of the Viet Cong. Te list included: 
1. Communist ideology. (A truly dedicated product 

of the international Communist movement.) 
2. Communist propaganda. (Not a dedicat-

ed Communist, but strongly infuenced by 
propaganda.) 

3. Nationalism. (Loyalty and devotion to a nation; 
really believes in the unifcation of Vietnam under 
North Vietnamese rule.) 

4. Hatred of the United States. 
5. Hatred of the present Republic of Vietnam 

Government. 
6. Te spirit of adventure. 
7. Personal economic gain. 
8. Efectiveness of his leaders. 
9. Personal political gain. 
10. A desire to remedy longstanding (historical) 

grievances. 
11. Cultural heritage. 
12. Racism. (A belief that race is the primary determi-

nant of human traits and capacities and that racial 
diferences produce an inherent superiority of a 
particular race.) 

13. Xenophobia. 
14. Te Viet Cong are not highly motivated, and 

there is no signifcant motivational factor worth 
mentioning. 

15. Other. 
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Addressees were further asked to comment on Viet 
Cong “willingness to close with and destroy the enemy” 
and to discuss exploitable weaknesses. 

Predominant Reasons 
The questionnaire results offer depth of data and 

professional opinion and are confirmed by other 
studies. The motivational factors named most fre-
quently were: 

• Communist propaganda. Tere were 49 choices 
for this factor, by far the most frequently selected. 
Opinions were nearly unanimous that propaganda 
which contains the “big promise” never openly ad-
mited that the Viet Cong were Communists. On the 
other hand, it strongly implied, by envisioning future 
conditions of freedom and unifcation, that the end 
was in sight. Tis technique is well described by one 
ofcer who wrote: 

Tey [the Democratic Republic of Vietnam] ofer a 
promise, a dream of land, of fair treatment, of a non-cor-
rupt, unifed government. Tus they gain another recruit 
who is far from being a Communist and realy doesn’t even 
know what the word … means. Afer joining the Viet Cong 
the propaganda doesn’t cease but rather it is intensifed. 

In addition to the long-range cure, the “promise” 
also ofers the immediate reward. Tis is done region-
ally or locally and is skillfully tailored to ft grievances 
which are applicable to the target group. Tese im-
mediate themes are not always economic or political 
but may be directed to the ego, racial or religious 
prejudices, sexual drive, even spirit of adventure and, 
particularly, group loyalties. Tus, selective, tailored 
propaganda, driven home by a host of repetitious 
techniques, emerges as a signifcant motivating factor 
of the main force Viet Cong.

• Effectiveness of his leaders. Chosen 38 times, 
this factor ranked second in importance. The words 
which most frequently appeared in the answers were 
“effective,” “dedicated,” “experienced,” and the “prod-
uct of the law of survival.” The ability to combine 
leadership techniques and discipline were often 
mentioned as being characteristic of the Viet Cong 
leader in the field. 

Several extracts are worth repeating. Tran Van 
Dinh wrote that: 

More than anything else they [the Viet Cong] know 
how to combine persuasion with teror, administration with 
oppression, democratic pracices with strong party discipline. 
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A Viet Cong patrol crosses a jungle stream. 

General Nguyen Khanh referred to their “scientifc 
system” and the fact that leader selection is “very strict 
and delicate.” In explanation of this “scientifc system,” 
General Paul D. Harkins, US Army, Retired, identifed 
the leaders as “the proven hard core” who have ascend-
ed “the ladder proving devotion to the cause. Tey 
have so many hidden agents one has to be careful to 
live.” An experienced senior noncommissioned ofcer 
had this to say: 

Te VC is commanded by a leader that has proven 
himself … capable by the fact that he has survived. He is, in 
most cases, prepared to do whatever is necessary to cary out 
his mission of ultimate victory. … It has been my experience 
that he has been able to infuence his troops by a balanced 
use of propaganda, hatred, terorism and the many traits of 
any good leader. Generaly, the average rank and fle has no 
strong convictions to the cause but is held in line by strong 
leadership, these leaders being promoted through the ranks 
by their proven abilities. 

Te “why” of leader 
efectiveness lies in the 
adage, “Success breeds 
success,” clearly iden-
tifying the Viet Cong 
movement as a contin-
uation of the successful 
Viet Minh campaign of 
1954. 

• Nationalism and 
personal gain. Te ac-
tual counting of selec-
tions was discontinued 
here since most replies 
considered economic or 
political gain to fall in 
the realm of “personal 
gain.” Te consensus was 
that the nationalism fac-
tor was a manifesation 
of efective propaganda. 
It is seen in the word 
Vietnam, as opposed 
to North or South 
Vietnam, and lies in the 
principle of reunifca-
tion through continua-
tion of another phase of 

the Indochina War. David Halberstam, American war 
correspondent, spoke of the application of the national-
ism factor as: 

… the idea of driving the white colonial ruler out; the 
Viet Minh were [thus] identifed … and it was a very 
popular force. Tere is some xenophobia and race here, but 
I think it is primarily the legacy of the colonial war, the sec-
ond step … and they have been very successful in making it 
appear as though it is al one war, that there has never been 
a break and that the sides and forces have not changed. 

Te “personal gain” factor covers the entire sec-
trum of either long or short-term political, economic, 
military, or social advancement. Anything to improve 
his lot is considered “gain” by the Viet Cong, and this 
is carried as a signifcant motivating factor. An Army 
educator described the gain factor: 

Te Viet Cong movement seems to ofer the common 
man a chance for political participation, economic bet-
terment, social equality, rewards according to merit and 
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identifcation with the nationalist struggle. We sufer from 
the misfortune of appearing to be the successors to the 
French colonial regime. 

Terefore, when one has litle or nothing, “gain” by 
the Viet Cong interpretation will be a motivating factor.

• Other factors. Hatred, long grievances, racism, 
xenophobia, and adventure were all occasionally 
selected as motivational factors, but analysis always 
revealed them as broad manifesations of either the 
propaganda or nationalism themes 
employed by efective, understanding 
leaders operating close to the people. 
Desire for group identifcation was 
listed along with security, fear, and 
terrorism. But again, the analysis 
led back to the three leading factors. 
Communist ideology was not a sig-
nifcant motivating factor other than 
being the force which has developed 
the propaganda that has emerged as 
the primary weapon of this confict. 

Te questionnaire consensus 
clearly indicated the willingness of the 
Viet Cong “to close with and destroy 
the enemy,” but only when victory is 
reasonably assured. Tis was repeat-
edly pointed out as accepted guerrilla 
doctrine. Several replies declared 
“deep resect” for this trait and de-
scribed the Viet Cong as “tenacious” 
and “able,” esecially when well com-
manded. On the other hand, there 
was the inference that his fghting 
ability is “exaggerated” and “overrat-
ed”; that his mission is not to close but 
only to harry and tire his foe, always 
avoiding decisive engagement. 

Former US Ambassador to Vietnam, Frederick E. 
Nolting, Jr., remarked: 

While this question can be answered beter by those 
who have been in combat, my own impression is that the 
VC were generaly wiling to ‘close’ only when the tacical 
situation was very favorable to them, otherwise not. Also, 
I think their objective was not so much to ‘destroy the 
enemy’ as to demoralize him, weaken him, and destroy his 
wil to resist. In other words, theirs is a political as much 
as military objective. 

Ambassador Nolting’s remarks were complement-
ed by a statement on leadership from a former corps 
G3 advisor: 

Tis wilingness varies directly with the Viet Cong’s tac-
tical chances for success. Viet Cong units wil not normaly 
close unless chances for success are in their favor. Terefore 
this wilingness is closely related to the judgement and expe-
rience of smal unit leaders. Tis is another expression of the 
importance of efective leadership. 

Selective tailored propaganda is the most signifcant motivating 
factor of the Viet Cong. 

Again, the subject of leadership returns. Te an-
swer given by Colonel Serong, Chief of the Australian 
Army Training Team in Vietnam, is applicable here 
and to any army: 

What makes a soldier fght? If one may omit the 
arant conscript who goes into batle with the Sergeant 
Major’s gun at his back, the answer is the same for al 
soldiers. Te soldier fghts because he is one of a group of a 
dozen men, and the most precious thing in his life is the es-
teem in which he is held by the other eleven. Tis desire for 
eseem can be harnessed. … Tis act of harnessing … and 



December 1965 MILITARY REVIEW 100 YEARS74 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

directing it to a military target is caled leadership. … Te 
VC leadership is excelent. It comes from, understands and 
is identifed with the peasantry from whom the VG bat-
talions are raised. Te GVN leadership is lousy. It comes 
from the Saigonnaise Bourgeoisie, who neither understand 
nor want to understand the peasantry from whom their 
batalion is raised. 

Tis analysis develops the thesis that the Viet Cong’s 
“willingness to close with and destroy” is a function of 
the commander’s ability to impose his will on his unit 
in acion. When the commander has demonstrated his 
ability to command and win—when he has, for exam-
ple, accomplished the required groundwork for batle 
with marked emphasis on a successful outcome—his 
guerrilla subordinates will display that confdence in 
him which is essential for success in war. Tey will 
follow, and they will close to kill. 

In the event of faulty planning or intelligence 
resulting in a poor estimation of the odds, they will 
function and perform in direct proportion to the type 
of leader they deem him to be. If he is competent, they 
will remain to conquer, withdraw in order, or die. If he 
is marginal, they will deteriorate rapidly, perhaps more 
rapidly than comparable conventional forces. If he has 
simply been lucky (and this is sometimes the case), the 
fnal reckoning is only deferred, and the leader will 
either be replaced or defeated. 

Tese remarks extraced from a portion of the 
questionnaires are aptly summarized by a statement 
of another soldier from another war, General George 
S. Paton, Jr.: 

Wars may be fought with weapons but they are won by 
men. It is the spirit of the men who folow and of the man 
who leads that gains the victory. 

To view “Why Tey Fight” as it was originally published in December 1965, visit 
htps://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/JF-22/Original/Paton.pdf. 

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/JF-22/Original/Patton.pdf
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