NYTimes

On Nov. 25. 1964, some three weeks after President
Johnson’s election, The Times observed editorially that
“another Vietnam reassessment is under way . . . [and]
if there is to be a new policy now, if an Asian war is
to be converted into an American war, the country has
a right to insist that it be told what has changed so
profoundly in the last two months to justify it.”” The
country was not told,

Six months later, after repeated demands for “a
straightforward explanation” of what was clearly becom-
ing a major land war on the continent of Asia, this
newspaper noted that “there is still no official ex-
planation offered for a move that fundamentally alters
the character of the American involvement in Vietnam”
and pleaded “for the President to take the country into
his confidence . ..”

These comments illustrate how Congress and the Amer-
ican people were kept in the dark about fundamental
policy decisions affecting the very life of this democracy
during the most critical period of the war. The conviction
even then that the Government was not being frank with
the American people has been fully confirmed by the
massive Pentagon history and documentation which
The Times began to publish last week—until the Govern-
ment undertook to censor it.

The running commentary and documents that did ap-
pear in this newspaper before the Government moved
to block them throw a clear spotlight on the decision-
making process at the highest levels of government
during the period up to and including the major escala-
tion of the Vietnam War in 1964 and 1965. The multi-
volume study on which The Times’ account was based
shows beyond cavil how the decisions affecting American
participation in and conduct of the war were planned
and executed while their far-reaching political effect
and profound significance, fully appreciated at the top
reaches of government, were either deliberately distorted
or withheld altogether from the public.

Even more important, the papers as published thus far
suggest that almost no one in the upper ranks of the
Administration during this crucial period six and seven
years ago was probing into the basic political issue on
which the military operation depended: Was the Saigon
Government’s control of South Vietnam of such vital,
long-range interest to the United States that it warranted
an open-ended American military involvement—or was
this really an unexamined conclusion that had already
become an article of faith? Nearly every official con-
cerned was discussing the tactics and strategy of the
war, how to handle it, how to win it, how to come out
of it, what plans to make under various contingencies.
These were important matters indeed and the officials
in question would not have been doing their duty if they
had failed to consider them. They should not be faulted
for this; nor was it in any way improper to have planned
for every conceivable military eventuality.

But the missing factor was discussion or argumenta-
tion over the raison d’ étre of the war and the rationale
for continuing massive American involvement in it. It
seems to have been accepted without question by virtu-
ally everyone in the top ranks, except Under Secretary
of State George Ball, that the interests of the United
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States did indeed lie, at almost any cost and overriding
almost any risk, in military victory for the South Viet-
namese Government even to the point of major American
participation in a war on the land mass of Southeast Asia.

This was the premise, this the context, and this the
fateful error. If, as the principal officers of the Gov-
ernment saw the country being drawn into such a war,
a full and frank debate and discussion in Congress and
outside had been undertaken, it is quite possible that
events would have moved in a different way. No one
will ever know, for this “open convenant, openly arrived
at” between American Government and American people
never materialized.

This then, is what the Vietnam Papers prove—not
venality, not evil motivation but rather an arrogant dis-
regard for the Congress, for the public and for the in-
herent obligation of the responsibilities of leadership in
a democratic society. The papers are not only part of the
historical record; they are an essential part of that record.
They are highly classified documents and so is the ana-
Iytical study on which The Times’ running commentary
was based. But they carry the story of Vietnam no
further than 1968—now three years ago; they in no way
affect current plans, operations or policy; and there
seems no longer any justification for these papers—along
with many others in governmental files—to bear the kind
of classification that keeps them from general public ac-
cess. Overclassification and misclassification of docu-
ments is at best a normal reflection of governmental
inertia; but, as here, it is often used to conceal govern-
mental error.

The material was not published by The Times for
purposes of recrimination or to establish scapegoats or
to heap blame on any individual in civilian or military
ranks. It was published because the American public has
a right to have it and beause, when it came into the
hands of The Times, it was its function as a free and
uncensored medium of information to make it public.
This same thing holds true for The Washington Post when
it too obtained some of the papers. To have acted other-
wise would have been to default on a newspaper’s basic
obligation to the American people under the First
Amendment, which is precisely the point that Federal
District Judge Murray Gurfein suggested in his memor-
able decision in this newspaper’s favor last Saturday.

And yet the Government of the United States, in an
action unprecedented in modern American history,
sought and is continuing to seek to silence both The New
York Times and The Washington Post, claiming that
“irreparable injury” to the national security would be
caused by publication of further chapters in the Vietnam
study. The fact is that “irreparable injury” has been done
to the Government itself, not because of anything that
has been published but, quite the contrary, because of
the extraordinary action the Government took to thwart
and subvert in this manner the constitutional principle
of freedom of the press which is the very essence of
American democracy. Judge Gurfein’s decision—whether
or not it is sustained on appeal—surely represents a
landmark in the endless struggle of free men and free
institutions against the unwarranted exercise of govern-
mental authority.




