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Tﬁeﬂe #SOHS of Vietnam

Pentagon’s Study Uniquely Portrays
The ‘Greek Tragedy’ of the U.S. que

Special to The New York Times

WASHINGTON, July 5—
The Pentagon papers on how
the United States went to
war in Indochina probably
mark the end of an era in
American foreign policy—a
quarter of a century of vir-
tually unchallenged Presi-
dential ~management and
manipulation of the instru-
ments of war
and the diploma-
cy bearing on
war. Yet the pa-
pers cannot be
more than the beginning of
reflection on that era and
its climax, the nation’s pain-
ful, disillusioning and still
unresolved involvement in
Vietnam.

Massive but incomplete,
comprehensive but by no
means exhaustive, remark-
ably honest but undoubtedly
warped by perspective and
experience, the papers are

/

News
Analysis

unlike any others ever com-
posed in the midst of war
and published within 3 to 10
years of the secret delibera-
tions and calculations they
describe.

They form a unique collec-
tion and they have been sum-
merized under unique circum-
stances in nine installments
in The New York Times—
over unique legal challenge
of the United States Govern-
ment. The very novelty of the
papers and the contest over
their publication have tend-
ed to divert attention from
the essential tale they bear.
There has already been dis-
pute not only about what
they mean but also about
what they say.
 From the perspective of
1971, they could be read as
an anatomy of failure: the
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misapplication of an earlier
_day’s thedries and techniques
“for containing Communism
+and the misfire of the polit-

. ical wisdom of that day that
. .the United States would pay
any price and bear any bur-
den to prevent the loss of
-one more acre of ground to

Communists anywhere.
Yet,

paradoxically, . the

‘Pentagon papers tell - the

story of the successful ap-
plication of those theories
and they demonstrate the
-great and still-surviving force
of those political convictions
and fears.

But they could also be
read as a chronicle of suc-
cess: the tenacious collabora-
tion of four—and now per-
haps five — administrations
of both major parties in the
preservation of a commit-
ment to an ally, the demon-
stration of American fidelity
to an enterprise once begun
and the denial of victory to
Communist adversaries.
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Yet the Pentagon papers
show that despite the sacri-
fices of life, treasure and se-
renity to the Vietnam War,
the predominant American
objective was mnot victory
over the enemy but merely
the avoidance of defeat and
humiliation.

How Did the Agony Begin?

In sum, the papers and the
discussion  now swirling
about them command at Jeast
2 preliminary appraisal — of
wiat they are and what they
are not, of what they reveal
and what they neglect. Who
really deceived whom? And
how did all this agony really
arise?

Essentially the Pentagon
papers are raw material for
history—an insiders’ study of
the decision-making process-
es of four administrations
that struggled with Vietnam
from 1945 to 1968, The pa-
pers embody 3,000 pages of
often overlapping analyses
and 4,000 pages of support-
ing documents. They were
commissioned by Secretary
of Defense Robert . McNa-
mara, in a period of frustra-
tion with & war that critics
sardonically gave his name
to. But they were written and
compiled by 36 analysts, ci-
vilian and military, most of
them stil] anonymous, and
they were finally printed and
bound into fewer than 20 sets
in the early months of the
Nixon Administration, which
paid them no heed untij they
began to appearin The Times,

The study drew primarily
upon Pentagon files that are
still sealed and upon some of
the most important Presiden-
tial orders and diplomatic
materials of the time under
review. The analysts did not
have access to the most pri-
vate White House documents
bear_mg on the moods and
motives of the Presidents.
And in the form obtained by
The Times, the study also
lacked several of the 47 vol-
umes, among them four de-
voted to the diplomacy that
surrounded the war.

Many Draft Proposals

But the Pentagon papers
alsq offer more than the most
polished of histories. They
present not only the direc-
tives, conclusions and deci-

* sions of government in an

era of prolonged crisis, but
also many of the loose memo-
randums, speculations, draft
proposals and contingency
plans composed by influen-
tial individuals and groups
inside that government.

Whatever is missing, for
lack of access or perception,
is more than recompensed by
the sheer sweep and drama
ofdthis contemporaneous rec-
ord.



Unlike diary; which can
never escape the moment,
and unlike history, which
must distill at a remote fu-
ture, the Pentagon study was
able to re-enact a fateful
progression of attitudes and
decisions while simultaneous-
ly viewing them from a per-
spective greater than that of
any of the participants.

So whatever its shortcom-
ings, the study will stand as
a vast trove of insights, hind-
sights and revelations about
the plans and conceptions of
small groups of men as they
guided the nation into a dis-
tant but grievous venture,
about how they talked and

wrote to each other, to friend
- and foe, in public and in pri-
vate. And the study is bound
to stand as a new model for
governmental analysis, rais-
ing questions normally re-
served for literature: how
powerful and sophisticated
men take on commitments
while they think themselves
free, how they reach deci-
sions while they see the mi-
rage of choice, how they en-
trap themselves while they
labor to induce or coerce
others to do their will.

As the coordinator of the
Pentagon study, Leslie H.
Gelb, recently said of this
story, “It was and is a Greek
tragedy.”

No Viilains or Heroes

As written at the Penta-
gon and as recounted by The
Times, the study found no
villains or heroes. It made no
historical value judgments. It
argued no brief.

The portraits of the princi-
pal actors—especially those
such as Secretary of State
Dean Rusk, who were wary
of betraying their views in
interagency meetings and
memorandums—are far from
complete or satisfying. The
portraits of the Presidents,
even if their own files had

been available, would remain

inadequate until they were
set against the political and
international imperatives felt
at the White House at every
stage.

In the absence of a com-
parable study of the objec-
tives and tactics of the
Vietnam adversaries—nota-
bly the Government of North
Vietnam and the coalition of
insurgents in South Vietnam
—the Pentagon papers could
not presume to judge the
morality or even the wisdom
of the policies they record
and describe.

And although many of the
authors appear to have be-
come disillusioned doves about
the war, their study could
stand almost as ‘well‘ as a

brief for frustratea nawxks; s
central conclusion, that the
nation simply pursued execs-
sive aims with insufficient
means, leaves entirely unre-
solved the central question of
whether it would have been
better to do more or to seek
less.
®

Of all the revelations in
the Pentagon papers, the
most important deal with the
patterns of thought and ac-
tion that recur at almost
every stage of the American
involvement in Indochina:

qThis was a war not only
decreed but closely managed
by the civilian leaders of the
United States. The military
chiefs were in fact reluctant
at the start, unimpressed by
the strategic significance of
Vietnam and worried through-
out that they would never be
allowed to .expand the size
and scope of the war to the
point where they could
achieve a clear advantage
over the enemy.

qQThis was not a war into
which the United States
stumbled blindly, step by
step, on the basis of wrong
intelligence or military ad-
vice that just a few more
soldiers or a few more air
raids would turn the tide.
The nation’s intelligence an-
alysts were usually quite
clear in their warnings that
contemplated escalations of
force and objective would
probably fail.

gYet military considera-
tions took precedence over
political considerations at al-
most every stage. Since none
of the Americans managing
the Vietnam problem were
prepared to walk away from

_it, they were forced to toler-

ate the petty political ma-
neuvering in Saigon and Sai-
gon’s political and economic
policies, even when Washing-
ton recognized them as harm-
ful. As a result, even the mil-
itary chiefs, and notably Gen.
William C. Westmoreland,
yielded to the temptation of
seeking victory on  the
ground, although it was
known that the enemy could
always resupply just enough
men to frustrate the Ameri-
can military machine.

gThe public claim that the
United States was only as-
sisting a beleaguered ally
who really had to win his
own battle was never more
than a slogan. South Vietnam
was essentially the creation
of the United States. The
American leaders, believing
that they had to fight fire
with fire to ward off a Com-
munist success, hired agents,
spies, generals and presi-

dents where they coula nna
them in Indochina. They
thought and wrote of them
in almost proprietary terms
as_instruments of American
policy. Ineluctably, the for-
tunes of these distant, often
petty men became in their
minds indistinguishable from
the fortunes of the United
States.

UThe views of the world
‘and the estimate of the Com-
imunist world that led the
i United States to take its
gstand in Indochina remained
i;‘vxrtually static for the men
who managed the Vietnam
jwar. The “domino theory”—
that all the other mations of
Asia would topple if Indo-
china fell into Communist
hands — moves robustly
through the Pentagon papers,
even by momentous events
such as the split between the
Soviet Union and Communist
China. Peking’s preoccupa-
tion with its Cultural Revo-
lution or the bloody de-
struction of the Communist
challenge in Indonesia.

9The American objective
in Vietnam, although various-
ly defined over the years, re-
mained equally fixed. Disen-
gagement, no matter how
artfully it might have been
arranged or managed was
never seriously considered
SO Iopg as a separate, pro-
American and non-Commu-
nist  government was not
safely installed in Saigon.

gThe American Presidents,
caught between the fear of a
major war involving tthe Sov-
let Union or China and the
fear of defeat and humilia-
tion at the hands of a small
ban.d of insurgents, were
hesitant about every major
Increase din military force.
But they were unrestrained
in both their public and pri-
vate rhetorical commitments
to “pay the price,” to “stay
the course” and to “do what-
€Ver 1s necessary.”

9The American military
and civilian bureaucracies,
therefore, viewed themselves
as being on a fixed course.
They took seriously and for
the most part literally the
proclaimed doctrines of suc-
cessive  Nationa] Security
Council papers that Indo-
china was vital to the secu-
Ity interests of the nation.
They thus regarded them-
selves as obligated to con-
Centrate always on the



questions of what to do next,
not whether they should de
doing it.
®

But the principal findings
of the Pentagon papers can-
not be fully understood with-
out some recollection of the
traditions, the training and
the attitudes of the men who
led the United States in the
generation following World
War II.

As The Economist of Lon-

were reared in the habits of
the internationalist Presi-
dents, notably Woodrow Wil-
son and Franklin D. Roose-
velt, who also felt duty-bound
to lead the nation into war
after vowing to avoid it. The
British Weekly goes so far as
to suggest that secret maneu-
ver and public deception may
be the only way to take great
democracies to war.
Moreover, as Senator Frank
Church of Idaho, one of the
early Congressional critics of
the war in Vietnam, remarked
in Washington the other day,
President Truman, Eisenhow-
er, Kennedy and Johnson
were all reared to.the convic-
tion that only Presidents and
their experts can have the
perspective and knowledge
needed to define the national
interest in a hostile world.

They lived with the memory
of Congress destroying Wil-
son’s League of Nations and
hampering Roosevelt’s quest
for safety in alliances against
Germany and Japan.

They lived with the memory
of two costly world wars,
both of which they judged
avoidable if American power
had been arrayed soon enough
against distant aggression.

The Lesson of Munich

They lived with the night-
mare that ‘“appeasement”
would only invite more ag-
gression and lead directly to
World War 1III, as the sacri-
fice of Czechoslovakia to Hit-
ler at Munich led to World
War II. )

And they lived with the
knowledge that another major
war would be a nuclear war
unless it were deterred with
frequent demonstrations of
American resolve and readi-
ness to honor promises to
friends and threats against
adversaries. )

These are the convictions
that the men who made the
Vietnam war carried into
the post-world-war rivalry
against the Soviet Union and
against what they regarded
for many years as a highly
disciplined international Com-
munist conspiracy, directed
from Moscow and aaimed at
worldwide revolution and
conquest.

After the “loss” of half of
Europe to Communism, the
American leaders set out to
draw the line, wherever pos-
sible, to “contain” the Com-
munists without major war.

They were imaginative and
cold-blooded about the tech-
niques they used in this ef-
fort. They broke the Berlin
blockade * without firing g2
shot. They poured $12-billion
in economic aid into the re-
vival of the economies of
Western Europe. They led
the United Nations into war
in defense of South Korea,
They sent military missions,
military equpment, spies and
agitators to all parts of the
world. They sought to make
and to destroy governments.
They tried to “build” nations
;vhere none had existed be-
ore.

A Long Hunt at Home

But they paid a profound
psychological price. Their
summons to sacrifice at home
gave th contest an uncom-
trollable ideoclogical fervor.
The “loss” of China to Com-
munism in 1949 and the fur-
ther frustration of war in
Korea in 1950 inspired a long
hunt at home for knaves
and traitors, in the White
House and below, from which
American politics is only be-
ginning to recover.

Politicians and the politi-
cians who became Presidents
goaded each other to the
conclusion that they could
not “lose” another inch of
territory to Communism, any-
where, The Republicans took
after Democrats by saying
they had been weak or
treacherous about China and
had accepted less than total
victory in Korea. The Demo-
crats took after Republicans
by saying they had lost Cuba
and dissipated American pres-
tige and missile strength.

As President Eisenhower
reached the end of his Ad-
ministration, his greatest fear
was the “loss™ of Laos. And
as President Kennedy assumed
office, the Government’s great-
est ambition was the “libera-
tion” of Cuba. No matter how
small the nations or how
marginal their threat to the
United States, their “loss”
came to be seen as an in-
tolerable humilation of Amer-
ican purpose and a dangerous
invitation to aggression else-
where.

Instintive of Force

Thus whenever aid and in-
trigue had failed, the cold-
war instinct was resort to
overt force. And the failure
of force in one place only
magnified the temptation to
use it elsewhere. The simul-
taneous fiasco at the Bay of
Pigs in Cuba and dissolution

of anti-Communisg 10rCes 1
Laos in 1961 :was uppermost
in the minds of the Kennedy
men who then proceeded to
raise the stakes in Vietnam.

| As the Pentagon papers
'show, they were motivated
Iby the desire to contain China
[.fand what they considered
~,’t(_> be the Asian branch of
[“international Communism,”
to protect the “dominoes” of

|

on-Communist Asia, to dis-

redit the Communist theo-

ies of guerrilla war and
‘wars of national liberation”
nd to demonstrate to allies
verywhere that the United
iStates would honor its pledges
and make good on its threats
no matter how difficult the
ttask or insignificant the ter-
rain.

These  objectives  were
widely supported in the Uni-
ed States throughout the
widely supported in the Unit-
the nineteen-sixties. But the
Presidents who progressively
decided on an ultimate test
in Vietnam never shared with
the Congress and the public
what is now seen to have
been their private knowled ge
of the remoteness of success.

As the Pentagon papers
show, every President from
Truman to Johnson passed
down the problem of Vietnam
in worse shape than he had
received it. The study gives
‘special point to President
Johnson’s recently disclosed
remark to his wife in the
spring of 1965, at the very
start of his massive com-
mitment of troops:

“I can’t get out. I can’t
finish it with what I have
‘giog. So what the hell can I

0.’)

‘What he and his prede-
cessors did not do was to in-
form the country of the di-
lemma and invite it to help
make the choice.

The Pentagon papers reveal
that all the difficulties of de-
fining the Indochina prob-
lem date from the very ear-
liest American experiences
there, under Presidents Tru-
man and Eisenhower. They
show that Gen. George C.
Marshall, a Secretary of State
for Mr. Truman, recognized
the Vietnamese Communists
to be also the leaders of a
legitimate Vietnamese anti-
colonialism. He thus recog-
nized their challenge as dif-
ferent from any other Com-
munist bid for power, but the
distinction was soon lost.

The papers show that even
after President Eisenhower
reluctantly let the French go



down to defeat in Indochina,
his Administration refused to
accept the compromise settle-
ment of Geneva in 1954. It
set out to supplant the French
and to carry on the struggle,
with hastily organized acts
of sabotage, terror and psy-
chological warfare against the
new Communist Government
in North Vietnam and with
programs of aid and military
training to establish a rival
anti-Communist nation of
South Vietnam.

A Complicating Factor

The stories now revealed
make vastly more compli-
cated the official American
version of Vietnam history,
in which the Hanoi Commu-
ists alone were charged with
aggression and a ruthless re-
fusal to leave ‘“‘their neigh-
bors” alone. Clearly, the
American commitment to
save at least half of Vietnam
from Communism antedates
the whole succession of
Saigon governments to which
it was nominally given.

Even in these early years
of American involvement, the
Governments of South Viet-
nam were perceived as mere
instruments of larger Ameri-
can objectives. It was Gen.
J. Lawton Collins, acting as
President Eisenhower’s per-
sonal representative in Indo-
china, who first proposed
the outster of Ngo Dinh
Diem. The Vietnamese leader
was saved at the time by |
agents of the Central Intelli-
gence Agency, but several of
those agents were still avail- :
able to help arrange a coup
against Mr. Diem eight years
later.

Even in those early years,
the Pentagon papers show,
Washington’s  public  op-
timism about the prospects
for anti-Communists in Viet-
nam masked a private pes-
simism.

And even then the North
Vietnamese Communists were
being held responsible for
the direction of the insur-
gency in the South, even'
though it was not for lack
of trying that the Americans
in the South failed to cause !
equal difficulty in the North, ;

Much More of the Same

In hindsight, with the ben-
efit of the Pentagon papers,
it is plain that the Kennedy
years brought more,/ much
more of the same. )

The “domino theory” was
now expanded to embrace
concern about the fate of
Indonesia, loosely regarded
as also in Southeast Asia.
The fiasco in Cuba and ten-
sion over Berlin made if
seem even more imperative
to take a stand somewhere,
if only for demonstration
purposes.

Despite the Eisenhower
warnings, Laos was deemed
to be a poor place to make
a stand. So it was partitioned
among three rival factions,
with the North Vietnamese
gaining a convenient corri-
dor for systematic infiltra-
tion into South Vietnam.

The deal had the effect
of making the defense of
South Vietnam wvastly more
difficult at the very moment
when the American commit-
ment to its defense was tak-

ing deeper Toot. The same

paradoxical  effect  was
achieved many times during
the years of American in
volvement in Indochina.

The character of that in
volvement, it is now clear,
also underwent a portentous
though subtle change during
the Kennedy years: Ameri-
can military and political ac-
tivities came to be valued
less for their intrinsic bene-
fits than for the general en-

couragement they might give
to the struggling South Viet-
namese. They also came to
be valued less for the dam-
age they might inflict on the
North Vietnamese than for
the fear of still greater Amer-
ican involvement they were
supposed to arouse.

. Even though the Kennedy
Administration knew the sad
fgzcts of instability, corrup-
tion and tyranny in South
Vietnam, it consistently gave
priority to military measures
that would express its ac-
tivism and bespeak its deter-
mination. Its vain but con-
stant hope was that morale
would improve in Saigon and
that the threat of massive
American intervention would
somehow persuade Hanoi to
relent.

Covert Operations Started

So for practical as well
as domestic political reasons,
private realism yielded even
further to public expressions
of optimism and confidence.
Three weeks after the Bay
of Pitgs in April, 1961, Mr.
Kennedy felt it necessary to
order the start of new covert
operations against the terri-
tory of North Vietnam and
Communist regions in Laos.

Later in 1961, he heard so
much debate about the grow-
ing need for American ground
troops in Vietnam that the
decisions to send several
thousand military “advisers”
seemed a relatively modest
and cautious move.

But the pressure built for
a more direct American man-
agement of the entire war,
an impulse that found its
ultimate expression in Wash-
ington’s complicity in the

overthrow of President Diem.
Once again, more than the
President realized and per-
haps more than he wanted,
the obligation of the United
States had been simultane-
ously deepened and made
more difficult to redeem.
Along with the Kennedy
term and the Kennedy men,
President Johnson thus in-
herited a broad Kennedy
men, President Johnson thus
inherited @ broad Kennedy
commitment to South Viet-
nam. And twice in Mr. John-
son’s first four months in of-
fice, Secretary McNamara re-
turned from Saigon with
the news that things were
going from bad to miserable.
Stable  government  now
seemed impossible to achieve
and the countryside was fast
falling into Vietcong control.
Mr. McNamara and many
other officials began to press
for action, including new co-
vert attacks against North
Vietnam and at least urgent
planning for open bombing
and border patrols. They
acknowledged privately that
bithe real problems were in
ythe South, but they could
‘not yet conceive of any ef-
“fective form of intervention.
U  So they built on the old
Jformula of the Xennedy
ryears—action for action’s
_sake, not because it would
"-achieve anything tangible but
‘ibecause it might help morale
nin Saigon and cause Hanoi
. to recognize that it could
“never “win” the war without
‘confronting American power.

Gamesmanship a Policy

As the Pentagon papers
show, these “scenarios” for
threat and escalation were
written in the glib, cold but
confident spirit of efficiency
experts—the same experts
whose careful plotting of
moves and countermoves
against the Soviet Union in
the 1962 Cuban missile crisis
had so gloriously vindicated
the new political science of
gamesmanship and probabili-
ty theory.

Assistant Secretary of De-
fense John T. McNaughton,
who eventually turned
against the war with a pathet-
ic confession of ignorance of
the Vietnamese people, best
typified this style of thought
and planning at the upper
levels of government.

In his memorandums,
choices of more or less war
were reduced to “options”:
“B fast full squeeze.
Present policies plus a
systematic program of mili-
tary pressures against the
North . . .”; “C——progres-
sive squeeze-and-talk. Present
policies plus an orchestra-
tion of communications with
Hanoi and a crescendo of
additional military moves...”




Countries and peoples be-
came “audiences”: “The rele-
vant audiences” of United
actions are the Communists
(who must feel strong pres-
sures), the South Vietnamese
(whose morale must be
buoyed), our alies (who must
trust us as ‘underwriters’),
and the U. S. public (which
must support our risk-taking
with U. S. lives and pres-
tige) . . . Because of the
lack of ‘rebuttal time’ before
election to justify particular
actions which may be dis-
torted to the 1. S, public,
we must act with special
care - signaling to the
D.R.V. that initiatives are
being taken, to the GVN that
we are behaving energetically
despite the restraints of our
political season, and to the
U. S. public that we are be-
having with good purpose
and restraint.”

Definition of Objectives

Many of these memor-
andums were only ‘“contin-
gency plans” that contem-
plated what else the United
States might do in one or
another eventuality. But
there was nothing contingent
in their definition of Ameri-
can purposes and objectives,
in their analyses — in the
crucial years of 1964-65 —
of the rapidly deteriorating

situation in South Vietnam
and in their revelation of
the state of mind of the
dozen or so top officials
whose persistent clamor for
action could be delayed but
never ultimately denied by a
President who shared their
purpose.

And there was nothing
“contingent” about the direct
orders of the National Secu-
rity Council and the Presiden-
tial messages that have
turned up with the Pentagon
papers. The lines of reason-
ing and decision from the
action papers to the con-
tingency papers are direct
and unmistakable.

The Pentagon papers and
The Times’s reports on them
confirm the judgment of con-
temporary observers that
President Johnson was reluc-
tant and hesitant to take the
final decision at every fate-
ful turn of his plunge into
large-scale war.

Mr. Johnson and other offi-
cials were often evasive or
coy with the press by creat-
ing the impression that plans
for bombing were only “rec-
ommendations” without ‘“de-
cision” or that “requests” for
more troops from the field
were not “on my desk at this
moment” because they lay

tormally eisewnere,

_ But these are not the most
important deceptions revealed
in the Pentagon papers.

Deep Sense of Frustration

There is, above all, much
evidence that the four ad-
ministrations that progressive-
ly deepened the American in-
volvement in the war felt
a private commitment to re-
sist Communist advance, and
then a private readiness to
wage war against North Viet-
nam and finally a private
sense of frustration with the
entire effort much sooner
and to a much greater ex-
tent than they ever acknowl-
edged to the Congress and
the nation.

There is evidence in the
papers that the Congress was
rushed into passing a reso-
lution to sanction the use
of force in Vietnam in 1964,
ostensibly to justify retalia-
tion for an “unprovoked”
attack on American vessels,
even though the Administra-
tion really intended to use the
resolution as the equivalent
of a declaration of war and
withheld information that
have shown the North Vietna-
mese to have had ample rea-
son for “retaliating” against
the United States.

There is evidence that all
the elaborately staged offers
of negotiation and compro-
mise with the Communist
adversary were privately ac-
knowledged in the Admin-
istration as demands for his
virtual “surrender.”

And there is evidence,
scattered over the years, that
the oft-proclaimed goal of
achieving “self - determina-
tion” for the South Viet-
namese was in fact accept-
able to the United States
only as long as no South
Vietnamese leader chose neu-
tralism or any other form of
nonalignment. As President
Johnson put it in a cablegram
to his ambassador in early
1964, “Your mission is pre-
cisely for the purpose of
knocking down the idea of
neutralization wherever it
rears its ugly head.”

The evidence for two very
specific charges of deception
that have been leveled
against President Johnson
since publication of the
Pentagon papers is much less
clear.

The Pentagon study itself
did not make any charges,
and neither did The Times in
its reports on the findings of
the study. But many readers
concluded that Mr. Johnson
had lied to the country in
1964, when he denounced his
Republican opponent, Sena-
tor Barry Goldwater, for ad-
vocating full-scale air attacks

against North vietnam, anu
again in April, 1965, when
he secretly authorized the
use of American troops in an
offensive combat role.

The Pentagon study de-
scribes a “general consensus”
among the President’s ad-
visers, two months before the
1964 election, that air attacks
against North Vietnam would
probably have to be
launched. It reports an ex-
pectation among them that
these would begin early in
the new year. As The Times
report added, the papers also
showed the President “mov-
ing and being moved toward
war, but reluctant and hesi-
tant to act until the end.”

Search Through the Files

Mr. Johnson and those who |
defend his public statements
at the time are undoubtedly
right in their contention that
the President made no for-
mal decision to authorize
more bombing until there
were additional attacks on
American bases in Febru-
ary, 1965.

But the President also
knew that most of his ma-
jor advisers regarded such a
decision as “inevitable”—he-
cause they thought South
Vietnam to be in danger of
imminent collapse, because
the forces to conduct more
air attacks were in place,
because the target lists had
long ago been prepared and
because even sustained
bombing was destined to be
merely a stopgap measure
until more troops could be
rushed to South Vienam.

In a search through his
own dispatches from Wash-
ington at the time, this re-
porter has come upon three
interesting accounts that help
to explain the confusion 'lzut

Z

tend to support the much
more thoroughly researched
Judgment of the. Pengaton
papers.

On Oct. 9, 1964, The Times
reported on a news confer-
ence question to Secretary
Rusk about reports “here
and in Saigon that the Ad-
ministration was considering
a ‘ma;or turn’ in policy but
deferring a decision until aft-
er Election Day, Nov. 3.”
Mr. Rusk refused to predict
“future events” but said that
domestic politics had no
bearing on any such de-
cisions.

On Feb. 13, 1965, after a
new “retaliatory” raid on
North Vietnam but before
the start of sustained bomb-
Ing, this reporter quoted
two unidentified high offi-
cials as follows:




“There is no doubt tnat
the President remains skep-
tical about a deeper involve-
ment in Asia, but he is get-
ting some very belligerent
advice from very intimate
quarters.”

“History may determine
that it was already too late,
that the die is cast, but I
am sure that the Govern-
ment’s strategy is not yet
determined.”

In other words, even high
officials sensed that their
President was still reserving
final judgment and ‘“deci-
sion,” but they did notreally
know how much real choice
remained.

After the Decision

Even after the decision
had been made, however,
there was no simple way to
get a straight answer from
the Johnson Administration
in those days, as is evident
in the opening lines of a dis-
patch on March 2, 1965:

“The Administration de-
scribed today’s air strikes
against North Vietnam as
part of a ‘continuing’ effort
to resist aggression and
made no effort, as in the
past, to relate them to par-
ticular provocation. . . . The
White House said only that
there had been no change
in policy. The State Depart-
ment said nothing. .. .”

Some officials at the time,
and Mr. Johnson on at least
one occasion since then, sug-
gested that such coyness aft-
er decision had been deemed
necessary to avoid provok-
ing intervention in the war
by Soviet or Chinese Com-
munst forces. They never
explained, however, why ei-
ther nation would make such
a grave decision on the basis
of announcements in Wash-
ington rather than on the
facts of the bombing, which
were well known to them.

A far more plausible ex-
planation, one that sounds
strange in matters of such
weight but rings true to
those who could observe
Lyndon Johnson closely and
sympathetically in those
days, has been offered by
Stewart Alsop in Newsweek:
“President Johnson was trv-
ing to fool not the people
but himself—and temporari-
ly succeeding.”

What really emerges from
the Pentagon papers, Mr. Al-
sop wrote approvingly, “is a
picture of a desperately trou-
bled man resisting the awful
pressures to plunge deeper
into the Vietnam quagmire—
resisting them as instinctive-
ly as an old horse resists be-
ing led to the knackers. The
President bucks, whinnies
and shies away, but always
in the end the reins tighten—‘-

the pressures are too mucn
for him.”

And, he adds: “A precisely
similar sequence of events—
mounting pressure from his
advisers, instinctive resist-
ance by the President, final
agonized agreement—preced-
ed the President’s decision to
commit additional troops and
to give the marines an of-
fensive role. When he made
these decisions, the President
did not realize—because he
did not want to realize—
thal he had crossed his Rubi-
con. He still hoped and
prayed that a bit more air
power, a few more troops on
the ground, would bring the
Communists to the confer-
ence fable in a mond to ‘rea-
son together.” Hence there
really had been, in his own
mind, nothing ‘very dramatic’

about his decisions, no “far-
reaching strategy.’ ”

As the Pentagon papers
further show, Mr. Johnson
was to make two or three
other big decisions about
troop commitments and carve
them up into smaller, more
digestible numbers, as if this
could hide the magnitude of
the American involvement.
He knew that he was not
winning the war and he knew
that he was playing only for
some unforeseeable stroke of
good fortune, and it may be
that his sense of statesman-
ship led him to conclude that
the nation would be pre-
served Jonger if he minimized
the task.

Whatever the motives, the
methods for handling the
awkwardness of Vietnam had
then become almost tradi-
tional. But it was Mr. John-
son’s misfortune to be Presi-
ident, as Mr. Gelb, the co-
ordinator of the study has
written, when the “minimum
necessary became the func-
tional equivalent of gradual
escalation” and the “minimal
necessity became the maxi-
mum” that international and
domestic constraints would
allow.

The overriding evidence in
the Pentagon papers, quite
apart from the timing of de-
cisions or the candor with
which they were disclosed, is
that the United States Gov-
ernment involved itself deep-
ly and consciously in a war
that its leaders felt they
probably could not win but
that they also felt they could
not afford to lose.

Gradually, some of the
leading advocates of the war
lost their enthusiasm for it,
but even -in disillusionment
they felt a higher duty of loy-
alty to the President and his
policy than to the public that
had become deeply divided
and tormented by the war.

As early as 1966, Mr. Mc-
Naughton - perceived an
“enormous  miscalculation”
and an “escalating military
stalemate.” By 1967, Mr. Mc-
Namara and probably others
were recommending a reduc-
tion of objectives and per-
haps a face-saving exit
through the formation of a
coalition government in Sai-
gon.

But Mr. Johnson thought
more unhappy Americans
were hawks than doves and
he was also forced, amid
fears of noisy resignations,
to negotiate with his mili-
tary leaders, who were de-
manding more, rather than
less, commitment.

Decisive Shock at Tet

Not until the shock of the
enemy’s Tet offensive in
1968, and the need to mobi-
lize reserves if he was
to meet ithe military’s re-
quest for 206,000 additional
men for the combat zone,
did Mr. Johnson set a final
limit on the American com-
mitment, cut back the bomb-
ing of North Vietnam and
announce his plan to retire
without seeking a second
term.

No one knows to this day
whether by these moves the
President intended to hurry
out of the war in some face-
saving manner or merely to
buy still more time from the
American voters for a final
effort at vindication.

As the Pentagon papers
disclose, his Administration
did not expect much from
the bombing limitation or
the new offer to negotiate
with Hanoi.

“We are not giving up
anything really serious in
this time frame” of four
weeks, the State Department
informed its embassies, not-
ing that poor weather would
have curtailed the raids for
that period in any case. It
said that some of the air
power would be switched to
targets in Laos and South
Vietnam and that in any
case Hanoi was expected to
reject the bid for talks and
this would “free our- hand
after a short period.”

Hanoi accepted the bid for
talks, but has offered very
little so far that interests
Washington. Neither on the
way in nor on the way out,
it is now clear, was the
American hand in Vietnam
ever “free.”




