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T
he 'H

ealthful E
ffec 

of L
eaked Secrets 

A
dm

. Stanfield T
urner, director of 

C
entral Intelligence, w

ho w
ill be testi-

fying on the C
IA

 and the m
edia be-

fore a H
ouse Intelligence subcom

m
it-

tee during the congressional recess, 
has raised a fundam

ental issue in his 
D

ec. 7 op-ed article in T
he P

ost. It is 
w

hether our society should "trust the 
judgm

ent of its public servants re-
garding w

hat should and should not 
be w

ithheld from
 the public." 

It is undisputed that no govern-
- w

ent can accept free-w
heeling dis-

closure by individual decision as a 
w

ay of life. R
esponsible officials w

ill 
obviously seek m

ore effective w
ays 

to enforce their secrecy rules. T
he 

question is w
hether a popular con-

sen
su

s exists—
or sh

ou
ld

 b
e en

-
cou

raged
 to com

e in
to b

ein
g—

in
 

support of this idea. 
T

h
e issu

e is far from
 acad

em
ic. 

T
he intelligence com

m
unity is seek-

ing to create a clim
ate in w

hich it 
can obtain legislation tightening the 
lid on secrets by m

aking public serv-
an

ts crim
in

ally liab
le for sp

illin
g 

secrets. It is reverting to a concept 
that once com

m
anded general ac-

cep
tan

ce an
d

, to a certain
 exten

t, 
still does, even am

ong som
e in the 

press. N
ew

 Y
ork T

im
es colum

nist C
. 

L
 Sulzberger recently w

rote, "I do 
not see w

hat right the press has to 
publish m

ilitary secrets endangering 
their country's survival m

erely be-
cause X

erox m
achines m

ake docu-
m

ents available to inform
ers." T

o 
w

in its case, how
ever, the security 

establishm
ent m

ust overcom
e the ef-

fects of our recent past. 
If history teaches anything, I be-

lieve, it is th
at society sh

ou
ld

 n
ot 

tru
st th

e u
n

ilateral ju
d

gm
en

ts of 
public servants about w

hat inform
a-

tion is safe to release. D
ocum

ented 

T
he w

riter; a form
er C

B
S corres-

pon
den

t, h
as w

ritten
 exten

sively 
about governm

ent security. 



abuses of discretion have, in effect, 
snapped the invisible bond of confi-
dence betw

een the citizens and the 
governm

ent, w
hich, in the past, left 

these decisions in the hands of the 
guardians of national security. T

he 
abuses have been of three kinds: 

• In norm
al tim

es, officials tend to 
tilt tow

ard secrecy from
 a parochial 

view
 of their responsibilities. T

hey 
generally see disclosure as reducing 
their options for m

aneuver and as 
raising unnecessary problem

s. F
rom

 
w

here they sit, the perils of publica-
tion alw

ays loom
 m

ore m
enacingly 

than the harm
 of public ignorance. 

A
s a result, in the incessant contest 

b
etw

een
 secrecy an

d
 d

isclosu
re, 

they represent a party, but dem
and 

also to be the arbiters. 
• U

nder unusual pressure, gov-
ernm

ent agencies tend to confuse in- 

stitutional interest w
ith nationalln-

terest A
 spate of recently released 

docum
ents (prodded out of the files • 

—
not irrelevantly—

by invocation of 
th

e F
reed

om
 of In

form
ation

 A
ct) 

testifies to the system
atic m

isleading 
of the W

arren C
om

m
ission by a C

IA
 

and FB
I m

ore concerned abo'ut their 
reputations than the integrity of the 
inquiry into the , assassination of 
P

resident K
ennedy. W

hen the C
IA

, 
in a self-protective post-W

atergate 
internal investigation in 1973, discov-
ered evidence of past im

proprieties, 
such as dom

estic surveillance, postal 
snooping and assassination conspire-
ties, it took

 corrective action
, b

u
t 

sought to avoid any public account-
ing—

until new
s leaks forced P

resi-
dent Ford and C

ongress to launch in-
vestigations. 

• A
 P

resident in trouble m
ay con-

fuse national interest w
ith personal 

interest. T
hat aw

esom
e phrase "na-

tion
al secu

rity"
 w

as d
eb

ased
 b

y 
P

resident N
ixon into an instrum

ent 
of coverup. It turned up alm

ost rou-
tinely in court briefs opposing the re-
lease of m

aterial sought by C
ongress 

and W
atergate prosecutors. "T

hat's 
national security!" N

ixon exploded as 
he ordered A

ssistant A
ttorney G

en-
eral H

enry P
eterson to keep hands 

off the new
ly discovered break-in on 

D
aniel E

llsberg's psychiatrist. 
P

eterson's shattering experience 
—

discovering that his highest supe-
rior could exploit "national secu-
rity" for purposes of personal sear 
rityw

as sym
ptom

atic of a • break-
dow

n of confidence in the govern-
m

en
t secret-stam

p
ers, n

ot on
ly 

am
ong private citizens, but w

ithin 

the governm
ent as w

ell. T
his erosion 

of unquestioning acceptance of the 
judgm

ent and integrity of superiors 
w

as connected w
ith the spate of un-

authorized leaks (not to be confused 
w

ith high-level, deliberate leaks). 
T

ypically, disclosures have been 
m

otivated by indignation over per-
ceived m

isdeeds and m
isjudgm

ents. 
T

h
eir aim

, gen
erally, h

as b
een

 to 
serve, not harm

 the national interest. 
Ironically, Frank Snepp's accusation 
is that it w

as the governm
ent that be. 

trayed the national interest in aban-
doning the C

IA
's V

ietnam
ese em

ploy- 

T
aking E

xception 

ees. D
aniel E

llsberg, in his defiant is-
suance of the P

entagon P
apers, still 

took care to w
ithhold portions that 

he considered really sensitive. 
It is perhaps because of the selec-

tive nature of w
histle-blow

ing disclos- 
ures that there has been'so little com

-
p

rom
isin

g of really vital n
ation

al 
secrets. O

fficials tend to cry havqc at 
every security breach, but little evb 
dence has been adduced of havoc ac-
tually w

rought. T
he N

ixon adm
in-

istration could not persuade a federal 
judge, in the privacy of his cham

bers, 
of the "irreparable injury to the de• 
fense interests of the U

nited States" 
that it asserted w

ould result from
 the 

publication of the P
entagon P

apers. 
W

hen the dust settled after rhetorical 
explosions over leaks like H

enry K
is• 

singer's orders about "tilting tow
ard 

Pakistan" in its w
ar against India, or 

the C
IA

's subsidy to K
ing H

ussein of 

Jordan, there w
as little evidence of 

dam
age serious enough to outw

eight 
the public interest in know

ing w
hat 

the governm
ent is up to. 

A
d

m
. T

u
rn

er says th
at, for th

e 
past year and a half, at any rate, the 
C

IA
 has not used secrecy to protect 

its reputation. L
et us accept that as 

true, although another C
IA

 director 
m

ight deem
 it a badge of honor to 

m
ake such an assertion even if un-

true. Still, it w
as only a little m

ore 
than a year and a half ago that A

dm
. 

T
urner's predecessor, G

eorge B
ush, 

w
as urging the Senate Intelligence 

C
om

m
ittee—

in
 secret session

, of 
course—

not to disclose that R
ichard 

W
elch, the m

urdered A
thens station 

ch
ief, h

ad
 ign

ored
 th

e ad
vice of 

agency security officers not to ex-
pose him

self unduly by m
oving into 

his predecessor's house. B
ush w

as 
vigorously opposed by a m

em
ber of 

the com
m

ittee, Sen. W
alter M

on-
dale, w

ho said that the C
IA

 w
as not 

seeking to protect any national in-
terest, but only a red face. 

T
he aw

areness that "secrets" m
ay 

leak tends to have a healthy, om
buds-

m
an effect in governm

ent, m
aking 

covert operators ask them
selves how

 
their plans w

ould look if they w
ere 

exposed. In balance, this nation has 
probably been harm

ed m
uch less by 

undue exposure than by undue se-
crecy. In the end, no oaths or regula-
tions w

ill be fully effective before 
confidence is restored in the em

ploy- . 
m

en
t of secrecy to p

rotect real 
secrets and not cost overruns, abor-
tive plots and personal w

rongdoing. 
T

hat, to borrow
 Snepp's title, m

ay re-
quire "a decent interval". 


