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Abstract 
This paper analyses the dynamics of coercion and counter-coercion and argues that, for compellence 
to be successful, the opponent’s counter-coercive strategy must be undermined. Existing theories rely 
on a cost-benefit model in which the target state is expected to give in when its costs outweigh the 
benefits. The problem with the existing model is that it neglects strategic interaction. This paper 
presents an improved model by including an interaction term that represents the effect of the target’s 
counter-coercion. Because of the importance of this interaction term, it can be shown that the cost 
benefit model only holds if the level of counter-coercion is very low. If the level is high, the target 
state can win the coercive contest even if the costs outweigh the benefits. As a result, the target will 
hold out in situations where existing theories predict it will give in. This is possible even if the 
compeller has lowered its demands to acceptable terms for the target, if the target believes that its 
counter-coercion might cause it to achieve better terms. The new model is tested using Operation 
LINEBACKER II as a crucial case. The findings of this analysis provide strong evidence for the new 
model. No supporting evidence can be found for the main rival hypothesis, but supporting evidence 
can be found for the strategic interaction hypothesis. Although inferences drawn from a single case 
must necessarily be tentative, the fact that a crucial case was selected offers a certain measure of 
confidence in the conclusions drawn. 
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Introduction 
Recent operations in Iraq and Afghanistan demonstrate the limitations of military strategies aimed at 
taking control of a country. In future conflicts policymakers are therefore likely to restrict the use of 
force to coercive air power, which seems to offer a far less risky foreign policy option.1 Indeed, the 
current intervention in Libya appears to confirm this tendency. But compellence is not without dangers 
and attempts at compellence regularly fail. One of the reasons why compellence is difficult is that 
target states always respond to pressure from the compeller. They not only implement 
countermeasures to negate the effect of military operations, they also use counter-coercion to force the 
compeller to stop its coercive action.2 

In future conflicts counter-coercion will be particularly important. Given the military 
preponderance of the Western powers over most potential adversaries, opponents will often be much 
weaker. Since these weak adversaries cannot expect to win in a head-on military contest, they often 
rely on counter-coercion to impose costs upon the compeller and alter its position. Weak adversaries 
do so by seeking to inflict military casualties, fracture the compeller’s coalition, exploit collateral 
damage incidents,3 or rely on powerful allies to exert diplomatic pressure to force the compeller to 
stop its coercive action. Because of domestic pressures compellers are often vulnerable to these 
strategies. In order to successfully compel an asymmetric opponent the compeller therefore needs to 
undermine the opponent’s counter coercive strategy. 

The literature on compellence fails to account for the importance of counter-coercion. All 
existing theories rely on a simple cost-benefit model in which the target state is expected to give in 
when its costs outweigh the benefits. Different theories emphasise attacks on different target sets 
through which the risk of costs is increased or by which the chance of benefits is decreased, thus 
forcing the target state to give in. The central problem with these theories is that they neglect the 
strategic interaction that results from the target state’s counter-coercion. To solve this problem, this 
paper modifies the traditional rational choice equation by including an interaction term that represents 
the effect of the target’s counter-coercion. Because of the importance of this interaction term, it can be 
shown that the cost benefit model only holds if the level of counter-coercion is very low. If the level is 
high, then the target state can still win the coercive contest even if its simple cost benefit calculation is 
negative. As a result, the target will hold out in situations where existing theories predict it to give in. 
This is possible even if the compeller has lowered its demands to acceptable terms for the target, if the 
target believes that its counter-coercion might cause it to achieve better terms. 

A crucial case study is conducted to test this argument. A case study is chosen because it 
allows an examination of the causal processes of the two rival explanations. The findings of this 
analysis provide strong evidence for the importance of counter-coercion. No supporting evidence can 
be found for the main rival hypothesis, but supporting evidence can be found for the strategic 
interaction hypothesis. Although inferences drawn from a single case must necessarily be tentative, 
selecting a crucial case offers a certain measure of confidence in the conclusions drawn. 

This paper proceeds in five steps. First the weakness of the current theories is discussed and an 
alternative hypothesis is developed. Second, a short overview of the campaign is provided. 
Subsequently, two sections report the evidence that allows the two rival explanations to be compared. 
The last section draws conclusions regarding this case and what can be learned regarding compellence 
theory as a whole. 
 
Compellence and Strategic Interaction  
Traditional theories of compellence focus on the target set that needs to be attacked in order to force 
the opponent to concede. These theories assume a linear relationship between destruction of a target 
set and the decision by the opponent to give in. What they neglect is the strategic interaction that 

                                                      
1
 Eliot A. Cohen, 'The Mystique of U.S. Air Power,' Foreign Affairs 73, no. 1 (January-February 1994).; Colin McInnes, 

'Fatal Attraction? Air Power and the West,' Contemporary Security Policy 22, no. 3 (2002). 
2
 Daniel  Byman and Matthew Waxman, 'Defeating U.S. Coercion,' Survival 41, no. 2 (1999). 

3
 Ibid. 
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determines the outcome of the conflict. This section explains the logic underlying existing 
compellence theories and outlines an improved theoretical model that incorporates strategic 
interaction. Hypotheses are derived from the best of the existing theories as well as the new theoretical 
model to enable empirical testing. 

Compellence success is generally explained using a rational choice model involving costs and 
benefits. According to this model, the target state will continue resistance (R) as long as the benefits 
(B) outweigh the costs (C). In a more sophisticated version of this model the costs and benefits are not 
taken as absolute values but depend on the target’s estimated probability of obtaining benefits (p(B)) 
or incurring costs (p(C)), which means that the target’s decision to resist is given by  
 

 
 
Several different theories explain how the costs to the target state are best raised. Giulio Douhet, one 
of the earliest air power theorists, believed a target state could be forced to concede after bombing its 
civilian population centres. This bombing would cause such terror that the people would rise up 
against the government and demand an end to the hostilities.4 A different bombing strategy was 
advocated by British major Lord Tiverton and US Army Air Corps officer William C. Sherman. These 
theorists believed that the industrial infrastructure of modern states consisted of a vulnerable web of 
industries and that air power could lead to compellence success by destroying its key nodes because 
the subsequent economic collapse would force the opponent to give in.5 More recently, US air force 
colonel John Warden has argued that airpower should aim directly at the enemy leadership.6 For this 
decapitation or regime jeopardising strategy to have coercive effect, air power must undermine the 
regime’s hold on power. The main problem with all these cost-incurring theories is that very little 
supporting evidence can be found for them.7 Only the regime jeopardising strategy has some 
supporting evidence.8 

An alternative to raising costs is to deny the opponent the benefits of resistance. This is the 
approach advocated by Robert Pape. The central idea of his denial theory is that the opponent’s 
strategy for controlling the issue at stake must be undermined. Once the opponent realises that it 
cannot obtain benefits from continued resistance it will give in to the demands made.9 Unlike the cost-
incurring strategies, denial theory does have substantial empirical support and as such it most merits 
further inquiry.10 

Denial theory predicts that compellence success is most likely when four conditions are met. 
First of all, to undermine the opponent’s strategy, military targets must be attacked instead of civilian 
targets.11 Suitable target sets include the opponent’s ground forces, its military industry and associated 

                                                      
4
 Giulio Douhet, The Command of the Air (Dehradun: Natraj Publishers, 2003), pp. 22, 52. 

5
 Tami Davies Biddle, Rhetoric and Reality in Air Warfare: The Evolution of British and American Ideas About Strategic 

Bombing, 1914-1945 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), p. 141. 
6
 John A. Warden, III, 'The Enemy as a System,' Airpower Journal 9, no. 1 (1995). 

7
 Pape, Bombing to Win.; Robert A. Pape, 'Coercion and Military Strategy: Why Denial Works and Punishment Doesn't,' 

Journal of Strategic Studies 15, no. 4 (1992).; M. Horowitz and D. Reiter, 'When Does Aerial Bombing Work? 
Quantitative Empirical Tests, 1917-1999,' Journal of Conflict Resolution 45, no. 2 (2001), p. 162.; Susan Hannah Allen, 
'Time Bombs: Estimating the Duration of Coercive Bombing Campaigns,' Journal of Conflict Resolution 51, no. 1 
(2007), pp. 125-126.; British Bombing Survey Unit. 'The Strategic Air War against Germany 1939-1945, Report of the 
British Bombing Survey Unit.' (London, 1998), pp. 77-78, 167.; United States Strategic Bombing Survey, 'Summary 
Report (Pacific War),' in The United States Strategic Bombing Survey, ed. David MacIsaac (New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1976), p. 21.; United States Strategic Bombing Survey, 'Over-All Report (European War),' in The United 
States Strategic Bombing Survey, ed. David MacIsaac (New York: Garland Publishing, 1976), pp.72, 99. 

8
 Frank "Scott" Colin Douglas, IV, 'Hitting Home: Coercive Theory, Air Power and Authoritarian Regimes' (Columbia 

University, 2006).  
9
 Pape, Bombing to Win, p. 1. 

10
 Ibid., pp. 51-53.; Horowitz and Reiter, 'When Does Aerial Bombing Work?,' p. 160.; Allen, 'Time Bombs,' pp. 125-126. 

11
 Pape, Bombing to Win, pp. 51-53. 
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infrastructure, and its ‘tactical supply networks, reinforcements and command-and-control facilities.’12 
Second, undermining the opponent’s military strategy is only feasible if it uses a mechanised ground 
warfare strategy. According to Pape ‘modern nation-states employ two main types of strategy in 
conflicts with other states: mechanized (or “conventional”) war and guerrilla (or “unconventional”) 
war.’13 The distinctive feature of mechanised warfare is that it ‘is highly dependent on logistics and 
communications networks, and guerrilla war is not.’14 If the compeller’s air campaign cuts off the 
logistics flow or destroys the centralised command and control system the target state’s forces are 
rendered ineffective.15 This makes mechanized forces vulnerable to air attack in a way that guerrilla 
forces are not. 

Furthermore, undermining the target’s military strategy requires a continuous high level of air 
attacks. Air campaigns with a high operational tempo allow for as much destruction of enemy forces 
as possible and do not provide the target with intervals in which it can recuperate and negate the effect 
of the bombing.16 Finally, denial theory predicts that, compellence success is most likely when the 
demands made are limited.17 In particular, the compeller can only obtain concessions regarding the 
territory that has actually been denied to the target.18 Demanding more will inevitably fail because the 
target state has no incentive to give up more than it will lose by continued resistance.19 Denial theory 
therefore comprises four independent variables: the targets attacked, the opponent’s ground warfare 
strategy, the operational tempo of the air campaign, and the demands made. These four variables must 
have the right values for compellence to be successful. 

In the causal structure of denial theory, an important role is played by the three coercive 
mechanisms of battlefield breakthrough, equipment shortages, and operational paralysis, as it is these 
mechanisms ‘by which the destruction of a target set is supposed to translate into changed enemy 
behaviour.’20 Denial theory predicts that, when continuous high tempo attacks on military targets take 
place in conjunction with mechanised ground combat, one or more of these three mechanisms will 
come about.21 These mechanisms in turn undermine the opponent’s military strategy but they do so in 
different ways. The battlefield breakthrough mechanism relies on air attacks on frontline forces in 
conjunction with a ground offensive. If employed correctly, air forces can shatter defensive positions 
and disrupt lateral movement behind the front, thus delaying reinforcement and counter-concentration. 
By doing so, air power facilitates battlefield breakthrough, which makes the target state’s battlefield 
position indefensible.22 The second mechanism relies on bringing about equipment shortages. If a 
target state’s military industry is attacked, production will be disrupted and reduced. With high 
demand for new equipment from forces at the front, this creates a gap between demand and supply, 
resulting in critical shortages that undermining the target state’s military position.23 Lastly, operational 
paralysis exploits the reliance of the opponent’s forces on central command and control and re-supply 
with fuel and ammunition. If air attacks destroy the target state’s command and control facilities and 

                                                      
12

 These three military target sets are associated with the mechanisms battlefield breakthrough, equipment shortages, and 
operational paralysis respectively. Ibid., pp. 70-72. 

13
 Ibid., p. 30. 

14
 Ibid. 

15
 Ibid., pp. 30-31. 

16
 Ibid. 

17
 Ibid., p. 31 onwards. 

18
 Ibid., p. 31. 

19
 Ibid. 

20
 Ibid., p. 56. 

21 Note that the variable ‘demands made’ has a direct impact on the outcome of the conflict, see the arrow diagram below. 
22

 Ibid., p. 70. 
23

 Ibid., pp. 71-72. 
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logistics networks, its forces become paralysed and incapable of conducting coherent operations, again 
undermining its prospects of military victory.24 

Figure 1 depicts denial theory’s causal model, showing its four independent variables as well 
as three intervening variables. The targets attacked and the operational tempo of the air campaign 
cause the bomb damage, which combined with the ground combat situation causes one or more 
coercive mechanisms. These mechanisms in turn undermine the target state’s military strategy. A high 
level of military vulnerability combined with limited demands persuades the target state that it is better 
to give in. 

 

 
Figure 1. Arrow Diagram of Denial Theory. 

 
 
From this arrow diagram an important empirical implication can be derived. 
 

Denial Hypothesis: The target state will give in as a result of high military vulnerability 
caused by one or more of the three coercive mechanisms. 
 

By looking for evidence of the target’s military vulnerability and the presence of at least one of the 
three coercive mechanisms, denial theory can be tested. If denial theory’s independent variables have 
the right values and compellence success is forthcoming but no evidence can be found of military 
vulnerability or any of the coercive mechanisms, it must be concluded that denial theory cannot 
explain the outcome of the case. 

Although denial theory offers an empirically supported critique of the cost-based strategies, it 
suffers from the same weakness as it is also unidirectional. In On War Clausewitz has pointed out that 
‘in war, the will is directed at an animate object that reacts.’25 As a result, armed conflict is defined by 
strategic interaction. This means that, as Byman and Waxman rightly indicate, in coercive encounters, 
it is not just the compeller but also the target state that can use coercion.26 This strategic interaction 
can be illustrated using a simple game theory model. In its most elementary form, a coercive conflict 
can be modelled by two players that each have two options: to behave in an aggressive manner, or to 
behave in a non-aggressive manner, that is either to defect or to cooperate. This leads to the two-by-
two table shown in Figure 2. 
 

                                                      
24

 Ibid., p. 72. 
25

 Ibid., p. 149, italics as in original. 
26

 Byman and Waxman, 'Defeating U.S. Coercion.'; Daniel Byman and Matthew C. Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion: 
American Foreign Policy and the Limits of Military Might, Rand Studies in Policy Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), pp. 37-38. 
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Figure 2. Compellence as a Game. 

 
What is of crucial importance is that Figure 2 illustrates that the outcome of the conflict does not 
depend only on the behaviour of the target, but also on the behaviour of the compeller. Since the 
compeller’s decisions also influence the outcome, the target can seek to influence these decisions by 
conducting counter-coercion. The unidirectional theories only focus on the target’s reaction and by 
doing so they neglect the lower half of the two-by-two table, or two of the four possible outcomes. 

To account for strategic interaction Byman and Waxman emphasise the importance of 
escalation dominance, which they define as ‘the ability to increase the threatened costs to the 
adversary while denying the adversary the opportunity to negate those costs or to counterescalate.’27 
Although a useful step in the right direction, as an analytical concept, escalation dominance is 
problematic. First of all, escalation dominance encompasses two conceptually distinct abilities: the 
ability to impose costs on the opponent,28 and the ability to deny the opponent the opportunity to 
counter-escalate or impose costs in turn. These are two different variables and their values need not be 
correlated as the notion of escalation dominance would suggest. Furthermore, by using escalation 
dominance Byman and Waxman suggest that strategic interaction can be reduced to relative capability. 
This seems to be confirmed by the statement that escalation dominance ‘requires a preponderance that 
is relevant to every form of possible escalation: no matter where the adversary chooses to increase 
pressure, the coercer is always able to overwhelm the adversary in that area.’29 An exclusive focus on 
capability is misleading because in the vast majority of conflicts the military, economic and diplomatic 
balance is strongly in favour of the compeller, enabling it to consider compellence in the first place. 
What is key to understanding the dynamics of counter-coercion is not relative capability but the 
willingness to incur costs. Finally, the notion of escalation itself is problematic because to overcome 
the counter-coercion of the opponent, it is often counter-productive to escalate the conflict. 
Compellers usually have limited objectives and only limited domestic support for military operations. 
Keeping the conflict limited is therefore often important to maintain domestic support. For this reason 
escalating the conflict might in fact be a very effective counter-coercive strategy. This means that the 
compeller’s ability not to escalate is at least as important as the ability to escalate. 

A more accurate concept to represent the target’s counter moves is counter-coercive effect (E). 
This is the level of costs that the target state is able to inflict upon the compeller. The higher the costs 
the compeller has to incur, the bigger the chances that it will terminate its coercive action. This means 
that if the target is able to impose high costs upon the compeller its chances of obtaining benefits 
(p(B)) go up, and its chances of incurring costs (p(C)) go down. This fundamentally alters the target’s 
cost benefit equation. In other words, there is an interaction effect between E and p(B) and p(C) as the 

                                                      
27

 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, p. 38. 
28

 Which itself consists of the ability to impose costs and the ability to overcome the opponent’s countermeasures. 
29

 Byman and Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, p. 39. 
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target’s cost benefit calculation is different for different values of E. The simple cost benefit equation, 
and by extension the upper half of the two-by-two table, only holds for values of E that are so low they 
do not affect the compeller’s behaviour. But if E is high enough, the compeller will reconsider its 
course of action, and anticipating this, the target will not give in. This is true even if the costs 
outweigh the benefits.30 

By introducing E to represent counter-coercive effect, the dynamics of strategic interaction 
can be included in the cost-benefit equation. If p(B) denotes the target’s chances of obtaining the issue 
at stake, then the compeller’s chances of doing so are represented by 1 – p(B). If we further assume 
that E can vary between 0 (nonexistent) and 1 (astronomically high), then the target’s resistance is 
given by the following model 
 

 
 
This model shows that if E is very high (close to 1), the simple cost benefit equation does not hold 
because p(B) is increased to the level of near certainty (close to 1) and p(C) is reduced to a near 
impossibility (close to 0). As the value of E decreases towards 0 the interaction effect declines and the 
probabilities of costs and benefits are much less affected. In sum, the model displays an interaction 
effect where the impact of the chances of costs and benefits on the target state’s decision making 
varies with the level of counter-coercive effect. 

To increase its counter-coercive effect and raise the costs to the compeller the target state can 
use different instruments. Byman and Waxman distinguish three of these strategies. Civilian suffering 
based strategies are aimed at exploiting collateral damage incidents and civilian suffering resulting 
from the air attacks.31 Coalition fracturing strategies aim to exploit differences between coalition 
members in order to break up the coalition aligned against the target state.32 Casualty-generating 
strategies aim to erode domestic political support for the compeller’s operations by inflicting as many 
military casualties as possible.33 Historically, Western countries have been very sensitive to this kind 
of pressure if conflict was fought for only limited stakes. Another important strategy, not mentioned 
by Byman and Waxman is enlisting diplomatic support from allies. Powerful allies can put diplomatic 
pressure on the compeller to stop its coercive bombing or they can seek to broker a suitable deal for 
their smaller ally. 
 

 
Figure 3. Arrow Diagram of Strategic Interaction34 

 
 

                                                      
30

 Assuming B > 0, which will always be the case. 
31

 Byman and Waxman, 'Defeating U.S. Coercion,' p. 111. 
32

 Ibid., p. 113. 
33

 Ibid., p. 114. 
34

 Further variables could be included to represent costs and the risk of costs and positive inducements or carrots. 



What the Bombing of Hanoi Tells Us About Compellence Theory 

7 

By including counter-coercive effect in the causal model an improved arrow diagram can be drawn. 
As Figure 3 shows, counter-coercive effect is another intervening variable, while the four strategies 
that cause this effect are included as independent variables. 
 
From this arrow diagram a second hypothesis can be derived. 
 

Strategic Interaction Hypothesis: the target state will only give in if it can no longer 
impose sufficient costs upon the compeller as a result of the failure of its counter-coercive 
strategies. 
 

By looking for evidence of the failure of the four counter-coercive strategies, it is possible to establish 
whether the target was unable to generate counter-coercive effect. Since the denial model can be seen 
as nested within the strategic interaction model, the predictions of the two models do not necessarily 
conflict. The inability to cause substantial counter-coercive effect can therefore coincide with an 
undermining of the opponent’s military vulnerability. The two hypotheses do, however, point to 
different supporting evidence that must be found if they are not to be rejected. If no supporting 
evidence can be found to indicate the presence of any of the three coercive mechanisms or high 
military vulnerability but evidence can be found of the failure of the counter-coercive strategies, then 
the denial model must be rejected in favour of the strategic interaction model. 
 
Why Examine LINEBACKER II? 
In this paper a case study approach is used to test the empirical implications of the two models set out. 
A case study is chosen because only this research method allows for a detailed tracing of causal 
processes that is necessary to examine the coercive mechanisms and the counter-coercive strategies. 
These mechanisms and strategies are very difficult to accurately represent using quantitative measures 
only, making quantitative analysis infeasible. A case study design, however, has inherent weaknesses 
regarding external validity. To overcome this problem as much as possible a crucial case is selected to 
test the two competing hypotheses. A crucial case study involves a case that provides ideal 
circumstances for a theory to hold.35 If the theory is shown not to hold in this case, then it is unlikely 
to hold in other cases less favourable to the theory. Following this logic, a certain level of confidence 
is possible in the inferences drawn based on the analysis of only one case.  

For LINEBACKER II to be accepted as a crucial case for denial theory, it must be shown that 
the theory’s four independent variables have values that correspond with denial theory’s prediction for 
compellence success. The rest of this section seeks to establish this. 
 
Demands Made 
The demands the United States made of North Vietnam during LINEBACKER II were relatively 
limited in scope because they did not include territorial concessions. This conforms to denial theory’s 
assumption that coercive success is more likely to occur when demands do not include control over 
key territory under dispute.36 The US demanded 69 changes to the text of the October draft and these 
included fundamental issues such as a reduction in North Vietnamese Army (NVA) strength in South 
Vietnam, concentration of NVA units in specific areas that allowed for inspection, and a bar on all 
military movement across the demilitarized zone that separated North and South Vietnam.37 Other 
issues concerned the introduction of the international committee to supervise the implementation of 
the agreement, the timing of ceasefires in Laos and Cambodia and the status of the National Council of 
Reconciliation.38 

                                                      
35

 Harry Eckstein, 'Case Study and Theory in Political Science,' in Handbook of Political Science, Vol. 7, Political Science: 
Scope and Theory, ed. F. Greenstein and N. W. Polsby (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley: Addison-Wesley, 1975), p. 118. 

36
 Pape, Bombing to Win, p. 20. 

37
 Haig, Inner Circles, p. 305. 

38
 Kissinger at October 26 press conference in Kissinger, Ending the Vietnam War, pp. 594-595. 
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Although the US proposed all these changes on behalf of South Vietnam its goals were 
actually less ambitious and US president Nixon himself thought it very unlikely that the October 
agreement could be improved upon in renewed negotiations.39 Nixon therefore warned the South 
Vietnamese president Thieu not to expect major changes to the draft agreement, which were already 
considered to be excellent.40 The US goals remained the same as they had been in May 1972, when 
President Nixon explained the conditions for halting Operation LINEBACKER I in his address to the 
nation: 
 

First, all American prisoners of war must be returned. 
Second, there must be an internationally supervised cease-fire throughout Indochina. 
Once prisoners of war are released, once the internationally supervised ceasefire has begun, we 
will stop all acts of force throughout Indochina, and at that time we will proceed with a complete 
withdrawal of all American forces from Vietnam within 4 months.41  

 
These US goals contained two key demands: return of all prisoners of war and an internationally 
supervised ceasefire throughout Indochina. To this Nixon added a proviso concerning continued 
support for the Thieu regime which he had expressed in a speech in January 1972.42 

These less ambitious goals, rather than the 69 changes demanded by Thieu and implemented 
by the US, were reflected in the US demands made during Operation LINEBACKER II. The only 
concrete demand made of North Vietnam was to ‘make a serious final effort to reach a settlement.’43 
The US proposed that the November draft, which was only slightly different from the October text, 
would be used as the basis for these renewed negotiations.44 As such the US did not insist on any of 
the changes proposed by the Saigon government and, most importantly, North Vietnam would not be 
asked to give up the territory it held in the South. The US simply demanded an exit that assured ‘that 
the South did not face imminent collapse after the United States’ departure.’45  
 
Targets Attacked 
The pattern of targets attacked during LINEBACKER II closely conforms to denial theory’s 
predictions for compellence success. The vast majority of them concerned military facilities or 
logistics complexes supporting military operations and fall into the categories of strategic interdiction 
and operational interdiction targets, such as rail yards, bridges and storage facilities. During 
LINEBACKER II, a total of 59 targets were attacked in North Vietnam above the 20th parallel.46 
Because the poor weather prevented visual identification most of the time, targeting primarily relied 
on radar aiming.47 This meant that for the vast majority of missions only large targets with sufficient 
radar return could be chosen, and these targets also had to be big enough to allow for area bombing.48 
Twenty-nine of these targets were identified prior to LINEBACKER II, 16 targets around Hanoi and 

                                                      
39

 Ibid., p. 385. 
40

 Richard Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1978), p. 718. 
41

 Address to the nation on the situation in Southeast Asia, May 8, 1972 in Public Papers of the Presidents of the United 
States: Richard Nixon: 1973, (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office), p. 585. 

42
 Davidson, Vietnam at War, p. 713. 

43
 Kissinger, Ending the Vietnam War, p. 416. 

44
 Ibid., pp. 415-416. 

45
 Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power, p. 174. 

46
 PACAF Headquarters. 'Linebacker II USAF Bombing Survey.' p. 20. 

47 Smith, The Linebacker Raids, p. 203. Smith explains: ‘Of the 20,000 tons of bombs dropped in the course of 
‘LINEBACKER’ 90 per cent were dropped using radar aiming, 7 per cent used LORAN, 2.6 per cent were aimed 
visually and 0.2 per cent were laser-guided.’ 

48
 Tilford, Crosswinds, p. 164. 
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13 around Haiphong.49 In the vicinity of North Vietnam’s two capital cities many large target 
complexes could be found because the two cities had previously been only sporadically attacked. Map 
1 shows the locations of the LINEBACKER II target complexes. 
 

 
Map 1. Locations of LINEBACKER II Target Complexes50 

 
The targets attacked during Operation LINEBACKER II fall into four categories. Interdiction targets 
formed the primary target category comprising 62 percent of the strike sorties flown.51 Of these, 36 
percent were sorties directed against rail yards, 25 percent were directed at storage facilities, and 1 
percent of all strike missions was flown against bridges.52 In total 13 rail yards, 14 storage facilities, 
and 3 bridges were attacked, accounting for 30 targets in this category or more than half of the total 
number of targets.53 North Vietnamese radio communications facilities formed the second biggest 
target category, including attacks on five separate targets and involving a total of 14 percent of strike 
sorties flown.54 Most of these strike sorties were conducted by USAF tactical fighter and attack 
aircraft, of which a small number equipped with laser-guided bombs that allowed very precise 
targeting because these bombs were equipped with a target seeker that locked on to a beam of laser 
light reflected off the target. The last two target categories were power facilities and enemy air 
defences. Each accounted for 12 percent of bombing sorties.55 Attacks on power facilities included six 
separate targets.56 Strikes against air defences involved both enemy airfields and surface to air missile 
(SAM) sites, comprising 5 and 13 targets respectively.57 This amounts to 10 percent of sorties against 
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air fields and two percent of strike missions against SAM sites.58 Although attacks on enemy airfields 
were conducted right from the start of the campaign to suppress North Vietnamese MiG operations, a 
clear shift in emphasis can be seen towards attacks on SAM sites and SAM support facilities from Day 
Six onwards.59 Attacks on enemy air defences were mainly conducted by F-111 tactical attack aircraft 
as these low flying aircraft were able to conduct independent operations against heavily defended 
targets. 
 
Ground Combat Situation 
The assessment of the ground combat situation during LINEBACKER II must be broken down into 
measurement of three different elements. These components are the ‘occurrence of ground combat’ 
simultaneous with the air campaign, the ‘type of ground combat’ resulting from the ground warfare 
strategy chosen by the North Vietnamese and the ‘fluidity of the battlefield’ during Operation 
LINEBACKER II. To measure these three components of the ground combat situation one needs to 
take into account the number and type of forces involved as well as the equipment used and the 
number of fatalities resulting from ground combat. Further indicators are the number of close air 
support sorties (air attacks in close support of ground forces) and the logistics effort needed to support 
the forces in the field. 
 
Occurrence of Ground Combat 
Ground combat took place in South Vietnam in December 1972, alongside the air attacks of Operation 
LINEBACKER II on the North. Although the Easter Offensive had come to a halt, North Vietnamese 
forces were still involved in large-scale operations and between 125,000 to 150,000 North Vietnamese 
combat troops were still occupying disputed territory in the South.60 After the North Vietnamese 
Easter Offensive had come to a halt in late summer, the ground combat situation in December 
remained generally stable. Some offensive operations, however, were still taking place just prior to, 
and simultaneous with, Operation LINEBACKER II. In Quang Tri province, from 21-29 November 
South Vietnamese forces conducted an offensive that pushed up to Route 556 and led to the recapture 
of the fire support bases Anne and Barbara.61 This resulted in intense fighting with heavy North 
Vietnamese artillery and mortar fire.62 By the end of the year, in Military Region III the 5th and 7th 
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) Divisions advanced north along the Saigon River and 
moved into the Iron Triangle. North Vietnamese forces offered limited resistance concentrating on 
artillery bombardment, which allowed the 7th Division to secure the lines of communication to 
Saigon.63 Both sides were evenly matched and the coming of the monsoon in December made the 
intensity of the fighting decrease.64  

A good measure of the occurrence of ground combat is also provided by available statistics. 
Two noteworthy indicators on which data are available are the number of military personnel that were 
killed in action (KIA) and the number of US close air support sorties flown in December 1972. Both 
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these statistics show that ground combat was taking place alongside the air campaign. As a result of 
ground combat, the ARVN for instance sustained 685 fatal casualties during December. North 
Vietnamese and Viet Cong casualties sustained in South Vietnam are much higher and are estimated at 
approximately 7,100 KIA.65 In the same period US Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps fixed wing 
aircraft flew 5,429 attack sorties against targets in South Vietnam. Of the USAF attack sorties, 67 
percent were close air support sorties.66 This amounts to 1,100 close air support sorties by the US Air 
Force alone.67 These measures clearly show that considerable ground combat was taking place during 
December 1972. 
 
Type of Ground Combat 
It is important to recognize that the type of ground combat taking place during LINEBACKER II was 
mechanized warfare between regular units, rather than guerrilla warfare. This is evident from the 
North Vietnamese combat units facing the South Vietnamese Army and from the supplies needed to 
sustain them. In the spring of 1972, North Vietnam had invaded South Vietnam with no less than 14 
regular army divisions.68 This large combined arms force consisted of infantry, tanks, artillery, 
engineers, air defence units, and signals and transportation troops.69 This force included more than 11 
field artillery regiments and between 575 and 600 tanks.70 Equipment included T-34 and T-54 medium 
tanks, 122 mm field guns, SA-2 surface to air missiles (SAM), and 100 mm anti-aircraft artillery.71 
Although North Vietnamese forces sustained a high attrition rate as a result of ARVN counter 
offensives and US bombing during the earlier LINEBACKER I campaign, the type of units that this 
invasion force comprised remained largely the same. In October 1972, regular North Vietnamese 
forces in the South were estimated to comprise ten divisions.72 Furthermore, the North Vietnamese 
quickly reinforced their forces after the 23 October bombing halt.73 In December, communist forces in 
South Vietnam still comprised 77 battalions including some armour and engineers units74 and upon the 
signing of the peace agreement communist forces had some 160,000 soldiers in South Vietnam, 
comprising 13 division headquarters and 75 regiments.75 The size, equipment, and composition of this 
force all indicate that ground combat in December 1972 involved regular mechanized forces. 
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The increased North Vietnamese logistics effort reflects this force structure and also indicates 
that ground combat between regular mechanized units took place.76 North Vietnamese Transport 
Group 559 for instance received an additional 2,000 trucks prior to the Easter Offensive, bringing its 
total to 8,000.77 This allowed the North Vietnamese to double the amount of supplies sent to the 
battlefield during the 1971-1972 dry season compared to the year before, transporting amongst others 
10,000 tons of petrol, oil and lubricants (POL) .78 According to official North Vietnamese sources in 
1972 North Vietnam managed to transport 275,000 tons more supplies than in 1968, the year of the 
Tet Offensive.79 Both the composition of the force, and the logistics effort needed to support it show 
that at the time of LINEBACKER II the North Vietnamese were waging large-scale regular warfare in 
South Vietnam.  
 
Battlefield Fluidity  
At the start of Operation LINEBACKER II the frontlines in South Vietnam were relatively stable. The 
reduced battlefield fluidity resulted from the stalemate that followed after the North Vietnamese Easter 
Offensive came to a halt. During the spring and early summer the frontlines in South Vietnam shifted 
rapidly as a result of the North Vietnamese advance. By the end of June, however, the Spring 
Offensive had come to a halt and the battlefield was stabilizing.80 In July the battlefield became more 
fluid again as the ARVN launched a counteroffensive to regain lost territory.81 In late October and 
November the frontlines moved again as North Vietnamese forces sought to secure as much territory 
as possible in anticipation of a ceasefire. South Vietnamese forces consequently countered to 
neutralize territorial losses.82 From November onwards the battlefield stabilized ‘as the republic [of 
South Vietnam] sought to solidify its position…’83 By December the frontlines had become almost 
completely rigid as: 
 

[t]he onset of the rainy season in Military Region 1 hampered both ground and air movement, 
slowing the pace of military operations. Sporadic enemy attempts at population control were 
beaten back by the ARVN and Territorial Force. Pleiku and Kontum Provinces in Military Region 
2 saw the enemy thwarted in his attempts to capture more land, while the remainder of the region 
was quiet. Military Region 3 experienced a continued low level of military activity with most 
Territorial Force casualties falling to booby traps. The Delta [Military Region 4] experienced an 
upsurge in enemy attacks of rather low intensity.84 

 
The stabilization of the frontlines coincided with the stalemate resulting from the failure of Hanoi’s 
Easter Offensive. Although ground combat still took place with substantial losses on both sides, the 
total of South Vietnamese KIA in December was reduced to some 25 percent of its maximum 
sustained during April, when the offensive was still in full swing.85 The number of US air strikes on 
targets in South Vietnam in November was also down by 33 percent from its highpoint in May 1972.86 
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Both indicators show a significant reduction in fighting intensity and indicate the onset of a stalemate 
on the battlefield and a much reduced battlefield fluidity. Although the battlefield had thus largely 
stabilized by December 1972, substantial forces were still fighting for territorial control in South 
Vietnam in conjunction to the LINEBACKER II air campaign. Moreover, the kind of ground warfare 
consisted of mechanized combat between large-scale regular units. This means that two out of three 
measures relating to the ground combat situation are in line with denial theory’s predictions for 
compellence success. 
 
Operational Tempo 
The operational tempo of LINEBACKER II was in line with the high tempo predicted by military 
denial theory to contribute to compellence success. With the exception of a 36 hour bombing halt over 
Christmas, attacks were executed consecutively for 12 days. The short bombing pause was used to 
conduct the maximum number of sorties on 26 December, which kept up the pressure on the North 
Vietnamese. Although LINEBACKER II was a high intensity operation overall, the operational tempo 
was not constant and a distinction must be made between three phases with differences in bombing 
intensity.87 The first phase encompassed a maximum effort involving a total of 314 B-52 sorties. The 
heavy bomber sorties flown in this period were the maximum possible given the number of planes 
available in theatre and maintaining only the smallest possible reserve for emergency operations in 
South Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.88 This first phase lasted from 18 December until after the night 
attacks on 20 December. The B-52 attacks were divided into three similar sized waves each night, the 
first night comprising three force packages of approximately 40 B-52s each. These waves were 
separated by a four hour interval to allow for maximum psychological impact of sustained bombing 
throughout the night.89 This pattern of bombing raids was specifically designed to disturb the sleep of 
the Hanoi and Haiphong population.90 Daylight strikes by tactical fighter and attack aircraft 
accompanied these night bombardments, with strikes occurring from 19-21 December. 

The second phase started on the night of 21 December and lasted until 24 December. This 
phase constituted a reduced effort as a result of more careful tactics introduced in the light of high B-
52 losses. During the first phase of operations all bomber waves had used the same flight path and 
altitude and on 20 December losses were 6 B-52s out of 93, or a loss rate of 6.45%.91 These losses 
were attributed to the repetitive approaches to the targets over three nights (9 strikes in total), sharp 
post target turns, ineffective chaff cover and use of B-52G aircraft with unmodified Electronic Counter 
Measures (ECM) equipment.92 The USAF therefore introduced more variation in approach routes to 
target and in the altitude at which the B-52s flew.93 Radar jamming tactics were altered as well and 
chaff, small metal strips that cause a multitude of fake targets to appear on the enemy’s radar screens, 
was also no longer dropped in approach corridors that gave away the intended approach route but in a 
wide screen covering the whole target area.94 To reduce losses during this phase no targets within the 
Hanoi area were attacked and only 120 B-52 sorties were flown, striking in a single wave each night.95 
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Furthermore, on 24 December towards the end of phase two, B-52 bombers first struck SAM sites96 
and simultaneously the SAM suppression effort was increased by deploying F-4 fighters equipped 
with cluster munitions.97 As during phase one B-52 night attacks were complemented by tactical 
fighter strikes during the day. 

The change in tactics was maintained throughout the campaign while the increased effort 
against SAM sites roughly coincided with the start of phase three.98 Phase two ended on 24 December 
as Nixon ordered a 36 hour Christmas bombing pause which started from 2400 hours on 24 December 
and lasting till 1200 hours on 26 December.99 Hanoi did not respond to Nixon’s proposal to reopen 
negotiations and Nixon therefore ordered bombing to resume on 26 December.100 At noon that day, 
US tactical fighters and attack aircraft attacked targets in Hanoi, Haiphong and Thai Nguyen.101 This 
air strike marked the beginning of the third phase and was followed by a single wave night attack 
comprising 120 B-52s.102 This raid again constituted a maximum possible effort given the number of 
B-52s available in South-East Asia. On 27 and 28 December this raid was followed by smaller but 
substantial B-52 attacks on Hanoi and Haiphong. After Hanoi indicated a willingness to resume 
negotiations on 27 December, the campaign was halted and the third phase ended on 29 December. In 
total, 295 B-52 strike sorties were flown during the third phase of the operation, which clearly raised 
the operational tempo of the campaign after the Christmas bombing halt. This maintained the high 
overall operational tempo that military denial theory predicts is necessary for compellence success. 
 
Overview and Outcome of the Case  
Operation LINEBACKER II was part of US president Richard Nixon’s strategy to achieve “peace 
with honour” in Vietnam.103 To Nixon an honourable peace meant a negotiated settlement with the 
North Vietnamese that would allow for continued US support for the South Vietnamese regime and 
the return of all US prisoners of war.104 To achieve this goal President Nixon, aided by his National 
Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, devised a dual track strategy.105 The first component of this 
strategy or Vietnamization involved substitution of US ground troops by South Vietnamese forces, 
allowing the number of US forces in South Vietnam to be rapidly reduced. The second component 
consisted of a combination of public and private peace negotiations with North Vietnam.106 
Vietnamization proved quite successful as by late 1971 the Saigon government controlled more than 
two-thirds of the South Vietnamese countryside107 and the number of US troops had been reduced by 
70 percent.108 
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The success of the US Vietnamization strategy forced the North Vietnamese to undertake an 
ill-timed offensive, which eventually resulted in the October draft agreement.109 The offensive aimed 
to undermine the Vietnamization policy and started on 30 March 1972, when North Vietnam invaded 
South Vietnam by striking at the population centres Quang Tri, Hue, Kontum, and An Loc.110 Without 
the support of US ground forces, the Army of the Republic of Viet Nam (ARVN) was rapidly driven 
back. By 1 May, the North Vietnamese had captured the provincial capital Quang Tri and most of the 
surrounding province.111 To stop the North Vietnamese advance Nixon ordered a large scale air 
campaign112 codenamed LINEBACKER to start on 10 May.113 This air campaign had effect because 
over the summer the communist offensive stalled and on 19 July the North Vietnamese negotiator Le 
Duc Tho accepted the US proposal to reopen negotiations.114 In September 1972, the South 
Vietnamese army recaptured the provincial capital Quang Tri and on 8 October ‘Tho dropped the 
demand for a Southern coalition government and agreed to an in-place ceasefire followed by the 
withdrawal of American troops.’115 This meant that Tho basically accepted Nixon’s April proposal for 
a ceasefire.116 A peace agreement could now be reached and by 11 October the US and North Vietnam 
had agreed on all major issues,117 including a ceasefire in place, withdrawal of all US forces from 
Vietnam, return of US prisoners of war, and a three-partite national council of reconciliation to 
organize South Vietnamese elections as well as implement the agreement. Furthermore, until the 
elections President Thieu would remain in power in South Vietnam and the US would be allowed to 
continue economic and military aid to South Vietnam. The remaining political issues would be settled 
by the Vietnamese parties amongst themselves.118 So by October 1972, the US and North Vietnam 
were very close to reaching a peace agreement. 

The US, however, were unable to gain South Vietnamese support for the October draft 
agreement and this caused the talks to collapse.119 South Vietnamese President Thieu had a number of 
major objections including the large number of North Vietnamese Army (NVA) troops that would 
remain in South Vietnam and the legitimization this would provide for the communist Provisional 
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Revolutionary Government (PRG).120 Thieu’s objections also involved the three party National 
Council of National Concord and Reconciliation, which was perceived as a communist attempt to 
install a coalition government in South Vietnam.121 These problems forced Nixon to seek further 
changes to the October text122 and the North Vietnamese publicly blamed the US for sabotaging the 
talks. The negotiations went on into December, but as both sides were unwilling to compromise 
Kissinger decided to end the talks on 13 December.123  

The failure of the negotiations gave a greater emphasis to the force option and on 15 
December Nixon sent Hanoi an ultimatum giving the North Vietnamese 72 hours to yield on the 
unresolved issues or they would face the bombing of Hanoi and Haiphong.124 The North Vietnamese, 
however, failed to respond and on 17 December the ultimatum expired. As a result, Operation 
LINEBACKER II commenced on the night of 18 December, lasting for 12 days from the night of 18 
December until the night of 29 December. During this period B-52 heavy bombers flew a total of 729 
sorties over the North, dropping some 49,000 bombs for a total weight of 15,237 tons.125 Navy and Air 
Force tactical fighter and attack aircraft such as F-4s and A-6s flew a total of 1,216 sorties, dropping 
another 5,000 tons of ordnance.126 This brings the total bomb load dropped on North Vietnam above 
the 20th parallel to just over 20,000 tons.127 In comparison, during Operation LINEBACKER I a total 
of 155,548 tons of bombs was dropped from 10 May until 23 October 1972,128 while during the earlier 
US air campaign code named ROLLING THUNDER a total of 643,000 tons of bombs were dropped 
over the three year period from 1965-1968.129 This amounts to daily averages of 487 tons, 1,037 tons, 
and 1,667 tons for ROLLING THUNDER, LINEBACKER I and LINEBACKER II respectively.130 
This clearly indicates the intensity of the LINEBACKER II air campaign.     

To show the North Vietnamese the extent of his resolve, Nixon decided to send in B-52 
bombers for the first time to play the decisive role in air strikes against targets deep inside North 
Vietnamese territory. Previously these heavy bombers were only used against lightly defended targets, 
mostly in South Vietnam. The B-52 fleet in 1972 still formed a vital pillar of the American nuclear 
triad, consisting of ballistic missile submarines, land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles, and 
long-range bombers. Since the B-52 was no longer in production, these planes could not be put at risk 
lightly as losing a substantial number of them would undermine the US nuclear deterrent. The 
anticipated monsoon rains over North Vietnam in December, however, required the use of all-weather 
platforms that could find and bomb their targets under conditions of severe overcast. This meant that 
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only a few platforms in the US inventory could be used for the air strikes with the B-52 being one of 
them.131 The desire to achieve maximum psychological effect was another major reason the B-52 was 
made the centrepiece of the campaign. These heavy bombers could carry up to twelve times the bomb-
load of a fighter bomber.132 Deploying the B-52 would also send a powerful message to Hanoi. 
Risking the bomber force that was a vital part of the US nuclear deterrent would send out a strong 
signal of resolve. James Gibson reports that ‘At the time the U.S. Air Force had approximately 400 B-
52 bombers in the Strategic Air Command. Half were used in five nights of B-52 attacks over Hanoi 
and Haiphong. Three-fourths of all B-52 crews in the air force flew these missions.’133 This shows that 
the US deployed more than half of its strategic nuclear bomber fleet for Operation LINEBACKER II, 
indicating the high risk the US were willing to take. Bigger bomb-loads, combined with the B-52’s 
status and reputation were intended to maximize the psychological impact of the bombing 
campaign.134 

At the height of the bombing effort President Nixon initiated a diplomatic initiative and 
requested new meetings to start on 3 January. As a sign of goodwill, President Nixon ordered a 36 
hour bombing pause over Christmas,135 with the offer of an additional bombing pause to start on 31 
December if North Vietnam agreed to renewed negotiations.136 Hanoi, however, did not respond and 
on 26 December the air attacks resumed with very heavy air strikes, involving 120 B-52s in a single 
attack.137 This seemed to have effect as the next morning North Vietnam informed Washington that the 
negotiations could resume on 8 January.138 Furthermore, Hanoi appeared to want negotiations to start 
quickly as on 28 December it also agreed that preliminary meetings should begin on 2 January.139 
Productive negotiations seemed to be possible again and in response Nixon announced that all 
bombing above the 20th parallel would be halted starting 30 December.140 A quick breakthrough was 
achieved and the US and North Vietnam agreed on a settlement on the basis of the October terms.141 
By 13 January the text of the peace agreement was completed and on 15 January Nixon halted all 
bombing of North Vietnam.142 Under heavy American pressure South Vietnamese President Thieu 
agreed to support the new accord143 and on 27 January the foreign ministers of the United States and 
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam formally signed a peace agreement in Paris. 

The achievement of a peace agreement means that the outcome of Operation LINEBACKER 
II should be classified as compellence success because after the US bombing Hanoi had given in to all 
major US demands.144 In particular, the agreement accepted by Hanoi comprised a ceasefire in place 
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and withdrawal of all US and allied forces within sixty days. The armies of South Vietnam and North 
Vietnam would remain in possession of the territories under their control at the start of the ceasefire. 
Both North Vietnam and the US were forbidden to send additional troops or equipment to the South. 
These terms meant that the Thieu regime could stay in power. Furthermore, all prisoners of war would 
be released within 60 days. Elections would be held in South Vietnam under the auspices of the 
National Council of National Reconciliation and Concord, which was comprised of members of the 
Thieu regime, the communist Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG), and a neutralist party. 
Finally, an International Commission of Control and Supervision would oversee the agreement’s 
implementation.145 The dependent variable ‘political outcome’ should therefore be classified as 
compellence success.  
 
Evidence on the Denial Hypothesis 
With the values of the dependent and independent variables established the key question now is 
whether denial theory’s hypothesized causal link between the independent and dependent variables 
can be observed in the case of Operation LINEBACKER II. To address this question three sequential 
steps must be taken. First, the bomb damage caused by the air campaign must be measured. Second, it 
must be established whether the damage done brought about one or more of denial theory’s coercive 
mechanisms. Finally, the impact of these coercive mechanisms on Hanoi’s military strategy must be 
assessed by estimating its military vulnerability. An analysis of the intervening variables in 
LINEBACKER II indicates that none of the causal processes hypothesized by denial theory can be 
observed as predicted.  
 
Bomb Damage 
To explain what, if any, coercive effect was caused by Operation LINEBACKER II, an assessment 
needs to be made of the bomb damage inflicted. It is only when the extent and kind of bomb damage 
resulting from the air campaign are measured that the causal link between kinetic effect and coercive 
effect can be studied. During LINEBACKER II four different target categories were attacked and 
damage to each of these categories is discussed in turn. For a complete overview of the kinetic effect 
resulting from the bombing, the number of civilian and military casualties North Vietnam sustained 
must also be included in the bomb damage assessment.  

Interdiction targets constituted the most important category of targets attacked during 
Operation LINEBACKER II. This category included 30 target complexes. These 30 targets consisted 
of 13 rail yards, 14 storage facilities, and 3 bridges. The official US bomb damage assessment reports 
the average damage done to these targets as 55 percent, 35 percent, and 33 percent respectively.146 
This amounts to the destruction of 191 warehouses and 372 pieces of rolling stock.147 Furthermore, 
500 rail cuts were made, millions of gallons of petroleum were destroyed, and the bridge over the 
Canal des Rapides was rendered inoperable.148 In all, North Vietnam incurred very substantial damage 
to storage facilities and rail transportation. The second target category was radio communications. 
Average damage done to the 5 targets in this category is estimated at 32 percent.149 One target is 
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reported 90 percent destroyed while another target sustained no damage at all.150 North Vietnamese 
radio communications proved very difficult to destroy as the central transmitter building of each 
facility was surrounded by a concrete blast wall, thus requiring a direct hit to be destroyed.151 

Enemy air defences constituted the third target category. This category comprised five 
airfields and thirteen SAM sites. Several SAM logistics facilities were also targeted but data on these 
targets is included in the bomb damage estimate of general storage facilities. Damage done to airfields 
is estimated at 9 percent overall while average damage done to SAM sites was reported as 10 
percent.152 Of the five airfields attacked, four airfields received 10 percent damage and one airfield 
sustained 5 percent damage. Damage done to airfields included destruction of several helicopters and 
transport aircraft on the ground as well as damage to three MiG-21s.153 Two of the SAM sites targeted 
sustained 50 percent damage. Eight SAM sites received no observable damage, while the damage done 
to three sites remains unknown.154 The fourth target category comprised power generating facilities. In 
this category four thermal power plants and two transformer stations were attacked. Average 
destruction of these six targets was 29 per cent.155 With 60 percent, the Hanoi thermal power plant 
sustained most damage. This caused the plant to temporarily shut down. Damage to other power plants 
and transformer stations was less, ranging from approximately 50 to 15 percent.156 

With regard to civilian and military personnel losses, the number of casualties resulting from 
LINEBACKER II bombing is reported as 1,623 dead and 1,216 wounded in Hanoi and Haiphong 
alone.157 The number of casualties in other areas is not accurately provided but it is estimated at 
around the four hundred mark.158 This makes a total of 2,000 fatal casualties and as this number 
concerns the North Vietnamese estimate of the body count, this can be taken to be a maximum number 
with actual casualties resulting from American bombing perhaps somewhat lower. This is because 
North Vietnam would have had an incentive to overestimate the death toll to influence international 
public opinion. In comparison to the bombing intensity these casualties are relatively light and this fits 
well with the US aim to avoid collateral damage.159 

The number of military casualties resulting from the bombing is difficult to establish. A 
reported eight MiGs were shot down during LINEBACKER II, which could have led to the death of 
their pilots.160 Furthermore, casualties could have been sustained as a consequence of attacks on 
airfields and SAM sites. Other military casualties could have resulted from attacks on rail yards and 
storage facilities. The North Vietnamese reported that the 1,300 fatal casualties sustained in Hanoi 
included both military and civilian personnel.161 It is therefore likely that military casualties resulting 
directly from the bombing are included in the overall casualty count of approximately 2,000. During 
the LINEBACKER II air attacks, North Vietnamese military casualties in South Vietnam are 
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estimated at around 7,100.162 Since precise data on North Vietnamese military casualties resulting 
directly from LINEBACKER II air attacks is unavailable, this number of 7,100 will be maintained as 
the number of military casualties sustained during the air campaign. 

Table 1 presents an overview of LINEBACKER II bomb damage. This table shows that 
significant damage to military and military related targets was done during Operation LINEBACKER 
II. This is in accordance with military denial theory’s predictions for compellence success. It remains 
to be seen whether this bomb damage also caused the systemic effects predicted by denial theory.  
 

 Damage 
Assessment 

 

Category Targets attacked Average damage 

Interdiction targets   

      Rail yards 13 55% 

      Storage facilities 14 35% 

      Bridges 3 33% 

Radcom facilities 5 32 % 

Power facilities 6 29% 

Air defences   

      Airfields 5 9% 

      SAM sites 13 10% 

Totals 59 32% 

Civilian casualties 2,000 

Military casualties 7,100 

 
Table 1. LINEBACKER II Bomb Damage Assessment163 

 
 
Coercive Mechanisms 
The next step in comparing denial theory’s predictions with the case evidence is to establish if any of 
the three coercive mechanisms came about. If denial theory is to hold then at least one of the three 
mechanisms—operational paralysis, battlefield breakthrough, or equipment shortages—should be 
observed. The evidence on each of these coercive mechanisms will therefore be examined in turn to 
establish whether the bomb damage inflicted during LINEBACKER II brought about the predicted 
causal process.  
 
Operational Paralysis   
The first systemic effect predicted by denial theory is operational paralysis. Denial theory maintains 
that destruction of logistics and communications networks can cause enemy forces to stop functioning 
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as coherent fighting forces because of a lack of direction and shortages of POL. The LINEBACKER II 
air attacks did indeed target logistics and command and control facilities but interpretation of available 
data shows that these attacks did not cause any operational paralysis. That North Vietnamese forces 
kept their ability to conduct coherent operations is demonstrated by the North Vietnamese offensives 
following only four weeks after the conclusion of LINEBACKER II. US air strikes damaged four 
radio communications facilities, with damage ranging from very light to very severe. The destruction 
done caused some minor disruptions in radio operations, both civilian and military. For example, the 
Hanoi radio transmitter was ‘off the air for nine minutes’164 and some frequency drifting occurred.165 
The capacity for redundancy within North Vietnamese radio communications enabled the North 
Vietnamese ‘to maintain all necessary operations,’ despite the damage done.166 The very limited 
bombing impact on radio communications therefore did not have any impact on the operational 
effectiveness of North Vietnamese forces.  

Air attacks on logistics targets were more extensive and had a greater effect. The damage done 
to rail yards, railways, and rolling stock,167 caused all ‘train movement [to be] effectively halted in the 
Hanoi and Haiphong area.’168 Damage to rolling stock also ‘seriously hampered movement of supplies 
by rail.’169 However, as a result of the LINEBACKER I bombing, over the course of the summer the 
North Vietnamese switched from rail transport to truck-based transport.170 By the start of 
LINEBACKER II their transportation network had dispersed and this dispersed truck based system 
was much harder to dislocate.171 The interruption of rail transport during LINEBACKER II therefore 
did not have a major impact on transportation of supplies within North Vietnam, nor did it affect the 
resupply of North Vietnamese forces in the South. POL targets were also attacked and an estimated 25 
percent of North Vietnamese oil reserves were destroyed.172 POL refining capacity was even reduced 
by 75 percent.173 Because the battlefield had stabilized by December, fuel demands were much lower 
than in previous months, partially compensating for the reduction of influx of new POL supplies from 
the North. Nevertheless, by North Vietnam’s own admittance, the destruction of rail traffic and POL 
reserves combined with the heavy fighting over the summer did cause some supply shortages to forces 
operating in the south.174 Based on the available evidence it is, however, not clear how much the 
LINEBACKER II bombing contributed to these shortages. Since precise data are unavailable, it is 
possible that the supply shortages were the result of heavy fighting and overextension during the 
Easter Offensive, not LINEBACKER II interdiction.  

Whatever shortages were experienced by the North Vietnamese forces, these did not cause 
operational paralysis. This is evident from the offensive actions launched by North Vietnamese forces 
shortly after LINEBACKER II ended. On 3 January the number of communist attacks was the highest 
it had been in a month and with 116 attacks the number of attacks launched on 4 January was even 
higher still.175 The number of attacks carried out between 5 and 7 January was even double that of the 
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average number over the previous two months.176 These attacks resulted in 385 South Vietnamese 
killed in action and 1,449 wounded, the highest South Vietnamese losses in six weeks.177 The attacks 
in early January were primarily attacks by fire (or shelling) and did not involve large scale 
maneuvers.178 But later in January, as the ceasefire approached, North Vietnamese forces launched 
offensives with the aim to conquer as much territory as possible before the ceasefire took effect.179 
Several of these operations were combined arms operations includinged deployment of heavy artillery 
and armour.180 These North Vietnamese operations therefore provide strong evidence that despite the 
bomb damage done during LINEBACKER II, North Vietnamese forces maintained their coherence 
and operational effectiveness. 

Based on the data on hand it must be concluded that the LINEBACKER II air campaign did 
not result in operational paralysis. No evidence can be found to suggest that NVA forces lost their 
organizational integrity or were unable to conduct effective operations due to shortages in POL 
supplies or due to ineffective command and control. In fact, some evidence exists indicating that 
shortly after the air campaign North Vietnamese forces were able to conduct offensive operations in a 
coherent and effective manner. Despite heavy bombing of North Vietnamese radio communications, 
railway targets, and warehouse complexes no significant systemic effect on the operational capability 
of North Vietnamese forces followed.  
 
Battlefield Breakthrough    
The second systemic effect predicted by denial theory is battlefield breakthrough. An assessment of 
the available evidence indicates that no battlefield breakthrough occurred during Operation 
LINEBACKER II. By late November 1972 the frontlines in South Vietnam had almost completely 
stabilized. This situation did not change throughout December 1972 as the position of the frontlines 
remained virtually frozen and both sides stayed in possession of territory previously occupied. 
Between 21 and 29 November ARVN forces conducted a limited offensive in Quang Tri province. 
This led to very modest South Vietnamese territorial gains.181 On 27 December the ARVN 3rd Division 
launched an offensive into the Hiep Due base in Military Region I. Two days later the 3rd Division 
terminated its attack and a strong North Vietnamese counterattack prevented it from gaining more 
ground.182 Further offensives took place just prior to the ceasefire—after the Paris agreement was 
signed—as North Vietnamese forces launched an effort to secure as much territory as possible.183 At 
first this led to modest communist conquests, but soon ARVN forces recaptured lost territory and the 
situation quickly stabilised again as both sides remained evenly matched throughout this period.184 The 
stabilized frontlines in January 1973 are shown on Map 5.3. These positions had changed very little 
since October 1972. North Vietnamese forces had permanently secured Loc Ninh and the buffer zone 
along the Cambodian border, as well as the ‘entire western fringe of II Corps from Southern Quang 
Duc Province to the northern edge of the parrot’s Beak.’185 

The bomb damage done by the LINEBACKER II air raids did not bring about a battlefield 
breakthrough and no major shift in frontlines occurred during December 1972. Nor was the chance of 
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a battlefield breakthrough significantly increased as a result of the bombing. By 30 December the 
frontlines were as stable as they were at the start of the air campaign and South Vietnamese forces did 
not indicate any ability to launch an offensive that would cause a battlefield breakthrough and 
jeopardize the communists' territorial position in the South. 

 
Map 2. Territorial Division of South Vietnam, January 1973186 

 
Equipment Shortages     
With regard to the third coercive mechanism hypothesized by denial theory—equipment shortages—
there is again no evidence to suggest that this systemic effect came about during the LINEBACKER II 
air campaign. No data can be found to suggest that Operation LINEBACKER II caused additional 
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equipment shortages on top of any shortages North Vietnamese forces experienced prior to the start of 
LINEBACKER II. Importantly, in early January, shortly after the LINEBACKER II air attacks, heavy 
weapons such as tanks and artillery were still widely available to North Vietnamese forces and were 
used in large numbers in the land grab operations preceding the ceasefire. Since North Vietnam 
depended on the Soviet Union and China to supply it with military equipment, its forces were 
vulnerable to strategic interdiction of the rail and water transport carrying this equipment.187 Heavy 
equipment can only be transported by water or rail and if the US managed to destroy the important 
water ways and rail networks, then this equipment could no longer be transported to the front. 
Bombing during Operation LINEBACKER II did target rail yards and caused a substantial disruption 
of rail traffic in the North.188 Bombing of North Vietnamese logistics also targeted equipment repair 
facilities and caused significant damage. Of the five vehicle repair facilities targeted, three could no 
longer operate, while operations at the other two were reduced. In addition, one armoured vehicle 
overhaul workshop was completely destroyed.189 Still, this bomb damage caused little systemic effect. 
Because of the short duration of operation LINEBACKER II strategic interdiction aimed at disrupting 
the flow of equipment to the frontlines was difficult to achieve.190 For strategic interdiction to be 
effective, high attrition must be coupled with a significant reduction in the influx of new equipment 
for a long period of time. Only when all three of these conditions are present will such severe 
equipment shortages come about that military operations are forced to a halt. Since Operation 
LINEBACKER II lasted only 12 days and because ground combat in South Vietnam in December 
1972 was less intense than during the spring and summer, the disruption of rail traffic and destruction 
of repair facilities did not have any lasting effect.191  

The availability of heavy equipment to North Vietnamese forces also indicates that no 
equipment shortages occurred. Shortly after the ceasefire and only three weeks after the end of 
LINEBACKER II, North Vietnamese forces were able to deploy large quantities of new equipment to 
South Vietnam.192 Among the equipment introduced were 430 pieces of 122 mm and 130 mm artillery 
and 655 armoured vehicles, including bridge layers and armoured personnel carriers.193 Smaller 
numbers of artillery-tractors, 100 mm antitank guns, 152 mm howitzers, and SA-7 heat seeking 
missiles were also introduced to South Vietnam.194 These figures unmistakably show that the North 
Vietnamese had ample material reserves and did not suffer any equipment shortages. 

The offensives carried out by North Vietnamese forces shortly after LINEBACKER II also 
demonstrate that North Vietnamese forces did not suffer from any serious equipment shortages. Two 
days after the ceasefire, a large North Vietnamese force including artillery and tanks was able to push 
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the South Vietnamese marines out of Cua Viet in Military Region I.195 Elsewhere in South Vietnam, 
communist forces also deployed heavy howitzers and rocket artillery during their land grab 
operations.196 This shows that the North Vietnamese still had the military equipment needed to 
conduct offensive operations and experienced no serious equipment shortages. As the available 
evidence indicates, the bombing did not bring about the three causal mechanisms as predicted by 
denial theory. Throughout Operation LINEBACKER II and during its immediate aftermath, North 
Vietnamese forces kept their cohesion and operational effectiveness and did not suffer equipment 
shortages. Nor did any battlefield breakthrough occur. Even though none of the coercive mechanisms 
can be observed as predicted, it remains to be examined whether LINEBACKER II undermined North 
Vietnamese military strategy in any other way. 
 
Military Vulnerability 
Military denial theory asserts that the enemy must be deprived of the belief that it is possible to obtain 
benefits from continued resistance. Targeting military capabilities will increase the opponent’s 
military vulnerability and denial theory predicts that compellence will be successful when the 
opponent’s military vulnerability becomes high or very high.197 That is, the opponent will give in once 
its strategy for controlling the disputed territory is undermined.198 In other words, the variable ‘military 
vulnerability’ in denial theory only refers to control over the disputed territory as the theory predicts 
that if a compeller demonstrates the capacity to control the territory at stake, the opponent will lose 
confidence in its strategy for maintaining possession of this territory.199 As denial theory’s independent 
variables are in line with its prediction for compellence success and as Pape himself argues that 
LINEBACKER II demonstrates the importance of undermining the opponent’s military strategy,200 
this leads to the question whether Operation LINEBACKER II indeed jeopardised North Vietnam’s 
territorial position in the South. The evidence shows that this was not the case. The LINEBACKER II 
campaign did not demonstrate the ability of the US and South Vietnamese forces to regain the territory 
lost during the Easter Offensive. Nor did the air campaign demonstrate their ability to hold on to the 
remaining territory because South Vietnamese forces were already in firm control of the rest of South 
Vietnam prior to LINEBACKER II.  

To establish the extent of North Vietnam’s military vulnerability, its military goals must be 
identified first. North Vietnam aimed to achieve two military objectives with its Easter Offensive in 
the spring of 1972. First of all, Hanoi sought to reverse the advances of the South Vietnamese 
pacification program. Second, it wanted to change the military balance in South Vietnam in its favour. 
The North Vietnamese wanted to be in possession of as much territory as possible before a peace 
agreement with the US was reached.201 To achieve these goals North Vietnam had to infiltrate large 
numbers of forces into South Vietnam and these forces had to occupy substantial parts of South 
Vietnamese territory, especially in the rural districts in the Highlands and along the borders with Laos 
and Cambodia. 

The events in South Vietnam during the second half of 1972 demonstrate that North Vietnam 
was able to achieve its primary military objectives. As the Easter Offensive unfolded South Vietnam 
rapidly lost substantial parts of its territory to the advancing communist forces. But by the end of May 
1972 the offensive came to a halt and a counteroffensive followed that succeeded in retaking part of 
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the territory lost, resulting in the division of territory as shown on Map 5.3 above. The battlefield 
stabilized thereafter and the frontlines remained virtually the same throughout the duration of 
LINEBACKER II. During the Easter Offensive Hanoi had gained control of substantial parts of South 
Vietnam, especially in the northern provinces and along the western border.202 This provided the North 
with a resupply corridor along the Lao and Cambodian border.203 From mid-summer onwards, the key 
objective for North Vietnam was to maintain control of these territories. It therefore had to maintain 
sufficient forces in the South to defend against ARVN counter-offensives. Examining the available 
evidence reveals that throughout December the North Vietnamese maintained a large number of forces 
in South Vietnam, comprising more than 160,000 combat troops organised in 14 infantry divisions.204 
Furthermore, there is no evidence to suggest a weakening of these forces of such a magnitude as to 
threaten the North’s control over the territory it held in the South. The discussion of the coercive 
mechanisms showed that LINEBACKER II did not bring about any of the three hypothesized 
mechanisms to a sufficient degree. Consequently, there was no urgent threat to North Vietnamese 
military strength in South Vietnam and North Vietnamese forces remained in possession of the 
territory under their control at the start of LINEBACKER II. Available statistics on casualties even 
indicate that at the conclusion of LINEBACKER II the tables on the battlefield were slightly turning in 
favour of North Vietnam. South Vietnamese losses in the first week of January were the highest in six 
weeks. A total of 1,834 casualties were sustained by the ARVN with 385 killed in action and 1,449 
wounded. In the same week, North Vietnamese fatal casualties dropped by 365 to 923.205 

Throughout LINEBACKER II North Vietnamese forces remained firmly in control of the 
territory they possessed at the beginning of the air campaign. At no time did Operation 
LINEBACKER II demonstrate that US and South Vietnamese forces had the ability to take control of 
lost terrain. The US and their South Vietnamese allies were therefore unable to threaten North 
Vietnamese control over the disputed territory. Although the air attacks did do significant damage to 
North Vietnamese military forces around Hanoi and Haiphong, denial theory specifies that the variable 
‘military vulnerability’ only relates to the vulnerability of the forces that are used to control the 
disputed territory. With their ground forces still in place and still in firm possession of the conquered 
areas in South Vietnam the vulnerability of these critical forces was not increased and North Vietnam 
had no reason to doubt the effectiveness of its military strategy.206 As a result, North Vietnam’s 
military vulnerability remained low. 
 
Evidence on the Strategic Interaction Hypothesis 
The evidence on the military denial hypothesis demonstrates that an undermining of North Vietnamese 
military strategy cannot explain the outcome of the cases. None of the three predicted coercive 
mechanisms can be observed and as a result North Vietnam’s military vulnerability remained low. The 
question is now how the strategic interaction hypothesis holds when compared to the evidence on 
LINEBACKER II. In order to test the strategic interaction hypothesis evidence must be evaluated on 
two of the four counter-coercive strategies: casualty inflicting and diplomatic pressure. Since the US 
did not conduct the air campaign in a coalition it was not vulnerable to a coalition fracturing strategy. 
Civilian suffering was also only a limited concern to the US, due both to the relatively low number of 
civilians killed and the important goal of US withdrawal from Vietnam. When the other two strategies 
are analysed, the evidence shows that North Vietnam did not succeed in inflicting sufficient casualties 
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or exerting diplomatic pressure through its allies. As a result, North Vietnam was in no position to 
counter-coerce the US to stop the bombing. 
 
Casualty Inflicting Strategy 
Throughout the Vietnam War, North Vietnam had sought to inflict casualties on the US to erode 
political support for the war. This strategy failed for two reasons during LINEBACKER II. First, by 
late 1972, the vast majority of American forces had left the country.207 Since almost all US ground 
forces had left and no ground combat was taking place between US and North Vietnamese forces, 
North Vietnam was unable to attack American ground troops. Second, US bombers were becoming 
less vulnerable as Operation LINEBACKER II continued because North Vietnamese air defence units 
ran out of surface to air missiles.  

When LINEBACKER II commenced, US forces were met by well-prepared North Vietnamese 
air defences.208 Air defence units in the Hanoi area included seven anti-aircraft artillery regiments and 
13 missile battalions.209 These heavy air defences caused substantial US losses. Overall American 
aircraft losses totalled 26, of which 15 B-52s.210 Nevertheless, the 2.1 percent B-52 loss rate was 
below the anticipated 3 percent attrition rate.211 Significantly, the attrition rate varied over the duration 
of LINEBACKER II, and the losses sustained during the first three nights of the operation were by far 
the highest. B-52 losses during the first three nights were 9 aircraft, or 2.9 percent of the sorties 
flown.212 This high attrition rate shocked US commanders as is evident from the Commander in Chief 
Pacific Command Air Forces’ (CINCPACAF) appreciation of the situation: ‘Events of the past 4 days 
produced significant B-52 losses which obviously are not acceptable on a continued basis …’213 Nixon 
himself was furious about the losses sustained and about the repetitive tactics used by the B-52s.214 In 
a meeting with Kissinger and his Chief of Staff Haldeman on 20 December Nixon observed that if the 
B-52 losses were to continue to average 3 aircraft per day ‘it’s going to be very tough to take.’215 

As a result, for the next three days of Operation LINBACKER II, the B-52s were directed to 
strike targets in low threat zones well away from the heavy air defences in the Hanoi area. 
Furthermore, major changes in tactics were also made, including changes in sortie timing, operating 
altitudes, ingress and egress routes, and chaff dispersal patterns.216 North Vietnamese air defences 
proved effective at diverting B-52 attacks from Hanoi for three days. This period was then followed by 
the Christmas bombing pause. As Hanoi had not been bombed for four days and the overall B-52 
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sortie-rate was much reduced, the North Vietnamese had good reason to believe their air defences 
provided adequate protection against further US bombing of the Hanoi area.217 

The US Air Force changed tactics and on 26 December the B-52s returned to Hanoi in a single 
massive attack. Losses during this raid amounted to only 2 B-52s out of 116, or 1.7 percent of the 
sorties flown.218 Average attrition rates during the last three days of the operation were even lower at 
1.4 percent of sorties flown. Compared to the first three days of LINEBACKER II US losses were 
reduced by half. Besides improved bombing tactics, degradation of North Vietnamese air defences 
also contributed to this reduction in loss rate. Following the attacks on 26 December, SAM sites and 
storage depots were added to the target list.219 These attacks on North Vietnamese SAM facilities, 
coupled with resupply problems due to damage to rail transport, resulted in a shortage of SAMs 
available.220 Because North Vietnam had expected the bombing to last only three days, it had ordered 
its air-defence batteries to fire as many missiles as needed to inflict the maximum number of US 
casualties. As a result, during the 12 day campaign, North Vietnamese air defence units fired between 
884 and 1,242 missiles.221 Because of the large number of SAMs fired, the North Vietnamese were 
unable to assemble and distribute new SAMs at the same rate as they were being expended.222 

At the end of Operation LINEBACKER II US aircrews therefore reported far fewer SAM 
launches.223 On 27 December 73 launches were still reported, but on 28 December this had dropped to 
48 SAM launches, while on 29 December only 25 SAMs were sighted.224 By 29 December North 
Vietnamese air defence units had run out of SAMs, making North Vietnam defenceless against further 
US bombing.225 The urgency of the North Vietnamese missile scarcity is also indicated by the 
emphasis in the Official People’s Army History on measures taken to increase the number of missiles 
available to missile battalions in the Hanoi area.226 As MiG fighters posed only a minor threat to US 
air operations227 the shortage of SAMs meant a severe undermining of North Vietnamese air defence 
strategy. Without an adequate supply of SAMs North Vietnam was unable to inflict casualties upon 
the US, which is reflected in the dramatic reduction of US losses at the end of the campaign.228 Being 
unable to inflict casualties, Hanoi lost a substantial part of its counter-coercive leverage. Moreover, 
North Vietnam could no longer defend itself against air attacks, which greatly increased the risk to its 
industrial base if the attacks continued. 
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Diplomatic Pressure Strategy 
The second pillar of North Vietnam’s counter-coercive strategy constituted diplomatic pressure by its 
communist allies. North Vietnam relied upon the USSR and China to harshly condemn US bombing 
and diplomatically force the US to stop its offensive actions.229 The Sino-Soviet split escalating 
towards the late 1960s and skilled diplomatic manoeuvring by Nixon and Kissinger in the years 
preceding LINEBACKER II prevented this from happening. Neither the Soviet Union nor China came 
to Hanoi’s aid and without the support of the Soviet Union and China, North Vietnam was 
diplomatically isolated. Hence, the second component of Hanoi’s counter-coercive strategy failed as 
well. By late 1972 ‘…Nixon and Kissinger, by focusing their diplomatic efforts on bettering relations 
with the Soviet Union and China, had isolated North Vietnam politically.’230 Improved relations 
between the US and the two major communist powers were evident from the US arms reduction talks 
with Russia and Nixon’s historic visit to China. This had become possible as a result of the Sino-
Soviet split following border clashes between the two communist powers in 1969. As a result of the 
hostility between Russia and China neither country could afford conflict with the US and both wanted 
good relations with the US as a balance against each other. Both the USSR and China sought détente 
with the US, precluding severe reactions to increased US pressure on Hanoi.231  

When LINEBACKER II started China and the Soviet Union did not react harshly to the US 
bombing.232 Nixon demonstrated that he could take ‘unprecedented military measures against North 
Vietnam without jeopardising détente’233 This was something the North Vietnamese had not 
expected.234 In fact, ‘as recently as April 1972, unidentified DRVN officials had boasted that Nixon 
“would never dare bomb Hanoi or Haiphong for fear of Soviet reaction to such attacks.”’235 
Commenting on the mellow Soviet and Chinese reactions to the earlier LINEBACKER I bombing the 
communist party newspaper Nhan Dan likened them to ‘throwing a life-buoy to a drowning pirate . . . 
in order to serve one’s narrow national interests.’236 The North Vietnamese disillusionment following 
the mild Soviet and Chinese reactions after the US air attacks on Hanoi was even greater and there is 
no doubt North Vietnam perceived these weak reactions as betrayal.237 Despite their weak diplomatic 
reactions in response to the US bombing, both the Soviet Union and China did increase their military 
aid to North Vietnam.238 In 1972, military aid from China and the Soviet Union stood at an all-time 
high of $750 million.239 For Hanoi this aid was vital as over the years Soviet and Chinese financial 
support had largely offset bomb damage to the North Vietnamese economy, its infrastructure, and its 
military equipment.240 At the same time, however, pressure was mounting from both countries to 
decrease offensive actions in South Vietnam and seek a peace settlement.241 North Vietnam 
understood that ‘If the war dragged on, Hanoi would sooner or later suffer from diminished support 
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from Moscow and Beijing.’242 With the extensive damage done to its economy and industry during 
LINEBACKER II, this was a dim prospect for North Vietnam as it needed Soviet and Chinese aid to 
rebuild. If communist military and economic aid decreased Hanoi could not rebuild its industry and 
military capabilities, which would compromise its goal of the unification of Vietnam. 

The US were able to effectively undermine North Vietnam’s counter-coercive strategy during 
Operation LINEBACKER II as a result of détente and a change in bombing tactics. With both its air 
defence strategy and diplomatic strategy undermined, Hanoi lacked the ability to inflict casualties and 
bring diplomatic pressure to bear. Consequently, Hanoi did not possess any counter-coercive leverage 
and without this ability North Vietnam had no way to force the US to stop the bombing. This lack of 
counter-coercive leverage did made a settlement more urgent, as North Vietnam had no way to 
improve its bargaining situation. 
 
Alternative Explanations 
Sceptics might point to a number of alternative explanations that seem to explain the outcome of 
Operation LINEBACKER II. If these alternative explanations are correct, North Vietnam’s inability to 
cause counter-coercive effect might not have been decisive. One plausible alternative explanation 
points to the US change in demands, which could be taken to mean that coercion in fact failed as it 
was the US who met North Vietnamese demands and not vice versa. It might also be argued that 
LINEBACKER II was a rare instance in which costs or the prospect of costs had a decisive effect. 
Lastly, North Vietnam might have decided to settle because of the carrot of US economic aid. These 
alternative explanations are, however, at odds with the case evidence and cannot by themselves 
explain North Vietnam’s decision to settle. 
 
Compellence Failed 
One alternative explanation points to the US change in demands between early December and early 
January and argues that the reduced US demands gave North Vietnam everything it wished for. As a 
result, Hanoi would have been foolish not to settle in January 1973. The evidence shows that the US 
did in fact lower their demands between December and January and that this made a settlement 
acceptable to Hanoi. At the start of 1972 North Vietnam had, however, set out three strategic goals 
ranging from a most desired maximum option to a minimally acceptable option. The revised US 
demands of January 1973 enabled North Vietnam to achieve only its minimum option. Although this 
outcome was acceptable, Hanoi’s strategic aims were initially set much higher. It was Hanoi’s 
inability to cause counter-coercive effect which made it realize that it did not have the required 
leverage over the US to achieve more than its minimally acceptable option. Although the US change 
in demands made an agreement in principle possible, North Vietnam’s lack of counter-coercive effect 
was therefore crucial as Hanoi only decided to give in once it realised that its counter-coercive 
strategies had failed. 

In 1972 North Vietnam’s strategy was to seek a negotiated settlement, but this did not mean 
that Hanoi had given up on its main strategic objective: reunification of Vietnam under the rule of the 
Lao Dong party.243 As Kissinger argues: ‘North Vietnam still aimed for the union of Vietnam under its 
rule, and a piece of paper signed in Paris was not going to alter Hanoi’s permanent goals.’244 By the 
start of 1972, North Vietnam had developed a strategy centred on a large scale offensive to greatly 
enhance its position at the Paris peace negotiations. The Easter Offensive aimed to destroy a 
substantial part of ARVN forces, take large parts of South Vietnamese territory and thereby destroy 
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the pacification program.245 By defeating the US Vietnamization policy and drastically shifting the 
balance on the battlefield the North hoped to ‘…win a significant victory obligating the US to end the 
war in a losing position through a political solution that the US must and can accept, but advantageous 
to us.’246 The North thus had a clear grand strategy when launching the Easter Offensive as ‘the 
offensive was an essential component of the endgame negotiations, a huge investment in improving 
the DRV’s negotiating position.’247 The offensive was intended to alter the situation on the battlefield 
decisively in Hanoi’s favour so that the US would be forced to abandon its support for Thieu and a 
settlement on Hanoi’s terms could be obtained.248  

Consequently, in 1972 a settlement was a fundamental part of North Vietnam’s strategy. 
Although it meant a temporary postponement of Vietnamese unification, an agreement did not mean 
the end of the North’s unification plans. The North had come to the conclusion that the US 
Vietnamization and pacification policies were too successful to make reunification by protracted 
guerrilla war possible.249 A conventional invasion would be needed to topple the Thieu regime. During 
the Easter Offensive the North, however, realized that its conventional forces were very vulnerable to 
US air power. Hanoi therefore needed all US forces to withdraw before it could achieve its goal of 
conquest of South Vietnam.250 This made an agreement an important part of North Vietnam’s strategy. 
A settlement that led to US withdrawal from South Vietnam would open up the possibility of a 
decisive military victory.251 As a result, ‘to Le Duc Tho and his Politburo colleagues the Paris 
agreement was only a stop along the way to their ultimate goal.’252 

The North envisioned three possible negotiating outcomes of its Easter Offensive, depending 
on the offensive’s degree of success.253 Each of these possible outcomes formed a step towards the 
ultimate goal of reunification. Hanoi’s maximum negotiating goal was an agreement that included US 
withdrawal from Vietnam and replacement of the Thieu regime with a coalition government. This 
coalition government was to be made up by supporters of the Thieu regime (but excluding Thieu 
himself), the communist People’s Revolutionary Government (PRG), and a neutralist component. If 
this maximum option proved impossible to achieve, Hanoi would settle for the next best outcome. 
This second option involved a loose coalition government at the national level that included Thieu, 
combined with recognition of the PRG as the legitimate government of communist held territory at the 
local level. It would also involve complete US withdrawal.254 If this second option also proved 
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unattainable, the North’s minimum goal was simply legal recognition of the PRG plus US withdrawal. 
The war with South Vietnam would then continue without the US.255  

As becomes evident from comparing the terms of the October agreement with the North’s 
three settlement options, the October agreement met Hanoi’s second option. It provided for US 
withdrawal, recognition of the PRG as the government in control of substantial parts of South Vietnam 
and a loose kind of coalition government at the national level. The October draft was therefore 
acceptable to the North as it provided the basis for future conquest of South Vietnam, leaving large 
numbers of North Vietnamese troops below the demilitarized zone.256 When informed by the US of the 
October draft agreement, South Vietnamese President Nguyen Thieu strongly objected to its terms. 
His objections concerned exactly those points that were vital to the North: a coalition government at 
the national level and legitimate communist possession of substantial parts of South Vietnam 
including the continued deployment of large numbers of North Vietnamese forces in the South. The 
changes Thieu proposed were unacceptable to the North. When the US sought to renegotiate the 
October agreement based on these demands the negotiations inevitably stalled once more.  

Over December 1972, an important change in US demands did occur. When Kissinger and 
Tho met again after LINEBACKER II, the US was willing to forego most of Thieu’s principal 
objections.257 The final settlement was therefore very similar to the October draft.258 Some minor 
changes were made, most importantly with regard to the position of the National Council of National 
Reconciliation and Concord, which lost its status of governing body. But even with these changes the 
agreement strongly resembled the October text and importantly it met the North’s minimum goals.259 
This meant that an agreement became possible again.260 The US did not force a shift in the North’s 
negotiating position. In fact, the US shifted their own negotiating position, accepting ‘the very terms 
which they had rejected in October, November and December.’261 Nixon admitted as much in a letter 
he wrote to Thieu after LINEBACKER II had ended. Commenting on the crucial issue of North 
Vietnamese forces holding territory in South Vietnam Nixon concedes:  
 

With respect to the question of North Vietnamese troops, we will again present your views to the 
Communists as we have done vigorously at every other opportunity in the negotiations. The result 
is certain to be once more the rejection of our position.262  

 
What made a settlement possible was therefore a combination of alignment of US demands with North 
Vietnam’s minimum goals and failure of Hanoi’s attempts to achieve a better settlement. Failure of its 
counter-coercive strategies meant that the North lacked the means to improve its negotiating position 
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by forcing the US to offer better terms. Crucially, between December and January the US lowered its 
demands so that they fitted Hanoi’s ultimate goal of Vietnamese unification. When US demands once 
more met Hanoi’s minimum objectives an agreement became possible again.263 But as Hanoi’s 
maximum aims went beyond the US concessions laid down in the October draft agreement it only 
changed course once its counter-coercive strategies failed. Without the possibility of reaching a better 
settlement, the North Vietnamese acted pragmatically and seized the opportunity to reach an 
agreement similar to the October draft and thereby take a major step towards their long term goal of 
conquest of South Vietnam.264  

 
High Costs 
It might also be argued that LINEBACKER II was a rare case in which Douhetian terror bombing 
caused such severe punishment that North Vietnam was forced to give in.265 Indeed, the US deployed a 
large number of B-52 bombers and these dropped a high bomb load on targets in the vicinity of Hanoi 
and Haiphong. Per day, the LINEBACKER II air attacks were also more intense than earlier 
campaigns such as LINEBACKER I and ROLLING THUNDER. Still, this argument is at odds with 
the evidence and neither costs nor the risk of future costs were decisive in Hanoi’s decision to settle. 
To understand why costs were not decisive, a comparison needs to be made between the damage done 
during LINEBACKER II and the demonstrated North Vietnamese willingness to sustain costs during 
previous air campaigns. 

One important measure of the level of costs incurred by the air campaign is the number of 
casualties sustained. The LINEBACKER II bombings resulted in approximately 2,000 North 
Vietnamese deaths. Although amounting to a considerable number of casualties this number pales in 
comparison to the casualties North Vietnam sustained before the start of Operation LINEBACKER II. 
The number of North Vietnamese civilians killed as a result of Operation ROLLING THUNDER is 
estimated at about 52,000.266 Yet, the North did not seek a peace agreement as a result of ROLLING 
THUNDER.267 Furthermore, the October 1972 draft agreement only came about after the North lost 
approximately 132,000 troops as a result of its Easter Offensive.268 The total number of North 
Vietnamese casualties sustained throughout the war is even much higher. Based on a low estimate 
approximately 882,000 North and South Vietnamese men, women and children died during the war.269 
High estimates put the death toll aton as much as 3.1 million.270 Assuming that the majority of these 
casualties were of South Vietnamese origin perhaps some 25 percent of these were actually North 
Vietnamese deaths. This still amounts to more than 220,000 dead during the war prior to 
LINEBACKER II.  
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The question is why North Vietnam would give in after suffering 2,000 casualties in 
December 1972 while it did not give in after suffering 52,000 dead as a result of ROLLING 
THUNDER and at least 220,000 dead throughout the war. Moreover, Hanoi only agreed to the 
October draft after suffering 132,000 losses during its Easter Offensive. From the numbers of 
casualties suffered it is clear that the death toll of its own citizens was never a decisive factor in North 
Vietnam’s decision making. There is no reason to believe why the comparatively light casualties 
resulting from Operation LINEBACKER II suddenly changed this attitude.  

This is not to suggest that the damage done by the bombing did not have any effect on the 
North Vietnamese political leadership. As the North Vietnamese commander-in-chief General Giap 
acknowledged, to secure its long term goal of unification of Vietnam, North Vietnam needed a strong 
industrial base.271 North Vietnam’s shortage of electrical power and its poor transport infrastructure 
did, however, form a critical weakness within its economy.272 It was exactly these two targets that 
were attacked extensively during LINEBACKER II. Before the air campaign, North Vietnam still 
imported 160,000 tons of goods per month, after LINEBACKER II, these imports had gone down to 
30,000 tons per month.273 Concurrently, bomb damage to power plants reduced the North’s electric 
power generation capability from 115,000 to 29,000 kilowatts, or a quarter of maximum capacity.274 
These statistics illustrate the extensive damage the bombing caused to North Vietnam’s industry.275  

More than this direct physical damage it was the risk of future damage that must have been on 
the minds of Politburo members. Although not decisive by itself, the heavy bombing during 
LINEBACKER II seemed to demonstrate that Nixon, with the election won, was willing to escalate 
the war to cataclysmic proportions.276 In his memoirs Nixon indicated his hopes that after the 1972 
election he would have ‘an enormous mandate … for bringing the war to a successful conclusion, and 
the enemy then either has to settle or face the consequences of what we could do to them.’277 The 
North Vietnamese had reason to believe that these consequences would be severe. Nixon had already 
bombed Cambodia in 1969 and supported the South Vietnamese incursions into Cambodia and Laos in 
1970 and 1971, indicating his willingness to expand the war. Furthermore, Nixon explicitly tried to 
create an image of himself as a madman.278 As Nixon’s chief of staff Bob Haldeman later recalled:  
 

We were walking along a foggy beach after a long day of speechwriting. He said, “I call it the 
Madman Theory, Bob. I want the North Vietnamese to believe I’ve reached a point where I might 
do anything to stop the war. We’ll just slip the word to them that, ‘for God’s sake, you know 
Nixon is obsessed about Communism. We can’t restrain him when he’s angry—and he has his 
hand on the nuclear button’—and Ho Chi Minh himself will be in Paris in two days begging for 
peace.”279 
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This “Madman Theory” was incorporated in a top-secret 1969 national security memo.280 In line with 
this policy, Kissinger, in his negotiations with the North Vietnamese, depicted the US president as 
unbalanced and unpredictable and willing to do anything to satisfy his ambition.281 The evidence 
suggests that the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) picked up on these signals. In his dealings 
with the North Vietnamese Kissinger noted that they were keen to sign an agreement before Nixon’s 
re-election282 and Nixon himself believed the election deadline to be a reason for the North 
Vietnamese attempt to settle.283 The North insisted on a negotiating schedule that would lead to an 
agreement before the US Presidential Election284 and even ‘regarded the late October date for signing 
as an integral aspect of the draft agreement.’285  

With the elections passed Hanoi stalled and negotiations broke down. Although Nixon’s 
massive electoral victory made Hanoi anxious because it signalled US staying power,286 the North 
seemed to have thought that it made sense to wait and see what Nixon would do. The LINEBACKER 
II bombing strongly reaffirmed to Hanoi Nixon’s willingness to see the war through to a satisfactory 
end. Furthermore, the bombing had done substantial damage to North Vietnam’s economy, thereby 
threatening to undo the reconstruction of its heavy industry that had taken place since 1968. 
Destruction of its industrial power not only undermined Hanoi’s long term goal of conquest of South 
Vietnam, but even jeopardised North Vietnam’s socialist foundation and thereby threatened the 
revolution itself.287 After LINEBACKER II, Nixon warned Hanoi that the new round of negotiations 
would be his final attempt to seek an agreement and that Kissinger would only be in Paris for four 
days. If no settlement could be reached within that time Hanoi risked a collapse of the talks and 
resumed bombing.288 

The available data imply that North Vietnam believed Nixon’s signals were credible and 
wanted to avoid the risk of escalation. But North Vietnam did not want to avoid this risk at any price. 
In December, when Nixon had just obtained his new mandate, the North decided to stall the 
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negotiations despite the risk perceived. The North seemed to have decided that the risk of escalation 
was not worth settling for less than the October draft. Furthermore, the North also accepted the risk of 
high costs as long as it still had a chance of gaining a settlement that improved upon the October draft. 
Throughout the war North Vietnam had demonstrated a willingness to suffer tremendous punishment 
and, in the absence of clear evidence to the contrary, there is no reason to believe this position changed 
in December 1972. It is therefore very likely that Hanoi was willing to run the risk of escalation in 
order to secure as many of its strategic objectives as possible. The costs and risk of escalation 
associated with LINEBACKER II therefore cannot have been decisive by themselves and can only be 
seen as a contributory cause of Hanoi’s decision to give in.  
 
Economic Aid 
Another explanation for Hanoi’s willingness to settle could be the promise of US economic aid. After 
many years of war and severe US bombing the North Vietnamese economy could use all the economic 
aid it could get and receiving US aid could have been a strong incentive to settle. There is some 
evidence that indicates that economic aid was indeed part of the North Vietnamese decision-making 
calculus but as with the threat of costs, economic aid by itself was not sufficient to change North 
Vietnam’s mind.  

On several occasions, the US promised large-scale post-war economic aid to Indochina. In 
total, a package of $7.5 billion over a five year period was promised.289 Some $3 billion of these funds 
were intended for North Vietnam.290 Kissinger recollects that Hanoi seemed very eager to receive as 
much as possible of these funds: 
 

By [January 1973] Hanoi’s interest in the proposition had quickened. It would not admit that it 
would end the war for economic reasons. But once it had decided on a cease-fire out of military 
necessity, it was ready, if not eager, to extract the maximum aid from us. […] Le Duc Tho simply 
demanded for Hanoi the entire package of $7.5 billion that we had earmarked for all Indochina.291 

 
During earlier meetings North Vietnam had also demanded large sums of financial aid. On 1 August 
1972 Hanoi demanded $8 billion in reparations, of which $4.5 for North Vietnam itself, while during 
the 15 September meeting North Vietnam even claimed $9 billion, split equally between the North and 
the South.292 Furthermore, post-war American assistance to North Vietnam was a major issue at the 
signing ceremony on 23 January, taking up three of the four hours that the meeting lasted as Tho 
insisted on written guarantees of the $3 billion that the US had promised.293 There is evidence that 
indicates that the North Vietnamese saw this economic aid package as war reparations to which they 
were entitled.294  

Although US aid to North Vietnam was discussed as part of the peace negotiations, this carrot 
did not have a decisive effect on North Vietnamese decision making. The North Vietnamese knew that 
if they broke the agreement they would not receive any aid at all. Furthermore, Congress had to 
approve any aid package and North Vietnam could have known that Congress was unlikely to do so.295 
Moreover, the North was still receiving considerable economic aid from the Soviet Union and China 
and had previously shown a great willingness to suffer hardship to further its goal of Vietnamese 
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unification. Receiving US economic aid therefore cannot have been decisive and at most constituted a 
contributory cause.  

None of these alternative explanations can account for the outcome of Operation 
LINEBACKER II. The US change in demands was certainly necessary to achieve an agreement but by 
itself was not sufficient as Hanoi still had hope of achieving a better settlement. Likewise, avoiding 
further costs and obtaining economic aid made a settlement more attractive to Hanoi, but without the 
failure of its counter-coercive strategies, North Vietnam would not have given in because the chance 
of achieving more of its strategic aims was worth incurring the costs and forgoing the carrot. 
 
Conclusion 
Case analysis of Operation LINEBACKER II offers strong support for the strategic interaction 
hypothesis. The available data demonstrate that denial theory cannot explain the outcome of the 
campaign. Even though attacks on military targets were followed by a change in North Vietnam’s 
attitude towards a settlement, denial theory’s hypothesized causal process cannot be observed. Denial 
theory predicts that the target state will give in as a result of high military vulnerability caused by one 
or more of the three coercive mechanisms. During LINEBACKER II none of the coercive mechanisms 
came about and as a result North Vietnam’s military vulnerability remained low. As North Vietnam’s 
possession of the South Vietnamese territory it held at the start of LINEBACKER II was not 
threatened, coercion through denial was not accomplished and denial theory cannot explain the 
outcome of this case. Nor can alternative explanations such as the US change in demands, the high 
costs of the bombing, or the carrot of US economic aid account for the outcome of the case.  

Close examination of the available evidence shows that a combination of two factors caused 
North Vietnam to settle in January 1973. First, due to a US change in demands, the demands made 
were now in line with North Vietnam’s minimum goals of US withdrawal and maintaining a foothold 
in South Vietnam. Second, as a result of the failure of its counter-coercive strategies North Vietnam no 
longer had a chance of obtaining a better settlement. Until 29 December North Vietnam had held out 
because it believed it was able to force the US to agree to more favourable terms. When Hanoi 
understood that it was no longer able to inflict losses upon US air forces and that its last counter-
coercive strategy had thereby failed, it decided to act pragmatically and accept the terms offered. 
LINEBACKER II therefore demonstrates the crucial importance of strategic interaction as it was the 
combination of a US change in demands and failure of its counter-coercive strategies that persuaded 
the North to give in. 

Although the inferences that can be drawn from a single case are necessarily limited, these 
findings carry additional weight because LINEBACKER II can be seen as a crucial case for denial 
theory. In the case of Operation LINEBACKER II the values of the independent variables are 
congruent with denial theory’s predictions of successful compellence: only limited demands are made, 
military targets are attacked, simultaneous ground combat takes place, and the air campaign is 
conducted in a high operational tempo. In the light of these values on the independent variables, denial 
theory predicts compellence to be successful. Since close scrutiny of the causal processes in Operation 
LINEBACKER II reveals that military denial is not successful, the results of this case study test 
provide strong evidence for the added explanatory value of the interaction hypothesis.  

These findings have important policy implications. In future conflicts Western states will most 
likely face much weaker opponents that cannot expect to win militarily. These weaker opponents will 
therefore turn to counter-coercion to force Western powers to withdraw or offer better terms. They 
will do so by exploiting the particular weaknesses of liberal democracies at war: casualty sensitivity, 
concern for civilian suffering, the desire to maintain coalition consensus and wide international 
support. What the strategic interaction hypothesis indicates is that Western states are more vulnerable 
than their military preponderance would suggest. Denial theory’s emphasis on undermining the target 
state’s military strategy could therefore give decision makers a false sense of confidence in a 
successful outcome. 

In the end it is the opponent’s grand strategy for victory that must be undermined, and this 
includes undermining the target’s counter-coercive strategy. For, if a target state can gain enough 
counter-coercive leverage over the compeller, it can force the compeller to stop its coercive action. 
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The compeller therefore needs to minimize the counter-coercive effect that the target state can 
generate. This means that the compeller actively needs to prevent its alliance or coalition from falling 
apart, it needs to isolate the target diplomatically, and it needs to prevent the target from causing 
military casualties or exploiting civilian suffering to its advantage. Sound force protection and strict 
rules of engagement are therefore as important as the damage done to the target’s military forces. 
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