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ABSTRACT

The worsening of the present security environment, which now includes the plausibility of a
war breaking out, has renewed the search for deterrence and defence solutions. The complexity of
hybrid threats makes it more challenging to prepare deterrence and defence capabilities against
military aggression, which can result in the occupation of sovereign territory. In this paper, the idea
explored is the deterrent value of resistance as an added layer of defence prepared in a whole-of-
society defence strategy, increasing the cost to the adversary and contributing to national defence
in retaking territory lost to occupiers. However, for resistance to be tactically and operationally
effective to have a strategic effect, an element of command-and-control is needed to coordinate
resistance activities in areas where government control has been lost. This case study of the US
Special Forces and their role in the tactical and operational outcomes of the Civilian Irregular
Defense Group (CIDG) program in Vietnam examines how contemporary Special Operations
Forces, highly skilled in the conduct of unconventional warfare, can increase the cost to the enemy
by operationalising civilian resistance and deny them from achieving their objectives, and this

prospect can in turn deter the enemy from invading.
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“Truth I: Humans are more important than hardware.

People — not equipment — make the critical difference. The right people, highly trained and
working as a team, will accomplish the mission with the equipment available. On the other hand,
the best equipment in the world cannot compensate for a lack of the right people.”

(USSOCOM 2024)
I. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background and research puzzle

Russia’s annexation of Crimeain 2014 and further occupation of parts of Ukraine following
its full-scale invasion in 2022 have brought back from the Cold War the threat of a major interstate
war in Europe. While assessments indicate that Russian military aggression against NATO member
states remains unlikely, the experience from improving its recruiting, training, and rearming
capabilities to restore its strength and continue fighting in Ukraine can potentially be applied to a
larger conventional military confrontation with NATO (Kuczynska-Zonik 2024; Forsvarets
Efterretningstjeneste (FE) 2025; Antrasis Operatyviniy Tarnyby Departamentas (AOTD) and
Valstybés saugumo departamentas (VSD) 2020).

The Alliance’s current strategy is primarily centred on the high readiness and rapid
reinforcement capabilities of Allied conventional forces (CF), the pillar of NATO’s deterrence and
defence. However, NATO is faced with military capability discrepancies (Monaghan et al. 2024),
intra-alliance political tensions (Murgia 2026), and logistical hurdles (Hagstrom et al. 2019), which,
along with Russia’s use of hybrid threats, undermine the Alliance’s military capability to respond
to aggression (Kilcullen 2020; Fabian 2022). Acknowledged since 2014, the lack of credible CF to
balance Russia’s forces on the eastern flank exposes NATO’s vulnerability to possible Russian
aggression (Ferenzi 2023). The events in Ukraine have shown that conventional deterrence isn’t
guaranteed and that reconquering sovereign territory can be extremely costly when the conflict
turns into a war of attrition. In view of this problem, resistance can theoretically fill this gap in

deterrence and defence.

Resistance movements have historically proven capable of inflicting costs on the occupier
(Collard-Wexler 2013; Ferenzi 2023) and, relying mainly on the population, can be a disruptive
force operating behind enemy lines, revealing their potential to produce a distinctly human-centric
deterrence-by-denial effect rather than the expensive equipment-centric conventional deterrence.

However, resistance has neither tactically nor operationally produced consistent results, mainly



being non-professional, disassociated factional groups without the proper structure to use military
and quasi-military tactics against the enemy invery challenging operational environments: “All were
improvised. These civilian defenders lacked the advantages of advance preparations and trained

fighting forces which are seen as essential for military combat” (Sharp 1985, 4).

This thesis examines how resistance, as a SOF-enabled strategic element, inflicted
disproportionate costs under conditions of military inferiority using the population as the main
resource, and a precedent of this can be found in the Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG).
This paramilitary program ran between 1961 and 1971 during the Vietnam War and was led by the
US Special Forces, famously known as the Green Berets. Against the increasing insurgency from
the North Vietnam-supported Viet Cong (VC), US advisors to the South Vietnamese government
identified the Montagnards, the non-aligned indigenous communities in the mountainous Central
Highlands region, as potential targets of communist influence and devised a population denial

strategy to deny the VC bases to stage their attacks.

The CIDG became a successful program that not only expanded exponentially in size from
a single village to 200 villages in only eight months since its start in 1961, but at the peak of the
program in 1969, a deployment of 600 Green Berets produced a fighting force of 70,000 CIDG
irregular combatants that, in many instances, outperformed most of the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam (ARVN) soldiers in engagements with the VC and North Vietnamese CF, achieving
CIDG soldier-to-enemy loss rates of 1:15, comparable even to the loss rates suffered by US forces
(Booth 1992, 24-32). This is an unexpected outcome from a program that, on the surface, was
solely intended to improve the villagers' livelihood and enable them to self-sustain their defence

against the communist insurgency, yet inflicted heavy losses on the enemy.

Using the process-tracing method, the thesis traces the sequence of events and actions
during the program’s existence through which the US Special Forces operationalised civilian
resistance and shaped the operational environment to produce denial effects on the VC by
increasing costs to their political objectives. This thesis doesn’t seek to prove deterrence, which
cannot be observed directly but rather inferred from an attack that does not happen; the focus is
on the mechanism that produces denial or increased-cost effects observable throughout the

conflict, which is a precondition identified for deterrence-by-denial.

1.2 Justification of its relevance

Focus has increased on whole-of-society defence strategies in which the civilian population

will become increasingly involved in national defence, and one of these forms of participation can
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be exercised through resistance warfare. Therefore, the relevance of the puzzle lies not only in the
potential of resistance as an additional human-centric layer to deterrence and defence besides
nuclear forces and CF, but also in exploring how it can inflict costs consistently (Beechner and
Collins 2019). This is where the Resistance Operating Concept and special operations forces (SOF)
come in. The first is the advanced whole-of-society resistance preparations, and the second is a
bridge between the civilian elements and the military nature of resistance warfare, operationalising
resistance as a contributor to deterrence and defence. For this reason, the CIDG program during
the Vietnam War is exceptionally interesting and is chosen as the case study for this thesis because
of its empirical value as one of the few well-documented operations with deep details of SOF using
their sophisticated civil-military skills to lead a resistance program that transformed civilians into a

force capable of inflicting high costs on a militarily superior adversary.

1.3 Literature review
Deterrence by denial

Deterrence theory has been prominently used in international relations and military science
since the proliferation of nuclear weapons as a form of security management. Deterrence by denial
was conceptualised during the Cold War,and Glenn H. Snyder (1959) is widely credited with having
set its theoretical foundations by attributing punishment to nuclear and air strategic forces, and
denial corresponded to CF, a function known as conventional deterrence. Theoretical
contributions of this subtype are found in Mearsheimer (1983), who discussed it based on the
adversary’s strategy to pursue its objectives, and Stone (2012), who observes the limitations of
conventional threats to credibly deter. Mazarr (2018) provides a synthesised explanation of
deterrence, and Alex S. Wilner and Andreas Wenger’s (2021) editorial broadly explores deterrence

by denial from the Cold War to today.

Following the decline in post-Cold War deterrence studies, interest in this field was
renewed by the changes in the security environment of the 21% century, characterised by
asymmetrical warfare waged by non-state actors, and cyber warfare, hybrid warfare, and grey zone
operations by revisionist states (Gray 2003; Bendiek and Metzger 2015; Gartzke and Lindsay 2019;
Monaghan 2022a). Studies on conventional deterrence remained relevant and even increased in a
European security/ NATO context following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the
invasion of Ukraine in 2022 (Vargulis 2021; Lupovici 2023; Monaghan 2022b; Milksoo 2024;
Rademacher et al. 2020).

Very few studies address the relevance of UW as a deterrent option for small states, termed

unconventional deterrence (Reinhardt 1964; Arreguin-Toft 2009; Telley 2018). Debating the
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effectiveness of unconventional deterrence, Erick Nielson C. Javier’s (2023) piece argues that small
states will not have backup from Allies, so they need to invest in offensive denial capabilities rather
than futile attrition warfare through guerrilla or conventional defence. However, Mindaugas
Rekasius’s (2005) thesis explores small-state UW strategy as a deterrent in response to the
domination of military balance in deterrence theory, identifying and operationalising variables
which will be used as a starting point for the conceptualisation of deterrence by denial in the

theoretical framework section.

Resistance within interstate conflict studies

The study of resistance in warfare has been largely addressed from an interdisciplinary
focus. These studies have framed the application of resistance, violent and non-violent, as an aspect
or means of UW, irregular warfare, and guerrilla warfare in the context of large-scale war,
revolutions, insurgencies and terrorism covered across several historical periods but focused mostly
on the multiple conflicts and crises ranging from the late 19 century up to this day (Ackerman and
Rodal 2008; Leonhard 2019; Binnendijk and Kepe 2021; Petrauskaite 2021). Further studies include
proposals to measure and assess resistance and resilience to guide external support strategies, but
from the standpoint of intrastate conflict (Burrell and Collison 2024; Burrell et al. 2025). In cross-
concept studies, there is evidence for the deterrent effect of volunteer-based forces (VBF) (Beehner
and Collins 2019), and Runts (2025) addresses deterrence through resistance by analysing Ukraine’s

and Latvia’s resistance frameworks, but doesn’t discuss resistance operations.

The interest of this research is primarily in resistance during foreign occupation. Simon
Collard-Wexler (2013) provides an in-depth study of the conditions in which resistance emerges in
the context of occupation, which is relevant to contextualising this thesis’s theoretical development
of resistance. Brian S. Petit’s (2022) discussion on resistance command-and-control challenges is a
relevant topic to support this research’s conceptualisation of SOF. However, except for a few
studies (Kuul 2014), progress in the exploration of resistance as part of a defence strategy against
this threat has been limited, barely breaking out of the conceptual stage because, except for Ukraine,

no other whole-of-society defence framework has been tested, nor has its resistance component.

Considering the need to address this gap in the aftermath of Russia’s annexation of Crimea
in 2014, the US Special Operations Command Europe (SOCEUR) created an initiative to explore
the concept of resistance. The result of this was the development of the Resistance Operating Concept
(ROC), authored by Otto C. Fiala (2020) and published by the Swedish Defence University,
intended to serve as a guide to build resistance capabilities for countries at risk of being

overwhelmed by potential invaders. Based on the ROC, NATO Special Operations Headquarters



(NSHQ) (2020)" published the Comprebensive Defence Handbook (CDH), which is the closest
contribution to the application of special operations forces (SOF) in resistance operations. For this
research’s theoretical framework, the ROC was chosen over the CDH because the ROC focuses
on reasoning why resistance must be considered in a whole-of-society defence strategy, which fits
more with this thesis’s objective and aim, while the CDH focuses on the technical and procedural
aspects of establishing a resistance component to protect society under a government strategy

known as comprehensive defence.

Special Operations and Special Operations Forces

Literature on special operations (SO) and special operations forces (SOF) has broadly
explored these military capabilities mainly in comparison to conventional forces (CF) in terms of
scale, strategic impact, and cost-effectiveness. In general, definitions emphasise SO/SOF as a
small-scale action or unit that has a disproportionate strategic, operational or tactical effect against
a relatively superior adversary. The most notable theoretical proposals are retired US Navy admiral
William McRaven’s (1993) SO theory, focused towards creating chances for success; Tom Searle’s
proposal of an ‘Outside the box’ theory, suggesting that “military special operations are all military
operations thatare not purely conventional operations” (2017, 17); and Jonathan Schroden’s (2020)

risk-theory proposal.

Despite these attempts, SO and SOF do not have a generally agreed-upon comprehensive
theory that explains their role (Kratochvil 2021, 8), and Kiras (2015) has even critiqued the need
for a theory of SO. Highlighting individual and institutional impediments, he argues that it is
unnecessary and dangerous to develop such a theory, remarking that SO are not an exclusive
phenomenon of war but a part of it, and their existence is due to their strategic value or utility
relative to other options. Therefore, the approach for an overarching understanding of the potential
role of SOF in this research will be based on Colin S. Gray’s conceptualisation of the strategic
utility of SO. This choice was influenced by Petterson and Ilis-Alm’s quote advocating for a way
of thinking about special operations towards “one that is more focused on what SOF do rather

than who they are” (2022, 91).

The bulk of the empirical research on SOF over the last decade has focused on explaining
counterinsurgency (COIN) and counterterrorism (CT) operations, mainly from experiences in
expeditionary missions in Afghanistan and Iraq. However, studies on the strategic application of

SO and SOF have stressed a critical issue in this field: the misemployment of SO and SOF to

! Now the Allied Special Operations Forces Command (SOFCOM).
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counter contemporary threats resulting from a simplistic understanding of these unclearly defined
niche capabilities (Gray 2015; Ucko 2023; Jakobsson and Karlsson 2025). Furthermore, this
literature has been heavily influenced by the US’s Joint Special Operations University (JSOU) and
the RAND Corporation, focusing primarily on SOI’s application to forward the US’s national
security interests and foreign affairs, and very few address SOF’s role in deterrence. Robert
Haddick (2017) has contributed to the subject of SOF as a deterrent, but in contribution to US

strategy.

Mattingsdal, Danielsen and Mellingen (2025) published an article about the strategic effect
of the Norwegian SOF against a hypothetical Russian incursion, but they focus on its application
for defence during the critical NATO pre-reinforcement window. Dr Kevin Stringer (2017, 2021a,
2021b; 2022a, 2022b; 2024) has produced many works on SOF that intersects with deterrence,
hybrid threats and grey zone operation, stay-behind groups, underground resistance, and territorial
defence forces as key components of total defence, and together with Glennis F. Napier (2018)
published an editorial to foster the discussion on SOF’s underemphasised UW and resistance

activities.

In the same subject, Sandor Fabian (2021) argues that SOF have capabilities for building
resistance, but his analysis is limited to urban environments; Maj. Daniel Eerhart (2024) advocates
for the inclusion of SOF skills to support non-violent resistance and to consider it part of UW;
Ulrica Pettersson and Hans Ilis-Alm (2022) and Derek Jones and Brian Mehan (2022) have made
explorations into the challenges and opportunities of resource-limited, non-aligned/small state

SOF to strengthen and integrate VBF in resistance operations against superior adversaries.

1.4 Research gap

While the concepts of deterrence by denial, SOF, and resistance that will be used in this
theoretical framework have been broadly researched and are increasing in their relevance in
discussions among experts considering the current security environment, there is an
acknowledgement that the subjects of the research question are under-researched (Jakobsson and
Karlsson 2025). Except for Ulrica Petterson and Hans Ilis-Alm (2022) and Stringer’s (2022a)
articles and sparse Internet publications (Winkie 2021), there are no further works that explicitly
focus on contemporaty resistance operations/UW, SOF and deterrence comprehensively. The
gaps liein the connection between these three concepts, and this thesis sets out to fill them through

the analysis of the US Special Forces and the CIDG program.



1.5 Research question and aim

The research question this thesis seeks to answer is: How did US Special Forces enable
the Civilian Irregular Defense Program (CIDG) to resist and produce outsized denial

effects on the Viet Cong?

This thesis aims to explain the causal mechanisms for the outcome of the US SF-led CIDG
program and, using the findings in this case study, contribute to filling the gaps in the under-
researched connection between SOF’s utility, resistance under occupation, and deterrence by

denial.

1.6 Methodology, methods and techniques

This research is a study of a historical case using process tracing, a within-case qualitative
research method. George and Bennet (2005) argue that, whereas comparative methods require two
or more similar historical cases to perform a strictly controlled comparison for theory testing or
theory development, it can be very challenging to find matching cases. Alternatively, emphasis is

placed on making cause-and-effect observations within a single case relevant to the theory.

Characterising process-tracing as “a procedure for identifying steps in a causal process
leading to the outcome of a given dependent variable of a particular case in a particular historical
context” (George and Bennett 2005, 159), what process-tracing provides is a way to understand
and explain how the independent variable effects the dependent variable through a process (causal
mechanism) across the narrative of the case studied (Collier 2011). Process-tracing also provides

us with the ability to map alternative causal paths that could have led to the same outcome (George

and Bennett 2005).

This research will use a documentary research technique to selectively compile information
from a multitude of sources that are relevant to the analysis (Lamont 2022). The theoretical
framework will be supported by scientific and academic works pertinent to the concepts, while
data for the case study will be sourced from institutional reports, mainly from organisations
affiliated with the US Army that have produced extensive studies on the CIDG program, books
and articles written by former US Special Forces who had direct involvement in the program or

authors who had access to these primary sources.



II. THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The core concept of this thesis is the Resistance Operating Concept (ROC), while Colin S. Gray’s

claims on the Strategic Utility of special operations will be used to support the argument that SOF
are enablers of organised resistance. Both concepts will be tied under the main ideas of deterrence
theory fit for unconventional warfare (UW), which will define the purpose of SOF’s role in

resistance operations: to operationalise resistance into a denial deterrent mechanism.

2.1 Detetrence by denial

Deterrence is about preventing war, and this is achieved by persuading the adversary that,
in pursuing an undesired action against the defender, he will lose more than he would gain. Nuclear
weapons were regarded as central in Cold War-era strategic thinking because of their capability to
inflict unacceptable costs on the enemy as punishment for their aggression. However, Glenn H.
Snyder (1959) realised that the overwhelming focus on the threat of mutually assured destruction
(MAD) as the deterrence pillar of NATO’s Cold War strategic concept of “sword and shield” —
the sword being nuclear retaliation, and the shield the defending conventional forces (CF) —

obscured the deterrence value of CF.

Concerning territorial aggression, an enormous issue for Western defence planners, Snyder
(1959, 1961) argued that nuclear retaliation is irrational because it has no value for defence, only
for pre-war deterrence. The defender, uncertain about its willingness to use nuclear weapons, which
in all measures is a disproportionate response to non-nuclear aggression, would gain nothing but
retaliation in kind, risking an escalation into nuclear war. The result would be too costly for both
sides. This paradox turned into an issue of self-deterrence, hampering the credibility of punishment

through nuclear weapons and, consequently, their deterrent effect.

On the other hand, the value of CF is two-fold: defence and deterrence. Strong CF project
more deterrence credibility because their clear purpose is to mitigate damage in territorial defence.
Should deterrence fail, they are no doubt to be employed in response to aggression since one of
their dominating function or utilities is “to punish the enemy, to deny him territory (or take it from
him), and to mitigate damage to oneself” (Snyder 1961, 8), that is, to increase the cost for the
aggressor during its campaign to achieve its objectives. Applying this same value logic, resistance
has deterrence value in that “[the] purpose [of resistance] is to deny the adversary the ability to

politically consolidate occupied territory” (Ferenzi 2023).



Theoretical formulations have generally identified two main elements® to achieve
deterrence: capability and credibility. Capability refers to the practical ability to deliver the threat
by matching the adversary’s military power, while credibility refers to the resolve to deliver the
threat in response to an unwanted action and committing to the cost involved (Mazarr 2018).
Although in these formulations the balance of military power is widely regarded as the pillar of
conventional deterrence capability, under occupation, the defender-turned-occupied will be at a
great military disadvantage. Furthermore, reinforcement of defences can be hindered by enforcing
an anti-access and area-denial (A2/AD) strategy, which effectively turns the occupied territory into
a Denied or Degraded Operational Environment (DDOE) and constrains the defender’s efforts

to regain sovereignty.

As an option for weak states, unconventional warfare (UW) comprises a broad repertoire
of indirect-confrontation tactics and strategies intended to maximise damage at relatively very low
cost, achieved not through military superiority but rather through human, political, and
psychological superiority (human-centric). Realising the strategic value of UW for inflicting costs,
Rekasius defines unconventional deterrence as “persuasion of the opponent not to attack via
threats of unconventional warfare, such as guerrilla war and terrorism, including their various
subcategories (e.g., assassinations of politico-military leadership, cyber-terrorism, terrorism by

WMD, etc.)” (2005, 11-12).

UW operations transform the battlefield dynamics to the less-resourced advantage by
restricting the effectiveness of the adversary’s superior CF in an operational environment for which
their capabilities are mismatched. CF are built to achieve strategic objectives as quickly as possible
using raw military power, but conventional warfare operations become unsustainable over time as
they incur great organisational and logistical costs. Therefore, dragging the adversary into a
protracted war is where the weak state has more chances of winning (Mearsheimer 1983; Rekasius
2005), but UW, despite its advantages, cannot achieve greater strategic goals on its own and must

be focused on complementing conventional warfare efforts (Tse-tung 1989).

2 Thereare several variations of the deterrence formulain deterrenceliterature. The most widely recognised deterrence
variables are capability, credibility, and communication, commonly known as the 3 Cs of deterrence, and even other
proposals suggest context as a fourth C (Lonsdale 2022). While communication, being the “messaging of intentions,
thresholds, and consequences” (NATO ACT 2025), is considered a separate variable from credibility, because
deterrence is the outcome of a performative act, communicating without defining the audience becomes a poor
predictor for determining the success or failure of deterrence; therefore, deterrence formulations need to account for
the aggressor/target's perceptions. Some formulations take this into account, such as the aggressot’s belief (Haddick
2017,10), motivation (Mazarr 2018), or interests (Mearsheimer 1983). This thesis’s theoretical description of deterrence
by denial follows this second strand, but because the focus is on the measures the defender can implement to deter,
assessing the success or failure of deterrence is beyond the boundaries of the research question; therefore, the
aggressor’s perception will not be considered in the analysis.
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Whereas in classical deterrence theory, credibility is dependent on having the military-
technical capability, in unconventional deterrence, it is dependent on the value of what is at stake.
Territory, among other power objects, holds value for both the defender and the aggressor. It is
only of strategic value to the aggressor if it serves its greater interests, but a weak state will be more
willing to fight to defend its vital interests, as it holds intrinsic value (Snyder 1959). By regarding
aggression and territorial occupation as an existential matter, willingness to respond with violence
1s no longer strictly a government decision, but a social phenomenon that mobilises society to its
defence, threatening to inflict severe costs to preserve its own existence. This asymmetry in the
perceived value of interests endangered is what Rekasius (2005) refers to as the balance of

motivations.

Rekasius (2005) identifies reputation, legitimacy, and a bargaining strategy as three other
elements that further increase credibility; however, they are not widely considered influential factors
in deterrence. Nevertheless, they can be considered enablers of UW, so for this research, they will
be briefly discussed. Reputation refers to the behavioural history of the deterrer, which the deterred
considers in its calculations, but context has a great influence on the chances that the deterrer will
act the same way as in the past. Legitimacy strengthens the deterrer’s belief that it is justified to use
controversial or unethical means of UW to defend legitimate interests; therefore, the possible use

of what the aggressor may consider illegitimate means of war raises the cost of aggression.

A bargaining strategy is referred to as “a function of conveying signals to the aggressor
about the deterret’s interests at stake, intentions, and resolve” (Huth 1999 quoted in Rekasius 2005,
33). It is the main mechanism to strategically communicate the threat through actions that
emphasise the value of the interests to be defended, such as civil preparedness information
campaigns and observable capability-building during pre-war, or sabotage and peaceful protests
during occupation (Fiala 2022). The deterrent effect of a bargaining strategy is that it increases the
cost of the military option to the aggressor by reducing its attractiveness when the defensive threat

is upheld, while less costly alternatives for achieving objectives are open.

In essence, denial is about suppressing the aggressor’s confidence by reducing its chances
of success, and this acknowledgement established the conceptual distinction between deterrence
by punishment and denial. Although conventional deterrence may fail and the aggressor may
succeed in occupying territory, either as a part of his limited political objectives or a consequence
of his unlimited ones (Mearsheimer 1983, 29), these gains can be contested to prevent their

achievement from being consolidated and normalised as part of a new international status quo.
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Given this case, a premise of this research is that denying the aggressot’s political objectives
is still achievable beyond defence by considering resistance as a way to continue inflicting costs
despite the military power asymmetry and restore the existing state before the conflict. As will be
explained later, resistance preparations must focus on building capability around the right UW
strategy for a protracted war that complements CF in a broader defence strategy and grounds it on

intrinsic interests to increase the perceived costs and produce a deterrent effect.

2.2 Resistance against occupation as a human-centtic detetrence strategy

Resistance is generally referred to as individual and collective actions that challenge an
asymmetrical power structure (Lilja 2022). However, this broad idea of resistance can be applied
to describe many types of asymmetrical struggles for power, such as insurgencies. For this research,
it is connected to foreign occupation as defined under International Humanitarian Law (IHL):
“Territory is considered occupied when it is actually placed under the authority of the hostile army.
The occupation extends only to the territory where such authority has been established and can be
exercised” (ICRC, n.d.). This definition emphasises that resistance is conducted in the context of

interstate conflict, rather than intrastate conflict.

Resistance against foreign occupation is the central argument of the Resistance Operating
Concept (ROC),a framework for pre-war resistance preparation that can be integrated into a state’s
total defence strategy. Under the ROC, resistance is defined as “a nation’s organized, whole-of-
society effort, encompassing the full range of activities from nonviolent to violent, led by a legally
established government (potentially exiled/displaced or shadow) to reestablish independence and

autonomy within its sovereign territory that has been wholly or partially occupied by a foreign

power” (Fiala 2020, 5).

The ROC lists the following elements to develop as national prerequisites for successful
resistance (Fiala 2020, 7-8): national identity, psychological preparation, and potential external
threat identification will build willingness to resist (credibility); knowledge and reduction of
vulnerabilities, and preparation against a potential external threat will build capacity to resist
(capability). Because resistance’s strength lies in its covert nature, capabilities must be kept hidden
to avoid the adversary from preparing countermeasures, as Stone says, “one cannot attack what

one cannot locate” (2012, 115).

However, without knowledge of capabilities, the adversary cannot account for it in its risk
calculus; hence, resistance won’t deter it. Nevertheless, whereas in conventional deterrence,
capability, a variable measured in destructiveness, is distinctly separate from credibility, in

unconventional deterrence, capability is fused to credibility, as capability comes from the popular
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mobilisation to defend, therefore entirely dependent on willingness (Roberts 1969; Rekasius 2005).
Overt capability-building activities build credibility by signalling that preparations are being made

to threaten the aggressor with resistance (Fiala 2022).

To compensate for the military imbalance, whole-of-society defence planners want “as
much of the society as possible must be militarily trained and prepared” (Berzina 2020, 2), done
through credibility and capability-building by developing resilient societal foundations. Promoting
national identity and psychologically preparing the population provides the ideological primer for
mobilising the population, transforming individual actions into an organised and coherent
movement, and the resilience to sustain long-term commitment to the resistance through meaning-
making. Identifying the potential threat, this being foreign military occupation, and acknowledging
it publicly signals to the population, the adversary, and allies, that preparations are being made to
counter the threat, such as the establishment of a legal framework thatlegitimises resistance warfare
and of an organising entity that coordinates resistance capability-building, including large-scale

civil-military exercises (Fiala 2020; Angstrom and Ljungkvist 2024).

The formulation of a strategy for protracted war, the cornerstone of UW capability, attends
to the covert aspects of capability-building. Knowledge and vulnerability reduction prevent the
aggressor from exploiting societal weak points in advance to suppress the defender’s response
capabilities and improve its chances of achieving its objectives. Preparations against the potential
external threat include planning contingencies to ensure the continuity of government, either
displaced internally or in exile, and of the essential societal functions. Strategic planning must
address the recruitment and development of the core cadres; the establishment of the
organisational structure of the resistance movement; the identification of key personnel that will
comprise the shadow government, guerrilla forces, underground and auxiliary elements; building
the physical infrastructure and prepositioning resources that will enable operations, what Collard-
Wexler (2013) refers to as opportunity structures; and most critically, the activation and
management of all these resistance elements (Fiala 2020). However, resistance alone does not win
wars. Its strategic value is increased when UW strategy is integrated with conventional warfare in a

whole-of-society approach to national defence planning.

These prerequisites provide a pre-war force-generation framework that not only
preestablishes a self-sustainable resistance structure for its success but also turns it into a deterrent.
However, the resistance activation problem is soon encountered. While the ROC states that
“National resistance against an occupier is triggered when a foreign power occupies sovereign
national territory directly or by proxy” (Fiala 2020, 19), it also acknowledges that “it is the historical

norm that the majority of the population will be passive or neutral” (Fiala 2020, 23). This issue is
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what Collard-Wexler emphasises by arguing that resistance against occupiers is an irrational choice
when “resistance is dangerous, occupations are temporary and benign, and when occupiers are no

worse than existing forms of government” (2013, 52).

Strong national identity is underscored as indispensable for resistance in the ROC (Fiala
2020). Still, nationalism theories in resistance studies fail to generally explain why individuals under
occupation do not take up such a risky activity when, to begin with, they are not predisposed to
commit acts of violence that endanger themselves and their community. Hence, there is no real
assurance that the resistance infrastructure will be activated by national sentiment alone. Instead,
Collard-Wexler (2013) suggests that resistance occurs because of political dislocation. According
to this theory, by pursuing political goals, an aggressor occupies another state’s sovereign territory
and establishes a new state administration, replacing the defeated state's previous political
structures. While at first the changes may be tolerated, when this new negative political order and
loss of trust with the occupier increasingly threaten the security or way of life of the occupied
population, resentful social groups and communities may take up resistance as compliance is no

longer a survival option (Collard-Wexler 2013).

The ROC doesn’t account for how the infrastructure will be activated by dispersed
underground cells, operating disconnected from each other ® in an extremely risky DDOE without
the direction of the legitimate government. The existential crisis of national identity isn’t enough
of a trigger, but political dislocation is the threat mechanism that forcibly pursues the change or
destruction of sovereignty. SOF, highly skilled to operate in DDOE:s, can act as delegates of the
legitimate government and pursue the goal of countering and subverting the consolidation of

enemy political power by activating and managing the prepared resources for resistance operations.

2.3 Strategic Utlity of SOF for detetrence

NATO’s doctrine defines Special Operations Forces (SOF) as: “specially designated,
organized, selected, trained and equipped forces using specialized techniques and modes of
employment” (2019, 19). This organisational definition helps us establish what SOF are to
distinguish them from other types of military units. However, this can lead to very different
interpretations across NATO member states, given factors such as defence policy and strategic
culture; hence, to explain SOF more broadly, ColinS. Gray’s concept of the strategic utility of special

operations helps frame what SOF do.

3 In the absence of a legitimate authority, resistance groups may organise along political factions and fight each other
to gain and consolidate political power within the occupied territory, during and after the occupation (Collard-Wexler
2013, 58-62).
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Gray’s conceptual foundation is that actions affect strategy, referring to the idea that
“‘le]ngagements’ of any and all kinds, conducted by every variety of armed force, have
consequences for the course and outcome of a conflict [...] strategic performance can only rest
upon tactical performance” (1998, 11). Based on this, he employs the concept of strategic utility to
refer to “the contribution of a particular kind of military activity to the course and outcome of an
entire conflict” (1998, 163). What distinguishes SOF from other elements of the military is the
definition of the unique missions they are to take on: “the conduct of small-scale, high-risk/high-
payoff, unorthodox operations that are outside the bounds of regular warfare” (1998, 190). The
key values of SOF’s utility are the quality of their performance relative to CF, the political and
strategic cultures of the country employing them, and the context of the conflict in which they are

to be strategically used.

Gray (1998) identifies SOF’s strategic utility primarily as an economy of force and an
expansion of choice. By economy of force, the underlying idea that Gray provides is that, in the
military, it is a principal virtue of war “to achieve maximum results with minimum effort” (1998,
164). As small-sized units, with limited numbers and resources but possessing sophisticated skills,
SOF can conduct actions that produce a disproportionate effect, enhancing the chances for CF
and other instruments of national power to be employed successfully, and denying the enemy’s
advantage by targeting their resources across the entire spectrum of the conflict or influencing their

decision-making.

Likewise, SOF’s skills expand the choices for policy and military decision-makers, as
“dealing with the unknown requires SOF to adapt to rapid and sudden changes and react in a short
period of time” (Kratochvil 2021, 9); therefore, in situations where the raw strength of CF is
tactically ill-suited to achieve strategic objectives, SOF’s discretion, precision, and nimbleness are
used to set the pace of the conflict, maximising the utility of resources available to either accelerate
the progress toward victory or slow down defeat (Gray 1998, 174). The main takeaway from this
claim is that, to enable irregular forces to be tactically and operationally effective, the strategy needs
to clearly define SOF’s purpose for the situation in which they will be deployed, since purpose
“frames the requisite skills, range of operations, operational signatures, and the preferred

integration option for SOF-[volunteer-based forces]VBE” (Jones and Mehan 2022, 144).

Having capabilities that provide operational and strategic effects in full-spectrum, high-risk,
and politically sensitive environments, carried out independently or together with CF or indigenous
forces in interagency operations, these choices are defined under NATO doctrine as Direct Action
(DA), Special Reconnaissance (SR), and Military Assistance (MA). In their MA task, Kratochvil

emphasizes SOF’s role as integrators because of their “ability to be deployed in foreign territory
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and to be able to push foreign elements acting on the battlefield in the desired action using training,
advising, accompanying” (2021, 12), which he combines with the concept of ‘warrior diplomat’,
referring to the “ability to negotiate and influence key players in a given environment” (2021, 12).
SOF members are trained to operate with the local populace, requiring skills in “understanding
cultural, religious, and environmental peculiarities” (Petit 2022, 143), which emphasises SOI’s
human-centric capabilities, critical to enable the function of resistance command and control (C2)

in the absence of a legitimate government authority in DDOEs.

Resistance movements are organised around a decentralised network of dispersed cells a
matter of survivability in a DDOE against the overwhelming pressure from a superior military
adversary. Requiring a smaller resource infrastructure to operate due to their small size, the cost
burden is distributed across a more spread-out foundation (Rekasius 2005, 57). Consequently, they
enjoy a higher degree of operational autonomy, but at the expense of lower tactical and operational
proficiency. Due to fewer command mechanisms available to coordinate the diverse cells, they are
less able to deliver sustained violence. Compounding the problem, resistance members come from
varied backgrounds and will display various degrees of responsiveness to control mechanisms; the
lack of these C2 mechanisms results in less oversight over tactical actions that deliver inconsistent
results and can backfire when detached from strategy, risking resistance operations to become

delegitimised in the eyes of the local population (Petit 2022).

SOF’s presence helps strengthen the resistance members’ psychological resilience and
morale, defined by Fedorchak as “the individual or group commitment, conviction and discipline
to fulfil an assigned task at a particular time” (2024, 8). Angstrom and Ljungkvist argue that keeping
the distinction between civilians and military “improves morale among the population, which is
good in the long run, and it also lays out a basic structure of belonging, which is absolutely necessary
for continued resistance in the absence of centralised state leadership” (2024, 507). Although
psychological preparation during pre-war time is greatly emphasised in the ROC, the presence of
friendly or allied SOF in DDOESs brings reassurance, both in the sense that the civilian and the
military’s roles in situations of crisis are clearly distinguished and that something is being done, and

that they are still seen and connected with the rest of society (Gray 1998).

Integrated with these cells and with scarce resources, SOF push the limits of established
military doctrines to adapt resistance movements to the challenges of even the most extreme
operational environments (Gray 1998). These constraints foster a bottom-up development of new
methods and equipment to continue enabling resistance as an effective warfighting capability, but
most importantly, SOF’s integration into the resistance C2 structure provides tactical-level

direction to keep actions aligned with the strategy, constantly adapted to the operational
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environment through innovation (Petit 2022; Jones and Mehan 2022). While leaders and strategic
planners may assume SOF to be a quick, cost-effective, and do-it-all solution (Long 2016), what
Gray emphasises about the utility of SOF and UW is that they alone are not meant to achieve
victory; they are tactically meant to shape the environment towards operational and strategic

success as enablers for other tools of national power.

2.4 Operationalisation of the theoretical and conceptual framework

Having established and developed the main theories and concepts of the theoretical
framework, the ideas are unified into a linear causal chain, laid out as independent wvariable
(canse)—>causal mechanism—dependent variable (effec?), that will be the core logic for guiding the

analysis:

SOF use their UW skills (cause) to strategically operationalise the resistance
movement (mechanism) prepared under the ROC, to deny the adversary’s objectives by

raisin e cost of occupation (effec ereby contributing to deterrence.
g th t of pation (effect), thereby tributing to det

The reasoning behind this is that SOF are trained in far more complex activities, which
require higher cognitive skills to carry them out. By connecting/combining/coordinating military
and civilian resources, they shape a DDOE, creating as many chances as possible for the successful
use of other instruments of national power towards a clearly defined political goal, which, in
resistance, is the reestablishment of political control over the occupied territories, achieved by

raising the cost to the aggressors of gaining control over these territories.

Based on the theoretical framework, I disaggregate the variables (SOF, resistance, and
deterrence by denial) for the analysis in the following propositions:

o SOP’s strategic utility is described by Gray’s claims that they produce an ecwnomy of force,
observed through the achievement of disproportionate effects from limited resources, and
expansion of choice by enabling and operationalising a resistance movement to be a resource.

e Based on the ROC, resistance is described as will/ingness] to resist, the motivational primer
developed through a strong connection to societal foundations, and capacity to resist, the
ability to conduct resistance activities developed through capability-building programs.

e The denial/increased cost effect desired for deterrent credibility and capability is described
by the balance of motivations, observed by the commitment to the capability-building
programs; operational competence,demonstrating the tactical and operational level of resistance
capabilities in combat; and strategic integration of the UW strategy for protracted war in a
broader defence strategy, referring to how tactics are used and sustained in time to deny

the adversary’s objectives.
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Table 1 below illustrates how the variables have been operationalised:

SOF
(Cause)

o

Resistance
(Mechanism)

=

Denial/Increased cost

(Effect)

Dimension Proposition (Indicators)

Achievement of
disproportionate effect
Economy of Propo!

from limited resources
force (increase indigenous
force through civil-

military approach)

Enabling and

. operationalising
Expansion of .
resistance movement

choice (turning resistance into a
viable strategic option:

C2)

Dimension

Will to resist

Capacity to

resist

Proposition (Indicators)
Development of societal
foundations
(strengthening national
identity, psychological
preparation and threat
identification)

Capability-building
programs
(innovative approaches to
reduction of vulnerabilities,
recruitment, training,
organisation, building
infrastructure, tactical
direction)

Dimension

Credibility/
Capability

Proposition (Indicators)

Balance of motivations
(observable expressions of
commitment to capability-

building programs)

Operational competence
(signalling resistance
capabilities through

increased cost to adversary)

Strategic integration
(UW strategy for protracted
war integrated in broader
defence strategy and
sustained in time to deny
adversary’s objectives)

Table 1. Operationalisation of variables

What must be reiterated here is that, while indicators have been categorised for conceptual

clarity, because credibility and capability are inseparable in unconventional deterrence, as explained

carlier, the dimensions are mutually reinforcing, vertically and horizontally. This has motivated the

design of the analysis section in the following way:

Chapter 3, dedicated to analysing how the cause activates the mechanism, groups economzy of

Sorce with will to resist, and expansion of choice with capacity to resist. Because of how they were

conceptualised, both economy of force and expansion of choice must be understood not as inputs,

but as outputs of what SOF can achieve through the will to resist and the capacity to resist, based

on defined purposes/goals (Jones and Mehan 2022, 144). Therefore, the choice to group them is

to make it easier to trace evidence of these dimensions that are observed simultaneously in a single

occurrence.

Chapter 4 focuses on translating the findings from the previous chapter into how the

mechanism produces the denial/increase cost effect. Therefore, the indicators are thematically

categorised into balance of motivations (sociopolitical support of the CIDG program), gperational

competence (observed tactical and operational results of the CIDG program), and strategic integration

(cumulative tactical and operational successes complementing conventional military strategy to

deny the adversary’s objectives).
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III. GREEN BERETS TRAINING VIETNAMESE MONTAGNARDS
FOR UNCONVENTIONAL WARFARE

3.1 Birth of the Green Berets

Recognising the potential of resistance movements in conventional war against the Soviet
Union in Europe from their valuable experience during WWII, the US Army Special Forces
(hereinafter referred to as Special Forces or SF) was formally created in 1952 with the task of
transforming resistance support from a concept into a capability. For years, members trained and
perfected their skills in irregular warfare, packing a wide range of specialities into small-sized
operational detachments (Simpson 1983). In the following years, SF were greatly expanded thanks
to President John F. Kennedy's endorsement of using UW for advancing US foreign policy and

their potential strategic utility for counterinsurgency (Kelly 2004, 5-6).

3.2 Strategic context of the US intervention in Vietham

Taking place during the Cold War, the Second Indochina War (1955-1975), commonly
known as the Vietnam War, was a civil war fought between the communist Democratic Republic
of Vietnam (North Vietnam) and the non-communist Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam). It is
one of the many conflicts in which the US-led Western Bloc and the Sino-Soviet-led Fastern Bloc
were indirectly confronted, each pursuing the establishment of their ideal world order through the

support of proxies and allies.

Perceiving the threat of the expansion of communism into newly independent and often
weak states, the US pursued a containment policy under which it aided the South Vietnamese
government’s struggle to fight against the North Vietnamese-assisted Viet Minh — later Viet Cong
(VC) — communist insurgency. Through the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), the US
trained and advised the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) in conventional warfare
doctrines to repel any potential North Vietnamese invasion. The escalation of the insurgent attacks
between 1959 and 1960 deteriorated the legitimacy of Ngo Dinh Diem’s government and its ability
to provide security. The Viet Minh were waging a protracted war against the South Vietnamese
society in a politico-military struggle following the principles of Mao Zedong’s revolutionary
guerrilla warfare (RGW). Advisors to Kennedy’s administration assessed that RGW couldn’t be

strictly dealt with through conventional warfare doctrine.

Given the worsening of the situation, they came to realise that the war was far more than
a military problem: “the battle for the control and allegiance of these rural citizens of South

Vietnam was the cutting edge of the nation-building effort” (Gawthorpe 2018, 3). Providing
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training and weapons as the US did in the Korean War wouldn’t be enough, and therefore, they
started exploring ways to counter the insurgency with people as the strategy’s centre of gravity.
North Vietnamese forces were infiltrating personnel and weapons into South Vietnam from Laos
and Cambodia through the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The dense jungle and mountainous geography of
the Central Highlands, which bordered LLaos and Cambodia, was strategic for disrupting the enemy
routes travelling from the Ho Chi Minh Trail as well as denying the enemy an ideal location to

build their forces and launch their operations against major populated areas (Duiker 2018).

Interest arose in one of the region’s indigenous minorities, known as Montagnards, which
were ethnically and culturally distinct from the Vietnamese (Ives 2007). Because of their isolated
location, they were neither ideologically aligned with North nor South Vietnam, as they were often
marginalised by the ethnic Vietnamese living in the lowland areas. Yet, they were also considered
targets for communist influence (Kelly 2004; Piasecki 2009; Duiker 2018). Therefore, to prevent
their alignment with Communism and their use as a base for the expansion of insurgent operations,
winning their loyalty in support of the South Vietnamese government. Developing them into a
counterinsurgency force became the basis for one of the main special operations programs carried
out by the US Special Forces: the Village Defense Program (VDP), which later became the Civilian
Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) program.

3.3 Strategic utility of Green Beret-led resistance against the VC

Economy of force and will to resist

With the increasing guerrilla activity of the VCin the rural areas of South Vietnam identified
as the threat, the development of a counterinsurgency strategy, which was yet an experimental
concept for US forces, centred around population denial. Conceived to “deny the Vietnamese
Communists access to the general population” (Ayers et al. 1995, 5), the VDP started with the Buon
Enao Experimentin 1961 under the control of the Combined Studies Division (CSD), a CIA cover
organisation, but was run completely by members of the Special Forces (Simpson 1983; Piasecki

2009).

The purpose of this experiment was to assess the suitability for building sustainable self-
defence capabilities from the bottom up in South Vietnam’s non-aligned indigenous communities,
which were being influenced (or coerced through terror when non-compliant) by the VC into
supporting their revolutionary cause. The primary issue that had to be addressed was the political
and cultural gap between South Vietnam’s diverse ethnocultural groups, reflecting the lack of a
coherent national identity among the population: “[tjhe Diem regime did not stand for anything

politically that had resonance in the villages, temples, or cities of the south” (Ives 2007, 130). The
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Rhade were identified as “one of the largest tribes and certainly the most advanced and intelligent”

(Simpson 1983, 102), so they were chosen as the group to test the VDP.

The VDP’s approach to countering the VCs' terror tactics was not through pressing the
Montagnards into resettlement or to engage the VC militarily, but through civic action, which is
the non-combat “use of men and resources of the armed forces to assist the governments and
people of nations to improve on their conditions of life” (Simpson 1983, 185). Initial contact was
established through a US Army Special Forces medic sent to the Buon Enao village, providing
humanitarian treatment in the form of medical care that was well received by the villagers. This
was the approach followed for every other village, firstly by providing medical treatment, followed

by medical training as well as education on agriculture and farming (Kelly 2004).

The counterinsurgency mission of the VDP, under the guise of a development program,
became a sort of combination of civic action with military training (Ives 2007, 27), and through
this approach, the program also served to conduct psychological operations (PSYOPS) to
politically mobilise the Montagnards in support of South Vietnam and resist the VC. In a study on
the enhancement of US Special Forces guerrilla warfare operations through the manipulation of
human behaviour, Harris Jr. described that “effective guerrilla core leadership must be indigenous.
It is the guerrillas who serve as the combative arm of an insurgency” (1997, 4-5). One of the goals
was ultimately to give local ownership of the program, emphasising the need for trust, which can

be observed in the familiarity built between the Montagnards and the Special Forces.

Understanding their needs and motivations through civic action, the Special Forces gained
the Montagnards’ confidence by participating in their customs, living and eating with them, as well
as making them participants of the program’s decisions regarding their communities, as
Montagnard chiefs and leaders were often consulted for permission to set up the defences,
recruiting villagers, and reaching out to other villages in the region. This cultural integration was
critical because not only did it improve the Montagnards’ way of life and their security, but it also

gave incentives to the villagers to cooperate with the program (Carr 2012).

Approaching the Montagnard villages offering humanitarian support gave them
recognition and legitimacy, becoming the first step towards gaining loyalty, but to continue
benefiting from the VDP, the village had to ideologically and politically reject the VC and declare
allegiance to the South Vietnamese government (Harris Jr. 1997). The attractiveness of the VDP
emphasises the psychological effect of civic action, giving the Special Forces advisors the
conditions to create the connection with the South Vietnamese national identity. PSYOPS

embedded with civic action promoted and reinforced the villagers’ cultural identity, building the
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Montagnards’ resilience to VC propaganda and influencing their behaviour into supporting
resistance under the belief that, in return, it supported their cause and desire for autonomy

(Simpson 1983; Carr 2012).

This belief would sustain their morale, increasing the willingness to resist, which can be the
determining factor that keeps the irregular forces committed to the resistance and motivated to
perform in combat, allowing them to operate effectively against the VC and retain or regain control
of villages in their area of operations. Once trust between the Montagnards and SF advisors was
established through civic action and, as a result, allegiance to the South Vietnamese government
(Ives 2007), focus now turned to training the villagers in weapon handling and building defences
around the village. The VDP produced two main types of irregular forces which would embody
different resistance capabilities: local defence would be run by militias while few select volunteers
would receive more specialized training form a full-time paramilitary militia that provided more

active security, referred to as a strike force (Carr 2012).

Broadly considered a success, the program grew to such popularity that recruitment
“snowballed” among the Rhade (Kelly 2004). In one year, the program grew from 50 committed
Buon Enao villagers in late 1961 to 200 villages in the Darlac province by October 1962, with
10,600 local defenders and 1,500 strike force members protecting a total population of 60,000
villagers (Kelly 2004, 29), and after the expansion of the VDP into the CIDG program in 1962,
one deployment of a Special Forces Group to the program in 1969, numbering 600 personnel,

produced a combat force of up to 70,000 CIDG combatants (Booth 1992).

Expansion of choice and capacity to resist

Development and implementation of doctrinal changes to be able to adapt to the complex
operational environment of Vietnam’s Central Highlands demonstrated the US Special Forces’
cognitive dominance, which Ives refers to as “[the] adaptation that can take place to fill the
inevitable voids between doctrine, past experience, and the grim, new realities of conflict” (2007,
2). An example of innovation, Francis J. Kelly describes how often the “lack of accurate and timely
intelligence” (2004, 16) prevented the success of operations and how US Special Forces developed
techniques and procedures for setting up a village-based intelligence gathering network for tracking
VC movements that would serve also as an early warning system, for which there were no existing

standing operating procedures (Piasecki 2009).

Many organisational and logistical procedures had to be improvised or developed from the

ground up to improve the CIDG’s capacity. To ensure that the villages were constantly protected,
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training had to be conducted proportionately to the size of the village and the risk level of insurgent
attacks. Control measures were established to ensure that there were no insurgent infiltrators in the
villages interested in joining the program, although this was to be a persisting problem that was
never fully resolved. Despite being built to be self-sustainable, MIKE Forces and Mobile Guerrilla
Forces had their operational limitations regarding resources for long range missions and resupply
methods were developed such as dropping food and materials from attack aircraft inside bomb

containers instead of napalm (Simpson 1983).

As the CIDG program continued to expand, it also became more challenging to supply it.
While the CIA was the main financial and material supplier, later being the US Army, additional
resources had to be acquired either locally or outside Vietnam. Procurement procedures had to be
streamlined, bypassing regulations to increase the financing and supply speed to support hundreds
of Special Forces deployed in the CIDG program (Kelly 2004, 36-37; Booth 1992, 32). The
program even outsourced equipment to civilian contractors in Asia, which managed to produce
thousands of low-cost versions of US standard equipment to equip the CIDG in a very short time
as well as repair and maintain the equipment in main bases nearby. This logistical system was highly
efficient, quick and flexible to deliver the requested aid and supplies whether be on or off-combat

(Simpson 1983).

The CIDG program faced several vulnerabilities. Not only were there endemic problems
between ethnic groups, which the Vietnamese government did little to resolve, but this was also
manifested in leadership under fire. In principle, the Vietnamese Special Forces were to be leading
the trained irregular civilians during offensive operations, but there were many instances during
firefights where the US Special Forces had to step in from their advisor role to command the
operation. The reason was that the Vietnamese still didn’t fully accept working alongside the
Montagnards (Kelly 2004, 40). Further escalation of VC activity in 1965 exposed the lack of
mobility that hindered efforts to assist other camps in combat as well as the doctrinal constraints
of the Vietnamese Army, which did not operate at night, therefore, leaving the CIDG camps
vulnerable (Finlayson 2009).

The vulnerabilities in the program revealed in these attacks, including a string of night
battles that resulted in heavy losses, forced the Special Forces to adapt their tactics to combat the
VCin the darkness. Capacity to resist was improved with the creation of a quick reaction force to
help defend these camps, named MIKE Force. Initially comprised entirely of ethnic Chinese Nungs
who were avid anti-communists and later expanded to integrate Montagnards, the MIKE Forces
(one for each Corps Tactical Region) received much more specialised combat training, and

particularly the Nha Trang MIKE Force that operated under the 5" Special Forces Group was the
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only airborne-qualified unit of its type, performing combat parachute jumps on two occasions to

relieve besieged CIDG camps (Simpson 1983).

The MIKE Force became the template for other loyal and combat-reliable units such as
the Apache Force that would serve as “a pathfinder element to secure the Landing Zones (I.Zs)
prior to the helicopter insertion of combat troops” (Finlayson 2009) and Mobile Guerrilla Forces
“designed to conduct guerrilla warfare” (Simpson 1983, 133) against branches of the Ho Chi Minh
trail, deep into VC-controlled South Vietnamese territory where no other military units could access

and well beyond the support reach of the CIDG camps.

Furthermore, the CIDG program also suffered from infiltrations among the civilian
irregulars and the strike force, allowing the VC to conduct surprise attacks and catch the camp
defenders off guard, and desertions, often a result of unpaid salaries or dissatisfaction with the
South Vietnamese government (Kelly 2004). Financial and logistics management for hundreds of
CIDG combatants were often the burden of one single Special Forces officer or non-
commissioned officer, yet bribery and corruption could be prevented “[blecause SF officers

controlled pay, rations, and supplies, they noted and reported the problems and worked on them”

(Simpson 1983, 169).

All this field knowledge and lessons were constantly shared between rotating Special Forces
teams so the transition would be seamless. For this, handover protocols were developed that
allowed for the continuity of the program. Incoming teams would be immersed in weeks of pre-
mission preparation with one or more weeks of transition that overlapped with the post-mission
debriefing of the outgoing teams (Ives 2007). The Montagnards’ defence was so effective that the
South Vietnamese government and provincial leaders were able to free up ARVN and other
security forces from the task of providing security in these inaccessible areas and protect the urban
centres in the lowlands (Booth 1992). Their utility was increasingly strategic when this labour

division was further defined and coordinated (Carr 2012).
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IV. CREDIBILITY AND CAPABILITY OF U.S.
COUNTERINSURGENCY (UW) STRATEGY TO DENY/INFLICT
COST

Balance of motivations

Despite being belittled by the ethnic Vietnamese, both from the North and South, what
the CIDG granted to the Montagnards and other ethnic minorities was the reaffirmation of their
ethnic identity and autonomy (Carr 2012). Through civic action and PSYOPS, Special Forces
advisors built upon the preexisting ethnic identities and primed them into the motivator, which
was done by conditioning them to perceive the VCs' influence and terror tactics as the threat of
political dislocation. Furthermore, CIDG villages acted as a security net. When one village fell, the
refugees would relocate to other nearby friendly villages for protection and aid (Simpson 1983).
This tipped the balance of motivations by increasing the intrinsic value of the Montagnards’

improved “Westernised” way of life and, in turn, increasing their willingness to fight and defend it.

However, the ethnic marginalisation was never fully reconciled as mistrust continued to
exist due to the continued treatment of inferiority by the Vietnamese, who perceived the
Montagnards as primitive and savage communities and constantly pressured for the CIDG
program to be terminated. Tragic consequences of this animosity were the Montagnard uprisings
in five CIDG camps that killed around twenty-six South Vietnamese special forces, and the more
than 130 men killed in the attack on Plei Mrong when the camp was overrun after the defences
were disabled by infiltrated VCin the strike force and the ARV N refused to provide reinforcements
(Simpson 1983). Only through SOI’s mediation were these crises de-escalated, and the South
Vietnamese government allowed the Montagnards to have their weapons back. However, the
Montagnards demonstrated loyalty to their US Special Forces advisors rather than to their
Vietnamese counterparts (Ives 2007, 125), an unintended consequence that, in itself, defeated the

ultimate goal of securing an identitarian connection with South Vietnam.

Operational competence

Special Forces’ operational effectiveness has a strong psychological effect. Showcasing
competencies contributes to the credibility of military capability and signals political posture as
well. Not only does achieving small victories discredit the enemy, but it also reassures the public
of the nation’s endurance against external pressures and increases domestic morale that can
empower society to carry on the struggle (Gray 1998, 175-78). This psychological effect

contributes to deterrence through the strengthening of national identity: “SOF can also support

24



the informational instrument of national power by, for example, amplifying messages through

tactical operations” (Robinson et al. 2023, 18).

Militarily, the forces produced by the program were highly combat effective, not only in
defending villages and retaking them, but also in disrupting VC hit-and-run operations and denying
their control over strategic areas. The attacks on the Buon Tong Sing and Buom Hra Ea Hning
villages were among the first examples of resistance competence of the trained villagers,
demonstrating resilience after their first line of defences were broken and avoided being overrun
by pushing back a superior VC force (Simpson 1983, 104). As more villages were accepted into the
VDP, the VC had fewer supporters among the local populace, depriving them of a haven and

supplies.

The concept of the VDP was quickly expanded into other paramilitary projects such as the
“Border Surveillance, Fighting Fathers, and Catholic Youth programs” (Ives 2007, 23), all of which
would fall under the officially designated CIDG program. The program was fully assumed by the
US Special Forces (Provisional) Vietnam under the command of Colonel George Morton. It was
additionally tasked with training, equipping, and organising an offensive strike force from among
the villagers. Initially serving as a quick reaction force to only assist nearby villages under enemy
attacks, the strike force would now conduct along Special Forces combat patrols, counterguerrilla
area operations, border surveillance and sabotage of enemy logistic trails, long-range, cross-border

infiltrations, and combined operations with ARVN units (Kelly 2004; Ives 2007).

Mobile Guerrilla Forces operations launched from CIDG camps, known as Black Jack
operations, further proved the competence of SOF-trained and led irregular units: “Black Jack
mobile guerrilla operations were carried out in all four corps, and all were successful, due to the
detailed analysis and planning. In almost every case, each Black Jack operation attracted so much
enemy reaction that they had to be extracted before they reached their planned exit point. In no
case did a Black Jack operation take heavy casualties or fail to interdict and harass the enemy’s lines
of communication as planned” (Simpson 1983, 155). There are many examples of SOF-led mobile
guerrilla forces encountering large enemy units. These were not engaged in large-scale combat, but
in light skirmishes, and when needed, CF reinforcements were called in to support the destruction

of enemy units (Booth 1992; Carr 2012).

One of the most influential factors for the CIDG’s tactical and operational success was the
high return on investment, both in fighting capability and in the improvement of livelihoods. As
recounted in Lance E. Booth’s (1992) study, training, sustaining, and equipping a civilian irregular

or strike force soldier was cheaper than a regular ARVN or US Army soldier. On many occasions,
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CIDG combatants performed better than regular troops, which can be observed in the CIDG-to-
enemy ratio of battlefield losses being 1:15, and fewer than 400 American lives were lost in 8 years,
with the Special Forces-to-enemy loss ratio being from 1:75 to 1:83 in all of Vietnam between 1967
and April 1968. However, humiliation of the enemy risks escalation and could provoke the contrary
effect to deterrence (Gray 1998, 184), proven by the fact that despite the CIDG’s tactical and
operational successes, instead of relenting, the VC scaled up their aggressiveness and increased
attacks against less-defended villages and CIDG camps (Jones Jr. 2007), besieged in hours-long

battles, overrunning the defenders and inflicting hundreds of casualties among the strike force.

Strategic integration

US advisors rightly identified the threat of RGW in South Vietnam and focused the VDP
into a population denial strategy (Booth 1992). The use of Special Forces for covert operations
helped the US manage the fragile geopolitical situation, provided the US with the means to pursue
its policy of containment while avoiding escalation. This can be observed in 1961 with Kennedy’s
rejection of General Taylor’s proposal for sending a small contingent of combat troops to Vietnam
beyond the advisory mission for fear of further involvement (Duiker 2018). Lyndon B. Johnson
refrained from authorising CF operations in I.aos and Cambodia, where they would likely be
strategically more effective to weaken the VC, yet the risk they carried was far greater, as he wanted
to avoid the conflict from escalating further, spilling all over the region and triggering the

intervention of China.

Since its beginning, the VDP was successful in its purely defensive mission, but this would
change with the major restructuring that occurred in 1962: MAAG became the Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (MACV) to manage the large influx of US troops to Vietnam. Whereas
MAAG provided advice and assistance to the South Vietnamese government, MACV would
assume command and control of US operations, including the paramilitary programs. This is
important to note because it shifted the focus of the VDP, now renamed CIDG, from defensive
to offensive as part of its integration with US conventional warfare doctrine, and this would

become the catalyst for the ultimate strategic failure of the CIDG (Stewart 2012).

The training camps that were set for area development would then become “bases for
offensive strike force operations” (Kelly 2004, 34), but the faults in this new offensive focus were
already being realised by the Special Forces. Despite their objections, the CIDG program was
pushed to be expanded in the I Corps Tactical Zone, the northern military tactical region of South
Vietnam, establishing camps in uninhabited and more inaccessible terrain close to the border with

Laos. These camps were now focused on protecting military installations, such as airfields built to
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support military operations, rather than the villages in the area, which were left undefended. This
expansion of the program proved to be ineffective in stopping the increasing infiltration of VC
and North Vietnamese troops. A further example of dysfunctions between US CF commanders
and Special Forces was that the former were oblivious to the Montagnards' ethnocultural diversity,
and that the impracticability of mobilising MIKE Force combatants of one community to the
territory of another was a problem only SF advisors understood (Simpson 1983). These examples
stress the dissociation and misunderstanding of CF commanders of what these SF-led UW

specialised units are and how they operate, preventing them from maximising their strategic utility.

27



V. CONCLUSION

The starting puzzle of this thesis is how a small deployment of SF generated a fighting
force of indigenous irregulars that inflicted high costs on the VC. The analysis traced the causal
mechanisms that converted the population-denial strategy into disproportionate denial effects
observed throughout VDP/CIDG operations. Another question emerged during the analysis, and

that was the institutional hindrances that led to its ultimate strategic failure.

The VC’s terror campaign to destroy the West’s ideological program created a fear-based
relationship between the Montagnards and the VC; therefore, according to the theoretical
framework, it can be identified as the threat of political dislocation. The US SF advisors kept in
mind that the Montagnards had their own identity, substantially different from that of the ethnic
Vietnamese, and they built upon this by assimilating into the Montagnards' indigenous culture,
fulfilling their needs and strengthening their sense of belonging to their ethnic identity through
civic action and PSYOPS. As a result, trust was generated between them, becoming the first step
to win the loyalty of the Montagnards and, through the same process, that of other anti-communist
groups out of few SF advisors (economy of force). This balanced the motivations of the
Montagnards towards supporting the VDP/CIDG as a choice of survival against the terrot-
imposed communist ideology, increasing their willingness to cooperate with the program (creating

intrinsic interest), and it also increased their willingness to resist.

Only after that were these groups open to receive military training, building the capacity to
resist. By investing a few resources in building the sociopolitical foundation of trust and legitimacy,
the CIDG proved to be tactically and operationally valuable, able to mobilise civilian resistance to
defend the villages. Under the direction of the SF advisors, the effectiveness of the strike force
and, later, of the MIKE Force and other offensive-oriented irregular forces trained through the
programs proved their operational competence, providing the US and the ARVN with a
complementary force capable of border surveillance and enemy force detection. This freed up
resources for CF to focus on destroying the enemy, with the CIDG combatants assisting them in
doing so (expansion of choice). Building credibility before capability, in that order, is what helped
SF organise combat-effective civilian irregular units. Connected ideologically to the South
Vietnamese government, the program consequently extended the South Vietnamese government’s
authority to strategic areas difficult to reach and at high risk of falling under communist influence.

The increase in cost denied the VC a quick victory over South Vietnam.

To answer the main research question, “How did US Special Forces enable the Civilian

Irregular Defense Program (CIDG) to resist and produce outsized denial effects on the
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Viet Cong?”, the analysis revealed the sequence by which the VDP, followed by the CIDG
program, increased the cost of the VC’s political objectives. A strong sense of belonging to a
national identity that builds trust and legitimacy, and by extension credibility, is what the ROC
identified as a prerequisite for successful resistance. The SF’s skills were then used to convert the
sociopolitical foundations into an organised and directed warfare capability. All this was achieved
using fewer resources while experiencing many organisational and logistical constraints, which also
demonstrates the SF’s proficiency in adapting to changing operational environments to sustain the

effect.

The CIDG program studied empirically contributes to the research gap by first examining
the relationship between credibility and capability in unconventional deterrence, which are fused
and not separated as in conventional deterrence. While credible conventional military power is the
first and main layer of deterrence, resistance has deterrent value in complementing CF as another
layer of defence by mobilising the whole of society in a specific sequential order. This distinctive
human-centric specificity cannot be strictly accounted for from a military perspective, emphasising
the need to integrate civil-military relations more deeply into defence planning. Second, while
resistance movements are tactically and operationally inferior to CF, SOF are particularly skilled in
converting existing social capital into resistance or UW capabilities, scaling them into a force, and
integrating them into a warfare strategy. SOF’s ability to operate in DDOEs provides them with a
vantage point from which to be aware of the tactical and operational situation and exercise direction

of the available resources.

However, it must be understood that SOF’s strategic utilityis not necessarily to bring quick
victories and stand-alone solutions to strategic problems. SOF are enablers for other instruments
to succeed. Therefore, thirdly, the study stresses that tactical successes, and therefore the denial
effect, need to be sustained in the long term. The South Vietnamese and American leadership
ignored the successes of the program and pushed to shape the CIDG according to the
contemporary Western conventional military doctrines, which continue to be resource- and
technologically biased to this day. This is why institutional conservatism failed to integrate the
CIDG program into a broader defence strategy, by pulling the people-centric resistance capabilities
the program successfully produced away from the source of its strength and purpose: the
community. The findings are specific to the case studied here and shouldn’t be interpreted as a
generalising claim about SOF, resistance, and deterrence by denial. Instead, this work opens new
pathways to further explore the interrelation between these topics, particularly non-violent

resistance, which was not addressed in the thesis, and how they can be applied in defence planning.
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