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Ahsiraet. In modern wars and canflicts, coercive air pawer has been commonly utilised by states
m order to attack their adversaries. The fact that the United States canducted this strategic air
affensive with four an bambing campaigns known as Rolling Thunder, Freedom Train,
Linebacker 1, and Linehacker 11 against North Vietnam during the Vietnam War. American air
power theorists and strategists point aut twn latter had effective goals because they used demial
siralegy attacking mulitary targeis. Conversely, many thinkers assert thal nome of them were
successful. The paper examings clearly this by analysing the impacts of these air attacks an the
Uniled States and Narth Vietnam. Ullimately, the Vietnam War tells air power strategists that the
United States did pat get the main purposes which were to compel the Narth (o suppant the
insurgency in the Sauh and destray its civilian morale. On the cantrary, North Vietnam achieved
the primary goal 1hat its adversary had to withdraw all military and civi! persannel oul af South

Viemamn and the Narth won this war in April 1975,

Since Warld War |, coercive air power has
been cansidered as a crucial instrument which
"states may still canduct strategic air offensives
against their adversaries’ {1, p.103]. In the
Vietnam War, it 1s nao doubt that the United
Siates utilised cocrcive theory in ordcer 1o attack
North Vietmam, ‘for the purpose of altering
1Tanai’s the haitlefield
position at the negotiating table’. Additonally,

behaviour on and
there are a number af debates and controversies
which analyse and arpue ‘when coercion will

succeed or fail' [1, p.103). The author, Pape,
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found that the success of coercion theary In
general, of the Vietnam War in parhcular
results fram the use of air power to explait the
opponent’s military vulnerabilities, not civilian
vulnerabilities [1, p. 104]. On the contrary, other
failed
camplelely because they did nat coerce North
Vietnam 10 halt the infiltralion of men and

researchers criticise those air attacks

suppliecs  into South  Vietnam  [2-4).
Furthermore, afler the final air force strike
known as Il.inebacker Il 1n 1973, Hana

achieved the primary poal that the United States
had to withdraw all military and civil personnel
out of South Vietnam in accordance with the
Paris Accords. This leads 10 the fact that the
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South Vietnamese Government collapsed and
North Vietnam uliimately won this war in Apnl
1975.

The aim of the paper is to respond to the
question: what does the Vietnam War tell air
power theorists and sirategists about the
viability of coercive air power as a strategic
tool? The paper will be divided into three
sections. In section one, a briel overview of
coercion theory 1s going to be considered.
Subsequently, the coercion theory which was
applied in four air force campaigns throughout
the Vietnam War will be presented in section
two. In the last section, the impacts of these air
attacks on the United States and the Northern
Vietnamese are poing to be analysed.

1. A bricf overview of coercion theory

Firstly, it i1s necessary to note that in the
ordinary term ‘coercion’ refers to 'the use of
threats or orders to make some one do
something that do not want to do"’. In the
military term, it is ‘efforts to change the
behaviour of a state by manipulating costs and
benefits’ [1. p 106] Therefare. the coercion
strategy of air power theory means the assailant
typically seeks to compel reduction of palitical
aims, agreement to a cease-fire, withdrawal of
forces, or even surrender, by states that retain
the capacity for continued military operations.
According to Pape, therc
are four basic strategies of coercive air power
such as: punishment, denial, risk, and
decapitalion [5, p.30].

1 1. Punishment strategy
Y La i Dictionary of contemparary English (new

edition ector, Della Summer). Harlow: Longman,
c2001. Xvil. p 289

This strategy concentrates on the use of an
force to attack directly the civilian targets of ar
adversary so as to break ‘the population’s
morale or to foment an uprnsing against the
aopposing government’ |5, p.30]. The strategy
was supported by Giulhio Douhet, Hugh
Trenchard, and William “Billy” Michel
Furthermore, these authors address that it can
be utilised to destroy the enemy's will to fight.
They assert that demolishing 'an enemy's war-
making capability through attacks on its
economic “vital centers’ would disrupt 1s social
fabnic and lead to a collapse of moral’ (6, p.2].

1.2. Demial strategy

The second strategy focuscs on not civilian
vulnerability, but military vulnerability, The
goal of the sirategy is to neutralise the enemy s
military potential before it can be brought to
bear on the battlefield {1, p.111].

1.3. Risk serategy

Risk strategy includes utilisation of air force
s0 as to achieve the level of risk (aced by an
adversary, (hus altempting to leverage an
adversary’ fear ef ‘fumwrs costs in arder lo
coerce action in the present’. This strategy is
the model of Thomas Schelling. Also, Abbot [5,
p.31) caticises that it ‘focuses almast solely on
integration with a punishment strategy’ which
Pape has demonstrated it is a poor choice of
coercive strategy because he believes it will fail
to coerce an adversary into action.

i.4. Decapitation stratesy

John Warden is the author of this strategy
who advocates the use of air force against key
leadership and command and control targets,
thereby achieving ‘paralysis’ of a target’s
decision making without resort to the massive
force requircments of more traditional demal or



I B Tharh  VNU Jolrnal of Science, Sactal Sciences and Humanities 25, No S5E (2i619] 57-62 59

punishment strategies (Warden 1992 cited in |5,
p.32].

With relating ta these sirategies of coercive
air pawer theory, Pape also paints out ‘coercion
thraugh civilian wvulnerability 1s unlikely 1o
through
military vulnerahility 15 sometimes possible,

succeed.. .. Canversely, coercion
because there 1s aften a close relationship
between the battlefield and the home front™ |1,
p. 112). Moreover, he found that "denial strategy
less effective a pgucrrilla strategy than a
conventional, or mechamsed. war strategy' [5.
p.JE| He tesied these hypotheses in a parlicular
case study: the Vietnam War. Throughout the
war, the United States applied mainly twa
strategies: punishment and denial strategy. As a
result, the author has analysed the failure or
success of four coercive air campaigns which
the United States employed to attack the
Narthern Vietnamese, These air strnkes are
poing 1o be presented clearly in the next
section.

2. Faur air attack campaigns in the Vietnam
War

In the Victnam War, f[rom 1965 to 1973 the
Linited States applicd the theory of airpawer
cocrcion with four air bambing campaigns
known as Rolling Thunder, Freedom Train,
Linebacker 1, and Linebacker II. As considered
briefly above, the iwo former strikes failed
because they aimed at eivilian vulnerability. On
the contrary, the two lalter attacks destroyed
military targets so they were successful.
However, it is the fact 1hat this 15 nat correct
fully. llence, they are going to be analysed
respectively.

2.1. Rolling Thunder and Freedom Campaigns

With regard to the former, after twenty-
three Amecricans were attacked and killed in
Quy Nhon at the beginning of Fehruary 1965,
Presidemt of United States, l.yndon Johnson
officially ordered the sustained air campaign
known as “Rolling Thunder” on 13 February |6,
p.59]. Some officials, paricular Maxwell
Taylor'” advocated this strike as an impartant
strategy in order to break the North Vietnamese
will ta support the insurgency; ta boost Sauth
Viemamese morale: and to limt North
Vietnam's physical capability ta suppor the
Sauthem insurpencies [6, p.59]. Furthermore,
Pape analysed that the main aim of Rolling
Thunder ‘was intended to coerce the North into
stopping infiltration of men and supplied into
the South and into negotiatmg a peace
settlement’ [1, p.113].

Ralling  Thunder was  implemented
significantly in four phascs during three years
{from 1965 10 1968). The American air force
pounded North Vietnam with hundreds af
thousands of bombs aiming at a list of nin¢ty-
four targets which General Curtis LeMay'"
planed. He stated that had all targets been
attacked we would have bombed the North
Vietnamese “back into the Stone Age™ (LeMay
1965 cited in Milne [7, p 184] and Clodfelter
[6. p77]. Consequently, after those phases
‘nearly all of North Vietnam's industnal war
patential had been destrayed’ [Dyke: 27 cited in
Pape [1, p.123]. Although all industrial and
demolished
significantly, the air campaign failed ta achieve
the main goal. In fact, lanoi continued ta
funnel men and material southward and North
Vietnam still survived [1, p.65). In response to
the failure of Rolling Thunder, Pape [1. p.124)
has explained that it failed because none of the

cconomic targets were

1 Chaieman af the Jaint Chiefs of Siaff, then Ambassadar
ta South Vielnam
" Head of a Pentagan Planning Study.
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strategies could exert much leverape against
North Viemam. Though the campaign exploited
punishment  vulnerability, Nerth Vietnam's
industnial sector was not highly valued asset so
‘Rolling Thunder did not pase high risks ta the
civilian economic as a whole’. Also, the author
demonsirales that ‘the risks (o paopulation
cenlers were low’ [1, p.125). Therefore, as a
report of the Centre Intelligence Agency stated:
‘there is no evidence thal the air stnkes have
significantly weakened popular morale™ [7, p.
197).

Similarly, the United States employed the
latter to sirike continuously POL (petroleum, o1l
and lubricants) storage arcas n the Narth.
Again, Freedom Train campaign did not have
the effective result as the President Richard
Nixon Administraiion’s advisors had predicied.
Hanai had no intentian of pulling back from the
offensive and Henry Kissinger' though that
"Hanoi was so close 10 viclory,. . .il no longer
needed even the pretense of nepotiations’
(Kissinger: 1175 cited 1n Pape [1, p.134).

2.2 Linebacker | and Linebacker Il campaigns

Due 10 the North Vietnamese activities in
the South, the United Stales used other coercive
air attacks known as Linebacker | {from May to
Qctober 1972) and 1l (between 18 and 29
December 1972) so as ta compel “Hanoi to halt
its conventional offensive and accept a stand-
still  cease-fire agreement’ [1, p.132]
Particularly, President Nixon thouph that the
final campaign would be a chance to ‘use
military power eflectively ta win this war' [6,
p.1B4). Likewise, Kissinger declared *‘peace is
at hand’, (ollowed by the resumption af talks,
led many Americans 1o speculate that the war
would end by Chrisimas’ [6, p.19]1].

"National Securily Advisor

Pape concluded that these air stnkes had the
positive outcome hecause they coerced the
Narth to agree a negotialed ceasclire. One of
thern ‘played in a key role in defeating the
Narth's praund offensive and so compelled
Hano! to accept U.S. terms for the peace
accards’ [1, p.141). Furthermore, as the author
has demonstrated they aimed at military tarpets
rather than civilian and economic ones so they
were successful campaigns. During Linebacker
1l
houses. Electric power generating capacity fell
from 115,500 ta 29,000 kilowalts, and the raids
reduced POL supplies by ane-fourth..." [6,
p.194-95). Linebacker 11 did not bomb directly
civilian population sa it ‘caused few civilian
casualties’ [6, p.192).

To sum up, the fact that four coercive air
strikes were employed 1o bomh North Vietnam
sa as to achieve U.S objectives. There are some
explanations which interpret the {ailure and

‘awrcraft demolished 191 storage ware

success aof these campaigns n  general,
[.inehacker Il in partieular [2, p.278-90). Some
researchers argue only Linebacker 1 and Il
succeeded 1n the war [1, p.104-5). Qthers
criticise nane of them were effective. This 15
paing to he cantimuously explained mare in the
following section: the impacis of these air
attacks on Vietnam and i11s adversary.

3. The impacis of these alr attacks ono the
I'nited States and North Vicinam

3.1 The United States

The American air {orces bombed North
Vietnam in order la gel the main purposes,
However, after these atlacks the United States
did nat achieve them camplelely. For example
of this is the Rolling Thunder campaign. Afier
it had finished, North Victnam did nef abandon
the Southem insurgency. On the contrary,
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North Victmam had the Tet Offensive m 1968
which was ‘a psychological defeat for the
United States’ |6, p.139]. Furthermorc, Wali
Rostow’ claimed simply threatening Narth
Vietnam's industmal base would compel the
North te seek peace. In fact, bombing industry
did nnt have cffects hecause Narth Vietnam had
only a fcw factories and they were quickly
destroyed [7, p.201). Subsequently, the northern
part of Viemam received maore economic
assisiance from Hanoi” communist allies: the
Saviet Unian and China [7, p.129]. As a result,
President Johnsen announced a unilateral
restriction of bombinp, made a call for peace
negatiation, and finally added that he weould not
seek a second term as President [7, p.200].

With relating to Linchacker 1 and 11,
President Nixon ardered 1o use them ‘to win the
war’ They avaided hambing civilian targets by
laser-gumided smart homhs and they only wanted
‘the people of Hanoi to hear the bombs™ [6,
p. 1 84). However, they destroyed the Bach Mai
Hospilal which would be protected by
Intcrnational Humanitarian Law' and other
civilian papulation areas of the capital. This
leads 1o the fact that they received concurrently
international and domestic cntiecism dismayed
both military and civil leadership [6, p.191) At
the same time, the Northem Vietnam military
downed many B-52s and modem aircraft
fighters hy SAMs (surface-to-air missiles) and
anti aircralt puns. The American air force had a
heavy loss of B-52s — American’s mightiest
war-planes - would create the antithesis of the
psychological impact that Nixon desired [6,
p.187). Therefore, 1).5. Congress did nat want

° Chairman af lhe Siate Depariment Policy FPlanning
Cauncil

' “The Presidem sanctioned strikes againsi the Bac Mai
cammunication center ..in the capital heart’ (Clodfelter
1989 194). In fact, the President had wrang information
because i was the Natianal Hospilal and 11 was hambed
severely four times

Americans to intervene in the war and the
Congress voled by a majority 1o cut off all
funds for military operations and the safe
withdrawal of American troaps [6, p.192].

Finally, the [United States had a
commitment 1o withdraw American forces and
civil persannel ogut af the Scuthermn Vietnam.
This is the pnmary aim of Northern Viemamese
leaders because they believed that Thieu's
governmenl could not survive if abandoned by
the United States [6, p.197]. Ultimately, the
South surrendered soon in 1975 as Hanoi
predicted.

3.2 North Vietnam

There 1s no daubl that the United States was
the assailant and they launched coercive air
power to bamb the North of Vielnam. After
those stnkes, not only military and economic
targets were destroyed, but also a huge of
civilians were attacked, killed and injured
severely. However, North Vietnam had three
advantapes: a settlement would end American
involvement; an accord would legally permit
Hanoi to maintain troops in the South; an
agreement would involve minimal loss of face
[6,p.199).

In addition, because of the 1IS" withdrawal,
Hanni achieved the primary objective was
reunification of Vietnam which President Ho
Chi Minh pursued and President Johnson failed
1o see [B, p.353). Also, North Vietnam and the
National Liberatien Frent unihised flexibility
military and diplematic strategies to win the
war. It 1s important to note that North Vietnam
won the final air campaign, Linebacker 11 so
this stnke also 1s widely called "the Dien Bien
Phu battle in the air’
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Conclusion

As Rasen [9, p.87) stales 'wars are
complex, and the Vietnam War was na
exception’. Therefare, 1his answers correctly

the questian: whal does the Viemam War (ell
air power siratepisis and lheonsis about the
viability of coercive air power as a strategic
taol? Coercive theary is not always as an
effective 1nstrument in cvery case. In the
Vietnam War, i1 is clearly doubt that four air
campaigns were successful Some researchers
criticise only two of them failed because they
hombed civilian population. Two latier had
effeetive gaals: I.incbacker 1 and 11 which used
denial strategy [1, p.104-5) However, nane af
these campaigns succeeded. Many military
strategists and theorists pointed out that the use
in the Vietnam War was

of air power

cantroversial from the start [2, p272).

In analysing the impacts of these attacks on
the United Siates and North Vietnam, the
United States did nal achieve the main purposes
which were to compel the North ta suppart the
insurgency in the South and destroy the civilian
morale. Furthermare, 1he Nixon administratian
had 10 withdraw all military and civilian
personnel. On the cantrary, Victnam still had
the main goal of unifying the country. The
lesson of the Vietnam War is as American
leaders  and military  strategists  had
underesiimated 1he traditional spirit  of
Vietnamese people. Also, this affirms that
human factor plays a decisive rale in modemn
wars and conflicis.

1]

(2]

{3]

[4]

5]

[6]

17]

8]

[9]

References

Pape, R., 'Cocrcive Air Power in the Vielnam
War’, Imternaiionnl Security, 15, 2 {1990}, 103-
146.

Leonard, R., "Learning from History: Lincbacker
Il and 'S Air Faree Doctnne’, The Journal of
Militany History, S8, 2 {1994}, 267-303.

Viet Hung (2007). ' ‘Dicn Bien Phu tren khong' -
35 nam nhin lal ("the Dien Bien Pho hale 1n the
air” - a review afler thiny five years)',
hrtp:tviethan. vnPhong-sw/ien-Rien-Phu-iren-
khong-35-nam-nhin-1ai/20760254/362. dare
accessed 15/10/2009.

Vu Dicp (2007), ‘Ha na1 cua 12 npay dem va 35
nam sau, ky cuar {Hano of the Twelve-day war
and thiny five years age, the last cpisode)’,
hup:/victhaa.vn/Phang-su/Ks-cuoi-i1a-Noi-cua-

12-ngay-dem-va-1$-nam-sau/ 10760737262
dale accessed 15410/2009.

Abbol, S.D., ‘Air Powcr Stralegy and the
Problern of Ceercien” n Wrage, § (ed),
Immaculate Warfare: participations reflect on
the air campaighs over Kosovo, Afghanistan,
and frag, Wesiporl, Connecncul, and Landon:
Pracger, 21-50, 2001,

Clodfchier, M. The Limirs of Air Power: The
American HBooming of North Vietam, New
York: The Free Press, 989
Milne, D., *"Our equivalemt
warfarc”: Wall Roslow and the Bombing of
Nonth  Vielnam', The Journal of Military
Histary {71) lanuary 2007, 169-201

Crowell, 1., '‘Thmking about the Victnam War’
(Review Essay), The Jourmnal of Miinary
Histary, 60 (Apnl 1996), 139-157.

Rasen, §., "Vietnam and the Amercan Theory of
Limited War', international Security, 7,2 {1982)
83-113.

afl  guemlla


http://victbao.vn/Phong-su/Dien-Bien-Phu-trcn-
http://viclbao.vn/Phonu-su/Kv-cuoi-Ha-Noi-cua-

