‘(..' . lf

//‘ "
" s

I1I ~ The Trouble With Diem: May-YNovember 1963.

dackground:

Events during this period dramatically switched the focus of
actentidn’from military to political affairs in South Vietnam. When the
GVN on May 8 suppressed a demonstration in Hue over the right to fly
Buddhist flags during religious festivals, there rapidly followed Buddhist
demonstrations in other major cities, and several Buddhists immolated
themselves in protest. Diem agreed on June 16 to meet certain Buddhist
demands and thus produced a temporary lull, but then he violated the
agreement and the Buddhist response fanned the crisis teo even more
serious proportions. US Ambassador Nolting warned Diem in early July
that the US could not support religious intolerance. As he départed in
August he was assured that the GV would not condone repressive action
against the Buddhists--but within ten days, GVN security forces raided
the Xa Loi Pagoda in Saigonm.

Following this act, the US quietly suspended its commodity import
program. President Kemnedy held a series of press interviews in which
he expressed increasing concern over the situation. and its implicatioums,
finally voicing his beliéf that there was urgent need for changes in
the GVN's policiles and personnel. On November 1, 1963, a military
juata led by General Duong Van Minh staged a successful coup in the
course of which Diem and his brother Nhu were killed. The outcome was
a provisional government headed by Minh and former Vice President

Nguyen Ngoc Tho.




In this period leading up to the coup, two novel and imponderable
factors obscured and complicated the view for observers. One was the
uacertain but increasing influence over events exerted by Nhu and his
wife--both strongly Catholic, vehemently anti-Buddhist, and increasingly
critical of the US. As events became increasingly centered around him,
Nau's own byzantine and volatile personality created a situation
increasingly difficult to perceive with clarity or to ahalyze with con-
fidence. Secondly, General de Gaulle on August 29 called for the
neutralization of Soutn Vietnam, thus introducing a new element of
tension and feeding rumors and suspicioms that both pro- and anti-Diem
elements were seeking a separate solution with Hanoi.

Summary: ‘

The effect on the war effort of the regime's increasing instabilicy
and of the growing difficulties between the US and the GVN became ‘
central issues of concern at this time. INR emphasized the critical
importance of the new activism ou the part of the Buddhists, &h& by
tradition had been politically quiet. It also stressed the need for
Diem to grant concessions and implement them quickly. As the regime
failed to do so, INR judged that the strain on the body policic4was
already eroding the anti-Communist effort and would get steadily worse.
It noted that even the statistics used by the military as indicators

showed an unfavorable shift in the military balance that had begun as

early as July.
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However, INR coatinued in its convictions that a coup could come
only from within the government, that. the Communists could not ride
to power as a ccnsequence, and that there was competent alternative
leadership available.

INR found little change in Hanoi's strategy for fostering the
insurgency. ICVDOCed again that North Vietnam would be Interested in
neutralization of the South or in a Geneva Conference oanly as covers
for capitulation by its opponents. Given the turbulent political situ-
ation in the South, little consideration was given to direct action
against the North.

The Crisis and Its Implications:

INR produced a full-dress analysis of the Buddhist crisis and of
its implications, during the lull achieved by Diem's agreement to meet
certain Buddhist demands.l The Hue incident, at first of seemingly
little significance, hadcrystallized_Buddhist resentment against the
privileged position of the Catholic minority; the national crisis, how-
ever, had been largely the product of Diem's failure to perceive the
gravity of the protest and his consequently arbitrary respomse. The pro-
test had now developed into a movement to obtain "government recogniC%oh

of Buddhist legal equality," which had the support of rural as well as

urban Buddhists.
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1. See III-1 through III-9: excerpts from RM, RFE-55, "Implications
of the Buddhist Crisis in Vietnam," June 21, 1963.







