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Introduction
Talk is territorial. It is as signiﬁcant and systemic in politics
as it is in poetry, in the rhetoric of nation building as in
sexual liberation. Talk talking formalizes alliances, and that
is what I intend to do here. I am writing between great and
radical inﬂuences—‘my one true hero’ Eqbal Ahmad and my
experiences in contemporary feminist genderqueer life—to
declare the necessity of their coalition. I write to explicitly
align this community of readers with the tumultuous
potential of my mentor’s 1965 treatise on Revolutionary
Warfare. Grounded in this text we will consider ethical
aesthetic practices, the “vicious logic of escalation,” struggles
for justice, tactics for victory, rebellion for the hell of it, moral
alienation, and when to forgo known structures and organize
your own.
Most fundamental to Eqbal’s project is to contradict the
rhetoric that revolutionary activities are simply ‘destructive
and not constructive’. He emphasizes the primacy of politics
in assuring popular support for the guerillas and moral
isolation of the enemy. He advocates that we “out-administer”
instead of outﬁght and build “parallel hierarchies” to satisfy
the needs of the people. This systematic rebuilding of public
institutions is the site of my interest and introduction of
aesthetics and queer rebellion.
My project here as an interlocutor is based on my desire
to make Eqbal’s analysis transferable to additional domains
of inquiry. I had the privilege to know and study with Eqbal
in what turned out to be the last years of his life. I was
overwhelmed with love and admiration for him. Essentially,
I had a crush on him. Perhaps this writing is just the classic
maneuver of bringing your desired love object closer to you,
but truly I think there is more to it. Eqbal believed in justice,
rebellion, democracy and education and dedicated his life

to the advancement of each. I meet his political convictions
and walk them towards my own queer tenets and aesthetic
practice. Along this path we ﬁnd Jean Genet idling below
some trees in Palestine. And I begin the transgression to
aesthetics that has shadowed this talk of revolution.
Hand in hand as we go, our steps leaving the trace of
this triangulation, we create the image of alliance and
border crossing that is integral to all our beliefs. Genet, the
rageful mythic queer thief playwright beacon, throwing light
onto the primacy of image as Eqbal narrates the “primacy
of political factors” in assuring popular support for the
struggle. I, between them, am listening for the poetry that
would elegantly align ‘guerillas’ and ‘genderqueers’ in this
demonstration.
Eqbal was informed by personal experience in Algeria,
India, and Pakistan and in-depth studies of postcolonial
struggles throughout the world. His text is an analysis of the
United States’ misdirected polices towards revolutionary
ﬁghters in Vietnam. It was written for an American audience
at a time when there was not yet a national anti-war movement.
I revisit this text, and ask you to do so as well, so that we
may inhabit an analysis which could have drastically changed
America’s post-war policies toward postcolonial states.
For since he wrote this piece America has only continued
to maneuver from intellectually defensive, strategically
aggressive, ill-informed positions that have disregarded
indigenous populations and local logics in favor of crushing
neo-colonial global capital.
I also return to this text to read his analysis as a process
of history and to address the “vicious logic of escalation”
that passes for a dialectic in our anti-intellectual culture.
His analysis is a process in which the subjects of history are
honored ahead of the needs of the state. It is a positive model
that clearly articulates a tactical path to righting persistent
wrongs and combating the “myths and methods” of repressive
policies. There is room in this philosophy to change your

mind, alter course and admit wrongdoing. Eqbal’s analysis
does not compromise itself to become more feasible or
palatable. In fact, its strength lies in its determination to
confront simultaneous injustices.
The real work we walk is done on the level of representation
—representation of the image of ourselves and representation
of the struggle for the redistribution of wealth and power that
we demand. The process of creating these images is where
I believe the form of Eqbal’s analysis becomes valuable.
It is a rigorous ethical research and experience based
procedure that gives precedence to the subjects of history
with no capitulation to power, and no place in the analysis
that reveals an eventual consolidation of power or image.1
It is a practice that constantly reexamines the forces acting
on people, movements, history, and memory. It advocates
porous boundaries and a radical process of becoming.2
I mark this as an integral intersection of the alliance.
Rebellion is not just territorial—it’s ideological, sexual,
political, and perpetual. In this conﬂuence we experience
the radical nature of Eqbal’s analysis. But this is also the
juncture at which our triangulation grows another thesis. For
the relation between queer rebellion and national liberation
has its limitations. The non-teleological course of queer
rebellion is not equivalent to the dialectical progression that
ends in a rebel victory parade. Although nation-building has
been a strategic trend in the past decades, I submit that many
struggles are deﬁned as much by language and tradition as by
geography. What I have argued here is that Eqbal’s analysis
in “Revolutionary Warfare” is valuable to deconstructing
the “myths and methods” of all oppressive institutions. A
commitment to this radical analysis that never loses sight of
its object—social justice and the right to self-determination
—can help us re-imagine herstory.3
The gendered guerilla poetry returns in order to
juxtapose symbolic and generative language to Eqbal’s call for
“alternative hierarchies.” Alternative models of production
and display abound in contemporary culture and media—

our minds ﬂood with images of drag and ‘the wrong gallery’
—but let’s destabilize ‘alternative hierarchies’ to mean even
the units of language through which we must articulate our
resistance. For we will know when the rebels have won when
the language in which we describe ourselves is not situated
in relation to lack or hegemonic morality. Our collectivity is
communicability, and this struggle rests in the predominance
of inadequate vocabularies to articulate our pleasures and
complexities, and in social conditions that punish deviant
and poetic identities.
Alongside the constant reexamination of our condition
and strategy as Eqbal indicates, there needs to be a constant
articulation of the oppositional identities that will never cease
to be the thorn of the rose is a rose. We need to escape the
insidious logic of escalation! ‘Queer Rebellion’ is the one that
never stops. It was the force that drove Genet from Paris, to
the Panthers and Palestine. It is a drive with no single object
holding court for too long. With simultaneous desires and
drives acting through the perverted subjects of this alliance
we have the ability to confront the multifaceted war of our
generation. We must focus on image and process as relates
to the production of our constituencies to gain agency and
articulate themselves through rebellion.
Emily Roysdon, November 2006
There is no unfurling of Eisensteinian banners reading, “Long Live the Provisional
Government” in this revolutionary narrative.
2
This reminds me of a passage from Genet’s “Prisoner of Love” when he delineates
Hitler’s and then Arafat’s “inexorable duty every morning” of becoming the symbol
expected, making the effort “in the darkness of the body—in order to look always
the same to others and to your self.”
3
There are several contemporary artists whose projects perform this work. Engaging
with history and social movements to create a paradigmatic shift in the presentation
of images. Notably Walid Raad, Kara Walker, Sharon Hayes, and Harrell Fletcher.
Harrell Fletcher’s recent project, “The American War” literally re-photographs
a Vietnamese museum and with very little intervention on his part capsizes the
American imagination of our “Vietnam War.” Although ‘Vietnam’ was a war in
images for the American public, Fletcher’s re-presentation shifts the subject position
to the Vietnamese citizen, not the grieving mother or enraged hippy.
1
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America’s interest in revolutionary warfare began from
a defensive posture as a result of reverses in China, Korea,
Cuba and Laos, and of protracted involvement in Vietnam. It
was natural for its ofﬁcials to be attracted more to the myths
and methods of those who have had to defend themselves
against guerrillas than to an understanding of the causes
and characteristics of such a war. Americans are therefore
unable to avoid the psychological and political pitfalls of colonial powers and feudal regimes like France and Nationalist
China. A symptom of this negative posture is that while recognizing “a bold new form” of warfare, government publications, including the course books of Fort Bragg, reject the
term “revolutionary war” in favor of old terms which do not
suggest the vital distinction between revolutionary and other
types of guerrilla conﬂict.
Vice President [Hubert] Humphrey [1965-69] expressed
the national concern over guerrilla warfare recently when he
spoke of this “bold new form of aggression which could rank
with the discovery of gunpowder” as constituting the “major
challenge to our security.” It is viewed as the latest weapon
in the Communist arsenal with Vietnam as its testing ground
[see “Goliath and the Guerrilla,” by Eric Hobsbawm, The
Nation, July 19, 1965]. “If guerrilla techniques succeed in
Vietnam,” wrote James Reston in The New York Times, “nobody in Washington dare assume that the same techniques
will not be applied in all Communist rimlands from Korea
to Iran.” This view is based on two assumptions and at least
one serious misconception. It assumes that the Vietnamese
situation is typical, historically and politically, of other underdeveloped countries, and that American policy toward

other nations would be comparable to the one pursued in
Vietnam. The misconception concerns the nature of revolutionary warfare.
The ofﬁcial American interpretation of revolutionary
war can be summarized as follows: (1) It is essentially a technical problem, i.e., a problem of plotting and subversion on
the one hand and of intelligence and suppression on the
other. As the chief conspiratorial group, the Communists
are believed to be the most likely initiators and beneﬁciaries
of revolution. It was this attitude which led to the recent attempt to nip in the bud what was construed as the Dominican
Communist conspiracy. [President Lyndon Johnson ordered
a military invasion in the Dominican Republic on April 28,
1965, attributing a local revolt to reinstate ousted democratically elected president Juan Bosch to a Cuba-initiated Communist conspiracy]. A logical extension of this theory is the
belief that any revolutionary movement is inspired, directed
and controlled from abroad. (2) The active sanctuary—
from which guerrillas can smuggle supplies and train their
troops—is considered the primary factor in their success. (3)
The guerrilla movement is believed to enjoy considerable
advantage because in the words of W. W. Rostow, “its task is
merely to destroy while the government must build and protect what it is building.” (4) The civilian population is considered important for providing information and protection to
the guerrillas; it is believed that civilian-guerrilla cooperation
is enforced by terror. (Dean Rusk, while complaining of the
“gullibility of educated men and their stubborn disregard of
plain facts,” asserted that the Vietcong “has no signiﬁcant
popular following ... it relies heavily on terror.”), Serious inquiry into other bases of guerrilla support and mass mobilization is therefore deemed of no great importance.
Judging from the failure of Washington’s prophecies in
Vietnam and from the policies followed to date, it would
seem that these assumptions represent the actual ofﬁcial

view and cannot be dismissed as myths consciously constructed for public consumption. Wrong premises do not usually
produce right policies, and these assumptions are, at best,
half truths—credible and misleading. (Oliver Wendell Holmes once remarked that a half truth is like half a brick: it
can be thrown a considerable distance.) Studies in the ﬁeld
of revolutionary wars and my personal observation of the Algerian struggle lead to very different conclusions which may
be summarized as follows : (1) Revolutionaries consider mass
support the primary condition for their success; winning and
maintaining popular support remains their central objective
throughout the struggle. (2) The requirements of guerrilla
war, as well as the history of its failures and successes, conﬁrm
the primacy of political factors in such a conﬂict. (3) Popular support for the guerrillas is predicated upon the moral
alienation of the masses from the existing government. The
revolutionaries’ chief aim is to activate and perpetuate the
moral isolation of the enemy regime until such isolation has
become total and irreversible. (4) The conditions leading to
revolutionary wars are not created by conspiracy. They are
partly inherent in a situation of rapid social change, but the
outbreak normally results mainly from the failure of a ruling elite to respond to the challenge of modernization. (5)
A revolutionary guerrilla movement concentrates on “outadministering,” not on “outﬁghting” the enemy. This is a
constructive and not simply a destructive undertaking. (6)
The use of terror by guerrillas is highly selective; it does not
constitute the main reason for the favorable reaction of the
masses to their cause. (7) The external sanctuary has greater
psychological and diplomatic than military or political value
to the guerrillas. A discussion of these points follows.
Organizers of guerrilla warfare give prime attention, in
practice no less than in theory, to the human factor. T. E.
Lawrence (of Arabia) spoke of guerrilla war in terms of “the
algebraic element of things, the biological element of life,
and the psychological element of ideas.” In other words,

although Lawrence’s goals were essentially military, military
considerations constituted, for him, only one-third of the
problem of organizing and sustaining guerrilla troops. When
Tito was told of the exceptionally unfavorable terrain in the
region of Srem (“the area is level as the palm of your hand
. . . and with little forests”) he remarked, “What a ﬁrst-class
example it is of the relative unimportance of geographical
factors in the development of a rising. The basic factor is
studious political work, the attitude of the mass of people
and the ﬁghting leadership—if these are present the population would ﬁght to the last man.” Mao Tse-tung states, “Because guerrilla warfare basically derives from the masses and
is supported by them, it can neither exist nor ﬂourish if it
separates itself from their sympathies and cooperation.” This
belief in the need to command popular support governs the
movement through all stages of its development.
History conﬁrms the sovereignty of the human factor in revolutionary warfare. While shying away from the
wars that were “lost,” American military analysts are prone
to cite cases of successful anti-guerrilla operations. A heavy
favorite—the British “counterinsurgency” in Malaya—is
faithfully imitated in Vietnam. (Sometimes too faithfully,
as in the case of the strategic hamlets program launched in
April, 1962.) But comparisons with Malaya are fallacious,
because there the guerrillas were at a severe disadvantage.
Their support was limited to a minority of 423,000 Chinese
squatters, who were ethnically distinct from and distrusted
by the majority of Malays, and popular grievances were not
acute enough to make the guerrillas look like liberators to
the Malay peasants. Furthermore,
the
British
acted
quickly to remove the grievances on which the rebellion was
based. Even then it took thirteen years and a total of 260,000
soldiers and police (80,000 British, 180,000 Malays) to put
down 8,000 guerrillas (a ratio of 30 to 1). Another success
story, the joint U.S.-Philippine victory over the Huks is less
frequently cited because of its embarrassing aspects. The Huk

movement collapsed dramatically when [President Ramon]
Magsaysay [1953-57] convinced the peasants of his will and
capacity to introduce reforms. However, the promises made
to them were not kept and the Garcia administration [Carlos
Garcia (1957-61), Magsaysay’s vice president, assumed the
presidency upon Magsaysay’s death in 1957 and was thereafter elected to ofﬁce] witnessed a resurgence of guerrillas. In
April, 1962, [Diosdado] Macapagal [1961-65] swallowed his
embarrassment and ordered a mop-up operation in Central
Luzon. According to the latest reports, guerrilla strength in
the Philippines is increasing.
The Algerian revolution, the least studied in this country
though it comes closest to the Vietnamese situation, had actually been crushed militarily but had won politically when
de Gaulle negotiated independence. By 1961, the guerrillas
had been reduced to some 5,000 and their ability to engage
the French at will had markedly declined. But France faced a
sullen Algerian population that it had conquered but could
not rule. The F.L.N. was defeated in the ﬁeld, but it continued to outadminister and “illegitimize” the French.
Why did the Algerian peasants risk, for seven remorseless
years, their lives, the honor of their women, and the security
of their paltry belongings? Nationalism alone could not explain their violent and resolute rejection of French rule. In
no other colony, except Indo-China, did the movement for
independence take so violent a turn. And why did not the
peasants respond earlier to the militants’ calls to arms? The
answer comes from one of ‘the historic chiefs of the Algerian
revolution. The time was not “ripe,” he said. “These events
occur where foreign rule is resented, where acute grievances
exist and institutional channels for ventilating and satisfying
them are ineffective.”
Peasant rebellions had occurred in past years of famine
and high taxation, but these spontaneous and periodic dis-

turbances, as expressions of frustration, over social and economic conditions, are not a sufﬁcient condition for guerrilla
revolution. “Revolutionary warfare does not require simply
discontent among the masses but a sense of desperation and
a grim determination to end injustice and humiliation. It demands patience with prolonged suffering, and a determined
conspiracy of silence, and militancy.”
A people can summon up that resolution only if they feel
morally alienated from their rulers. “The success of a revolutionary war is predicated upon the continual and increasing
moral isolation of the enemy. When it becomes total the war
has been won, for the population will then ﬁght to the last
man.” Later, other Algerian leaders told me they had spent
more effort ﬁghting the French promises of eventual independence and reforms than ﬁghting the military. The Algerians became increasingly alienated from the French as the
latter increased their military effort, which in revolutionary
warfare means large-scale killing of civilians (if for no other
reason than because the guerrilla is undistinguishable from
other peasants), and the F.L.N. became more conﬁdent of
winning not the military battles but the revolutionary war.
The conditions leading to revolutionary warfare are
not created by conspiracy. They are inherent in the dislocations and demands produced by rapid social change, and
are predicated on the failure of ruling elites to respond to
the challenge of modernization. The pressures for change
in the political, economic and social relationships of the past
inevitably lead to a confrontation with those whose interests
lie in the maintenance of the status quo. In countries and
colonies whose rulers are willing to abdicate their monopoly
of power and privileges, where genuine reforms are introduced, and new institutions begin to provide for a sharing
of power and responsibility, the change is effected in an orderly (if not entirely peaceful) and democratic manner. But
when a ruling class resists reforms (which invariably mean

reduction in its power and privileges), its confrontation with
the new political forces becomes increasingly violent. A regime unwilling to satisfy popular aspirations begins to lose
legitimacy; revolutionary forces deliberately accelerate this
process, by weakening the efﬁcacy and cohesion of the ruling elite, and by giving form, to the amorphous revolutionary
conﬂagration. In the competition for leadership which often
takes place in this volatile situation, non-Communist revolutionary groups are handicapped by several factors, the most
important of which are the attitudes and policies of Western
powers. By supporting the defenders of the old order, a great
nation like the United States weakens the ﬁghting power of
the democratic forces, drives the cold-war neutralists to seek
the help of the Communists, and gives the latter new heroes
and martyrs.
Once a revolutionary movement enters the guerrilla
phase its central objective is to conﬁrm, perpetuate and institutionalize the moral isolation of the enemy by providing
an alternative to the discredited regime through the creation
of “parallel hierarchies.” The major task of the movement is
not to outﬁght but to outadminister the government. The
main target in this bid is the village, where the majority of the
population lives, and where the government’s presence is often exploitative (collection of taxes). Here the chief and his
council are the main link between the people and the government. Breaking this link demands careful planning, organization and hard work. The government is systematically
eliminated from the countryside by the conversion or killing
of village ofﬁcials, who are then controlled or replaced by the
political arm of the movement. The rebels must then build
an administrative structure to collect taxes, to provide some
education and social welfare, and to maintain a modicum
of economic I activity. A revolutionary guerrilla, movement
which does not have these administrative concerns and structures to fulﬁll its obligations to the populace would degenerate into banditry. The ofﬁcial American view that the guer-

rillas’ tasks are easier because they only destroy contradicts
the ﬁndings of those who have studied and observed these
movements. During this phase, military confrontation is normally avoided, and the government also treats assassinations
as a police problem, and ascribes nonpayment of taxes to administrative lags, bad harvests, etc. The Vietcong is known to
have gained control over 70 per cent of rural Vietnam during
1957-60—a period when Americans were presenting Uncle
Diem as a rival of Uncle Ho and were going around saying:
“Look, no Vietnamese army units are attacked. Therefore,
there is no guerrilla threat.”
Most compelling, but also most self-defeating, is the myth
that terror is the basis of civilian support for the guerrillas.
Guerrilla warfare requires a highly committed but covert civilian support which cannot be obtained at gun point. Only
degenerate and defeated guerrillas are known to have risked
the loss of mass support by terrorizing civilians (some Huk
and Malayan die-hards were reduced to it). An outstanding
feature of guerrilla training is the stress, on scrupulously
“correct and just” behavior toward civilians. Political work,
believes General Giap, is “the soul of the army,” and a Chinese guerrilla expert explains that “army indoctrination is
primarily aimed at training the troops to act in such a way
that they will gain this total support [of the people].” Guerrilla use of terror, therefore, is sociologically and psychologically selective. It strikes those who are popularly identiﬁed as
the “enemy of the people”—ofﬁcials, landlords and the like.
Killing a village chief, however, is often a more complicated affair. Since most chiefs are local farmers who command legitimacy and loyalty through tradition and kinship,
the militants ideally want to persuade them into the movement. When that fails, it takes painstaking political work to
engineer their assassination and to prepare the villagers to
accept it. In the early years of the Algerian revolution it took
the F.L.N. from two months to a year to kill a village chief

without incurring the liability of public hostility, and that was
an anti-colonial war. I was, therefore, amazed to learn that
in Vietnam, about 13,000 local ofﬁcials were killed between
1957 and 1961. Professor Bernard Fall gives a simple explanation: These chiefs, as appointees of Diem, had little legitimacy compared with the Vietminh cadres who had liberated
the country from France. Furthermore, the local ofﬁcials
became involved, along with the American-equipped and
trained army, in the sordid business of restoring the landlords who had ﬂed the country during the war. (A de facto
land reform was achieved under the Vietminh.) These absentee aristocrats even demanded eight years worth of back
rent, covering the period from 1945 to 1954. Before the war,
the rent had been 50 per cent of the yield; the peasant was
thus required to pay 400 per cent of his produce and to surrender his rights to the land! The Vietcong had no problem
preparing them to accept the killing of ofﬁcials engaged in
such work.
Terror is also used to insure survival of the militants and
of the movement. Robert Kleiman of The New York Times
(May 3, 1965) informs us that in Vietnam’s “contested areas,
with 40 per cent of the population, Saigon usually gets cooperation by day and the Vietcong by night—because that is
when their troops and ofﬁcials are present. It is an old Asian
custom.” I was amused by the last sentence, for I know it is not
our custom, but a universal practice of guerrilla warfare. The
population must seem at least neutral if it hopes to escape
full enemy treatment from government troops. Rebel troops
and ofﬁcials do not arrive at night from “somewhere in the
mountains”; they are present during the day, too, and often
lead the show of obedience to the government. At night, the
loyal peasant turns into a guerrilla and all know him as such.
To insure that the popular conspiracy of silence develops no
seams, exemplary punishments are given to those suspected
of having informed.

Second-degree terror, which normally does not result
in killing, is used to sabotage the government’s belated effort to gain popular support. Government schoolteachers
and health workers are favorite targets of kidnapping and
indoctrination. In June, 1962, a South Vietnamese UN observer informed UNESCO that the Vietcong had kidnapped
more than 1,200 teachers; the government’s malaria-eradication campaign collapsed after twenty-two health ofﬁcers had
been killed and sixty kidnapped. Guerrilla sabotage normally
guards against causing too much hardship on the population and long-range damages to the economy. Industry and
even foreign-owned plantations are spared if they pay their
“taxes” to the liberation front. And they normally do so when
the government is unable to protect them. (In Vietnam the
large European rubber plantations, Michelin, SIPH, Terres
Rouges, resisted for a while, but started paying taxes to the
Vietcong after their French supervisors were kidnapped.)
It is difﬁcult to say at what point the moral isolation of
a government becomes total and irreversible, so that no
amount of promises and reforms would restore the lost conﬁdence and reduce the peoples’ resistance. In Algeria, at least,
the point seems to have been reached when the French were
reduced to torturing and killing civilians and to “regrouping” the population. Many Algerian leaders believe that their
revolution became irreversible at the moment of France’s
greatest military victory — General Massu’s conquest of the
Casbah (the Muslim-section of Algiers was reduced to rubble
during 1957-58). France could no longer expect the conﬁdence, much less the loyalty, of a people it was destroying
indiscriminately, albeit unwillingly and despite itself.
The desertion of the intellectuals and moderates often
signals, not so much the irreversibility of a revolutionary war,
but its take-off. Intellectuals, especially the Asian variety, are a
democratic, liberal group, who view organized violence with
distaste. Somewhat alienated from their culture, Western-

ized and city-centered, they distrust the peasants but desire
an improvement of their condition. When an armed revolution breaks out, they are likely to play in the middle, hoping
to get some reforms under way by using the armed threat
as a counter for bargaining. They begin to go on exile or to
defect to the rebels after the failure of the regime and .the
success of the revolution become imminent.
The defending army’s pressures for conventional attack
on an external sanctuary is yet another sign that a revolutionary war has bean lost on home grounds. In revolutionary warfare, armies trained for conventional combat follow a vicious
logic of escalation, which derives from acute frustration over
an elusive war that puts in question not only their effectiveness but the very validity of their training and organization.
Moreover, the morale of professional soldiers cannot be
maintained if they know they are ﬁghting a popular rebellion. Hence the compulsion to believe that behind the popular behavior lies the terror of an army trained, equipped and
directed by a foreign power, and the wish to draw the enemy
into open battles. Since reprisals against the population fail
to produce the desired result, carrying the war to a sovereign nation becomes the only road to a conventional showdown. In Algeria this demand led .to French participation
in the invasion of Suez, then to the bombing of the Tunisian
border town of Sakiet Sidi Youssef, and produced a succession of army revolts, the last of which destroyed the Fourth
Republic. Had the French Government succumbed to these
pressures, France would have been the ﬁrst power to violate
the international practice of respecting the rights of sanctuary—a principle that was observed in Korea, Greece, Cyprus
and Malaya.
The ‘importance of an active sanctuary should not be underestimated, although it is not essential to guerrilla success.
In Cuba, Yugoslavia and China the revolutionaries did not
have active sanctuaries. In Burma and to a lesser extent in

Greece, sanctuaries proved of limited value. Politically and
militarily, revolutionary guerrillas are, by and large, a selfsustaining group who can go on ﬁghting indeﬁnitely even if
inﬁltration from across the border stops. External help, however, has great psychological and diplomatic value. In a war
of attrition, there can be no decisive victory over .a strong
foreign enemy. At best, one hopes to inﬂict on it heavy losses,
tire it out and, through international pressure, force it to negotiate withdrawal. External help is important in internationalizing guerrilla demands, and keeps alive the hope of liberation. When a revolutionary army loses an ally, it loses not
so much military support; it loses hope. When the world is
not watching, when the fear of diplomatic sanctions and ‘the
threat of a widened war are absent, a foreign power trapped
in counter-guerrilla operations is likely to make the ﬁnal and
the only move that may “win”—it starts to commit genocide.
Finally, the assumption that a guerrilla outﬁt, like a
conventional army, can be controlled and commanded by
a foreign or externally based government ignores the organizational, psychological and political facts of revolutionary
warfare. The distrust of the “home based” guerrillas, even
for their own government in exile, cannot be overstated. The
resourceful and tough “interior” leaders and cadres who face
the enemy daily, collect taxes, administer, make promises and
give hopes to the population are not easily controlled from
abroad and make suspicious, exacting and hard-to-please allies. Therefore, zone commanders and political commissars
are, for the most part, monarchs of what they survey. As a
group, they are joined together by shared experiences, by a
common mood which is deﬁant and insular, by a shared suspicion of “politicians and diplomats over there” selling them
out, and by a collective will to defy a settlement that is not of
their making.
In Vietnam, the signs are clear. The South Vietnamese
regime has no legitimacy, and no government backed by a

Western power can hope for popular support in a country
where the Communists have capitalized on the nationalist
appeal of restoring independence and unity, and where the
pro-Western leaders have been Bao-Dai [last emperor of Viet
Nam, who served the French, the Japanese, and who, after
abdicating in 1945, was recalled from the Riviera to serve the
French again in 1949], Diem [installed by the US in 1954
and overthrown in a US-supported coup in 1963 following
brutal repression of Buddhists] and the musical-chair generals [a series of generals installed and overthrown in US
backed coups between 1963-65 following Diem’s ouster].
The massacre of civilians began as early as 1960 (not counting the earlier repressive measures of the Diem regime), as
attested by reputable scholars and even a former Chief U.S.
Military Adviser (Lt. Gen. Samuel T. Williams; see U.S. News
& World Report, Nov. 9, 1964). It has since escalated. The
intellectuals and moderates have deserted or defected. And
North Vietnam is subjected to daily bombings. America and
its South Vietnamese allies have lost the revolutionary war
because they could not win the support of the Vietnamese
people, and now their moral isolation is total.
As an Asian, I am aware of the appeals and threat of communism, and I would support policies likely to prevent its
expansion. But I do not believe that communism is the wave
of the future, and therefore I am neither panicked nor paralyzed. I believe that Vietnam is a unique case—culturally, historically and politically. I hope that the United States will not
repeat its Vietnam blunders elsewhere. I do not subscribe to
the domino theory and I am anguished by Americans who
call Vietnam a test case. Vietnam is the only country in the
world where the nationalist movement for independence
was led by the Communists during its most crucial and heroic decades. In new countries where institutional loyalties
are still weak, the legitimacy and popularity of a regime derives from its nationalist heroes and martyrs. Unfortunately
for the free world the George Washington of Vietnam, its

Gandhi, was a Communist nationalist. Ho Chi Minh and his
associates (including General Giap of Dienbienphu fame)
are understandably considered the founding fathers of modern Vietnam. It was morbid optimism to expect an absentee
aristocrat to supplant a leader who had devoted a lifetime to
the liberation of his country, and to defeat a leadership and
cadres whose organic ties with the peasants were cemented
by the bitter struggle for independence. It is not fair to blame
Diem for driving the Vietnamese to desperation. He had no
choice. Given his circumstances his only possible weapons
were a power apparatus to regiment the population, all-out
support of minorities, and widespread terror. These were not
aberrations of a program but the program itself.
Vietnam is also the only country in which the United
States gave substantial support to a colonial power in a war of
independence. This could not have endeared America to the
Vietnamese people. Then in the “Southern zone” America
replaced France, and supported the ex-French puppet BaoDai; next it put up Diem as “the democratic alternative to
Vietcong,” and also failed to honor its pledge to hold elections for the uniﬁcation of the country. To most Vietnamese
the present war, therefore, is a continuation of the struggle
for independence. I know how Asians feel about America’s
action. They call it neo-colonialism; some think it is imperialism. I know this is very wrong because Americans are naturally sympathetic to peoples’ struggles for freedom and justice,
and they would like to help if they could. I prefer the term
“maternalism” for American policy in countries like Vietnam, because it reminds me of the story of an elephant who,
as she strolled benignly in the jungle, stepped on a mother
partridge and killed her. When she noticed the orphaned
siblings, tears ﬁlled the kind elephant’s eyes. “Ah, I too have
maternal instincts,” she said turning to the orphans, and sat
on them.

