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Beyond the
Pentagon
Papers

“The Vietnam
experience shows

the deliberateness
with which
Presidents,
advisers, and
bureaucracies . . .
excluded
disengagement

as a feasible
alternative.”

OW COULD IT HAPPEN IN Viet-
H nam that a “small” commit-
ment in the mid-1950s be-

came a massive one in the mid-1960s?
Several former administration *“insid-
ers” have recently stepped forward,
encouraged by Daniel Ellsberg’s re-
lease of the Pentagon Papers to provide
answers, Beginning in the Eisenhower
years, we are told by George Ball, a
series of “small steps” were taken “al-
most absentmindedly” until the United
States found itself “absorbed” into
Vietnam. It was “the politics of inad-
vertence,” Arthur M, Schlesinger, Jr.,
has written in evident agreement with

Ball. Yet the basic policies and con-
cepts were right, says Roger Hilsman;
the American failure was a failure of
implementation, a case of inept execu-
tion. Quite the contrary, Leslie H.
Gelb has argued in a recent New York
Review of Books article: the decision-
making system worked as its partici-
pants intended it to work, on the basis
of a misguided consensus about the in-
ternational and domestic poltical dan-
gers of failing in Vietnam. Ellsberg,
while supporting much of Gelb’s anal-
ysis, has added his own dimension to
the discussion, arguing that Presiden-
tial concern about future elections and
the threat of a right-wing reaction to
withdrawal short of victory was the
first “rule” of policymaking on Viet-
nam.

The Pentagon Papers tell me that all
of these explanations are misleading
or inadequate. Choices to escalate
rather than de-escalate or disengage
were made deliberately, not haphaz-
ardly; policies were not merely imple-
mented poorly, they were ill-conceived;
concern over elections explains why
changes in policy may have been post-
poned rather than why they resulted
in continued or increased involvement.
If the “system” as a whole worked so
perversely well, it was because there
was (and is) in American decision-
makers and decisionmaking a disposi-
tion to respond to failure in ways that
will perpetuate the “success” of Amer-
ica’s mission abroad. The decisions
that were taken on Vietnam—always
to press ahead with the war, usually to
expand it—reflected much more than
calculations about the domestic and
international repercussions. They were
manifestations of deeper drives to pre-
serve and expand personal, institutional
and national power,

The most fateful decisions on Viet-
nam—those that enmeshed the United
States ever more deeply and dramat-
ically enlarged the perceived “stakes”
in the outcome of the war—occurred
during the Kennedy and Johnson Ad-
ministrations. What motivated these
two Presidents and their common cast
of senior policy advisers to make these
decisions?

In the first place, they shared a num-
ber of bedrock assumptions about
American responsibility for maintain-
ing the global status quo before the

challenge of communist-supported rev-
olutions: thus the critical nature of the
Vietnam experience for the United
States and the “Free World,” and the
psycho-political importance of being
firm in the face of the adversary’s
“provocations.” One need not search
between the lines for these assump-
tions; they emerge clearly from num-
erous documents and statements, The
same John F. Kennedy who in June
1956 had spoken of Vietnam as “the
cornerstone of the Free World in
Southeast Asia, the keystone to the
arch, the finger in the dike” also said
as President seven years later: “We

“are not going to withdraw. In my

opinion, for us to withdraw from that
effort would mean a collapse not only
of South Vietnam but Southeast Asia,
So we are going to stay there.” Those
who theorize that Kennedy was on the
verge of disengagement before his
assassination and cite televised remarks
of September 2, 1963—"In the final
analysis it is their war” and “they
have to win it"—ignore the essential
point: Kennedy, as he demonstrated
in throwing support to the anti-Diem
generals, wanted this war won what-
ever the deficiencies of, and obstacles
posed by, Saigon politics. “Strongly in
our mind,” he said in a less-quoted re-
sponse on NBC television (September
9), “is what happened in the case of
China at the end of World War II,
where China was lost, a weak govern-
ment became increasingly unable to
control events. We don’t want that.”
Kennedy would not “lose” South Viet-
nam, a determination that every South
Vietnamese government then and since
has learned how to exploit for accumu-
lating aid without implementing re-
forms.

Well before the Tonkin Gulf inci-
dents, it was recognized that increas-
ing American involvement was con-
tributing to the perceived value of
South Vietnam, both for foreign and
domestic policy. But this only lent
greater validity to the “test case” hy-
pothesis, according to McNamara (in
a trip report to Johnson, March 186,
1964). The entire world, he wrote,
regards the ‘South Vietnam conflict

. as a test case of US capacity to
help a nation meet a communist ‘war
of liberation.”

(Continued on Page 59)

by Melvin Gurtov




necessary he will take the case to the
Supreme Court, he has not yet even
been able to get the case out of the
county, And the chance of Texas Gas
Transmission Corporation being busted

in Muhlenburg County is zero.
Speaking of the dangerous precedent
that has now been set, Baker says, “If
this is left to stand, the right to owner-
ship is badly impaired. I hate to think
where the individual stands if the cor-
poration wants it [producing gas or oil
field]. T just wonder what rights indi-

viduals have, if they have any.”
—A. PATRICK SCHNEIDER II,

GENE L. MASON AND
THOMAS J. LANGAN
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PENTAGON PAPERS (From Page 49)

Given the need to succeed, all that
remained to be determined was how
much will, resourcefulness, and per-
severance the American leadership
could muster in pursuit of its objec-
tives. As phrased by Walt Rostow in a
memorandum to Dean Rusk (Novem-
ber 23, 1964), victory was assured
“if we enter the exercise with the same
determination and staying power that
we entered the long test on Berlin and
the short test on the Cuba missiles.
But it will take that kind of Presiden-
tial commitment and staying power.”
For Rostow as for others, Vietnam
represented yet another probe of
American power by the communist
bloc; to blunt the probe meant accept-
ance of “the simple fact that at this
stage of history we are the greatest
power in the world—if we behave like
it.” Vietnam was thus also a test of
the opposing wills, commitments, and
abilities of great powers to exert influ-
ence in small countries, Disengagement
in the midst of such a test was not only
undesirable; it was unthinkable.

IETNAM ALSO BECAME A per-

F\/ sonal test for Presidents. Policy
suffered from pride of author-

ship as each President approved courses
of action that made the war peculiarly
his own. Success or failure became
identified with his personal credibility,
authority, and place in history—and
those in his inner circle either learned
to share in the burden or, as Chester

Cooper has commented, were excluded
from “the team” and kept in the dark
about sensitive information,

For President Kennedy, the fall of
1963 seems to have been the beginning
of his personal identification with win-
ning in Vietnam. As he said at a news
conference on September 12, “What
helps to win the war, we support; what
interferes with the war effort, we op-
pose. In some ways I think the Viet-
namese people and ourselves agree:
we want the war to be won, the Com-
munists to be contained, and the
Americans to go home. . . . But [!] we
are not there to see a war lost, and we
will follow the policy which T have
indicated today of advancing those
causes and issues which help to win
the war.” If the Bay of Pigs disaster
had encouraged him to compensate
with strong action in Vietnam in 1961,
the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 may
have emboldened him to support
Diem's overthrow and thus fully re-
store his credentials as a decisive
President.

Lyndon Johnson adopted Kennedy's
belief that Southeast Asia should not
be “lost” the way China had been, (As

quoted by Tom Wicker, Johnson said
in November 1963: “I am not going
to be the President who saw Southeast
Asia go the way China went.”) By
1965, he was reported to have de-
clared: “I do not want to be the first
American President to lose a war.”
Like Kennedy, Johnson prided him-
self on his toughness and adroitness at
manipulating power to assure Amer-
ica’s dominant role in the Pacific, He
accepted the challenge put before him
by advisers such as Walt Rostow that,
where there is “Presidential commit-
ment and staying power,” the United
States can be equal to any task.
Neither President could see himself
shrinking from a challenge so phrased.

As deployments to Vietnam in-
creased, the official rhetoric to rational-
ize them and internationalize their sig-
nificance also expanded. Even before
the start of the bombing campaign
against the North, the war had become
“our” war. The sense of commitment
and need to win thereby heightened.
As William Bundy, the Assistant Sec-
retary of State, wrote to Rusk on Jan-
uary 6, 1965, the main concern of
policy should be the “humiliating de-
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feat” the United States would suffer
if it continued to present a weak pos-
ture in Vietnam. Since we had become
heavily involved, our image—Amer-
ica’s “face”—had to be salvaged. “It
is essential . , . that the US emerge as
a ‘good doctor,”” wrote John T, Mc-
Naughton, McNamara's principal aide.
“We must have kept promises, been
tough, taken risks, gotten bloodied,
and hurt the enemy very badly.”

For McNaughton, who was later,
along with his boss, to become disen-
chanted with Administration policy,
“70 percent of American objectives in-
volved avoiding a humiliating US
defeat.” Joseph Kraft has since written
that McNaughton was actually trying
to communicate to the President, in
language he would understand, how
unimportant (“20 percent”) South
Vietnam’s survival had become. If 50,
McNaughton misread the temper of
his superiors. Neither the President nor
his top advisers were likely to be at-
tracted to disengagement because of
the 20 percent figure; the avoidance
of an American defeat was an objec-
tive they considered worth a substan-
tial price. You don’t tuck tail and run,

| “The lesbian was and is
. unquestionably in the

by Charlotte Wolff, M.D.

The first authoritative book wholly
devoted to female homosexuality.
Dr. Wolff, a noted psychiatrist,
defends her revolutionary view of
lesbianism with a series of inter-
views and intimate autobiogra-
phies. “Probably the best study of
lesbianism yet to be published.”
—Mother

$6.95 at your local bookstore
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as Johnson and Rusk liked to say.
The negative objective of avoiding
defeat had such a powerful effect on
high-level policymakers by the mid-
'60s that it was able to overwhelm the
few policy dissenters in the Adminis-
tration. Under Secretary of State
George Ball, for instance, wrote in
1968 (in The Discipline of Power)
that the United States had committed
too much prestige, “authority,” and
resources in Vietnam to warrant dis-
engaging short of success. As a Great
Power, the United States must finish
what she starts: “we have signed up
for the duration.” The Pentagon Pa-
pers show Ball as an early critic of
policy; but his book indicates that he
had gotten trapped by the convoluted
logic of his colleagues into believing
that the maintenance of a tragic and
erroneous course in Vietnam was pref-
erable to the “extreme” alternatives
of withdrawal or “major escalation.”
The prolongation and expansion of
America’s intervention in Vietnam
were thus cemented by an unpierce-
able rationale. For the ideologists,
American “interests” compelled com-
mitments; for the others, including

< | 4

Ball, who recognized failure but in-
sisted on experimenting with new tac-
tics to reverse it, commitments com-
pelled interests, Either way, disengage-
ment was not and could not be palat-
able.

DEOLOGY AND ASSUMED OBLIGATIONS
of power provided the framework
for decisions that entrapped the

United States in war and kept it there.
But a number of bureaucratic pres-
sures contributed significantly to those
decisions—by creating demands for ac-
tion, by biasing the choices available
to the President, by instilling an urge
to act tough, and by co-opting the dis-
sidents. In explaining these pressures,
some former officials have referred to
executive fatigue, bureaucratic secrecy
on Vietnam affairs, poor staffing, and
duplication of effort. These, however,
were only surface manifestations of
much deeper institutional problems;
they were symptoms of a “disease” in-
digenous to the decisionmaking proc-
ess.

In the face of failing policies, bu-
reaucratic leaders make constant de-
mands upon their staffs to come up
with “something new,” That is their
job, and it is performed zealously when
personal and bureaucratic reputations
are on the line, The demands multiply
by the time they reach the President,
and the pressure on him to respond
with new action directives is intense.
In the case of Vietnam, the President’s
response had to take account of con-
flicting interests. On one hand, Ken-
nedy and Johnson, no less than some
of their advisers, were anxious to avoid
precipitate moves that would arouse
public opinion, offend allies, and stim-
ulate countermoves by North Vietnam
and her allies. On the other, since
Vietnam amounted to communist ag-
gression, both Presidents felt justified
in selecting policies that would increase
the use of military power.

The bureaucracy, being run by men
well versed in the art of manipulating
power, facilitated Presidential deci-
sions by coming up with “modest” es-
calatory steps that would enable the
President to tell the public he was re-
sponding with “restraint” to the other
side’s provocations. Presidents also
found these suggestions appealing as
tactical accommodations to their bu-
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reaucracy: such “small” steps would
buy them time (though time for what
has never been clearly articulated), get
critics off their backs, and warn the
opponent of harsher measures unless
he desisted in South Vietnam. “Re-
strained” escalation became bureau-
cratic appeasement.

The bureaucracies concerned with
Vietnam policy in the 1960s thrived
on options; and the men who ran them,
and reported directly to the President,
thrived on the management of crises.
In those few cases in which part of the
bureaucracy sought to challenge the
leadership’s basic assumptions — such
as CIA studies that destroyed the
domino thesis, cogently criticized the
bombing strategy, and closely ques-
tioned the feasibility of “rooting out”
the Viet Cong “infrastructure”—it was
ignored. Grand strategy is the respon-
sibility of the crisis managers—the ap-
pointed members of the President’s
inner circle, not responsive to, and iso-
lated from, congressional and public
inquiry. Feeding these men informa-
tion, not opinion, is the proper task of
the bureaucratic machinery they con-
trol.

For these managers, “fascinated by
the confrontation model of world poli-
tics,” as Richard J. Barnet has so aptly
phrased it, crises such as Vietnam
were tests of their personal wills and
of their ability to mobilize their or-
ganizational resources to help restore
order and stability in distant societies,
What they lacked in area expertise,
empathy, and morality they made up
for, or thought they did, in toughness
and coolheadedness under fire, As they
said, the job required “very steady
nerves,” readiness to “bite the bullet”
and play “eyeball to eyeball” for high
stakes, Vietnam was not simply Amer-
ica’s war but, in very personal terms,
theirs and their offices’. They would
not, perhaps could not, let go.

Inanenvironment so geared to exert-
ing national power, the few dissenters
and questioners of policy should have
recognized quite soon that they were
being exploited. While they appar-
ently thought they could be more
effective inside than outside, their
presence was actually more conducive
to escalation than de-escalation. They
became “institutionalized,” as James
C. Thomson has written—house doves

whom the Ieadership could point to in
evidence of its openness to dissent,
Conceivably, the presence of men
like George Ball may have softened
or delayed escalatory decisions. But
the price for these concessions was
agreement to stand by the President
and make nationwide appearances in
his behalf while his policies were fail-
ing and the war was getting hotter.
The bureaucracy thus produced no
important defections that might have
damaged its ‘“team” image to good
effect.

When the Nixon Administration’s
Pentagon Papers become available,
they will undoubtedly reveal the same
arrogance of power and singleminded-
ness of purpose that lay behind the
policymaking of previous administra-
tions. They will contain, for example,

- the classified renditions of: the Presi-

dent’s belief that the fall of South
Vietnam would have unacceptable
consequences for much of the rest of
Asia (as recited in a televised inter-
view of July 1, 1970); the President’s
fear of national humiliation if the
United States were to be “defeated”
in Vietnam (recall his April 30, 1970
speech on Cambodia: “I would rather
be a one-term President than to be a
two-term President at the cost of seeing
America become a second-rate power

and see this nation accept the first de-

feat in its proud 190-year history”);
the President’s personal identification
with a Vietnam success (“I'm not go-
ing to be the first President to preside
over an American defeat.” Stewart
Alsop has quoted Nixen as saying on
several occasions) ; the reported choice
of intervention in Cambodia as a
modest alternative to doing nothing or
doing much more; and the continued
conviction that air power, and threats
of escalation (masked as “protective
reaction™), can ultimately force the
communist Vietnamese to break off
their struggle.

There is, however, a larger mean-
ing to the persistence of similar pat-
terns of thought and action through
five administrations. The Vietnam ex-
perience shows the deliberateness with
which Presidents, advisers, and bu-
reaucracies time and again developed
a consensus to exclude disengagement
as a feasible, desirable alternative to
protracted engagement. The war was
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PROTEST
POSTERS

Che Guevara (color portrait) 30x42
Angela Davis (b/w portrait) 20x26
Eldridge Cleaver (dynamic pose) 30x42
Huey Newton (seated pose) 30x42
Malcolm X (closeup at mike) 30x42
AMERICAN INDIAN PORTRAITS

Chief Joseph (Nez Perce) 23x35
Chief Gall (Hunkpapa) 23235
Chief Red Cloud (Oglala) 23x35
Chief Sitting Bull (Dakota) 23x35
Chief Red Shirt (Sioux) 23x35
Geronimo (Apache) 23x35
Chief Joseph's Surrender Speech 17x22
Would you buy a used car from this man?

(photo Nixon leering) 30x42
Different Drummer (Thoreau quote) 23x35
I Do My Thing (Perl's love poem) 23x35
Keep on Truckin’ (color cartoon) 23%35
David Cassidy (Partridge Family) 30x42
Meanest . 0. B. in theValley 21230
Keep America Beautiful — Get a Haircut

(G. Washington w/crewcut) 18x23
We Serve & Protect (cop giving finger) 23x35
1st Prize (Granny showing pot plant) 18x23
Wanted: Jesus Christ (reward) 17x23
Mr. Natural (famous comic character) 23x29
Your Problem Is Obvious (man with his

head up his ass, in color) 15x23
Hippie Peeing on Wall S5t. Banker 23x33
Jane Fonda (nude smiling pose) 22x28
M. Baba (face of Christ arisen) 23x35
"“Streets in Turmoil” (Hitler's quote on

Law 'n Order in 1932) 21x26
@ All above posters $1.25 each ppd,
Cannabis Sativa (giant pot plant) 23x35
Smile (distraught Nixon on toilet) 23x35
“Beep, Beep, Your Ass|” (Wiley Coyote

strangling Road Runner) 23x35
Easy Rider 1947 (Popeye, Olive making

love — state you're 21) 23x35
Zodiac Sex Positions (state you're 21) 21x33

® Above colored posters $2.25 each ppd.
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Smile Face e Beep, Beep Your Ass ® Havea
Nice Day ® RWE Peace Fingers e Kiss My
Ass ® De Devil Made Me Do It @ Pot Leaf
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APPLIQUE PATCHES. 2x3, 75¢ each: Fly,
owl, turtle, frog, butterfly, star, lightning. 3x4,
$1.00: Fly, owl, butterfly, frog, lady bug, tiger,
alligator. 5x6, $2.00: fly, owl, butterfly, frog.
CIGARETTE LIGHTERS, Zippo style — $1.50
U.S5. Flag @ Smile Face ® FEcology Flag e
Butterfly ® Zig Zag Man ® Love ® Pot Leaf
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Despair @ Captain Guts 1,2, 3 ® Demented @
Uneeda o BigAss ® Bijou4 e Coochie
BUTTONS: FREE LIST! Smile Face 5/$1.00
BUMPERSTICKERS: America, Change It or
Lose It! Have a Nice Day! each 50c
THE MARIJUANA BOOK or How to Grow
Pot and Not Get Caught $1.00
CULTIVATOR'S HANDBOOK OF MARI-
JUANA (The Pot Farmer’s “Bible")  $2.50
HERBAL HIGHS (on psychedelics) $1.00
HERBAL APHRODISIACS $1.00
LAST WHOLE EARTH CATALOG, ppd. §5.50
HERBAL SMOKING MIXES: Get there legal-
ly with “Not Pot (but damn close)"”, “Good as
Gold,” or “Mixture 69.” One oz. pouch $1.00
All 3, $2.50. Bone hash pipe, $2.50. Rizla roll-
ing machine, 75¢c.
Cigarette Papers: American Flag, $100 bill,
% 4/51.00

raft Card
Osiris Papers (burn w/purple smoke) 4/$1.00
Roach Clip in polished bullet $1.98
34" Brass Bells from India 7/81.00

And much more! Complete catalog of groovy
stuff, 25¢. (FREE with order!)
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Box 666R, Capitola, California 95010
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consistently perceived as a threat to
national and personal missions, In-
volvement was preferable to noninter-

‘vention because the former represented

fulfillment of the wish to global pre-
dominance, while the latter meant
abandonment of an imperial persua-
sion that had become a foreign policy
tradition.

Melvin Gurtov worked on the Penta-
gon Papers Project in Washington while
employed by the RAND Corporation.
His most recent book is China and
Southeast Asia—The Politics of Sur-
vival (D. C. Heath).
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[CARNAL KNOWLEDGE-PORNOGRAPHY 7]

Editors: I consider your December
article on Prostitution one of the most
singularly revolting things I have ever
read in my life. I also consider myself
well-read. The article was a crude piece
of quasi-pornography relating not at
all to the question of women’s rights,
and I assume the editor of RAMPARTS
was aware of this when he [sic] ap-
proved the trash for publication.

The problem here is that I had
looked upon RAMPARTS as a vocal and
articulate organ of New Left thought,
similar in character to such publica-
tions as New Republic, which purports
to be, and is, a journal of art and poli-
tics. I had been under the quaint delu-
sion that RAMPARTS was a similar mag-
azine,

Obviously, however, as your porno
article enhancing the seamy side of
life proves, RAMPARTS is no such pub-
lication, but rather equivalent in nature
to the scores of 25c¢ trash that fills the
back shelves of drugstores and railway
station magazine stands. This is un-
fortunate because this country needs
an articulate yet witty and progressive
publication. . . .

Eric F. Edmunds
Princeton, N. J.

Editors: Re: Kate Coleman’s essay,

“Carnal Knowledge: A Portrait of

Four Hookers.” Make that five,
Joseph Whitehill
Chestertown, Md.

Editors: Kate Coleman’s article on
hustlers answered all the questions that
previous ones always raised. Thank
goodness I don’t have to read any
more “hooker” stories!

Laird Schmidt

New York, N. Y.

[A NATIONAL ORGANIZATION]]

Editors: I have just finished reading
Staughton Lynd’s comment in the De-
cember issue of RamParTS, and I
agree with him 100 percent. Since
1968 the movement has stagnated &
fragmented & argued among itself
about ideology instead of seeking new
methods and issues to bring people
together,

What we need now is a national
movement with a solid base . . . a na-
tional organization, divided into local
groups to work locally toward the na-
tional objective.

I also think that some thought
should be given to the idea of “taking
on” the corporate structure by using
the same methods they use. For ex-
ample, a national corporation operated
at the local level (like a chain store)
with the profits funneled through a
non-profit foundation. into local proj-
ects to better the lives of the common
people.

The corporation & the foundation
have been the tools used by the elite
to preserve & obtain power & I think
they could be used effectively by the
people, :

Admittedly these are not the ulti-
mate answers . . . but it is becoming
increasingly clear that the methods of
demonstration and protest used in the
past are no longer effective either in
bringing about change or arousing the
people to participation, . . .

Ron Pearson
San Francisco, Calif.

[COUNSEL FROM AN OLDER FRIEND]

Editors: Several months ago I wrote
to you that I am 81 years old and my
doctor advises me to stop reading if
I don’t want to be completely blind.
Naturally I feel terrible that I can’t
read any more my preferred magazine,
RAMPARTS. But no use for me to re-
ceive the magazine if I can’t read it
But before I close this short letter, I
want to give you some very good ad-
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