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This book examines the Sino-Vietnamese conflicts of the late 1970s and 1980s,
attempting to understand them as strategic, operational, and tactical events.

The Sino-Vietnamese War was the Third Indochina War, and contemporary
Southeast Asia cannot be properly understood unless we acknowledge that the
Vietnamese fought three, not two wars to establish their current role in the
region. The war was not about the Sino-Vietnamese border, as frequently
claimed, but about China’s support for its Cambodian ally, the Khmer Rouge,
and this book addresses both US and ASEAN involvement in the effort to
support the regime. Although the Chinese completed their troop withdrawal in
March 1979, they retained their strategic goal of driving Vietnam out of Cambo-
dia at least until 1988, but it was evident by 1984-85 that the Chinese Army,
held back by the drag of its “Maoist” organization, doctrine, equipment, and per-
sonnel, was not an effective instrument of coercion.

Chinese Military Strategy in the Third Indochina War will be of great interest
to students of Southeast Asian politics, Chinese security, and military and stra-
tegic studies in general.

Edward C. O’Dowd holds the Major General Matthew C. Horner Chair of
Military Theory at the Marine Corps University, Quantico.
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1 Introduction

On February 17, 1979, more than 400,000 soldiers of the Chinese People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA)' attacked across the Sino-Vietnamese border. Respons-
ibility for the assault on the low, steep hills along the National Highway 4 in
Vietnam’s Lang Son province fell in part to the Chinese 165th Division, a body
of more than 12,500 men, including almost 1,300 cadres.” As the campaign
dragged on, the division tallied its losses and discovered that during the slow,
painful advance it had “promoted on the firing line” — to replace casualties — 243
cadres.’ Although some of the surviving cadres attributed their casualties and
battlefield problems to inadequate training or weak leadership, this study shows
that the fundamental cause of their problems was the Maoist ideology that in
1979 permeated the PLA. The 165th Division, like all other PLA divisions, had
followed the Maoist line, holding the requisite meetings and teaching its con-
scripts the key tenets of Maoist ideology. But when its poorly trained cadres led
the massed formations of the 165th into the waiting guns of the Vietnamese
Army in the fields near Hill 339, ideology was not enough.

The actions of the 165th Division were part of China’s response to the Viet-
namese invasion of Cambodia on December 25, 1978. The political objective of
the Chinese strategy was to induce Vietnam to end its operations against the Pol
Pot regime in Cambodia.* The Chinese military plan was simple: PLA troops
would, in a lightning campaign, seize the capitals of Lang Son, Cao Bang, and
Lao Cai provinces and thereby force the Vietnamese to abandon their Cambo-
dian campaign or to fight a two-front war. A huge force of more than 400,000
troops was to be deployed against about 50,000 regular Vietnamese troops and a
few militiamen.

Rather than the expected few days of fighting, the PLA’s capture of the three
towns took a bitter three-week struggle. The political objective was not
achieved: Vietnam did not abandon its occupation of Cambodia, nor did
Vietnam transfer a large number of troops from the Cambodian operation to
defend its northern border against the Chinese.

China withdrew from northern Vietnam on March 16, 1979, but it did not
abandon its strategic goal of persuading the Vietnamese to withdraw from
Cambodia. From the end of its 1979 invasion until the last Vietnamese soldier
left Cambodia in 1989, China continued to threaten Vietnam with another
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attack: “a second lesson.” In 1981 and 1984, China and Vietnam engaged in
large-scale battles along the border. At other times, China pursued a strategy of
“artillery diplomacy,” firing massive artillery barrages at Vietnamese villages to
draw Vietnamese reinforcements to the border to face the threat of a “second
lesson.”

The PLA, even backed with all the elements of Chinese national power, was
incapable of bringing about a Vietnamese withdrawal from Cambodia. Vietnam
remained in Cambodia for ten years, departing to leave China’s ally, the Khmer
Rouge, in ruins and Hun Sen, a Vietnamese ally, as head of the Cambodian
state. In the end, the 1989 withdrawal of Vietnam was forced not by the PLA,
but by the collapse of Soviet support for Vietnam, by the support of China, the
United States, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) for the
Khmer Rouge and other Cambodian opposition groups, and by the hunger of the
Vietnamese people for a share in the region’s economic prosperity of the 1980s.
The Chinese strategy was a failure.

From a longer perspective, it is now clear that the Chinese strategic failure
was a small but significant part of the story of the four decades of conflict that
created contemporary Southeast Asia. The Chinese attacks on Vietnam from
1979 to 1987 were part of a wider war in Indochina. In the First Indochina War,
the Vietnamese fought the French from 1945 to1954 in an effort to establish an
independent socialist state under the leadership of the Vietnamese Communist
Party. In the Second Indochina War (1959-75), the North Vietnamese commu-
nists and their supporters in the South fought the United States and the Republic
of Vietnam to unify the Vietnamese nation. In the Third Indochina War, which
was fought from 1978 to 1991, the boundaries and power relationships between
the Vietnamese and the Chinese were determined. In a sense, these three wars
defined the shape of contemporary Southeast Asia. The Chinese incursion in
1979 and the Chinese attacks along the Sino-Vietnamese border during the
following years were campaigns within the broader series of diplomatic, mili-
tary, economic, and social events that made up the Third Indochina War.

If this is the case, and this dissertation argues that it is the case, then there are
several important questions that must be answered. How can we best understand
the Sino-Vietnamese violence of the 1970s and 1980s? Was there a “Third
Indochina War?”® What was the Chinese objective in this war? What events
made up the war? How did the Chinese armed forces perform in the war? If they
performed well, then why did they perform well? If they did not perform well,
then why did they not do well?

Chinese historians have not been very helpful. They have largely ignored the
history of what they call the “counterattack in self-defense on the Sino-
Vietnamese border” (zhong-yue bianjing ziwei huanjizhan),’ disconnecting the
war from its strategic objective in an effort to make the PLA appear more
formidable and China appear less threatening to its neighbors. By excision,
careful phrasing, and loose interpretation, China has recast the recent history of
the PLA and sought to divorce itself from the Pol Pot reign of excess. Down-
playing the campaign as a “border war,” historians have omitted mention that it
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had the strategic objective of compelling the Vietnamese to withdraw from
Cambodia; they also have glossed over the size and strength of the invasion
force, saying that the “Chinese PLA border defense troops in Guangxi and
Yunnan provinces” conducted the attacks. The Chinese version of history fur-
thermore states that the war lasted from February 17, 1979 to March 16, 1979,
making no mention of the battles and barrages of the 1980s that kept the region
in turmoil for almost ten years. Even the name the Chinese coined to identify the
war is misleading.

Western scholars have not been any more helpful than their Chinese col-
leagues. Marilyn B. Young, one of the most widely read American scholars of
Vietnam’s wars, said the Chinese invasion force comprised of about 200,000
men and that it met a Vietnamese force of one regular division and about
100,000 regional and militia troops. She described the war as lasting sixteen
days, from February 17, 1979 to March 5, 1979, and made no reference to the
fighting after 1979. Although a weak connection between the battles on the
northern border of Vietnam and the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia was iden-
tified, she did not explore the relationship in any detail.”

Questions and arguments

A careful reading of the major works in the field reveals a series of questions.

How can we best understand the Sino-Vietnamese violence of the 1970s and
1980s? The current literature never mentions that there was a “Third Indochina
War.” These studies assert that there was simply a series of small-scale, dis-
connected attacks in northern Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand. The Chinese
fought a brief border war and the Vietnamese fought a series of “Dry-Season
Offensives.” There was no connection between any of these events. In fact, the
most recent scholarship on the subject claims the “border war” between China
and Vietnam was more closely related to Sino-Soviet competition than it was to
the events in Indochina.® The most recent Chinese treatment says the Chinese
incursions of February—March 1979 were just a border war; the authors make no
connection with events in Cambodia or the relationship with the Soviet Union.’

What was the Chinese objective in the Third Indochina War? As mentioned
above, recent Western and Chinese authors have different views. Elleman, cited
above, claims that the hostilities were a part of the broader competition between
the Chinese, the Soviet Union, and the United States. The Chinese claim the
attacks responded to Vietnamese border provocations.

What were the facts of the war? Were the attacks just a few border guards
engaging in a series of widely separated firefights or were there regular troops
engaged in large-scale operations? Where were the battles? Did the Chinese
focus their attacks on a few cities or did they attack all the provincial capitals
they could reach? The Chinese claim the engagements were minor encounters in
which Chinese border guards defeated Vietnamese troops. Western analysts say
that as many as 200,000 PLA soldiers conducted the attacks. How can these
views be reconciled?



6 Introduction

How did the Chinese do? If they did well, why did they do well? Was the
PLA in 1979 another of the many “Ever-Victorious Armies” found in Chinese
history books? On the other hand, if the PLA did poorly, why did it do poorly?

This volume responds to these issues in a new way. In summary, the argu-
ment it presents can be outlined as follows.

The Sino-Vietnamese violence of the 1970s and 1980s is best
understood as a Third Indochina War

It lasted from the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in December 1978 to the
Paris Peace Accords of 1991. The last military incidents occurred in the late
1980s. China, the Cambodian factions (communist and noncommunist), and
Thailand were allied against the Vietnamese and another Cambodian
faction. The Soviet Union supported the Vietnamese and the United States and
ASEAN supported China and her allies. The Chinese 1979 incursion was a cam-
paign in the broader war. Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 narrate the events of this
regional war.

During the Third Indochina War, the most important objective of
China’s national military strategy was to induce the Vietnamese to
withdraw from Cambodia

This objective remained constant. From the Chinese point of view, the develop-
ments in Indochina were all closely connected. Events in Cambodia or Thailand
drew a response from China. The Chinese coordinated their military actions to
meet Vietnamese military threats against their Cambodian and Thai allies. Addi-
tionally, the Chinese national military strategy sought to draw Vietnamese
forces away from Cambodia and make political points by military action.
Chapter 6 examines this intricate relationship.

The facts of the war have been established in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6

Chapter 5 describes the 1979 campaign. Chapter 7 explores the military oper-
ations in the years that followed. Ultimately, a military campaign depends on the
success or failure of the leaders and soldiers at the tactical level. In an attempt to
inform the reader about the facts of the war at this level, Chapter 4 and Chapter
6 establish the duration and scope of the war. Chapter 5 provides a detailed
examination of the Battle of Lang Son.

The PLA did not perform effectively during the campaigns and
battles of the Third Indochina War

There were numerous problems of every type. To understand the source of these
problems, the reader must be familiar with the ideas and institutions that made
the PLA a Maoist army during these years. Chapter 2 outlines the Chinese polit-



Introduction 7

ical work system and demonstrates the unique methods and relationships of the
PLA under the Maoist system.

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 explore the PLA’s effectiveness during the 1979 cam-
paign by explaining the PLA’s status on the eve of the war (Chapter 8), the role
of political work (Chapter 8), and the relationship between politics and tactics
(Chapter 9) during the 1979 campaign.

Society, ideology, and military effectiveness

The Chinese invasion of Vietnam was in reality an enormous military undertak-
ing. But whereas in 1950 and 1962 Chinese armies had surged over their United
Nations and Indian enemies in unstoppable waves,'” this time the onrush was
that of a rivulet. What had changed? If Maoist ideology had been the key to PLA
success in earlier wars, why did it not inspire the same performance in this
conflict?

The PLA’s actions in this, the Third Indochina War (1978-91), raise import-
ant questions about the relationship between war and society in late twentieth-
century China. All societies that choose to engage in warfare to achieve political
objectives must develop the institutions — armies — through which to pursue their
goals, and these institutions in many ways resemble the societies that create
them. Any study of society that presumes to be comprehensive must include an
examination of that society’s wars and the armies engaged in and the strategies
that informed those wars. Michael Howard observed, “to abstract war from the
environment in which it is fought ... is to ignore a dimension essential to the
understanding . . . of the societies which fought them.”"!

Society shapes the tactics that armies employ, the way that they fight, and the
way that they are organized, and the sum of the actions of soldiers on the battle-
field dictates the success or failure of a strategy. This study examines the actions
of Chinese soldiers in the Third Indochina War, analyzes their tactics, and shows
the relationship of those tactics to the Chinese society of the era. Why did the
PLA employ massed infantry attacks and direct artillery fire? The PLA had an
extensive political work program that was the model of Maoist institutions.
What was the impact of political work on the battlefield? The PLA took pride in
its cadre system: why then did it run it down to the point that it took frantic
efforts to resuscitate that system on the eve of the war? The answers to these
questions lie in the way Chinese society shaped the PLA.

There also are important intervening variables between society and warfare.
Although Mao Zedong had died in 1976, the policy of “politics in command”
continued to define almost every aspect of Chinese society and had strong and
clear influences on the way China shaped and used its military forces in 1979.
As a result, the PLA exhibited all the strengths and weaknesses of the society
from which it came. At the lowest level of the PLA, political officers used the
political sayings of Mao to motivate conscripts. At the highest level, the Selected
Military Writings of Mao Zedong influenced every operation and strategic plan.
It was not until Deng Xiaoping fully assumed power in the early 1980s that
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Chinese society and the PLA gradually began to dismantle the heavily politi-
cized army and society that was Mao’s legacy. Arthur Waldron has called the
period of heaviest Maoist influence on the Chinese army and society “the Maoist
detour” on the road to a modern China. The Third Indochina War was the last
mile on that detour.'?

The questions of the effectiveness of the PLA are central to this study, and
the evidence is that the resources that the Chinese army committed to the war
against Vietnam were used neither effectively nor efficiently. At the simplest
level, a military unit that is capable of taking a hill in one day when exercising a
three-to-one numerical advantage over the hill’s defenders is more effective than
a unit that requires a ratio of ten attackers to each defender. Military effective-
ness, at this basic level of analysis, can be measured by focusing on three basic
criteria. First, the degree to which each unit accomplished its assigned task: did
the unit take the hill or not? Second, the success the unit had in gaining or
holding ground, in terms of kilometers gained per day or the length of time that
it held its ground against attack. Third, the number of troops that it took to
achieve these results and the number of casualties sustained."

There are of course other ways to assess military effectiveness. Kenneth M.
Pollack, for example, has defined it as “the ability of an armed service to pros-
ecute military operations and employ weaponry in military operations.”* This
definition emphasizes the ability of people — soldiers — to perform their military
duties and usefully informs Pollack’s assessment of the recent military history of
the Arabs. The unavailability of essential information means that the same defin-
ition cannot be applied to Chinese military operations, however. The common-
sense explanation of effectiveness must therefore here apply.

Leadership, courage, and training are at the heart of an army’s effectiveness.
In addition to these, the Maoist PLA had a political motivation system — an
ideology — and the institutions that made it effective in every unit down to the
level of the newest conscript. In 1979, the Chinese view was that the PLA’s
political work system made its soldiers more effective than those of its oppon-
ents. Ideology can be important to an army’s effectiveness. According to Omar
Bartov, the ideology of the German army in World War II made it a strong and
effective fighting force despite its weaknesses in materiel and planning.'”” The
PLA’s earlier history accords with this view of ideology as the secret weapon
that can enable an army to overcome a stronger opponent, but its experience in
the Third Indochina War demonstrates that the opposite can also be the case:
ideology can weaken an army. When an army relies too heavily on ideology and
forsakes materiel, tactical, leadership, and organizational innovation, it can
become ineffective.

This volume attempts to demonstrate that Maoism made the PLA ineffective
in 1979. The PLA pitted about 420,000 troops against 50,000-60,000 Viet-
namese soldiers. In every area of operation, the PLA outnumbered the Viet-
namese. The soldiers of the two armies were armed with similar weapons, yet
the Chinese failed to accomplish their objectives in an effective manner.'®

The PLA ultimately was ineffective as a fighting force because after the early
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1960s and until about 1991, it was not intended to be a fighting force. The 1979
PLA was designed to serve as a political model for the transformation of
Chinese society, not as a tool of Chinese national strategy. Chinese society and
its leaders had shaped the PLA as a political tool and then used it to refashion
society. As a result, the PLA had distributed its political cadre throughout the
country to create Maoist factories, Maoist farms, and Maoist culture groups.
During the Third Indochina War, when it was called upon to perform on a
modern battlefield, the PLA paid the price in chaos and casualties.

This study is not a history of Chinese military doctrine, foreign policy, inter-
national relations, or the intricacies of Sino-Vietnamese political affairs.'” Nor is
it about generals, diplomats, and politburo members.'® This study is an analysis
of China’s use of force in the Third Indochina War. It is about warfare.
“Western” historians have largely ignored the military history of China, and this
study is an attempt to revise current interpretations of the war while filling the
gap in our understanding of the Chinese military past.

The chapter brings new sources to bear on the interpretation of Chinese and
Vietnamese actions during the 1979 campaign in northern Vietnam and the
remainder of the Third Indochina War. Earlier studies of the conflict have been
based on newspaper reports and interviews with Chinese and Vietnamese politi-
cians and diplomats. This study draws most of its information from the Chinese
PLA documents. After the war, the PLA collected and published reports from
the units involved in the campaign. Although not all units are represented, the
General Political Department of the PLA nonetheless was able to publish 167
reports in two volumes.!” The reports cover the political cadres’ attempts to
implement the “three basic principles of political work™ (zhengzhi gongzuo
sanda yuanze) and the reaction of the troops to their efforts. These reports,
which were only authorized for distribution within the PLA to the regimental
level, explain the way that the Chinese soldiers performed in combat. The
Guangzhou Military Region Front Political Department Cadre Section also pub-
lished seventy reports about the status of the cadre system during the cam-
paign.”® These reports give a picture of the problems the cadre system faced in
the 1979 battles along the border.?!

The Vietnamese contribution to this story is based on a wide variety of Viet-
namese unit histories. Unlike the Chinese, the Vietnamese have published a
large number of histories of the units involved in the conflict, providing a
detailed picture of the battles and battlefield movements of both sides.?

Both the Chinese and Vietnamese sources are full of political jargon and,
particularly in the case of the Chinese sources, claim a series of victories where
there may have been only starvation, death, and defeat. The Chinese sources fur-
thermore have a weak chronological line: they were written in the first few
months after the 1979 campaign and the authors typically sacrificed chronologi-
cal narrative for an assessment of the things that went right and the things that
went wrong. Part I of this study accordingly gives a narrative account of the
incidents and Part III looks more closely at the things that the writers found
significant.
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The Third Indochina War was the “Last Maoist War” because it marked the
end of an era in which a set of almost religious ideas, Maoism, had shaped
China’s society and army. This study attempts to show the battlefield implica-
tions of this situation and provides new information to fill some of the gaps in
the record.
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Background






2 The Chinese political work system

The PLA and the armies of the Soviet Union, North Korea, North Vietnam,'
South Vietnam, and the Republic of China all at one time or another have had a
political work system (zhengzhi gongzuo). Unique among these, the PLA of 1979
was Maoist, basing its system on the precepts that Mao Zedong devised during
the early years of the Chinese Civil War. The PLA’s strategic concepts, opera-
tional plans, and tactical schemes may have been similar to those of the other
armies, but in the eyes of its leadership it had an edge on effectiveness gained
through its political work. Where other armies had political work systems to
ensure the reliability of their officers or to perform psychological operations
against their opponents, only the PLA had a political work system that also
provided a troop motivational program to enhance military effectiveness.

The PLA of 1979 had a singular set of organizational structures and doctrines
that supported a core group of interlocking concepts and that supported the
spread of these concepts, without challenge, as the PLA evolved. Western
armies have not employed political work systems because they violate the mili-
tary premise that armies and their leaders are apolitical and that soldiers are
motivated by appeals to common sense and a basic hierarchy of needs. The
Chinese political work system (zhengzhi gongzuo), in direct contrast, was
intended to motivate the troops by giving them a set of ideals. It defined the rela-
tionship between the army and the people and urged the soldiers to behave prop-
erly toward civilians; it defined the relationship between the leaders and the led
and helped to create a bond of comradely cooperation; and it defined the rela-
tionship between the army and the enemy. War is without exception a terrible
affair, but the political work system sought to mitigate the bloodiness of war to
achieve faster, more decisive results.

In the Maoist PLA, every position of responsibility, from squad leader to
chief of the General Staff Department (GSD), was held by a Communist Party
member, thereby ensuring that political work was the only motivational program
in the PLA. This chapter identifies the components of this Maoist political work
system and traces the events that created them. It also examines the ways in
which the political work system and the PLA interacted with the Chinese
society. By exploring the role of political work, it shows why the 1979 PLA was
the “first among equals” of Maoist institutions.



