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A C()~.1[’A A T J V E  1’o1,icy—p 1weEL~~ APpR OACh TO VIETNAM INT ER—
VE~ ’~ [ON , by Major Charles R . bcribner , USA , 228 pages.

Th i s thesis provides a. comparative policy—process per—
I ; f ) t ~c I . i v u  of’ Vietnam in tervent ion . It is comparative in

: ; t :i :~~~~ Lt i:,.L (:1w I .  i ~;erihu wer admir l i st r I tt ; ,• ort ’ s pol icy
r)r o(~e~;s i n  the 1954 Indochina crisis is used as a basis
Lu co~upare Lt tc Johnson administration ’ s policy making
which led to intervent ion in 1965. The study ’ s analysi s
centers  on the policy processes of the two administrations
and how the differences in their policy making contributes
to the explanation of the opposite decisions on military
intervention.

The study ’s conclusion is that the Johnson policy process
was comparatively exclusionary and, as a result , not
effective in formulating Vietnam policy . In comparison
to the more open Eisenhower policy making, in the Johnson
administration dysfunctional policy—making elements are
ident i f ied  in the executive bureaucracy , the role of the
President , other policy makers, and Congress. As a re—

L suit the policy process did not sustain a thorough eval-
uation of the alternatives and the cost of being an in—
tervenor.

The ~~ jor lmpact of the study is to provide another approach
to the analysis of Vietnam policy and further the under-
s taru3inr ; of why the United State s resorts to force in
F’orei gn a f fa i rs .  It  should st imulate further study

• of the policy process and its application to future inter-
ventionist policy development.
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ABSTRACT

This thesis provides a comparative policy-process

perspective of Vietnam intervention . It is comparative in

the sense that the Eisenhower administration ’s policy process

in the 1954 Indochina crisis is used as a basis to compare

the Johnson administration ’s policy making which led to

intervention in 1965. The study ’s analysis centers on the

policy processes of the two administrations and how the

differences in their policy making contributes to the

explanation of the opposite decisions on military intervention.

The study ’s conclusion is that the Johnson policy

process was compara tively exclusionary and , as a result , not

effective in formulating Vietnam policy . In comparison to

the more open Eisenhower policy making, in the Johnson

administration dysfunctional policy-making elements are

identified in the executive bureaucracy , the role of the

Presiden t, other policy makers , and Congress. As a result

the policy process did not sus tain a thorough evaluation of

the alternatives and the cost of being an intervenor.

The major impact of the study is to provide another

approach to the analysis of Vietnam policy and further the

understanding of why the United States resorts to force in

foreign affairs . It should stimulate further study of the

policy process and its application to future interventionist

policy development.
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INTRODUCT ION

The re has been a vast amount of ink already spilled

on the American involvement in Vietnam , particularly on how

the United States intervened in this Asian war .’ The most

prevalent thesis was given the widest circulation by David

Halberstam ’ s The Best and The Brightest and Arthur Sch-

lesi nger ’ s Bi t te r  Heritag~ .2 Although the thesis has many

subtle variations, the general theme is entrapment. The

Uni ted  States became progressively emeshed in a fore ign war

whu1~ t ry ing  to support a small and inep tly governed Asian

country . The commitment grew as one attempted remedy

failed , and one requiring greater American involvement was

prescribed. As a result of technological hubris, cultural

i~ norance , or a myriad of other ~hortcomings, policymakers

were eternally optimistic that the next prescription would

be the cure. Finally the blunt instrument of military

ferc e was the Onl y remaining mean s of saving the country ,

arid i•t s application led to the Americanization of the

Vi etn amese  war . Illusions and misconcep tions enticed ,

then seduced the United States into an Asian war .

1Although e tymologists generally agree that “Viet-
Nam ” is correct , the American version of “Vietnam” will be
used.

2David Halberstam , The Best and the Brightest,
(New York: Random House, 1969) and Arthur Schles’Inger,
Jr., The Bitter Heritage: Vietnam & American Democracy,
1941—1966, rev. ed., (New York : Fawcett World , 1968).
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Conversely, there is a more recent exp lanation of

Amer cart •Ln to rvcnt l  on Lu Vie triam which challenges the

v a l i d i ty of the entrapment thesis .  According to this

second interpretat ion, the United States was not seduced ,

but entered the war in a pragmatic , calculating manner .

Ra:~ed on a real is t ic  assessment , policymakers opted for

mil i t a r y  intervent ion to prevent the loss of South Vietnam .

Pessi m ism , rather than optimism , over the possible con-

sequences of a Communist Southeast Asia motivated the

d eci ~ion to commit  American mi l i tary  mi ght to a costly

in te rven t ion . The estimated risk in terms of internation~~.

relat ions and domest ic  pol i t ics  of not increasing the

American commitment  was unaccep table. This interpreta-

t ion  owes its genesis and credibil i ty to the Defense

Departme n t ’’~ his tory of American decisionmaking in Viet-

nam , commo nly referred to as the Pentagon Papers and two

of ’ (h o  h is tory ’s authors ; Leslie H . Geib and Daniel

i :  I

The difference in these two interpretations are

cons i derable . The first concludes that the United States

‘See lesl i e H. Geib , “Vietnam : Some Hypothesis
about Why and How , ” (Paper presented at the annual meeting
of the American Political Science Association , September
1970); iderri , “Vietnam : The System Worked ,” Foreign Policy
3, (Summer 1971): 140—167; Daniel Ellsberg , “Esculating
in a Quagmire ,: (Paper presented at the annual meet ing of
the American Political Science Association , September 1970)
and id em , “The Quagmire My th and The Stalemate Machine , ”
Pub] ic Policy 2 (S pring 1971): 217—74 .
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unwillingly got stuck to a tar baby. The second reaches

the oppealte conclusion , the decision makers decided to

take on a st icky war to avoid the ignominious repercussion

• of walking on by. Daniel E].lsberg credits the policy

makers with a clear vision of where greater commitments

would lead and wishes to hold them responsible for a “bad”

• policy. He views the entrapment thesis as a means of

morally excusing decislonmakers on the basis of well in-

tentioned motives but incompetent policymaking. Although

in a ie~;s moralistic vain, Leslie Geib also excuses the

policy system :

If Viet —N am were a story of how the system failed,
that is , if our leaders did not do what they wanted
to do or if they did not realize what they were
doing or what was happening it would be easy to
package a large and assorted box of policy—making
panaceas. For example: fix the method of report-
ing from the field. Fix the way progress is measured
in a guerrilla war. Make sure the President sees
all the alternatives. But these are all third—
order issues , because the U.S. political—bureaucratic
system did not fail, it worked.’

F
~
ehavioral reasons such as a Cold War mentality or the

fear ol’ publ ic  rejection for disengagement from Vietnam

are riven as the rationale for interventionism . In

other words, the premises and goals of the policy were

defective ; and therefore , the policy system , no matter how

1Gelb , “Vietnam : The System Worked,” p. 165.

• ••--  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ •-• -~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ — - •~~~~~~
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efficiently operated , could not have produced the desired

end.

• Unfortunately , this behavioral approach is also too

• narrow to completely explain American involvement in Viet-

nam . It reverses the emphasis of the entrapment theory

and excuses any possible defects in the policy system.

The behavioral advocate’s contention that the foreign

• policy system worked: informing, generating options,

executing and evaluating policy is not supportable. Post

• World War II Southeast Asian policy is too riddled with

periods of crisis management, although the policy objec-

tives remained relatively constant,.to be considered the

product of a finely tuned rational policy system. We may

even agree with Geib that any one of these systemic de-

fect::: are of a “third—order” but their long—run cumula-

tive effect on the system ~re of the first—order of mag—

nitucle. There is a danger of trading one false assumption

for nsiother. Instead of postulating that the leaders

• were prisoners of events, the behaviorist assume the

nind—set of the decision makers doomed the Vietnam policy.

Iriev~ tably, if no major def ic ienc ies exist in the system

and he impact of the policy—making environment is dis—

counted , we are left with the conclusion that “bad” men

made “bad” policy on Vietnam. The prescription is equally

I I
• 

_ __  
‘4
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r’hvi”•,s: elect and select “ good” men , and there wil l  be

no more Vietnarns for the United States.1 Unfortunately

such a Platonic solution is not likely in our present

society.

The foregoing discussion points out the hazard

of accepting either explanation as the definitive answer

to a number of questions. If the premise that American

involvement grew out of misinformation and misplaced opti-

mism is rejected and agree, in principle , that interven—

Lion was the result of a “worst case” analysis based on

• faul ty premises , there is still no valid answer to why

these premises persisted. To state the fact that at least

three consecutive Presidents, for various reasons, stub—

horn]y endorsed the domino theory does not explain how

this premise was sustained for decades at an ever increas-

ing cost.

• Policy rigidity is not only a product of a decisio n

riiaker’s preconceptions but also is derived from the kinds

• of options that are generated and processed. What alter—

• nati ves were available and how were they presented and

‘Kenneth Waltz presents three images of the theor—
get ical reason for war ; the entrapment analysis would be
a third image, the nature of the international environmenl
the behavioral analysis a first image, and the analysis to
follow would fall under the second image, the state more
specifically the policy process within the United States,
idem , Man the State and War, (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1965).

_____________________ — — •~~~~~~~~~ • •  •~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - • -
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ev;il i~tte’l by the l eadersh ip? How were decision s irnple —

ment ed and results evaluated? “If the analyst limits

his  a t tent ion  to policies that d i f fer  only incrementally

from the status quo ,” one scholar observes , “th en it

• 1~o 1lows that he attends to a smaller variety than all the

possible polic ies that might be imag ined. ” 1 Furthermore ,

to postulate a policy making system with a smooth flow of

di rec t ives  being transformed into coordinated actions or
• a rat-:ional model of the policy system is not unchalleng—

able . Enough research has beer~ (lone on the domestic

• p-o] tLcal systei i and other foreign policy events to allow

reasonable doubt about the validity of the statement that

the system w .
t 1 2  Rather than a premature closure

on the exp lanation of “how it haopened” or a search for

a si:i~ le over—arching theoretical explanation, prevail-

ing wisdoms must be challenged from many different analy—

ti ci-~$. vantage points before the “Vietnam story” will be

c u’,i~ I e t c

• 
‘David Praybrooke and Charles E. Lindblom , A

• Stru r•egy of Decision, ( New York : Free Press , 1970), p. 88.
2For example, see Graham T. Allison, “Conceptual

• Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” American Political
Science Review, 58 (September 1969): 689- 91 and 698—7w. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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A Different Viewpoint: The PoLicy  Process

The general subject of this study will be the

•• pol icy system . No claim is made that the “system” is

r~s’~on~ i),].e for American intervention in Vietnam , but

the impl ic i t  assum ption is that  the system did not work

well and was a major contributing factor to faulty policy.

• however , a comprehensive evaluation of the policy system

not attempted. Such an evaluation would have to focus

nu t: only on “how” but also on the “why” and “ought” of the

pOl i ey con ten t  as well as they way it was generated.

What  is attemp ted is an analysis of’ the most critical por—

• t i o r~ of the policy process that led to intervention. At

t h e  ontret a bias against exonerating the policy system

~~~ ~t~ ted ; l ikewise , l i t t le  value would be gained from

a ~:tudy that a rbi t rar ily condemned the Vietnam policy

F process by contrasting it to some pluralistically ideal

• policy process. When we say something works “well” or

• “r oorly,” there in an implied comparison between some

• standard reference and the thing being evaluated. In

this regard , rather chan devising a Weberian ideal type

f~r interventionist policy , if that could be done , this

• study will take the policy process that culminated in

president Eisenhower ’s dec ision not to intervene at

Dien ~ien Phu in 1954 and compare and contrast it to

President Johnson ’s decision to fully commit the United

_____________________ • ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - ~•— • ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - - • •-—
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Pta t.e~ to an Asian war. To be sure, much arbitrariness

st ill remains in the proposed comparison , but many of

the policy variables such as threat perception , geo—political

considerations , and the policy network remained relatively

r ’~ .~ tr~nt.

1~y using the 1954 policy process as an empirical

b~~-eline , it should be possible to determine the variance

between this policy process that led to a negotiated

nettle,r ent and the 1965 policy making that produced a

military intervention . By lim iting the study’s focus to

interventionist policy , we need only consider the policy

• factors that could have or actually did lead to a greater

military commitment to Vietnam . For this reason much of

the narrative history of other policy issues will not be

considered in the case studies. Instead the case studies

(in Chapters II and III) will provide the background

for the examination of the two policy processes (in

(
~l i ~~r t er  IV) . The comparative analysis and conclusions

• . (in Chap ter V) will he derived from this substantive

base .

An interpretative analysis of the two admini-

strations will reveal the characteristics of two diff’e—

• rent noilcy—making processes. Specifically, the inter—

act ion among the President, other princ ipal execut ive

• ~~~~~~~~~~~~~ • ~~• • •~~~~~~~ • •  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ . ~~••—“--- — --- -—‘
~
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advisors from the White House staff , the Department of

Defense and State , the National Security Council, the

intell igence agencies, and members of Congress. More-

over , the orientation will be on how these individuals

i nfluences the policy process. Important differences

in policy development and implementation in the two ad—

rriinistrations had a definite impact on questions of mili-

tary intervention. Comparative questions will be posed

and answered: was the policy formulation more open or

closed under the Johnson administration? What was the

difference in the role of Congress in policy legitimation
and appropriation? What were the significant differences

in Presidential leadership which influenced the policy

process?

The answers to these and other questions will

formri the basis for some tentative conclusions in the

f inal  chapter. These conclusions will not deal with any
• su bstantive issues such as the merits of’ the enclave

strategy or whether North Vietnam should have been

bombed. This study is restricted to analyzing the policy

process ing and not the merits of any policy or the larger

question of whether entering the war in 1965 was an appro—

• priate decision. Those issues have been, and will continue

to be , extensively discussed and debated. But conclusions

• here will be a product of the preceding comparative

A - •~~~~ ~~~- 
- • 

~~~~~~~~~ ~~~ 
-
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analysis. Hopefully , the conclusions and the supporting

• discourse will help extend the inquiry about the “lessons

learned” from the Vietnam experience to the policy system

— -  not to condemn or’ vindicate but to understand and better

• control a policy process that can end in war. However, -

before proceeding further, some explanation of the policy

system and its functions is necessary to establish a common
frame of reference for examining the case studies and

understanding the subsequent analysis. 

• ~~~~~~~~~~ •- •- •-—---~~~ • -- •~~~~~~~~~~ •- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -•—-~~~ -~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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CHAPTER I

THE POLICY-PROCESS APPROACH

Although foreign policy issues are widely debated,

little attention is devoted to how policy is developed.

Concepts used to analyze domestic policy making and poli-

tical administration are rarely applied to the foreign

policy process. Critical questions about the development

of forei gn policy are largely ignored or left to journa-
lists or “insiders” who take a narrow, personal approach

to policy. Consequently , no academically or scientifi-

cally approved procedure exists for approaching the sub—

ject. Moreover , this methodological diff iculty is coin—

pounded by the fact that there Is no scholarly consensus

on foreign policy making. The rational—actor and bureau-

cratic models are most widely accepted, and some of the

characteristics from both paradigms will be incorporated

in the proposed method of analyzing the policy process.~

Thus, what follows is a short discussion of the policy

process , the policy system, and the functions of its

subsystem. The scope of’ discussion will be limited to

1See John Spanier and Eric M. Uslaner, How American
Foreig~ Policy Is Made (New York: Praeger, l97~T

11
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policy concep ts that are directly related to the present

study and is not intended to be a definitive exposition

on the foreign policy process. This analysis orients on

broad functional concepts that consider cross—Institutional

and inter—level policy relationship~ , rather than the more

traditional institutional process. Policy is viewed as

a general pattern of action or behavior attributed to

a group of decision makers. Policy is a theoretical con—

stru~t and not an immutable formulation. In reality it

has no beginning or end but is a continuous chain of

events that we arbitrarily segregate and focus our atten-

tion on. For example, one analyst explains the open—

ended , dynamic quality ar~ follows:

Thus, policy does not seem to be a self—defining
phenomenon ; it is an analytic category , the con-
tents of which are identifiable by the analyst
rather than by the policy maker or pieces of
legislation or administration . There is no un-
ambiguous datum constituting policy and waiting
to he discovered in the world. A policy may
usefully be considered as a course of’ action or
inaction rather than specific decisions or actions,
and such a course has to be perceived and iden—

• tified by the analyst in question.1

1H. Hugh Heclo , “Review Article: Policy
Analysis,” British Journal of Political Science, 2
(January 1972): 85.
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Clearly, no apriori, common understanding exists for

what is meant by “policy” whether it is “defense policy ,”

“social security policy ,” or “foreign policy.” Thus,

it Is incumbent upon each analyst to define his treatment

of tkie concept of policy.

For the purposes of this study , foreign policy is

the actions whose principle goal is safeguarding the

nation’s security thus insuring that the basic values of

American society are not threatened by an external source.

The study ’s scope is initially narrowed to the military

arsistance program which is used to train and equip the

forces of a country that has one or more national objectives

which compliment the national interests of’ the United

States. If’ American foreign policy is not achieving its

goals through military assistance and the goals are per-

ceived as vital , but not reachable through non—military

means then either the policy goals must be changed as

will be shown in the 1954 policy outcome , or the United

States must institute a policy of military intervention

as happened in Vietnam Cira 1965. Military intervention

Is the direct application of’ military force as an instru-

ment of foreign policy . “Military intervention implies

an active , calculated step,” two analysts of military

affairs explain, “a forceful interference in another

nation’s external and Intern al affairs, to maintain or

LA •~~~~~~~~~~~ •~~~~~~~~~~ • ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~•_ •  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ •• , •
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e~’:tn ’ (~ - c o nr l i t i nr i  or si  L uation , presuming this coercion
w il l  berieL’i t or protect the ini t ia to~’.”~ In other words,

by peal ing the forei gn policy onion through military

assistance, we f ind a inner layer of interventionism.

Of course we are Ignoring the other non—military policy

• 
layers such as economic and technological aid because this

study ’s focus is on military intervention in Vietnam , and

• non—military policy instruments played a minor role.

Furthermore , because this analysis requires no differenta—

• tion , foreign policy, policy relating to military assis-

tance , and interventionist policy will all be used inter—

changably when referring to United States policy in regard

to Vietnam .2 Data in the case studies and analysis will

be omunitted or iiicluded to support this analytical con—

centlon of’ “foreign policy.”

1Morris Janowltz and Ellen P. Stern , “The Limits
o C M i ] l t a r y  Intervention:  A Propositional Inventory ,”
M i u t or y  RevIew 3 (March 1978): 12.

~A1so there is no need to draw a distinction
bctween “decision making” and “policy making,” because
both are used to describe the policy process. However ,
policy “system” and “process” are not interchangeable.
A system refers to two or more policy actors participating
in patterned or structured interaction , influenced by
shared values and motivated toward the achievement of some
goal. Process refers to the actions or functions (pat-
tern of actions which have a similar effect) which take
place within a system . See David Easton’s trilogy
The Political System (New York: Knopf, 1953), A Framework
~~~ Political Analysis (Englewood Cliffs , N. J.: Prentice—
lT Ti, l9~5), a~id A Systems Analysis of Political Life
(New York: WIley, ~~~~

L . -
~ • • • _

~~~~~•~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~
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CHARACTERISTICS

• Ne x t , we need to have a mutual understanding of

how the foreign policy was made. Most writers select

one of two basic models to explain policy making: the

rational actor or the bureaucratic.

The rat ional actor model assumes that policy

makers act in a unitary fashion and follow set policy

procedures. They determine the goals and values that

are to be achieved and maximized , generate possible

options for attaining the given goal, order the Op tions

accordIng to perceived consequences, and select the

options most likely to achieve the goal . These assump—

tions are more prevalent in international politics as

opposed to domestic politics because nations have been

viewed as collective entities in balance of power theo—

ries.’ Although the model’ s utility has been severely

challenged by political analysis , it seems to be a valu—

• able analytical tool , especially in the crisis decision—

making area. During periods of crisis management, the

President with the advice of a few top advi8ors decides

1For the classic work see Hans J. Morgenthau ,
Politics Among r~ations (New York: Alfred A. Knopt,
5th ed ., 1973), 1:3—23.

• — ~~~~~~ - -• ••— - •- •—-•--- •-- — ~~~~~~~~ - - •— —— • •—~—.~ •.~~~~--• ~~~ —.•• •-~~- -• -—• •--— --•—— .— • • -_----~~
-—_. • ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -• - -—
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~ip~)fl ~ C( ~ UF ~~e o r  a e t L o r i  arid makes policy decisions that

the bureaucracies , Congress , and public op inion can onl y

react to ari d not d i rect ly inf luence .1 For our purpose ,

the ra t ional  actor approach has great u t i l i ty in explai n—

i n g  V i e t n a m  po l icy  making.  Policy goals were articu-

lated , a l te rna t ives  weighed , and decisions made by a

smal l  group of pr incipal actors; m oreover , most of the

documen ta t ion  such as the Pentagon Papers and presidential

tnemot r ~ add credence to the convict ion that this  paradigm

can accurate ly  r e f l e c t  real i ty.

However , in respect to Vietnam there are reasons

to doubt  the total  eff icacy of the rational actor model.

• in ne i the r  of the foreign policy cases we will examine

did the time constraint inordinately compress the policy

arena . l3oth Conp, ress and the federal  bureaucracy had

amp le t i m n e  to i n f l u e n c e  the nol i cy  process.  Certainly

the policy makers in 1954 had much less time than did

1The 16th through the 28th of October 1962 during
the Cuban missile crisis can best he analyzed using this
model , al though scholars have supp lemented the analysis
f rom other approaches.

_ _  

-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - -• - - -  --- ~~~-- - -~~
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• 
their counterparts in 1965, but significantly this corn—

para~ •ively short Lime span did not result in a closure of

the policy arena. In addition , Vietnam policy making

did not conform to the sequential flow stipulated in the

rational model . In both case studies different groups

of actors had selected different options for implementa-

tion and were seeking legitimacy for their policy .

“Hawks” and “doves” within the administration would barely

agree on the broad policy objectives much less the con-

sequences of adopting alternatives. If we are to better

under:•;I;arid how policy is really made, the internec ine

milieu inherent in this type of foreign policy making

must not be overlooked for the sake of parsimony and order.

To modi fy the assumption of rationality we look

to the bureaucra tic model . Instead of a unitary actor ,

the m;orrmetirne s discordant voices of many policy actors are

• assumed , each with differing individual and bureaucratic

per: ~ucLives derived from particular interests. Policy

making becomes an attemp t to satisfactorily reconcile

all the policy preferences of the various players who

1n~vi tahly interpret the policy goal and select 
the

alternative that conforms to preconceived interests.

Bargaining and compromise are the essence of the bureau-

crat ic model because of the political nature of foreign

•• - ~~-•- • . --• ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -—‘-—, 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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poilcy. Charles E. Lindb lom coined both the terms “mudd—

lLn~ through” and “disjointed incremnentalism” as an expla—

nation of all policy making.1 “Disjointed ,” as It relates

to foreign policy means that separate alternative responses

tn objectives have many sources and may not be coordinated

or ordered by any rational method . “Incrementalism” refers

to the selection of policy alternatives that represent

only a small evolutionary change from the status quo or

previous policy . “Muddling through” takes on this meaning

for one government official:

The ~making of foreign policy is a groping ef for t
of understanding the nature of the evolving
world around us. It is a painful sorting out of
our own goals and purposes. It Is tentative ,
incremental experimentat ion with various means

• for achieving these purposes. It is unremitt ing
arg~•iment and debate among various constituenciesabout all these questions and an attempt to build
a concensus on how the United States as the United
States should decide on these questions and what
action it should take.?

• Therefore , since the foreign policy being considered

here was made for the most part without a drastic time

restraint and with sufficient latitude for extensive delib-

erations , one is tempted to discard the rational actor

1Charles E. Lindblom , Intelligence of Democracy
(New York: Free Press , 1965).

2Roger Hhlsman, To Move a Nation (New York:
Doubleday , 1967), p. 568. 

• ~~~~•- ~~~~~~~~~
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model , but there is reason to hesitate . In both case

studies periods of “unremitting argument and debate” were

punctuated by m uch shorter periods of intense crisi~

managem ent. It was during these periods that policy was

rapidly changed. To describe the policy changes as “dis-.

jointed incrementalism ” is stretching the meaning. In

• 1954, the decision to seek British partnership before a

possible intervention was a new policy constraint added

at the eleventh hour by the President, at the request of

some influent ial Congressmen . Previously British part-

nership had not been a necessary prerequisite for inter-

vention , and its inclusion vast ly complicated any inter—

• ventionist policy . Likewise , Pres ident Johnson’s decision

to bomb North V ietnam was made w ithin a relatively closed

policy arena with a prevailing crisis atmosphere . In

these cases arid others, the President acted as a unitary

• actor, presumedly following a rational course of action ,
• 

neither disjointed or muddled but directed at a specific

• . policy objective . Given the willingness to act , the

Pres ident’ s Const i tut ional  authority as Commander—in—

Chief gave him the freedom to institute an interventionist

policy virtually unrestrained by bureaucratic politics.
1

1 The War Powers Act of 1973 attempts to limit
this presidential authority to sixty days without con—
gresm3iOflal sanction . 
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Connequ ent ly , we wi l l  use both models to explain policy

• m a k i n g ,  specif ical ly  focusing our attention on bureau—

cr a l i c  a~- 1~ect~ in discussing policy al ternatives, then

s h i f t i n g  our a t ten t ion  to the President and his principal

advisors during periods of crisis management. Since these

models  are only conceptual devices for explaining foreign

policy, no policy analysis is complete without a mingling

of both.

• From the admixture of both the rational actor arid

• the bureaucratic model , we may posit the following foreign

policy making characteristics:

1. During periods of crisis , the policy making

arena Is smaller , encompassing a small number of key actors

at the very top of the executive decision making hierarchy.

2. Program policy decisions are more deliberate

and made in an expanded decisional environment to include

input from the bureaucracies , Congress and other outside

sources. Moreover, proper policies are expressions of

continuing goals. They tend to be distinguishable by

routinized development among a stable set of actors

such as interagency alliances among “hawks” and “doves”

with shared conviction in one or more issue areas.

~~~~~ — — U _ .~~_~~__ ___~~~~ -
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3 . At best , Vie tnam foreign policy as opposed to

domest ic  pol icy or even other types of forei gn policy was

• made by a relatively small elite located in the executive

br~rch. The primary political leadership and bureaucratic

oI~~~~~er-  were the President , Special Assistant on National

S(~cnrity Affairs, Secretaries of State and Defense , their

1J~~~i t~r Secre tar ies  and Assistant Secretaries plus senior

r~rofe: s1onai o f f i ce r s  of State , Defense and the Central

tn t el l i gence Agency . Other departments and agencies such

~~~~~ the  ~)ep ar tment  of the Treasury had actors who played

• an intermittent role in the process.

• 4 . Mos t policy decisions are a product of bureau-

cratic politics. The impac t of bureaucratic interest

mus t ~ e accounted for in policy making.  But while con-

f li ct  prevalent , the need for  some kind of policy

• produces a “Etrain toward agreement or consensus.”
1

Moreover, slow incremental change is the usual rate.

~~~~. The President is the central , key actor in the

foreign policy process. Although noncrisis policy allows

for the interplay of bureaucratic interests , the Presi—

dent’s role should not be devalued to that of just ano—

ther bureaucratic player. He is not just one chief among

1
~Hi1sman , p. 541.
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f f l a J i~/ ~~t [~~~ ; but iti do’ ibted ly the most imp ortant  po l i cy

ac tor .  As  the e lec ted  of f i c i a l  of all the peop le , he

has the popular  mandate and Const i tu t ioeal  authority to

be pre—emninent in the direction of foreign policy . He

• naturally appoints officials who reflect his values and

are expected to he loyal to him as well as their agencies.

It is his prerogative to fire them if he finds their

first loyalty in question . On one hand, to be effective,

bureaucratic p layers must seek presidential access and

inCluence , on the other hand , the President may comp letely

negate their role . One analyst observed , “The ability of

bureaucracies to independently establish policies is a

function of presidential values. The Chief Executive

involves himself in those areas which he determines to be

important. ”
1 The very nature of Vietnam policy kept

demanding presidential attention .

6. Congress is a peripheral policy actor. Al—

Lhou :’~h Cong ressmen who specia l ize  in foreign policy

w o b i i i~’e pub l i c  op inion and p lay an important  role in

p o l i cy  maki ng,  Congress as a whole was uninformed and

1Stephe n K . Krasner , “Are }3ureaucracies Important?”
Foreign Policy 3 ( Summer 1972) 168. This article is an
excel lent  c r i t ique , inc luding  the analy tic shortcoming of
the bureaucratic model , p. 154—79 ~

~~~~~~~~~~~
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and generally support ive of pres ident ia l  Vietnam policy

in i t i a t ives.  (Of course , this  characteristic is more open

to challenge in the post Vietnam era .)

7. The impact of the public , interest groups, and

political parties are not given any comprehensive atten—

tion in this study . They are indirectly assessed through

Congress and the other principal policy actors. The

“national will” as perceived by all policy actors especial—

ly the President , imposed certain constraints on the policy

• process and will be discussed .

Taken together, these characteristics and the preceeding

discussion of models suggest a d ynamic policy system sub-

ject to varying degrees of pluralism , compromise , iricre—

mental ism , and continual adjus tment .

FUNCTIOIh~

There fore , the final task is to exp lain the policy

iystem and its processes as the analytical framework for

this study. The purpose of such a framework is nothing

more esoteric than a means to unravel how the foreign

policy process works. Moreover , it is possible to eli—

minate or abbreviate some of the activities found in a

___________________________ U • •_ •~~ ~~~~~ - U_______ _____ ~~~~• -
~~ •~~ •~~~~~~~~~
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‘cor ~e; • 0 f O l  iOy proce:;n or a more typ ical , non— i nterven—

t ion  H. fo r e i g n  poucy  process. For example , the pattern

or a~~ .~ v it i e s  tha t  normally take p lace between the period

a r r o ñ l e~i is perceived and presented to the government is

no t  r e levan t  here because the problem was perceived and

defin ~~1 in government and remained constan t , i .e . ,  how to

stn r the  spread of Communis mn by a iding a friendly govern—

men i ;  ~n rnc loch i na , then South Vie tnam . Likewise , termi—

,u t t iou  of the problem or reso lu t ion , Onl y became a serious

~c L i v i t , during t h c  ~i xon admin i~~Lration , al though some

feeb le  r i tt c inj t: ; a t  negot ia ted  se t t l ement  were made

earlier . Policy imp lementat ion and evaluation wil l  be

discu~;sed when they provided stimulus to the policy makers

1The n~ licy process explained here is adop ted from
Charles: 0. Jones ’ s publ ic  po l i cy  model in which he lists
the following systems ( f unc t ions)  and their outputs.

System Output

r ’rObl (~rn I d e n t i fi c a t i o n  Demand for  action to resolve a
problem

Formulation Proposal to resolve a prob lem
T,efrit~ rnation Program (legitimate course of

action)
Imp lementation Action to apply
Evaluation Recommendation to adjust (e.g.,

demand for new policy or different
interpretations of existing policy)

from idem , An Introduction to the Study of Public Policy,
2d ed. (North  Sci tuate , Mass . :  Duxbury Press, 1977),
p. 11-12.

- • -



i~~~~~~J T  - _ _ _  

:-~~
-

~
--~~

- -—
~--~ 

- 
U

26

to reformulate  their program , which in turn starts a new

cycle in the policy process. In this manner new policy

evolves from old policy, and new initiatives were not deve-

loped in a vacuum but were spawned by current, ineffective

policy. For instance , once it was evident that the bomb-..

ing of North Vietnam was not fulfilling the policy objec-

tives, the search for a new strategy began in earnest.

Tn s h i f t i n g  the a t t en t ion  from the usual focal point, the

policy input and output functions, our focus centers on

how ~0li•cy is made in government . The actions or patterned

activities in government can be further subdivided into

the sequent ia l  funct ions  of form ulat ion , legitimation , and

apDronriation . Agai n because of the nature of inter-

vent ionis t  policy , mos t of the analy sis will be devoted

to formula t ion  and legi t imat ion. .

Before o f f e r i ng  a more detai led exp lanation of’

I o r n t L t i a t ion and leg i t i m a t i o n , one impor tant  caveat must

be made . L ike  the previously d isc ussed models , these

func t i ona l  a c t i vi t i e s  are used as discrete analytical

categories. I n rea l i ty , the pn l iCy  process is more

chaotic wi th  all the func t iona l  activit ies occur ing at

other stages of the patterned activities. For example ,

members of an agency charged with implementing a given

policy are informally evaluating the policy as it is

—- s. . ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~__ . ._ -~~~~~—
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be i ng implemented , arid the results of thi:; informal eval—

u a t i oz i  has a great i ri f lucuce  on how successful  a policy

wi l l  he before it is formally appraised. As the troop

commander , General Westmoreland’s lack of faith in the

enclave strategy in the summer of’ 1965 almost guaranteed

this military policy a negative evaluation before it was

initiated. Likewise , when a policy is being formulated ,

policy makers must consider its outcome to the point of

termination. Of course , this result or predicted outcome

does not alway s oonform to reality . Whether characterized •

as optimistic or pessimistic , all the Vietnam policy was

formulated on the premise that direct military aid would

eventually be reduced , and finally replaced by more deve-

lopment assistance . In other words , with the possible

exception of the redefining of th e problem , the Vietnam

policy process was experiencing more than one functional

ac t iv i ty  siniu l tar ieously . This or any other ~naly t ical

study of policy making imposes an orderliness on the

policy system that is in real i ty characterized by dis-

cordant juxtapositioning of systemic elements and by a

large amount of uncertainty about the policy process.

What President Kennedy observed about making major policy

decisions has been often echoed: “ The essence of’ ultimate

decision remains impenetrable to the observer —— often ,

—
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indeed , to the decider himself  . .. There will always be

the dark and tangled stretches in the decision—making

process —— mysterious even to those who may be most inti—

mate ly involved.”1 Having expressed these analytical

limitations , the remaining discussion is devoted to the

three primary functional activities used in this study :

formulation , legitimation , and appropriation .

POLICY FORMULATION

Firs t , hav ing be en derived from “formula ,” formu—

lation simply mean s to mak e a p lan , a prescrip tion , or

formal program for  a l leviat ing an adverse condition , in

this case the “Vi etnam problem .” I ts most identifiable

characteristic is that  means are submitted by individual

or group s of policy actors to resolve the problem as they

perceive it. Although there is no set method by which

policy formulation proceeds , how well it is done has a

tremendous impact  on any outcome . Therefore , in the

study ’s analysis we will be looking for the answers to

cri tical questions concerning policy formulation . And

since Vietnam policy formulation was the exclusive

1John F. Kennedy quoted in Allison , p. 1.
(emphasis his)

A ~ _______ — ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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prerogative of the execu tive  branch of government , the

answers to these quest ions  for both adminis t ra t ions  will

be compared and discussed. Significant contrasts or vari-

ances in policy formulation will be fu r the r  analysed to

determine  some charac ter i s t ics  i h a t  help to explain the

d i f fe ren t  pol icy outputs  which u l t ima te ly determined the

degree of in tervent ion . The quest ions which wi l l  facili-

tate this de terminat ion  are as Fol lows :

1. 110w many sets of actors  were producing corn—

pet ing  ~ropc)sais?

2.  l Io w was sufficient suppor t  for the accepted

proposal generated?

3. DI d th e h l l o s e rs have appeal points  and

access to the President?

4. After a proposal had sufficient support for

accep tance , spec i f i ca l l y  pres iden tial endor se: ient , was

i t  immedia te l y p rooesse~i for  implementa t ion  or was there

a “cooling ” pe r iod?

~ . What t ype of formulation prevai led?

Routine. Treating the problem as a regular

agenda item withi n the established bureaucratic operating

procedures for that particular issue area.

Analogous. Recognizing the problem as “new ,”

but de”eloping proposals based on experiences with similar

past problems. 

—- .~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~—~~~~~~~~~~—-.-~~~-. ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Creative. Treating r~~e problem with proposals

which are unprecedented or at least a break with past

practice .

6. How did  the pres ident ia l  po l icy—making  style

affect the formulation?

Rather than explain these 9 s ignpost”  quest ions  now , it will

he more convenicnt to delay the exp lanat ion un t i l  the

actua l causes are considered in the chap ter on analysis.

Moreover , it is fairly obvious tha t  a comparative evalua-

tion of the answers -to the above ques t ions  should lead to

some tentative conclusions about the two policy processes.

It is equally obvious that other  per t inen t  quest ions could

be asked , but they are beyond the  scop e of this study.

Nevertheless , the answers to the stated questions should

help to es tabl ish  a ~ompur at i \ ’~ p ro f i l e  ef the Vietnam

policy process for  both administra m~ions , then yield some

comparative ins ights .

N e x t , the proces:~ of f or~.u lat i on  is d i rec ted  toward

the func t iona l  a c t i v i t ie s  of J~~g itin;ation ano appropria-

t ion .1 “Conform ing  to r ecogn i zed  p r inc ip les or accep ted

standards ... “ i s the most  app r oo s ia t e  d~~f i .ru t iori  of

1Her e “legitimation ” is being d i s t i ngu i s h e d  from
“l egi t imacy” which is usuall y tiioo~ ht of as a broader
term involving overall support for a given political system .

U ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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l eg i t imat ion  as it is used here . In general , it is a

process of approval based on tradition , rules and societal

norms, and in the processing of American foreign policy,

ii; is also based on the Constitution , laws and accepted

p r r tc tice .  Appropr i a t i ons  are considered here to be a

secondary type of Congressional legitimation for the

Vietnam policy . If Congress gave the i r  approval to a

spe c i f ic  po l i cy ,  they could also be expected to fund i t .

Congress did not  start using the power of the purse to

j thwart execut ive  initiatives until much I a ter  in the V i e t —

m a n policy era . The refore , appropr i a t ions w i l l  be in-

d i rect ly t reat ed  as oppor tunit ~ cos ts.  Ro th Pres idents

Ei senhower and Johnson had to ouee i de r  the “ cos t”  to

thei r a d mi n i s t r a t i o n s  of an t n t e r v en t i o n i s t  po l icy .

This cost was expr e s sed  in ter ~~~s of other no l i cy  programs

which would have to be defer°c  :1 or at lees L , inadeq uately

fu nded .  Thus , the economic di lcr i ~: - ~ of guns or hu l ;t e r  had

an impact  on what p o l i c y  wnuld be approved.  In o t h e r

words , another c r i t i c a l  question in the analysis is: how

did the possible cost of an i n t e r v e n t i o n i st  po l i cy  a f f ec t

the po l i cy—m ak ing  ~ r c coss?  A compa rison of ho~v this

quest ion  was answered by both aj r u i n i s t r a t i O n s should

provide some addi t ional  insi~ iit ,; io to why the a dm in i —

strations ’ policy outputs diff€~red .

U _
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~ inc~ the Ai~~~r i c~m p o l i ti c a l  ::~ s t e 1~ separates

policy approval from funding the same formal division is

made in the study to m in im i se  c o n f usi o n . In reality ,

fiscal considerations may L u k e  i lace throughout the policy

process . W i t h  the pos s ib l e  excep t io n  of crisis management

periods , cost estimates and theli- impact on tme accep ta-

bility of various proposals takes slace in the formulation

process . It should be no surprise to see actors with

vested interests in domestic programs speaking out against

the e x p e n s e  of’ an interventionist policy . 1~ioreover ,

because of the particular natr~ r~. of foreign po li cy  and the

powers of the Presidency , legitimation of an intervention-

ist policy or an act of war col he accomplished solely by

the chief execut~~ie . For exam ple , the post Vie tnam enact—

merit of’ the War rc;- .:ers Act , did not det~ r P i c - s i d e n t  Ford

from acting on his own in ~~u t l - -’r ~ dur-ung the -Y~yayuez

incident . In seeking popular and Congres~ icrtml approval

after the fac t , he was only  e ser c i s in g  a p r e s i-~ent i al

prerogative which has been established by hi storical pre—

cedent. In 1900 President f~cKinley sent the Army to China

to participate in its first allied military in te rven t ion .

Presidents Theodore Roosevelt , Wilson , ~nd ~ oo1id ge used

th e N arir ies  throug hou t t h e  Caribb ean  very l ibera l ly wi th—

out congress iona l  san cti  on.  Bo th P res iden t s  Wilson and 

U- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Franklin Roosevelt committed acts of belligerancy before

war was declared , and Truman fought the Korean War without

• a form al declaration. Thus, history confirms the fact that

the legitimation of an interventionist policy starts with

the President .

However , only the Senate has the Constitutional

power- to declare war and Congressional approval is needed

- - for additional funds to finance any protracted military

conflict. Consequently, there are some legal reasons for

Presidents wanting Congress to “sign on” or approve inter—

vent ioni st  pol icy  formulation. And as a hedge against

unfavorable outcomes , post Korean War Presidents Elsen—

hower and Johnson sought Congressional legitimation before

embarking upon a policy course which could lead to a pro-

tracted limited war. President Truman ’s failure to elicit

Congressional support for the Korean War provided the

example of the political misfortunes which can befall an

incumbent who ignores this nicety . Consequently, both

Presidents Eisenhower and Johnson were determined to

have Congressional support before implementing any major

policy formulation . But the manner in which the Congress—

lonal legitimation was obtained is a more important con—

sideration for this study. Thus, our last signpost or

cri t i.cal question is: how did Congressional legitimation

~~~IFIIlIlL1lIIIIlSllIIL .- - —- —U’-—-- ss _ 
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irif1 o~-nee the rolicy process? The answer to this question

ro 1’1.’eI~ ; h~h O p r~~vai~l~~ng attitudes of the two administra—

• tions on the role Congress would play in Vietnam policy .

A comparison of these attitudes and the other analysis

of the questions posed and discussed above provide the

study ’s focal point for the policy—process approach or

“how it happened.”

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
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CHAPTER II

THE 1954 INDOCHINESE CRISIS

THE POLICY LEGACY

... it is clear that the main element of any United
States policy toward the Soviet Union must be that
of long—term , patient but firm and vigilant con-
tainment of Russian expansive tendencies ... the
Soviet pressure against the free institutions of
the Western World is something that can be con-
tained by the adroit and vigilant app lication of

• counter—force at a series of constantly shifting
• geographical and political points corresponding

to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy.1

• 

- During the ,econd Wor ld War , the United States

did not adop t a clearly specified stance toward Indochina .

The admixture of moralism and power politics resulted in

an ambivalent policy which neither satisfied the anti-

colonialists nor the French who were determined to re-

es tablish their dominance in the area after the war.

As in other political matters , all issues were determined

in favor ot’ any expedient toward ending the war . Al-

though President Roosevelt had publicly endorsed a tru s-

teeship for post-war Indochina as forma1ize~ in the

A tlantic Charter which supported national self—determi-

nation , he acted in the best interests of his colonial

1George F. Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Con-
duct ,” Foreign Affairs 4 (July 1947): 577.
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o L I  i hy ;‘. I ’  ‘w i t~~ g LI m c i i i  L~) mai rite in ml ii tary primacy ~ n

~ouiheast Ania. American aid was given to Ho Chi Minh ,

other Nat ionalist factions , and their enemy , the French

in an even handed manner. As in China, the United States

policy was singularly focused on defeating Japan, “The

enemy of -my enemy is my friend,” Irregardless of who

else he considered the “enemy .” And without a dominant

mili tary presence in As ia, the United States had littl~.

effect upon the postwar settlement. In September 1945,

the flritish assisted the French in “re—colonizing”

Tric)ochina, and the Truman administration recognized

French sovereignty over Indochina.

Initially when the Franco—Viet Mm li War started

in earnest in late 1946, the UniteJ States maintained

a neutral position ; however, this stance rapidly moved

to favor French intervention after China “fell” to Mao

Tse—tung and the containment policy was shifted by the

Korean War from the European se tting to As ia. W ith a

perception of monolithic Communism , Amer ican policy

r iakers became insensitive to any legitimate nationalistic

tendencies in the anti—French course of action. Presi-

dent Truman approved the “Bao Dai solution” and the

United States recognized the Associate State of Indo-

China, although it was an independent state in name only.

- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ • -
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Secretary of State Dean Acheson consummated American

involvement in Southeast Asia by announcing on 8 May 1960

plans for French aid:

The United States Government convinced that neither
national independence nor democratic evolution
exist in any area dominated by Soviet imperialism ,
considers the situation to be such as to warrant
its according economic aid and military equipment
to the Associated State of Indochina and to France
in order to assist them in restoring stability
and permitting these states to pursue their peace-
ful and democratic development.’

Unfortunately for the new Eisenhower administration,

the aid brought neither stability nor democratic develop—

m’~nt to this area of the world. By the time the admini-

strations changed in January 1953, the -situation had

become dangerously polorized with the People ’s Republic

of China and Soviet Union aligned with the Democratic

r~epub1ic of Vietnam opposed by the French with support

from the United States. Both sides had foresaken diplo-

matic solutions for military force and neither side knew

whether its adversary would risk a third world war for a

victor ious outcome. The potential crisis would come

when either side faced defeat or the alternative of

1The Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition , 3 vols.
(Boston : Beacon Press, 1~971), 1:7, hereafter referred
to as Papers.
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c~ caI.atJn~ the conflict . Theref ore , the new admninietra—

tion ’~ policy legacy was fraught with the danger of a

new military intervention in Asia if the containment

principle was to be upheld.

FIRST DECISION: Support - the French

NATO had already been developed and was proving
a barrier to further Soviet expansion in Europe.
nut there had been no similar development , in the
Far east. • . .  unless something comparable to
NATO were formed in Asia arid a line were drawn
beyond which the international Communists knew
they could advance only at their own peril , ~ie
would face a serious situation in that area.~

In 1953 there was little doubt that the French

effort in Indochina would receive continual support by

the new administration. Having long accused the Demo-

crats of being responsible for the “loss” of China to

Communism , the Republicans were determined to fabricate

an As ian containment policy in which Southeast As ia

played a dominant role. The early writings and speeches

of the new Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles , stressed

the importance of this key area in the confrontation with

statement that John Foster Dulles recalls
making in the Senate where he briefly served. Quoted
in Marvin Kalb and Elie Abel, Roots of Involvement (New
York : W.  W. Norton , 1971), p. 72.

_ _  _ _  _ _ _
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Communist expansionism , Moreover, because of the impor-

tance of the Indochina peninsula as the Rice Bowl of Asia,

it was imperative that the line of containment be drawn

north of this vital strategic region. A special study

report headed by Representative Walter Judd, the foremost

Republican spokesman on Asia concluded:

The area of Indochina is immensely wealthy in rice ,
rubber, coal , and iron ore. Its position makes
it a strategic key to the rest of Southeast Asia.
If Indochina should fall , Thailand and Burma would
be in extreme danger, the Communist power drive
Communism would then be in an exceptional position
to complete its perversion of the political and
social revolution that is spreading through Asia
The Communists must be prevented from achieving
their objectives in Indochina.1

Support for the French was the logical course of action

to keep Indochina out of the Communist camp. Thus, it

was no surprise when, in his first State of’ the Union

Message on 3 February 1953, President Eisenhower promised

a “new positive foreign policy” and went on to describe

the ].inkage of’ Communist aggression in Korea to the in—

Htaliility In Malaya and Indochina. The French—Viet Minh

War was perceived as part of’ the ongoing world struggle.

Dril les  had earlier articulated the stakes for United

States foreign policy:

‘Pa pers , Vol . I , p. 85. 
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there Is a civil war in which we have, for better
or worse , involved our prestige. Since that is so,
we must help the government we back. Its defeat,
coming after the reverses suffered by the National
Government of China, would have further serious
repercussions on the whole situation in Asia and the
Pacific. It would m a ke even more people in the East
feel that friendship with the United States is a
liabil i ty rather than an asset.1

Therefore , the nucleus of the so—called domino theory was

clearly present in the words and thinking of’ the Elsen—

hower administration, and the Indochinese policy problem,

or stopping the spread of Communism, would continue to

be viewed within the context of this theory. Consequently ,

Eisenhower’s f irst decision to resolve the “Vietnam prob—

• 1cm ” was to continue support for the French to prevent

the loss of Indochina and the expansion of’ Communist

territorial control.

Two events quickly translated this resolve into

t~ tive policy of military assistanoe. --First the

ar~r . Is~ ice in Korea was perceived as a green light for

Chinese backed military adventures along “a single Commu—

fist aggressive front” extending “from Korea on the north

to In dochina in the south” as described by the Secretary

~Quoted in Melvin Gurtov , The First V ietnam Crisis
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1967), p. 25.
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of ~:-1~~~i - . ~~~~ ‘ :‘1~;o predicted “grave consequences which

might not be confined to Indochina.”
1 Implicit in this

statement was a nuclear threat to deter China from direct-

ly Intervening in the Indochinese struggle. This signal

was supported by the administration ’s “New Look” strategy that

had massive retaliation as its cornerstone.2 Secondly,

the Viet Minh invasion of Laos in the spring of’ 1953 and

the lack of French domestic support for the war stimulated

a new urgency and higher tempo of military assistance to

time French Union forces. Congress appropriated 400 million

do])ars, some 60 rriillion less than was planned for in 1954,

but then added an additional 385 million dollars in sup-

port of the Navarre Plan, a French plan for victory with-

out the need for American forces. President Eisenhower

ol- served that these funds were not for a selfless purpose;

~o, when the United States votes $400 million to
help that war, we are not voting for a giveway
r.rogramn. We are voting for the cheapest way
that we can to prevent the occurance of something
that would be of the most terrible significance
for the United States of America —— our security ,

• our power and ability to get certain things we

1Papers, Vol. 1, p. 85—86.
2Under the New Look strategic concept , nuclear

forces were to deter a broad spectrum of potential Commu-
nist actions from nuclear attack to limited war. Sec.
Jerom e H. Kanah, Security in the Nuclear ~~! 

(Washington ,
D.C.: Brookings Institute, 1975), pp. 9—73.

- - ——- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ --~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -— 
- -



___  ~~~~~‘TTTT~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

m i ~~~~~) from the riches of the Indonesian territory ,
and from - southeast Asia .1

For immediate purposes, in May 1953, supplies were rushed

to Laos and Thailand and six C—119’s aircraft with civi—

1:ian crews were provided for airlift into Laos. Also in

August  wi th  Uni ted  States concurrence , France transferred

its battalions from Korea to Indochina. Unmistakably the

Eisenhower administration was prepared to imnplement its

policy decision to support the French. By 1954, Americans

had invested over one billion dollars in the conflict, an

amount which represented 78 percent of’ the total war

oost~; .2 If the French had been correct on their assess—

i~ent of v ic tory ,  the economic burden on the United States

was not onerous. But this was not to be the case.

SECOND DECISION: Oppose Negotiations

This program of financing a military victory in

Indochina was coordinated with the diplomatic strategy of’ - -

not negotiating from a position of weakness. However ,

1Presldent Eisenhower’s Remarks at Governors’
Conference, August 4, 1953, Public Papers of the president,
1953 , p. 540 .

2United States—Vietnam Relations, 1945—1967, Part
II , U.S. Department of Defense, Washington, D.C., printed
for use of the House Committee on Armed Services , 1968,
pp. A— 17 and A— 36 .
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~~ i~ot  t;he negotiating stance of the French . Al—

though ~ortme earlier peace feelers had failed , the attempts

had indirectly resulted in further mobilization of French

public sentiment to end the war. Combined with the exam—

pie of the armistice agreements being negotiated at Pan—

• mumjoun in July 1953 and the widespread disenchantment

with the distant war, the reasons for a more flexible

position on negotiations was fairly obvious. The French

interest In a negotiated peace which, in the words of’

T’r imn c M i n i s t e r  Laniel , would be satisfied by an “h onor—

able solution” to the war was reflected in the French

policy. Thus, strategy was to “keep fighting —— seek

talking~’ as a hedge against the failure of the Navarre

Plan • 
1

Therefore , the policy of the United States to

oppose negotiations pendincr substantial military gains

was complicated by the more accommodating poSitiOn of

Lhn French. Dulles did not see analgous situations in

Korea and Indochina . In Korea the United Nations ’ forces

had fought to a stalemate, and It had taken the threat

of nuclear weapons to convince the adversary to corn—

promise . In Indochina the Communists held the initiative

1
~ThIs plan increased the size of’ the French forces

to 250,000 and the Vietnamese Army to 300,000 men in an
attemp t to defeat the Viet Minh in open bat t le  by 1955 . 

- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - -~~~~~
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and “negotiations with no other alternative usually end

in capitulation” was Dulles ’ conviction.1 He viewed the

Navarre Plan not only as a means of military victory, but

also necessary to improve the French negotiating positions.

The timing and preconditions were the major differences

in the negotiating strategies of the two countries. The

Un ited States thought it was inadvisable to have the

Indochina war on the agenda of’ a post—armistice inter-

national conference on Korea. At this time Dulles opposed

negotiating on Indochina while China was providing sub-

stantial military assistance to the Viet Minh. Because

France was a principal in the Indochina war and the

United States was not, the administration’s decision to

oppose negotiation s until some unspecified future date

had to be reflected in French policy. Consequently, the

Laniel government had considerable leverage on Washing-

ton. They had only to hint about negotiating a settle—

merit to strike a responsive cord in the Eisenhower ad—

irilnistratlon. For example , in response to a request

for assistance on 6 February 1954, only a month before

the siege of Dien Bien Phu, the administration announced

that an additional forty B—26 bombers and 200 American

~Papers, Vol. I, p. 96.
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i - h  j e i :t y ,~~~ to m!laimttain them would be sent to Indochina.

~l’i’;~’v ’ r , even this sop could not prevent the French

governmen t from demanding Indochina be placed on the

agenda at the upcoming Geneva Conference. Thus, the diplo-

matic (31n,ensjon of the administration ’s policy had been

blocked by the French desire to seek negotiation under

less than favorable conditions. This policy setback was

understandable; in the final analysis, it was France ’s war

and Washington could not control the domestic political

pre~ sure which forced the Laniel government to the con-

ference table. Nevertheless , no domino would fall if the

French military remained resolute in victory with American

material and financial assistance.

THIRD DECISION: Seek United Action

... at a Sunday night meeting (on 4 April 1954)
in the upstairs study at the White. House Eisen-
hower had agreed with Dulles and Radford on a
plan to send American forc~s to Indo—China undercertain strict  conditions .

- 

- 

On 13 March 19-54, General Giap directed the Viet—

namese Peoples Army in the first assault upon the French

fortress at Dien Bien Phu. Because of the decision to

put Indochina on the agenda of the Geneva Conference made

1Sherrnan Adams , Firsthand Report (New York:
Harnor & Brothers , 1961), 122.

- ~----- - - ~~~~ 
- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



~ -- --~~~~~~ - ~~~~~~~~ -
~~~~~~~~~~~

-U-
~~-

46

at ~}ie nuadripartite Foreign Minister ’s Berlin meet ing

In 1- coruary , this battle had most profound political

rather than military importance. Both sides knew this

test of will in Northern Vietnam would have a significant

• iriipac t upon the Indochina portion of the Geneva Conference

to begin on 8 May 1954. Ho Chi Ilinh later asserted: “The

r)ierl ‘ilen Phu victory which was won on the eve of the open—

ing of the Geneva Conference exerted a great influence on

the proceedings of the Conference.”
1 Within days of’ the

initial attack , the Viet Minh had destroyed a large per-

centage of the relatively unprotected French artillery,

damaged the only airstrip, destroyed or damaged many air-

craft, and virtually cut French supply lines. “Had they

so wished ,” one scholar speculates, “Communist forces

could have probably overrun the entire fortress by early

April , but on the advice of the Chinese , the final as-

sault was delayed until 6 May and the fortress was

oc-cupied the next day .”
2 This delay gave the Viet Minh

a major victory at a most opportune time and forced the

French to make concessions. Within this same time frame,

‘Ho Chi Minh , Selected Works, Vol . 4 . (Hanoi :
Forei gn Languages Publishing House , 1971), p . 119.

2Robert F. Turner, Vietnamese Communism Its
Origins and Development (Stanford , California: Hoover
institutT6~ Press, 1975), p. 85.
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the United States was searching for a new policy to favor—

ably resolve the first Vietnam crisis.

However , at first it was hoped that more of the

same type of’ military assistance would pull the French

through. General Paul Ely, the chairman of’ the French

Joint Chiefs of Staff, arrived on 20 March to advise the

executive agencies on the French military situation, to

seek a reassurance of American resolve to take action if

the Chinese Air Force should attack, and to request more

material ass istance . The administration, realizing the

French military position to be precarious, responded by

providing additional assistance. At a meeting with the

French general , the President directed Admiral Radford,

the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to apeed ~p

the present aid programs. Also twenty—five additional

B—26 bom bers were promised. Neither the President nor

Dulles gave any definite answer regarding the American

respotise to Chinese air Intervention , but Admiral Radford

left the impression with Generaly Ely that the Joint

Chie~~ of Staff would push for act ions against the Chinese

shoul’~ the contingency arise . Also at the end of his

visit , the French general was surprised by Radford’s

discussion of a p lan (Operation Vulture ) for United

State~ intervention at Dien Bien Phu. 
In Indochina French

and American officers, in a desperate search for possible

- -— _-- - ._ - —~~~~-~~ —- ~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ — ~~~~
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ways to relieve the beseiged garrison , had developed a

~.1ii:i for .~~t i  <tir •;trike at night with sixty B29 heavy

bon,ber~-; based in the Philippines and 160 other jet air-

craft from carriers in the South China Sea . The plan had

advanced to the point that the mission commander had al-

read y reconnoitered the target. 1 Genera ly Ely took the

plan back to France where it became the preferred course

of action for American intervention. Unfortunatel y, this

led to a misunderstanding because the Radford plan had

not been sanctioned by the President. Radford later stated

tha t. he had onl y Intended to propose a possible Op tion

and r ,ot the mont likely future action by the Unit ed

State s.~ Nevertheless , this episode was indicative of

a growing realization within Washington that a new policy

thrust was essential , if’ the Unit ed States was to stop

the Communist military and dip lomatic advances. It was

becoming increasingly evident that the French , as a sur-

rogate , were unable and unwilling to accomp lish the Amen —

can policy objectives in Indochina.

The debate within the Executive Branch as to what

thi s new policy should be had been in progress for over

~Gurtov , pp. 79—80.
2Transcript of an interview with Admiral Arthur

Radtord , The Dullee Oral History Project, Firestone
Library , Princeton University , P r inceton , N . J .
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a year. Now it was time for concrete action . Initially

Radfor,-l’s view of unilateral airstrikes had been favored

because it conformed to the “New Look” strategy’s empha-

sis on air power and obviated the need for American ground

forces in Asia . However , the Chief of Staff of the Army,

General Matthew B. Ridgway , questioned both the wisdom

of intervention in Southeast Asia and challenged the as—

suinption that ground troops would not be needed. Based

on the Korean experience , he argued that by airpower it-

self would be Ineffect ive against the entrenched enemy at

l i l e n 1~ier i  Phu , and a successful intervention could only

he accomplished by land forces with the attendant loss

of life and treasury .1 The President had also appointed

a special committee headed by Under Secretary of State,

W . Ileclell Smaith, to further explore policy alternatives

and their findings substantiated Ridgeway ’s convictions.

Thus , all these interagency deliberations actively

narrowed the parameters to the following: unilateral

intervention would have to include ground troops; the

iine of American ground forces was undesirable for logis-

tical and political reasons; and the most desirable inter—

v en t i o n  would be collective “free world” commitment

1Papers, Vol. I, p. 92, also see summary of
Ridgeway Report , p. 471. 
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by allied forces.’

It became clear that the administration had

adop ted a “united action” policy when it was first

publicly aired at the end of’ March. Speaking before the

Overseas Press Club on 29 March, Secretary of’ State Dulles

emphasized the massive Chinese aid to the Viet Minh and

publicly revealed the administration’s desire to take

“united action” against the Communists in Southeast Asia.

On the negative side his speech revealed French weaknesses

in containing Communism and asserted that the “fall” of’

Indochina “would carry a grave threat to the Philippines,

Australia, an d New Zealand ... The entire western Paci-

fic area, including the so—called ‘off—shore island chain , ’

woul d be strategically endangered. ” 2 On the positive side ,

the speech indicated a new resolve to keep this first

domino from falling by supporting the French with mill—

tary force if necessary. Eisenhower had read and approved

D’illes ’s speech before it was given; two days later in a

news conference , he publicly reinforced the adminlstra—

tion ’:~ will ingness to take action.

By the first week in April some type of military

1Papers, Vol. I, p. 94.

York Times , 30 March 1954 , p. 4.
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action was imperative if the fort was to be saved. The

French had already lost their outer perimeter defenses

and were being severely punished with Chinese—supplied

artillery and Viet Minh ground assaults. No one could

doubt the envitability of defeat,- if an early inter—

vention by an external military force did not occur. In

anticipation of a French request for some variation of’

Operation Vulture, which the French incorrectly assumed

alre ady had presidential endorsement , the Executive Branch

d ec ided to consult with Congressional leaders. There

seems l i t t le  reason to doubt Eisenhower ’s often expressed

conviction that Congressional approval was a necessary pre-

condition before he would order the use of military force

in international affairs. Particularly In Indochina which

smacked of’ another Korean—type involvement , the President

wante d to have Congressional supp ort before implementing

any new , irrevocable policy initiatives. In add ition ,

Congress had not been kept fully informed on the deve—

lop ing crisis and was becoming restive.

Congressional anx iety had begun building early

in the year over a possible war in Asia when the two

hundred technicians had been sent and only post facto

approval sought. At that time the President and his

advisors had assured Congress that they would be con-

sulted before any new policy was publicly announced.

__________ - -- ——-~~~.~~~~— - ~~~- - --  - - -  — - ~~~ ~~—
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I~ov~ever , Pulles ’ s 29 March Press Club speech seemed to

violate thi:~ pledge. As expected , without a clear state—

tueri l or iritenUons , speculation was rife , and the issue

was hotly debated. But both “hawks” and “doves” were in

agreement over the need for more information. Senator

Hubert Humphrey ’s comment was representative: “ ... it
has disturbed me that there seems to be a reluctance on the

part of the executive branch of the Goverflment, In the pre-

sent cr itical situation, to fully Inform the responsibl~
co,rjriiRtefis of the Congress.”

1 Obviously the administra-.

ti.on ’n new poitcy direction confused more than it informed.

A~ one leading columnist commented , “Even •.. Mr. Dulles ’

supporters in the State Department ... don ’t know whether

he is bl u f f ing the Reds or gett ing the United States ready

for military action in Indo-China, and after all the easual

talk about ‘massive retaliation ,’ they don’t particularly

like either course.”2 Clearly, the administration was under

considerable political pressure to inform key members of

Congress and give them access to the policy making. Although

ii: si~ould be noted that he was not to attend, the Pres ident

1Congresslonal Record, C. Pt . 3, p. 4210.
2James Reston , “Art of Sudden Diplomacy ,” New

York ‘limes Magazine, 11 April 1954 , p. 10 .

- - - ____ ________________________________________
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callc’d a joint ~xeeutive—Congressional meeting on the

Vietnam problem.

On 3 April in response to the President’s request,

eight congressional leaders of both parties met with

Secretary Dulles , Admiral Radford , and Deputy Secretary

of Defense Roger Keyes to sat isfy the expressed desire

to be fully informed and more importantly from the ad—

ministrat ion’s point of view, to seek approval for miii—
1tary intervention . Although there is no available offi-

cial documentation on the actual exchanges which took

place during the meeting, the results are consistently

agreed upon by various sources.2 After a preliminary

briefing by Dulles and Radford on the necess ity for imme-

diate  action and the administration ’s prescription for

action—Operation Vulture, the Congressmen voic~~ a number

of pointed questions. If the first airstrike failed,

what then , more airstrikes? If they fail, will we then

comir it ground troops? Admiral Radford’s responses to

_ _ _ _  A
1The members were: Senate Majority Leader William

Fnowland , Senate Minority Leader Lyndon Johnson , Senators
Eugene Milliken , Richare Russell , and Earle Clements ,
House Speaker Joseph Martin, Congressmen John W. McCor—
‘-tack , and J. Percy Pries t ( three Republicans and five
Democrats). Chalmers M. Roberts, “The Day We Didn ’t Go
To W ;r,” The Reporter, Vol. II, 14 September 1954, p. 31 ,
collaborated In other sources.

2Kalb and Abel , pp. 78—79, Gurtov , pp. 94—96 , and
Michael & . Gukin , John Foster Dulles (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1972), p. 207.
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these types or questions were based on the assumptions of

rapi c~ success. When he was forced to admit that the other

Joi nt  Chiefs  of Staff  di~1 riot share his optimism on the

efFectiveness of airpower at Dien Bien Phu, the credibility

of his presentation was partially logt. Likewise , Dulles

had to give a negat ive answer to the question whether there

had been an attempt made to secure collective allied action

or at least notify Great Britain ci’ the proposed action.

Consequently , although a bipart isan spirit of cooperation

prevailed at the meeting, rather than approval for any type

of unilateral intervention, Dulles left with three condi-

ti ons for congressional support: (1) “United Action” with

interested countries In Southeast Asia, the Philippines

and the British Commonwealth , (2) the French must accele—

raLe (le—colonialization so military assistance would not

bear the stigma of supporting French imperialism , and (3)

the French mil i tary must not pull out and the French govern—

ment must continue to support the military effort.

Obviously, these conditions by the men on the Hill

thwarted any hope for immediate action; however, they did

offer the basis for a policy action which guaranteed

favorable support in Congress and the sharing of political

risk for a military commitment. President Eisenhower

expressed the results of’ the meeting in decidedly positive

terms:

~~~~‘- _______
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I rL-~~I’ ~~~; i~~ i-hi r~~ in  the precond t io n s  or in
e ,n ,ry re~~~~~1I ) al  v i ewpoin t  wi th  c’!hich I could

- ~i~~roc; ny judtjnment entirely coincided with
I ‘ e  r . The ~eet ing  did , however , give Secretary

1~- . -~~l : - - ~u f f i c i e n L  ass’.irance of congressional
- Y  ~;-‘)r i F these conditions were met to feel
r-erfer.tly able to talk to other nations and tell
th~~ t that if they would go along with our pro-
posal we would be ready to participate in a
reczional grouping. Thus we could get to work.

In this manner Eisenhower had made his third major deci—

sion on Vietnam policy: to pursue a policy of united

actions as an al ternative to either the more passive

alternative of accepting a negotiated settlement or the

tr or e i i p c I ;u o u ~; policy of unilateral  intervention.

FOURTH DECISION: Accep t Negotiations

The French Command is sure of inflicting a serious
defeat on the Viet Minh at tien Bien Phu. We
expect a long hard fight . We shall win.

General Rene ’ Cogny , Han oi
quoted by A P, 2 January 1954

¶i-he gallan t- defenders of’ Dien Bien Phu have done
‘Jeir part ... the attackers already lost more
I har they could win ... learning again that the
~~ ll  of the free is not broken •.. The violent
i~~Lt Lies now being waged in Vietnam ... are not
creating any sp i r i t  of’ - defeati sm . On the contrary ,
I hey are rousing the free nations. I leave for
‘ eneva confident.

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
Augusta, Ga., 10 April 1954

1Eisenhower, Mandate, p. 347.
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• The central redoubt is about to be fu l l.y overrun.
F~irther resistance is becoming hopeless.

General de Castries to G1-IQ
1645 hours, 7 May 1954

— Well understood . We will destroy the guns and
radio equipment. The radiotelephone link will
be destroyed at 1730 hours. We will fight to the
end . Au revoir, mon general. Au revoir, mes
camarades. Vive la France!

General de Castries t~ GHQ
1700 hours 7 May 1954

The Executive acceptance of the Congressional

restraints on United Statre military intervention doomed

this policy to an early failure. To complicate the mat-

ter, Dulies found the British too intractable in their

desire for a negotiated settlement , while the French

wanted American airstrikes sans the interference of

coali tion . The French government only agreed to united

actioi in the eleventh hour, too late to save the French

fort. In mid—April as tho situation at the French gar—

rison became desperate, the administration seemed to be

testing public and Congressional sentiment on unilateral

intervention or at least some policy action. on 16

April Vice-President Nixon started some saber rattling

in a speech “not for attribut lon” by declaring, “ ...-if

1All quotes from Clyde E . Pettit , The Experts
(Secaucus, N . J.: Lyle Stuart, Inc., 1975T pp . S-i , 61,
63 , ~tnd 64 respectively.

- -  
_ _ _ _ _  _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _  

- -
—~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ —



~ 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

57

to ~ vo i  d iurther Communist expansion in Asia and Indo—

we imj:;1; take t h e  risk now by putting our boys in,

1 t h i n k  the Executive has to take the pol i t ica lly unpopu—

i-ar decision and do it . ”
1 The publ ic  reaction left little

doubt that such a decision would be extremely unpopular

and the House considered putting a rider on an appropria—

tions bill limiting the President’s authority to send

troops anywhere In the worl~1 without congressional consent.
2

In retrospect , it is evident that the 3 April

~ool-i ri~ w it h  l eaders of Congress not only defined the

~recoridi ti oris for a congression~ i ly supported interven—

l i on , hut also macic it patently clear to the President

that the use of i~i1itary force under any other conditions

would be strongly opposed. This decision point was cru—

ci~ l in the final policy output on Southeast Asia and the

administrations ’s decision not to intervene at Dien Bien

Phu. For once , it became evident that a united action

r~olicy could not he imp lemented until after the 
Geneva

Conference , and unilateral intervention was not a suitable

1Quoted in Eisenhower , Mandate, p. 353, also see
opening quote for this section .

2Eisenhower took this challenge to executive autho—
rity seriously, see Ibid., p. 353 ; also he was simula—
taneously fighting a battle against the Bricker Amendment
which would have also curtailed executive prerogative in
fore ign policy making. See S. Adams , pp. 104—109.
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policy alternative . Without Congressional support, the

United States was left no alternative to a negotiated

settlement. On 23 April, for the final time , a French

request for an American airstrike was refused. Dulles

reiterated the President’s position on Congressional ap—

proval and coalition support to include the United King—

dom . He further explained that the consensus of’ American

military opinion was that the situation at the French fort —

was beyond remedy no matter how much American mili tary

force was app lied. 1 Three day s later on the opening day j
of the Geneva Conference, the President publicly stated

that it would be a “tragic error ” to unilaterally inter—

vene in Indocflina thereby eliminating any residual doubt •

as to his firmness on this poin t .  On 7 May with the Viet

Minh victory at Dien Bien Phu, American intervention was

no longer a policy alternative. Neither was a collective

security arrangement a feasible policy alternative because

neither France nor Britain wanted to further complicate

the Geneva proceedings with a new policy initiative . By

the process of elimination , or a non—decision , the Presi—

dent was left with only one policy —— a negotiated settle— F

ment.

Faced with the loss of Tonkin or both North and

1Chalmers M. Roberts, “The Day We Didn ’t Go To
War ,” The Reporter, 14 Septebmer 1954, p. 31. 
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South Vietn am or pos.3ibly all of Indochina , the admirlibtra

— tion re—evaluated its Vietnam policy . The containment

-
- line was drawn further south. On 11 May Secretary Dulles

-

- assured reporters that “Southeast Asia could be secured

- 

even w ithout perhaps Vietnam , Laos and Cambodia.”1 This

I envisioned shift in policy objectives exhibited a degree

I of flexibility in the Asian containment policy and a less
I immutable quality to the domino theory. Necessity had

forced a reappraisal of policy assump tion and goals. To

solve the Vietnam problem, President Eisenhower had pre—

(‘erred to change the policy objective with the possible

outcome of “losing” Vietnam rather than~escaiating. the

military means to a unilateral intervention. The reasons

for this preference , from the policy—process perspective

will be discussed in Chapter IV.

I,
-

~

1Papers, Vol . I, p. 106.
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CHAPTER III

THE 1965 INTERVENTION

KENNEDY INTERLUDE

There is no single simple policy which meets this
challenge . Experience has taught us that no one
nation has the power or the wisdom to solve all
the problems of the world or manage its revolu—
tionary tides —— that extending our commitment’s
does not always increase our security —- that
any ini t iat ive carries with i t  the risk of a
te !flpOrary defeat  —— that nuclear weapons cannot
prevent subversion —— that no free people can1bekep l wi thout will and energy of their own ——

After the Eisenhower administration ’s- decision

ro~; Lo intervene at Dien Bien Phu , a negotiated settlement

al the Geneva Conference was - the only a l ternat ive .  Along

with th i s  distasteful diplomatic policy which allowed

Cor u run is t  terr i tor ia l  gains, Washington maintained its

military resolve through the hastily created Southeast

Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) and by sending military

advi sors to the NgoDinh Diem regime in South Vietnam .

The a d min i s t r a t i o n  continued to view Vietnam wi thin  the

larger context of an Asian containment  pol icy.  The

Fe’ocratic Republic of’ Vietnam was perceived as the surro-

gate of Sino..Soviet expansionism and no negotiated

‘Presiden t Kennedy ’s Special Message to Congress,
25 !Vi~~ ’,- l~)61 , Public Papers of the President, Kennedy, 1961.

60
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seLti~iiueri t could be more than a respite from further

military aggression. This perception is clearly evident

In numerous public and private statements such as Eisen-

hower ’s anniversary message to South Vietnam:

Viet—Nam ’s very success as well as its potential
wealth and its strategic location have led the
Communists of Hanoi , goaded by the bitterness of
their failure to enslave all Viet—Nam , to use
increasing violence in their attempts to destroy
your - country ’s freedom .

This same message also indicates the trend toward

the seemingly irreversible American commitment to the via-

b i l i ty  of South Vietnam . Whereas the President had pro-

mised the Diem government in his 1954 letter only more

efficient aid programs. The 1960 message was that:

Although the main responsibility for guardinr that
independence will always, as it has in the past,
belong to the Vietnamese people and their govern-.
ment, I want to assure you that for so long as
our strength can be useful , the United States
will continue to assist Vie~ —Narn in the difficult
yet hopeful struggle ahead.

Whether this pronouncement was more political rhetoric

than a pledge of mili tary intervention was never put to

the test. In the North, the Vietnamese Communists were

occupied with nation—building and in the South, the Viet

1
”U.  5.  Sends Greetings to Viet—Nam on Anniversary

of’ Independence ,” Department of’ State Bulletin, XLIII,
No. 116, 14 Nov. 1960, p. 758.
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ong viere still in the more militarily passive stages of

revolutionary struggle. Eisenhower ’s equivocal commitments

to Asian collective security and South Vietnam were either

sources of potential intervention or embarrassment, but

the United States was not irrevocably committed to Viet—

nam at the end of Eisenhower ’s presidential tenure.

Moreover , although he had had to settle for half a domino ,

the new country was still standing. As a congressional

report reflects, the fact that South Vietnam existed is an

indirect tribute to the outgoing administration :

Rarely, if ever, in history has a state come into
being amid such inauspicious circumstances: arbi—
trerily sp lit  in two at the end of’ a bi t ter  eight
years war; suddenly given independence after a
period of colonialism during which the colonial
power made no effort at all to train civil ser-
vants or to prepare the people for self—government
in other ways , with an influx of 800,000 refugees
from the North ; confronted with open rebellion
on the part of pirates and bandits masquerading
as religious sects, threatened by Communist
infiltration and subversion and -- with virtually
no economic resources ... The most im~ressive
thing about Vietnam is that it exists.

Of course , the continued existence of South Vietnam , as an

Amer ican national interest within a changing international

syste :i and domestic context , would be the persistent con-

cern of the new administration .

1Report on a Study Mission, Senator Theodore F.
Green, U.S. Congress, Senate , Committee on Foreign Rela—
tions , 84th Cong., 2d Sess., 13 Jan. 56
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The ~~t c t  tha t this concern was translated into an

~~iar~ rolicy which relied most heavily on military means

and ~ t significant military presence in Southeast Asia for

~ts in:plementation is sufficient to require an explanation

of that policy . 1,Jjthout an analysis of the Kennedy adminis-

tration ’s military commitments to Vietnam , the full—blown

military intervention under the subsequent administration

appears to be much more of a unique phenomenon in the

policy process than it really was. Conversely, the point

• :1 s riot that Kennedy set an interventionist course, and

Johnson coul d not deviate from it. Our purpose is not

an apology for either decision maker , but a clear recog—

ni tloit that  the Arl er ican forei gn policy making is evolu-

ti onary without an analytical beginning or end punctuated

by a new President. This comment is more justifiably

in this ins tance , considering the untimely death of’ Presi—

dent Kennedy and President Johnson ’s need to maintain a

credible foreign policy through stability and continuity

u n t i l  he had received his own m andate in an election .

Policy making between 1961 and 1963 forms a decisive link

in the changing characteristics of the policy process

between the Eisenhower and Johnson adminis t ra t ions .

Therefore , a brief treatment of the Kennedy policy making

proce :’~ will further clarify the analysis.

-I
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In  January 1961 President John F. Kennedy entered

the ~“}-ttte i-louse with a new vigor toward American responsi—

bilities for global leadership. In Wes tern Europe our

NATO allies were introduced to a new defense strategy and

in the Far East a similar move away from “massive retali-

ation” toward more “flexible response” introduced a whole

new set of ideas stressing the need to raise the nuclear

threshold but lower the point at which the United States

would use conventional forces in limited wars. One of

the innovators of this new national security strategy was

r’ ’t-~ ral Aaxwel l  P . Taylor , who had been Army Chief’ of Staff

du rin g sart of Eisenhower’s presidency but had retired in

1959 opoosing of the New Look strategy. Upon his retire-

ment , Taylor wrote a popular book expressing his iridig—

nation over a reliance on strategic nuclear weapons to

deter conventional war and recommended the adoption of

military posture which encompassed more usable forms of

military force including tactical nuclear weapons.
1

As President Kennedy ’s personal military advisor arid

later again as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of’ Staff, then

Aruhassador to South Vietnam , General Tay lor was one of

the principle actors in the policy process. Likewise,

1Maxwel l Taylor , The Uncertain Trumpet (New York:
Harper Brothers, 1960), p. 24.
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the new ? ecretnry of r)efense, Robert S. McNamara, was the

a d r — i r i H•r;~tur who coriver~;ed the defense establishment to

Lo thu Of ’ ~;tr ategy ari d was quick to see how it

coul d he applied to policy in Southeast Asia . Given

Keiiti edy ’s own expertise on Vietnam , these three decision

makers formed the nucleus of a very persuasive , policy—

n~akLn~ inner circle .
1

A number of’ world events added impetus to this new

strategic view . Iv~ost analysts agreed that from Khrush— -

chev ’~ December 1900 speech , K enn edy perceived a direct

cIi r~l lerge in the new Soviet preference for protracted con—

flici. fough t ~ith neither nuclear weapons nor conventional

forcus —— the war of national liberation.2 The Cuban

inva~ ion the following April seemed to indicate that the

United ~tutes could not support a successful insurgency

against a Communist regime and the ongoing Laotion crisis.

highlighted American shortcomings in supporting a counter—

inist . r~uncy effort against Communist guerrillas. Thus , in

the eai-iy days of the administration , Kennedy may have

~~ enlightened view of the diversity among Communist

1W . W . Rostow and the President ’s brother, Attorney
General Robert Kennedy , played a profound but inconsistent
role .

‘
~Kennedy ’s Vienna rileeting with Khruschev reinforced

his feeling that the Soviets were committed to a hard—line
attitude toward his administration

- —. - - -
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countries and discounted any monolithic quality , but the

flow of events after Khrushchev ’s prophetic speech added

to Soviet presti ge as the recognized leader of the C ommu—

nist world . As a pragmatic politician , Kenned y realized

• that he must arrest this trend . John Kenneth Gaibraith :

later recalled his super ior ’ s concern:

I he~ ’d him say many times ... There are ju st so
many concess ions that one can make to the Communis~~
in one year and survive politically. And I
remember his say ing we , we just can ’t ... have
another defeat this year in Vietnani.1

For the new President, in addition to the regional secu—

rity concern of the previous administration, Vietnam

quickly became one of’ the most important issues because

of I ts perceived impact upon the superpowe r confron tation

and its potentially damaging effect on Kennedy’s political

future.

Of course, in early April 1961, there was no

deba t e on the eff icacy of providing more military assist—

anice to South Vietnam ; the only suitable question being

asked was “what kind and how much”? Upon the recoinmenda—

tions of numerous advisors, Kennedy authorized a special

interagency task force headed by Deputy Secretary of

Defense Cil patr ic. The policy proposals recommended

~J~ hfl Kenneth Gaibra ith quoted in National
Broadcasting Company , Vietnam Hin dsight~ par t I ,
Act .  I I I , pp. 11— 12 (broad cast 21 Dec . 1971).

_
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by this task force because the nucleus of what eventually

became formally known as “the Presidential Program for

Vietnam .” After convening on 24 April the task force which

included representatives from both the State Department

and the CIA , submitted their first compromise report three

clays later. After a preamble that recognized the situa-

tion as “critical but not hopeless,” the report recommended

main taining policy continuity by the:

use , and where appropriate extend , expedite
or build upon the existing U.S. and Government
of Viet-Na~n (GyN) programs already underway in
South Vie triam .

The report specified increases in the size of’ the Military

Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), support for a larger

South Vietnamese Army , the initiative of covert CIA spon-

sored actions in North Vietnam and the creation of a

presidential task force to supervise the program. After

a number of revisions st ipulating larger force alloca-

tions based on the critical battlefield conditions in

l aos , the report was submitted to the President , who

only app roved the ori ginal mi l i ta ry  proposals. Immediate-

ly, the Gilpatric task force was readying another report

that proposed a larger commitment. At this point, the

interagency consensus broke down.

1Papers , vol. II , p. 35—37.

_______ 
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3 i-jay the State Department submitted a draft

report- to the task -force that deviated from the Defense

Department in both substantive and structural matters .

Unlike the Defense Department draft which advocated uni—

lateral intervention as an alternative to “losing” South

Vietnam to the Communists, the State Department draft only

advocated that consideration be given a new bilateral

treaty with South Vietnam. !4ore importantly, rather

than recommending an additional 3,200 advisors to train -

~
‘out1i Vietnamese troops as proposed by the Defense Depart—

merit , the State i)cpartment thought this manpower commit-

m en t  should be deI’erred for further study. On the final

substantive point  of disagreement , the State Department

emphasized the political dimension of the problem .

Thus in giving priority emphasis to the need for
internal security, we must not relax in our efforts
to persuade Diem of the need for political, social
and economic progress. If his efforts are m ade—
quate in the f ield our overall object ive could
be seriously endangered and we might once more
find ourselves in the position of shoring a leader
who had lost support of his people. 1

This  feeling with in  the State Department, that Diem should

not he supported at all cost was the major source of’ con-

tinuing f r i c t ion  with the Defense Department. And these

1lbid., p. 53.

_ _ _
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sub~-tantive differences over political—military considera-

tions led to an alternate proposal for the bureaucratic

structure to replace the Department of Defense ’s dominance
.5—

in Vietnam policy , Instead of a presidential task force

di rected by a Deputy Secretary of Defense with a general

as the executive off icer , the State Department opted for

a standard interagency working committee with one of its

executives as the director. On 11 May the President

formally acce pted all the State Department recommendations

and the draft proposal became ~iSAM 52.
1 Under the direc-

tion of a Foreign Service Officer, the newly instituted

task force was instructed to study options for increasing

troop commitments.

At the same time NSAM 52 was being accepted in

Washing ton , Vice—President Johnson was sent to Southeast

Asia to reassure Diem and other non—Communist leaders that,

despite the decision to accept a neutral Laos , the United

States could be counted on for support. The Johnson

miss ion is not only important because of the recommenda—

• tions that were made immediately after returning on 15

May, but also, for only a few years ahead, Lyndon Johnson

‘A National Security Ac tion Memorandum (NSAN) was
a formal directive to the department head or other govern—
ment administrator informing him of a presidential
decision in national security af fairs and usually requir-
ing implementation or other action by the recipient. 
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wou ld be the President  receiving advice on Vietnam .1 
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the report Johnson argued for prompt -American actions to

show support for friendly governments in Southeast As ia.

He recommended inc reased military and economic aid, and a

more effective treaty arrangement to replace SEATO. But

despite the setback and accompanying shock of the admini-

strat ion’s willingness to accept a coalition government in

Laos , Johnson concluded that American troops were neither

desired by the Asian leaders nor immediately required.

Moreover, the report clearly reflects his realization that

a “fundamental decision” must soon be made whether or not

the United States should be committed to a “major effort”

in Southeast Asia. And this decision in Johnson’s words:

must be made with the knowledge that at some
point we may be faced with the further decision
of whether we commit major United States forces
to the area or cut our loses and withdraw should
our efforts fail. We must remain master of this
decision .2

The basic choices for United States-policy on Vietnam

have never been more clearly defined.

For the next several months many other estimates

ranging from rather optimistic , submitted by the MAAG

1For a provocative analysis of the lasting
impression this tr ip had on Johnson , see Tom Wicker ,
JFK and LBJ (Baltimore : Penguin , William Morrow & Co.,

2Papers, vol. II, p. 59.
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chief’ who observed , “ a spirit of renewed confidence

beginning to permeate the people, the GVN and the Armed

Forces ,” to the most pessimistic such as Theodore H.

White’s summary that “the situation gets worse almost

• week by week •.. However , by October there was an

interagency consensus that the military situation was - - 
-

critical and direct military intervention must be serious—

ly considered. To make an assessment of’ the political and

military feasibility of various options involving American

troops , the Taylor—Rostow mission was authorized and sent

to Southeast As ia. Upon the mission’s return to Wash-

ington and much interagency divergence on evaluations and

recommendations , on 8 November 1961 an end product memo—

randurn was sent to the White House. Basically, the Sec-

retary of Defense and his civilian and military execu-

tives recommended a commitment “to the clear objective

of preventing the fall of South Vietnam to Communism ,”

and upholding that commitment “by the necessary military

act ions,” including “the introduction of U.S. forces on
2

a substantial scale.”

1lb id .,  p.  80.
2lbid., pp. 108—109.
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However , three days later there was a most curious

bureaucratic occurence: Secretary of Defense McNamara

joined Secretary of State Rusk in submitting a joint memo—

randurn to the President negating his previous recornmenda—

tions. No American combat troops were advocated; only

increased econom ic aid , equipment , and training would be

offered , if “the Government of Viet—Nam is prepared to

carry out an effective and total mobilization of’ its own

resources, both material and human ....“~~ This memorandum,

exc luding the unequivocal Amer ican commitment to saving

South Vietnam (which was contained in the MoNamara—Rusk

memorandum), was adopted as NSAN 111 by Kennedy. This

McNaxnara reversal which served to preclude a major mili-

tary intervention for the remainder of the Kennedy admini—

stration has not been sufficiently explained. The Secre—

tary of Defense simply may have been conviried by the State

Department o f f icia l s  who opposed intervention. Or, as the

Pentagon Papers indicate and Daniel Ellsberg asserts ,

...The apparent turnabout by the Secretary of’
Defense clearly represents a standard high—level
bureaucratic device to prevent leaks that would
burden the President with responsibility for
re jec t ing  certain proposal s, or suggest that the

1Papers, vol. II, pp. 110—16, for all the condi-
tions specified for Diem.
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measures actuapy were regarded by some advisors
as inadequate .

Regardless of the true explanation for the bureaucratic

maneuvering, the effect of the McNamara—Rusk memorandum

was to offer the Pre sident an alternative policy to

- massive troop commitments.

Instead of’ being faced with policy choice between

accepting or rejecting the Taylor—Rustow commitment to

American military intervention “ ... a shift from U.S.
advice to lim ited partnership and working collaboration

with the Vietnamese ,” the President had in the McNamara—

Rusk rriemorandum a proposal that fulfilled two functions

in the policy process. First, it allowed Kennedy to defer

from initiating a radically different kind of policy to

sunport South Vietnam . A policy that concentrated on

military prescriptions and had less than the unanimous

support of executive agei~cies, not to mention Congress

and the populace. Secondly, it allowed the President to

select a more feasible policy alternative which only

represented an increase in the degree of support to Diem.

The pol i t ical  aspects of the Vietnam problem were address-

ed by making increased American aid contingent upon

Daniel Ellsberg “Escalating in a Quagmire,”
(paper read at the annuaf meeting of’ the American Political
Science Assoc iation, September 1970, p. 13) quoted from
Robert L. Gallucci, Neither Peace nor Honor (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 19~!7, p. 24. Also
ibid ., pp . 116—1 17.
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r’c i r ~i - : s 1 ~~ nc! i i on~ hei tig met by the Diem governm ent.

in e~ :.;e~ cc , the t~1cNamara—Rusk memorandum not only provided

Kennedy a most effective means of dodging a radical depart-

ure from previous policy on Vietnam but also provided the

- - marginal changes that could be legitimized by Congress ional

approval and completely implemented. The resulting policy

program , NSAN 111, called “First Phase of Vietnam Program ,”

was a classical example of policy increinentalism derived

from a complex set of factors including, but not limited

to, the interagency controversy , reports on conditions in

Vietnam , expectations of Congressional and public approval,

and President Kennedy ’ s percep tion of the problem and

possible solutions.

The remainder of the “Vietnam story” during the

Kennedy administration or how the policy was imp lemented

is not essential to our purpose. It is significant that

at the time of Kennedy ’s death , American forces in South

Vietnam totaled about 16 ,000 or one—thirtieth of the

• apor~ee in troop strength reached by 
his successor. To

sum up the Kenne dy interlude, an insider aptly described

the President’ s Vietnam policy :

both to raise our commitment arid to keep it
l imi ted .  He neither permitted the war ’ s escala-
tion into a general war nor bargained away
V ietnam ’s security at the conference tab le,
despite being pressed along both lines by

• those impatient to win or withdraw. His stra” egy
essentially was to avoid escalation , retreat, or
a choice limited to those two, while seeking to

—5—— — -—~~~ 5- •_5 5- - - .5 _ S  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~
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buy time — time to make policies and program s of
both the American and Vietnamese governments more
~~;~~a1i ri g to the villagers —— t ime to bui ld  an
anti—guerrilla capability sufficient to convince
the Couirnunists that they could not seize the
country m i l i t a r i l y  —— and time to put the Viet-
namese themselves in a pcsition to achieve the
se t t lement  onl y they could achieve by bring ing
terror ism un der  control . 1 -

In summary , K ennedy ’ s Vie tnam policy , in retrospect can

ju s t i f i ab ly  be called an interlude between inat tent ive

assistance and massive involvement .

FIRST DECISION: to Preserve Cont inui ty

Jt reniairis the central objective of the United
states in South Vietnam to assist the peop le and
Govern m en t of that country to win their contest
against the externally directed and supported
communist conspiracy. The test of all U.S.
decisions and actions in this area should be
the affe9tiveness of their contr ibutions to this
purpose .

Two pr inci pal heads of’ state were killed less than

a month  apart , Diem preceecling President  Kennedy in a

palace coup . Thus, the first order of busi~ ess was to

provide continuity in Uni ted  States—South Vietnani rela—

• t ions and demonstrate American confidence in the new

t Theodore C . Sorenson
1
, Kennedy ( New York : Harper

P- Row , 1965),  p. 652.
2The introduction to NSAM 273 , quoted in Lyndon B.

Johnson , The Vantage Point (New York: Holt, Rinehart,
and Winst on , 1971), p. 45, also Papers, vol. III , p. 50
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S G~~.i ~~~~ ,~~v( -r ~ ~~c’i Tc~.~ rd this end , President Johnson ,

‘. r ~’Ly  Lhr ’; (lays after assumin g the Presidency, announced

hi s suppor t  of the previous Kennedy policy and allayed any

concern about radical departures from previous policy

initiatives. This pronouncement on 26 November 1963 was

contained in NSAM 273, and it is important as Johnson

commented , “not because it required any new actions but

- 

- because it signaled our determination to perserve in the

policies and actions in which we were already engaged.

The m e m orandum reflected the guarded optimism of the top

policy makers who had perceived Diem and his regime as

the major impedament to progress in Vietnam. It restated

the goal of withdrawing most American advisors by 1965

and endorsed the provisional decisions reached at the

Honolulu conference before Kennedy ’s death, calling for

a concerted pacification effort in the MeKong Delta area.

This optimism was cut short by new developments.

First , some critical reports appeared that seemed to

undermine the preval ent assumption that pacification or

winning the people ’s support was proceeding satisfactorily.

The President had proof that Vietnamese officials had been

reporting highly inflated figures to please their superiors

1Johnson , p. 45.
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~J rul f - t ~~ r i c an  adv:iuor ’s had been too re l iant  on Vietnamese

reports in making their assessments. In February the

Mil i.t~ ry Assistance Command Vietnam ’s (MACV) 1963 year—

end report became available and substantiated the lack of

progress. After a recounting of gloomy data showing down

trends in most areas, the MACV assessment concluded that

the m ilitary effort was dependent on political stability

and could not succeed without effective Vietnamese politi-

cal leadership. Unfortunately, effective leadership was

not forthcoming .

Second new development , one that finally under—

mined the optimism of’ the new administration , was the

ineptness of the Saigon government. Beginning with the

Khanh coup in January , hopes for stability were thwarted

in the Byzantine machinations of the Saigon political

elite. In Washington the idea emerged that military

victories would give the people confidence in their govern-

ment and demonstrate the degree of efficacy necessary to

stop the “revolving door” governments. Both Secretary

McNatnara and Assistant Secretary of State Rogers Hilsman,

who would soon resign over policy disputes , stressed the

need for military success and physical security as a

prerequisite for political stability. But no military

victories were forthcoming and more political turmoil

followed. Well into 1965 civilian and military inter—

- - S - t~~~~ , ~~~~~~~~~~ - -— £~~~ - £ ~~~~S4~~ - _  - —- -- -
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changed control of the central government. Commenting

upon this political instability , Johnson observed , “The

South V ietnamese often seeme d to have a strong impulse

toward political suicide.”
1

Needless to say, the Vietcong were taking full

advantage of the political situation to further undermine

popular support for the government. In light of the new

developments and enemy activity , once again in March 1964,

a 14c!-Jamara-Taylor mission visited Vietnam. And again

the resulting report reaffirmed -the necessity of an

“inl( lepend ent , non—communist South Vietnam , free -to accep t

a~ si~~tance as required to maintain its security ,” within

the context of’ the domino theory.2 The present situation

in Vietnam was decidedly contrary to American interests.

The government was losing its effect iveness , the army was

F being beaten by the Vietcong and North Vietnamese supplied

areas were increasing. To counteract this somber picture ,

T’ic1-lamar;~ ruled out committ ing ground troop s or moving

froir an advisory to an active combat role because it

would create “serious adverse psychological consequen—

ces ... “ Although only a fear of the undesirable

1Johnson, p. 64.
2Papers, vol. III, p. 3.
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imp!1e L; upon a weakened Saigon government is mentioned ,

the lear ol a s l I uL l a l ’  negative reaction to such an action

Oh dOt!ic-~~t iC poliLics during an election year was surely

understood.

What was recommended and approved on 17 March as

N SAM 288 launched a comprehensive program of twelve actions

which did require more material assistance but did not

deepen American involvement. Two recommendations dealt

with contingencies to retaliate against North Vietnam at

some future time ; three were statements of support, e.g.,

“ro make it clear that we fully support the Khanh govern—

mont and are opposed to any further coups”; the remaining

seven actions imp lied addition al material assistance

such as exchanging twenty—five aircraft for newer models ,

replacing armored personnel carriers, and trebling the

fertilizer program .
1 The cost of the new program was

approximately sixty million dollars to support a 50,000

man increase iii South Vietnamese armed forces, a larger

civ il administrative cadre, and the hardware.

The implementat ion of NSAM 228 was the last pro—

grai decision on Vietnam made in 1964. In June President

1Papers, vol. III , p. 4.
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J ohxe~ui: ~itauged the Country Team leadership in Saigon.1

General Maxwell fl . Tay lor , for the second time , ret ired

from the military to become the Ambassador to South Viet—

r ialrt ; U. Alexis Johnson , a highly esteemed career diplomat

was anpointed Taylor ’s deputy ; and General William C. West—

moreland went from deputy to commander of all military

forces in Vietnam . The new “first team” was knowledgeable

on Vietnam policy but needed time to evaluate the on—going

prog ram and establish close associations with their counter-

parts in the South Vietnamese government. Although no new

programs were initiated , all the policy makers were deep ly

Involved in evaluating the current situation , and explor—

S in g  -~~ t ions 2cr new policy . For instance , John McNaughton

wanted to convert American efforts from conventional mili-

tary support to a program of counter—insurgency with heavy

emphasis on economic and social reforms. But it was

estimated that over 1OQ,000 Green Berets and other American

troop s would be needed in Vietnam to administer the

program.2 Neither McNamara nor other top presidential

1The Country Team is the organization headed by
the Ambassador to coordinate and control all activities
within the host country.

3 Sept. 64, McNaughton , Ass istant Secretary
of Def ense for the Office of International Affai rs  ( I S A ) ,
su~mitted a “Plan of Act

ion for South Vietnam” that
included a proposal for a “U.S. military role in the
pacification program inside South Vietnam —— e.g., large
number of U.S. special forces, divisions of regular
combat troops .... “ Papers, vol. III, p. 557.
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~r Y( rr Lril or’- Led an recommenol ng c-uch a coritro

- .‘er s~ al n e w  m l .  L i a t i v e  to the President . Another option ,

the bciiit bing of ~iorth Vietnam , was strongly recommended by

Lhe Joint Chiefs of ~3taff, but this was also judged as too

radical a departure from previous policy and not warranted

at present.1 1-lowever , as time passed , more policy makers

began -to agree that until aid from the North was cut off ,

the situation in the South would not improve . The bombing

contingency was not discarded. It  was only temporarily

pushed to the back burner and would soon be given a trial

r~ tn .

SECOI’JD DECISION ; To Strike Back

The record is clear . I wanted the Congress to
know what was being,  or mi gh t  have to be ,
under taken .  The resolution (Gulf of Tonkin
Resol ut ion]  served that purpose .2

On 2 August  1964 Lii international waters , North

Vietnamese gunb oats f ired on the Maddox , a destroyer

patrolling the Gulf of Tonkin.  Speculation surrounds

the reasor-i for the attack and also why the administration

10n 2 Mar 64, the JCS requested , “Pernoval of
restrictions for air and ground cross border operations ,”
and recommended airstrikes againt North Vietnam . Ib id . ,
p. 120.

2Johnson , p.  119. 
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chose no stronger response than an undelivered note to

I:i n~~ i : r ~-:~ a rrie’~iia release condemning the action . At

nigh t  on 4 August  another a tt ack was launched on the Maddox

and the C. Turner ~~~~~~~~, an escort destroyer . Again specu-

lat ion on whether  the attacks were real or imagined by

crews a n t i c i pa t ing  combat still remains, but in Washington

the Pres ident  did not hesitate to act. 1 After  conferring

w i t h  congressional leaders , he ordered retaliatory air—

strikes and sough t  general support from Congress for his

Sou t~iea sL Asia policy . The administration thought such

pur iu lar ’  support  - a ~ necessary because of the potential

dangei~ of Cninese intervent ion. All  possible military

moves ~ -~ dn~~t ~.orth Vietnam were consistently evaluated

Lu t i e te rmin e  ther  provocative content  for either Soviet

,r - Chinese in t e r v e nt i o n .  J ohnson later cited Truman ’ s

fai lure to seek a similar mandate in 1950 as a mistake

and recalls telling his chief policy makers that “I

never wanted to receive any recommendation for action

1 The narrator of the section entitled “Military

~re~ ores against North Vietn~~n , February 1964—January1~~(’~ - , ” in the Pentagon Papers concludes that the Tonkin
a ttacks were unprovoked and real . For an alternate
analysis , see Joseph C. Goulden , Truth Is the First
Casualty (New York: Rand McNally , 1969TT Col. James A .
Donovan , Militarism , USA (New York : Charles Scribner ’s
Sons , 1970).
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Cconcerning Vietrtamj we might have to take unless it was

accompanied by a proposal for assuring the backing of Con—

gres s • ~1

There was little doubt that Congress would back

the Pre - -~ident [n redressing this agression by a small

Co!m~unist  country . There was l i t t l e  thought to turning

the other cheek , that had been done on 2 August and nati-

onal pride demanded more. The ov.jiy question left un-

answered was how much more . An exchange during the Senate

f] oor deba te  is Ins t ruc t ive:

Senator Cooper: • . .  Does the Senator consider
that i.n enacting this resolution we are satisfy-
ing that requirement of Article IV of the South—
east Asia Collective Defense Treaty? In other
words, are we now giving the President advance
authority to take whatever action he may deem
necessary respecting South Vietnam and its defense ,
or wit h  respect  to the defense of any other country
included in the treaty?

senator Fuibright: I think -that is correct.

Penator Cooper: Then, looking ahead , if’ the
President decided that it was necessary to use
such force as could lead into war, we will give
that authority by this resolution?

Senator Fuibright: That is the way I would
in te rpret it . If a situation later developed
in which we thought the approval should be
withdrawn , it could be withdrawn by concurrent

1Johnson , p. 113.

_
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resolution . That  is the reason for the third section.1

- 

S One earl dove , Senator Gaylord Nelson , wanted to amend the

rom- (,i ’tior so as to oppose any “extens ion of the present

conflict,” hut Fuibri ght, to his later remorse , considered

such a I im i t a t i on  superfluous .2 The Senate voted 88 to 2

and the House voted 416 to 0 in favor of the resolution as

subm~ t ted by the President .

At that time , it is clear that most Senators and

all the Congressmen fe lt  it was proper to send Hanoi a

si gn al of national resolve to deter further hostile acts.

Consequent ly ,  the threat of retal iat ion had to be open—

er ’ed to be credible . The President had been granted

I l an k e t  au thor i ty  to apply mil i tary  sanctions against

Porth Vie t nam , and given adequate provocation , to commit

Lhe IJriited States  to a war in South Vietnam . No previous

adminis t ra t ion  had sought nor been granted a similar man-

date for military intervention in Southeast Asia. Politi—

cal ly ,  this was a decisive junc ture , mi l i t a r i ly, a parallel

-
~~ tu rn ing  po in t  would be reached a year later. The Tonkin

s tr i~-: es had been “ l imi ted but f i t t i n g .” However , another

r e st r a i n t  on Am erican involvement had been broken.

r
Tohnson , pp. 118—119 and Washington Post, 13

January 1972, p. 18.

and Abe]., p. 174.
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THIRD DECISION: To Strike More Often

I now concluded that political life in the South
‘,ould soon collapse unless the people there knew
Lhat the North was paying a price in its own ter—
r)t )ry for its aggression.1

As the weeks passed and the presidential campaign

gainsd momen tum , apprehensions about a wider war in Vietnam

r~ ceeded . The Republican nominee became the “war” candi—

(late arsi either by the encumbent’s design or by the voter’s

pereertion of sharp distinctions where none existed, John—

soy, .~~~atue the Democratic “peace” candidate. Although

Johns on later denied running on a peace platform, his

carnr~ii gn rhetoric does not wholly support this contention.

On 12 ~ugust before the American Bar Association , he made

the following remarks:

S-i~~:iC say we should withdraw from South Viet—Nam
But the United States cannot and must not

;-.rd will riot turn aside and allow the freedom of’
a I,rave people to be handed over to communist
t y ranny .

~ome others are eager to enlarge the confl ict .
They call upon us to supply Amer ican boys to do
i-lie job that Asian boys should do. ... Moreover ,

- -~uch action would offer no solution at all to ther eal problem of Viet—Nam .2

1Johnson , p. 132.
2lbid ., p .  575 .
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C.iven this type of equivocal pronouncements, Johnson should

not be surprised when some of’ his supporters felt betrayed

when the Vietnam denouncement unfolded after the election.

If his intentions toward Vietnam were being misinterpreted

by domestic audiences, it is reasonable to assume Hanoi

was also having ‘lifficulty with Johnson ’s signals. At

another noint in the campaign, the President assured the

country and any other interested listener, “Sometimes our

roiks ~et a little impatient. Sometimes they rattle their

rockets some , and they bluff about their bombs.”

Faced with intelligence reports showing that condi-

tions in Vietnam alternated between “no improvement” and

“de te rio ra ting , ” Taylor , the new ambassador to South

Vietnam , hoped to signal United States resolve to Hanoi

in an unarnhi.~uous nianner. Likewise , Admiral U. S. G. SharD ,

Jr., Commander and Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC) thought that the

Aurust 5 reprisal strikes “created a momentum which can

lead ~:r the a t ta inment  of our objectives in S.E. Asia,”

and the JCS also warned that “failure to resume and main-

tain program of pressure through military actions

could signal a lack of resolve.”
2

1From a speech at Akron University on 21 October
1964, quoted in Tom Wicker, JFK and LBJ , p. 232

2Papers, vol. III, p. 190.
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However, no new initiatives were taken against North Viet-

nam in 1964, The obstensible reason given for rejecting

• any ir~tensif :ied bombing campaign of the North was that the

government of South Vietnam was too fragile to absorb the

4 
expected counter pressure from Hanoi (Interestingly, the

exact opposite argument would be used to justify the bomb-

ing a year later). There was also an interagency consensus

that the United States bargaining position was too weak to

seek a negotiated settlement, and the use of combat troops

was not wise. Moreover, the Vietnamese policy would not

he d vorced from politics. Inaction and rhetoric held

much lest’ risk than either escalation or negotiations.

~\ r1y doub t Johnson may have had about the effectiveness of

hi:-; camna.Lgn strategy was erased by his landslide victory

in 1~ovember .

To say no new initiatives were undertaken should

not be construed as meaning that the policy process on

Vietn am stood still for the remainder of 1964. Quite the

opposite is true. There was a continued fervor but the

emphasis was on planning, not implementation . One author

hac concluded that this period was crucial because “

the participants were planning for actions they expected

the United States government to undertake,” and “all

believed in the fall of 1964 that the United States would

- - - -~~~~~~~- ‘  ‘- • ‘ -— 
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b” v ”r~; l ike ly  acting directly against North Viet—Nam and

probably by January of 1965.~u 1 Whether this contention is

• accepteJ or not , it  is evident that contingency p lanning

during this period was based on the expectations of more

• a irstr ikes in the North and tended to limit the range of’

options generated by subsequent reviews .of Vietnam policy.

The f i r s t  such policy review was conducted in

November 1964 in re sponse to a Viet Cong mortar attack on

the American air base at Bien Hoa . The action killed four

American s, destroyed five B—57 ’ s and damaged eight others.

Al though no action was taken against the North , the attack

occurred two days before the polls opened. The Pres ident

dirocted an interagency working group to meet and “to study

‘iis: ediately and intensively’ the future courses of actions

and ~1Lernatives open to the United States in Southeast

Asia and to report as appropriate to a ‘Princi ple Group ’

of’ N~C members.”
2 Given this broad mandate , the group ,

chair’~d by Assistan t Secretary of State William Bundy

with high level staff members from all other interested

agcr~~i.es, produced only three opt ions for  fur ther study

aura rooommendation back to the NSC: Option A , “Continue

tr.allucci, p. 41.

2Papers, vol . III , p. 210.
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present policies,” stipulated assistance for the Govern-

ment of South Vietnam with operations in Laos and covert

actions in North Vietnam and the United States participating

in controlled reprisals in the North; Obtion B, “Fast/full

squeeze” was a controlled, rapid escalation of systematic

pressure on the North by the United States; and Option C,

“Progressive squeeze—and—talk ,” was the same type bombing

program envisioned above with a slower rate of escalation

and opportunity to communicate with Hanoi) The other

option~i wi thheld negotiating until the United States’

position had improved relative to Hanoi. In light of’ the

working group ’s blanket authority for a thorough review

and recommendations for future policy , the stated options

seemed to fall within a narrow range of all the feasible

actions open to the United States in the winter of 1964 .

• Part of the reason for the narrowly structured options ,

- 
- is explained by one of the collective assumptions. At

the offset, the reviewers focused their attention not on

• South Vietnam , but on the North. McNaughton was express—

ing a shared pessimism when he wrote, “progress inside

SVN is importan t , but it is unlikely despite our best

ideas and efforts.”
2 Therefore, with this underlying

1lbid., pp. 601—606. John McNaughton authored
the draft document and presented an analysis of Option “C.”

21b1d., p. 212.
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r~r:rc~~p Lj t n  u~oitL Hie near hopelessness of progress in the

Sbuth , the group focused its attention on putting pressure

on Hanoi . Another part of the reason , germane to our analy—

sib:, lies in the policy process itself and will be dicusssed

- later.

From the best available source, the policy review

di ,-1 rio t result in any immediate changes, but it did gene-

rate a consensus on what future options were most suitable

for the rirtited States.1 After the working group made their

rer°~~L to the USC and sub sequent NSC deliberations, the

p r inc .i uals  of the N SC met to brief the President at a

1 I)ecernber rieeting . Johnson approved Option A , nothing

i,iore than continuing the present course , still hoping for

improvement in South Vietnam, but expectations for actions

agaLnst the North were also raised along the lines of

Option C , gradual “squeeze” with the “talking” at a later

- . 

- 

date . Apparently this second phase would be initiated

all-er san e provocative action by the Viet Cong , then only
- 

• af ter  ar icli tional deliberations and a presidential decision.

In other words , all the planning mechanism for expanding

‘The Pentagon Papers provide the most authoritative
description of the deliberations; however, no NSAM was
issued , the White House files are unavailable, and the
narrator of the PentaKon Papers admits his conclusions
are partly based on conjecture , see ibid., p. 248.
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American mi l i t a ry  involvement could shift into hi gh gear ,

but the President made no commitment at this time to m i —
t iate f’ utu re  operations against North Vietnam .

With  his own presidential mandate , Johnson could

facc the new year wi th  personal confidence and renewed

vi~ r r .  In contrast to the administration’s political situa-

tion , South Vietnam held no expectations for improvements

resulting from current-American policy . Military pre—

parations for the second phase of operations planned for

~-;i flC’~ the November t~ceting were complete: three target

y~ac k ;i;’c: for L -~ir~ ir:i kes against i-K)rth Vietnall! were available ,

-i~ v earrier~; arid their aircraft  crews were in a hi gh state

of rcaw rie~~~, the Air  Force was ready , and destroyer

patrols  off the coast of North Vietnam were to resume on

3 FeL- ruary . Likely to provoke enemy action , the patrols

were not begun because of concern over Soviet Premier

K osygin ’ s v i s i t  to Hanoi . The stage was set for American

m i i i  tar:,’ i n t e rven t ion, and the enemy was not slow in

• p rovi ’. ir i~ a p rovocative s i tua t ion.

On 6 February the Viet  Cong attacked an American

a l vi~ or compound at Pleiku and a nearby Army helicop ter

base , killing nine and wounding over a hundred other

Americans. Following an emergency NSC meeting and a

conference cal l to the country team in Saigon and

McGeorge i3undy , the President ordered retaliatory air—

- strikes . Supposedly Bundy told a news paperman that

•~~~~~~~~~~~ - • . —- ~~~~~~. -
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“P .L~ i~-~us are s treetcars” indicating the administration

had Lircn Dr imed to react to any provocative enemy action .1

Three days later another streetcar appeared in the form of

a s imilar  attack on another American base at Qui Nhon .

More American s were killed and another series of airstrikes

were ordered against the North wi th one significant change .

This was part of a plan for “continuing action against

North Vietn am ,” as the President explained in a cable to

Ambassador Taylor , “with modifications up and down in

Letii o :nid scale in the li ght of our recommendations . .,

and our own cont inu ing  review ol’ the situation.” 2 The

Am erican air war against North Vietnam had begun . Al—

thouc~h the second series of airstr ikes were linked to

actions in South Vietnam , it was not a single reprisal

response , but an operation which led into the controver—

sial fo i l ing Thunder operations , a continuing, systematic

r; roF-. ra~ o air raids on the Nor th . By 13 February all

the crucial decisions instituting the air raids against

Nor th  Vie Lnaia had been made. Within a span of a week ,

the United States had significantly escalated the war

and &:reatly deepened her involvement.

1Townsend Hoopes , The Limits of Intervention
(New York : David McKay , ~~~~~~ p.  3O~~ Bundy was in

— Vietnam on a fac t f inding visit  and had personally seen
the carnage l e f t  by the attack.

2Joh n son , p.  129.

- -a-— ~~~~~~~~



93

FOURTH DECISION: To an Open—ended Intervention

I have today ordered to Vietnam the Air Mobile
Division and certain other forces which will
raise our fighting strength from 75,000 to
125,000 men almost immediately. Additional
forces will be needed later, and they will be
sent as requested ~~••  1

On 8 March 1965 the first of two Marine battalions

stormed ashore in full battle dress near Danang to be

greeted by some South Vietnamese officials and Army advi-

sors wi th a sign proclaiming: “Welcome to the Gallant

Marines.” The presence of these troops in South Vietnam

was a logical out growth of the decision to conduct a

bombing campaign against North Vietnam, Since the Danang

air base was providing extensive support for the air

operation in both North and South Vietnam, General West—

morel and wanted to be sure it was not vulnerable to a —

Viet Cong attack , similar to one launched on the American

base at Men b a  the previous November. Ev idently the

military need for this dep loyment was beyond reproach

• because there is no documentary evidence to indicate any

resi!-;tance among the principal decision makers. Initially ,

Ambarsador Taylor questioned the wiscion of guarding bases

~Pres1dential press conference , 28 July 1965, as
quoted in Johnson , p. 153.

_ _ _ _  - - 
_ _____________
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“~ I i ! L t e i ~ ) c e d ”  troo~~ and the negaUve effect such a

move would have on Vietnamese army morale . More importan t-

ly he v iewed the use of American troops in a security role

as t ranscending the barrier that kept the United States

fro:~ ~.ssuming a larger responsibil i ty for the ground war

in fOu th~ a5t A sla .

Tay lor ’s concern was riot shared in Washing ton

1)ecau se at t h i s  t ime the Viet ;nam policy focus was on

hrir~gLr ig  pressure on North Vietnam through the bombing

ca~!1pai c~ns . W i d e n i n g  Ameri can involvement with ground

comba t , wa~ i,ol. discussed as a suitable option. For exam-

ple , ?~cCeorge fluney ’s memorandum to the President on 7

February 1 9G~ made no reference to the use of ground

troo~ s. ~iih~;e~ u~-,nt discussions oh what policy would be

r~ur : ued also orr i i t t ed  any top ic relating to the dep loyment

or ~round troops . Despite t1~~ fac t that the air offen—

sive was the resul t  of a comprehensive review and the

• beg.i ;in i~ig of a new Vietnam p o l i c y  phase , the possibi l i ty

~V a r equi rement  for ground troop s was not considered.

The decision to send troops to secure an air base was

not sercelved as a major policy decision , but as a minor

supporting contingency . However , there is reason to

believe a d i f fe ren t  perception prevailed ifl Vietnam at

Westmore land’ s headquarters. On the day the Marines

landed , the MACV Comman d History reads , “ thu s step one 
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In the bui ldup of forces had been taken and subsequent

steps appeared to be assured.” 1 This and other passages

in the Uistory show a tendency to view the deployment as

the ~:tart of a sequential buildup of American forces. In

~~~~~~~~ Li on , the clebarkea Marine s soon discovered that they

hai~ ne i ther  the capabili ty nor freedom of action to ade-

quately secure -the Danang air base . But once the barrier

had been broken; thereafter, mil i tary consideration would

inc reas ing ly provide cogent jus t i fica t ion for the intro—

•~‘ic t i o ,  ‘)f more troops arid greater operational prerOga—

;J.ve:;.

Of co urse , the Washington policy makers ~oul d

resist  th is  growi ng pressure for ground troops as long as

Ui ~ ir ~resent  Vietnam policy was successful. Initially ,

hollin .., Thunder  seemed to be having a positive effect.

The rate of ground combat activity sharply decr eased for

M:~reh , and the governi tent forces were taking the in i t i a—

L i v :  :L t~.rist the Viet  Cong. A ft e r  the departure of Gene—

ral ! liar ih in February , his successor , Premier G~uat ,

dc .,unstrated an abili ty to at least temporarily stabilize

the government . As this period of relative quiescence

11’apers, vol . III.  p. 429
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eytor,de(; through spring, there was a fee ~.ng of cautious

op t i i : d ’ - m  in Washington, usually expressed as “a corner

being turnet” But Westmoreland ’s reports remained gloomy :

... if present trends cont inue, “six months from
now the conf iguration of the ... (South Vietnamese
forces ’) will essentially be a series of islands- of -

. -

strength clustered around district arid province
capitals clogged with large numbers of refugees
in a generally subverted countryside; and the
(South Vietnamese government~ will be beset by
‘end the war ’ groups openly advocating a negotiated
settlement.” “ ... that we are heade~ toward a
VC takeover ,” probably within a year.

- - 

- 

The hiatus in enemy activity abruptly ended with the

sdverit of the summer rainy season . The Viet Cong attacked

the cap ital of Phuoc Long Province and scored other victo-

ries against the South Vietnamese army in May. As the

Viet Cong summer offensive continued, a real fear developed

that Communist successes in the central highland would

split South Vietnam and lead to the establishment of a

National Liberation Front government in the country ’s

center. Mil itary troubles were again compounded by politi—

cal instability when the Quat government collapsed in mid—

June to he replaced by an untested military junta.  In

June , General Westmorelan d re sponded to the deteriorating

mi l i tary  situation by requesting American and allied

‘William C. Weatmorelan d , General USA , quoting
himself in an early March report to Washington , from Idem ,
A Soldier Reports ( Garden City , New York : Doubleday ,
T976J, p. 122. 
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re inforc ements to take offensive actions designed to

re lieve the enemy pressure on the Vietnamese for ces.

Undoubtedly, the Johnson administration had again reached

the point where a thorough policy review arid new ini t ia—

tives were required.

I t  was evident to all that the primary policy

instrument , the Rolling Thunder operation, was not

accomplishing the desired results. The bombing did not

facilitate negotiations nor re]ieve the external pressure

on the fragile South Vietnamese political system . Further-

more , Westmoreland and many others held l i t t le hope for

its future  success:

Thus far our air campaign to the North has been
characterized by creep ing escalation. Thi s
strategy has not influenced the will of Hanoi.
The strategy has used air power inefficiently
arid expensively ,  and has achieved results far
short of potential . In a dd i t i o n , a consider-
able and growing risk factor has been injected
into the situation . The enemy now has a corn—
prehensive air defense system under centralized
control ... (that~ will resu).t In mountingcasual ties as the war goes on — perhaps more
than we will be willing or even able to sus— 1
tam , given the present limitations on targets.

He went on to recommend a more intense bombing effor t  to

include “lucrative targets” near Hanoi and in Hai phong

1Report from Westmore land to Pres ident Johnson ,
f inal day of Manila Conference , 1966, quoted in West—
moreland, Reports, p. 122,
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Harbor , bu t this policy op tion had already been discarded

by the Washington decision makers. The prevailing con-

sensus rejected this option because a drast ic increase in

the scope and scale of the bombing assumed too great a

risk of direct Chinese intervention. Therefore, when the

bombing campaign , which was a relatively easily managed

program , failed to achieve the policy objective by itself,

the Johnson administrat ion was finally facing the basic

decision that had been successfully avoided until now:

wa~ the United States going to seek a negot iated settle-

ment in Vietnam and unilaterally withdraw under unfavor-

able circumstances or commit ground forces In support

of its foreign policy objective?

Although principal members of the administration

such as Under Secretary of State George Ball and Clark

Clifford , then Chairman of the President’s Foreign In—

telligence Advisory Board , opted for a negot iated settle-

ment . fly the end of July , the President had decided that

• national interests were better served by further military

Intervention. Justifiably so, this was a most difficult

decision for the administration as a wh~lè, and per-

sonally for Johnson. He described it as “the most

agonizing and the most painful duty of your president.”
1

‘While House press conference, 28 July 1965, as
quoted in J ohnson , p. 153. - 
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~i - v ~’rIhe1 ~~~~~~ he fnr~ t h is  basic policy decision to fu l ly

c~ wmi L the Unit ed  states to the ground war had been form—

al ly made , new interventionist  initiatives were tried. In

o ther words , while the debate over whether or not to be—

come C ommitted to an open—ended intervention was taking

place , the existing policy was being evaluated and modified

to accommodate the changing situation in Vietnam. Ad-

mittedly , these shifts in pol icy were hotly debated,

grudgingly taken , and reversible; however, the policy

steadily evolved toward a larger number of’ American troops

being wore actively involved in ground combat. Out of a

myriad of policy proposals with troop strengths ranging

from a Cow hundred conventional troops to options involv-

ing over one hundred thousand Green Berets, three suc-

cess ive strategies and concomitant policy for the corn.-

mitment of ground f orces were implemented —— security ,
enclave , and search and destroy. A discuss ion of the

strategies will explain how the American ground commit-

ment  increased and demonstrate the incremental nature of

the policy ’ s changes .

First , as noted above , almost as an afterthought

to the bombing program; the strategy of security was

implemented by deploying Marine battalions to guard

American air bases. This policy initiative was taken

- - - - -  ~~~~~~~ — ~~~~~~~~ •- ---~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~



S ~~~~~ -_ _ ~~~~~~~~~~~~ SW- -- -.~~,.---.- ~,—~‘.,- - ---

- _ _

100

~‘h •u ~, I i.~ ‘;~Lcr~ ~:cr ~ focusing ther a t t e n t i o n  on

~~)rih ~! L’~I .~ ant anl r r ~~ ‘cat ed on the opt imist ic  view that

— Ai :eri .c~ r, groun d troops would  not he needed other than in

a ~;ecur ity role.  Th us , in June all nine of the United

~~~ te~ bat ta l i on s  in Vietnam were primarily involved in

base security . This strategy died a logical death when

HoiJ .ing Thunder would not produce the desired humbling

effec t  in -the North Vietnamese.  However , it did allay

some of the anxiety associated wi th  xenophobia and the

abilit of American forces to function effect ively in an

A~ i:tri :3et~ ing.

The nu: ’~t ~trategy , the enclave approach , can best

be ~esc ruied a~: a low risk , experimental  policy . As part

or t i L e  nackage of reiriedies for tiie worsening situation in

South V ietna:~, the President gave American ground uni ts

perrn i~:sion to get  involved in the groun d war . This de ci—

~iori du r ing  the National Securi ty C ouncil meeting on 1 and

2 t &p r il  wa~ a test for Marines to allow “their more active

i : ~e , ” then evaluate their  e f f ec t i venes s  against insur—

ge n L s  in a jung le envi ronment . 1 As proposed by Ambassa—

do r Taylor as a low r isk policy extension , the strategy

required American troop s to occupy coastal strong points

~‘Johnson makes the dis t inct ion as opposed to an
“u n l im i t e d  combat role” that troops would later assume ,
Johnson , p.  141 .
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or ~‘iic l~ivt~s, t rovide ~ect4 r i ty  for  these areas , and be pre-

pared to reinforce South Vietnamese forces within a f i f t y

mile radius of the enclave . Af te r  the Honolulu conference

in i d—April , it was decided that f ive enclave s would be

• 
Pst~Llished with a total of seventeen battalions. Ideally,

the enclave strategy would deny the enemy certain crucial

areas, thereby , avoiding defeat in the South while Rolling

Thu n-~er ’ s punishment had more time to affect the North .

In add i t i on , i t  would release Vietnamese army units from

sec ir iLy ~Ilis~~i r ~ so they could act ively  pursue the enemy ’ s

m~iir 1 forc e u x i i L ~~. Conversely , J~iierican troops would

ac~sume the less risky security role arid maintain a “low

prof i lc . ‘ The strategy was based on -the assump tion that

Lhe ;oilLh Vietna:Lese forces could defeat the Viet Cong.

0!’ c~ urse , not everyone accepted this assumption.

Westn oreland believed the South Vietnamese army was al—

• ready too ineffective to defeat the enemy and found the

stati.c role of d e f en s e  for United States forces too re—

- • sLric~ ive . Events seemed to prove him right as the Viet

Con~ offensive gained momentum , but as critics would later

indicate , the strategy was never properly implemented.

The Lii tary strategy was only part of the program ; in—

tern~t1 ~~ ve lopm ent , both economic and politIcal , was to

be the i~ c’~~t importan t measures , but they never received

- - 
~
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Liie — r - ~e~ - ‘~~~~~~~:; I. :; r I. iie • The progr~tI ~::i :: iio i design ed

nor enough resources allocated to yield the quick results

that were expected. The obtensibly pass ive nature of the

strate~y tactily yielded the m ilitary in i t ia t ive  to the

Viet Cong, but the program’s supporters allowed for this

as long as the people were being won to the government ’ s

side . W inn in g battles was not seen as the vital factor.

The protracted poli t ical  struggle arid outlasting the In—

su rc~ent  at  the lowest possible Level of sacrifice to the

- • 
f l r iLLc ’J :t~~to~ was the ultimate objective .

-

• 

in r e a l i ty ,  the enclave strategy was only an in—

terim policy . The political turmoil and near mili tary

collapse in South Vietnam was a dismal situation. Wi th

the ineffec tiveness of the Rol ling Thunder bombing becom—

ing more evident , the President wanted new initiatives

which woul d reverse or at least retar d the adver se f low

of events . With in  this crisis atmosphere , Westmoreland ,

wi th the suport of the Joint  Chiefs  of S taff , cont inued

to press for a fruer  han d to commit  American forces and

Thirc Country (Australia , Korea , e tc . )  in a more active

combat role. This country’s histor ical exper ience in war

and the military precept , “The best defense is a good

offense , ” added pressure for direct involvement. This

pressure from wi th in  the administration , both from the

military and others who wished to see more posi t ive

•- - - -  5—.- - --S~~~ --~~ ----- .~~-~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~ -~~~~~~~~
•
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resot~~ find from the public who saw we were “losing ,” was

to he expected . ~ased on his own conviction that Vietnam

was ~-;~ rth the cost , President  Johnson gradually responded

to the rres~ ure by letting the enclave strategy be turned

upsid e cJo,?n . rehii-id this strategic reversal was the idea

of going on the offense with American and Free World Forces,

taking the war to the enemy and keeping him off—balance .

‘~ i t h  superi~~ m o b i l i t y  and firepoi.~er , these forces would

des troy and disp lace  the Viet Cong ’ s main force uni t s .

ue-~l~ ~i i o~-r the South Vietn amese  forces to assum e the

eeu r~ ~; ~
od 1 ni Lernal development  mission , a role they

~J( r ( ! i n el i  i-ore ~u:i Led to perform than foreign troops. As

ijc ;t , .:. reiarv .I e~ p1ains , he envisioned a three—p hase mi l i tary

r)rO gr~::

The first large contingent , I believed , would be
‘ncu~h to halt the swift  d i s in tegra tion  of the
~outh Vietnamese forces , blunt  the main thrust
of the Viet Cong of fe~isive , and permit the con—
~t ruct ion  of an American log istical base. Those

• objectives achieved , additional American troops ,
~.u~plemented by contributions from other countries ,
~oulfi enable me to seize the in i t i a t ive. In a
Thi rd phase , the en emy would he worn down to the

1- i in t where the South Vietnamese — —  with their
-
~ on~ Oi~r er  mohi  lized and thei r  forces retrained and
re-equipped —— could gradually take over .1

• 
1westrr ioreland , “A 1.-t i l i ta ry  War of A t t r i t i o n, ”

from ~T
• Scott Thompson and Donaldson D. Fr izzel l  ( e d s.) ,

The r~~ssons oP Vietnam ( New York : Crane , Russak & Co. ,
1977),  p.  61

_____________________________ — ~~ .~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ -- ~~
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- -
- i Ui t h i s  r~’uposr- l for  a change in m i i i  tary stra—

:Wtle chance in the policy object ive — —  the

eri c!i~;; ~~~~~~ ol - onl y Lu be denied victory bu t also mi l i t a r i ly

defeated  in the South . The policy of bombing pressure in

th~ ~!orth and denial of victory in the South was superceded

l y  ~ “~-i1n ” p o l i c y  in the South . The bombing would continue

as a secorL( ary policy instrument , but the primary emphasis

would be placed on defeating the insurgents with American

troops. Shor t  of defeating the enemy , the United States

~~~~~~~~~~ I a L I’rrn~. a pos i t ion  of stren~ t;h , If the North

Vi e I . x r  :~~~~~; ~~r -  he Vie L ~‘ong car~~ to realize further

t i  i i  r ’~’ t u ~- ‘ ;~~~~ P u L i l e  . Thus , ~ estmore 1ari c ’ s strategy ,

(lid s. i ’ ‘‘ -( ‘ ri -)- s i s -  dc~ tro ’, ‘‘ - - r ~~~~ - new anc a t t rac t ive

i ol :‘~ ru po~ • 

1

u’~cv (-r , ri - n-.’ -~rinci pal ~)1icy makers questioned

its efFicacy. The chief advocate o~’ the enclave strategy ,

A mts- ’- :s~~rior Taylor , expected no additional suhstantiVe

jnr1uv r :erlLs for the additional costs of switching to the

more ~‘ro rsive military strategy. He bel ieved that only

the •~~u~ h Vi o l  na 9se could save their country . i’he

ir ,; .roduc L i o n  of a iar-~o number of fo reign troops woul d

1 ’Then U ~i; ca tch p hrase acqu i red  a n oga t ive  conn o—
t~ t-i n~ in  the media , \Jestmoreland objected to i ts  use ,
noting tha t h:i s •;trategy also contained the tactical

on~ of “ clea n rig” and “securing,” but these two
pac~~c i c ~~t i o n  o r i e n t e d  operat ions  never received the pro—
mi.r~ ncc in .~:-:ec ition as did the “ sea rch and des tro~.”
oper a t i -ona  .

~~ IIFi&~ —~~ —-~~~
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tr~i n f ~-’r the rei3ttonshi.p between the United States and

~ oii t .1i V i e t n a m  fr o~ one of partnership to one of American

drn tnancu . Thus, adding further cause for  poor morale on

the part of i;he South Vietnamese . George Ball , who John—

SOIl  (]CS~~~1hCS as his “devil’ s advocate ,” put no stock in

mi l i tary rer~ied ie s  s ta t ing that i t  was not reasonable to

expec t American m i l i t a r y  action to defeat the enemy or

force him to negotiate . For him , the search and destroy

strategy represented a greater cost without a corresponding

heris~ t . Others saw a risk that  the Democratic Republic

or Vietnam ~iould respond in kind , i ia tching or surpassing

toe t i e r i c a n  force levels and get additional ai d. from the

So v i e t . Union and China . Al so , the threat of direct  inter—

von L ion  by Ch in ese “volunteer s” x-’ias a possibility .

It is no t  known what specii’ic thoughts the Presi—

dent and his Secretary of Defense had on Westmoreland’s

tote] strategy , hu t they were prepared , in a p iecemeal

m ari n er , to g ive the MACV commander the au -thority and

troop: ; necessary to i n i t i a t e  i t s  implementation . In June

West~ioreland was given permission to commit American

ground forces  anywhere in the country . \-iith th is  new

freedom to maneuver , American troops , in the same month ,

successf u l ly  penet ra ted  a c r i t i ca l  Viet  Cong base area

North’.’~est of Saigon. United States ground forces had

proven their inettle in offensive operations. Thereafter, 

~ - ~ ---~~~ ---  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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the t roops were liberated from their security role in the

uric Iu-jex ;ind entered the first phase of the new strategy.

The n e x t  dee~. s i o n  point centered on how many troops would

b? i ’ ~ces~’at r~’ to accommodate this phase. After much delib—

eraU on , the number of maneuver battalions , both United

F t~~Les and Third Country , was set at 44 and approved in

rri i d—Ju l y . To en ter the next phase , 24 battalions were

initially requested with accompanying support troops, but

t h i s  f i g u r e  cont inued to be re—evaluated upward in response

-I) I l!to]li ens’ estimates 01’ in c r e a s e d  enemy strength.

t I e on’. ci. Y r!s; , it was clear that the enemy was much

::Lroni ; er Lhan earlier estimates h~~l indicated. Conse—

c l i e r t i -,- , i f  t h is  m i l i t a r y  stratepy was to be -the heart of

t h e i r 111 etn ai i po1icy , the administration had to respond

wi U- - ore t roops.

In the surclrner of 1965 President  Johnson committed

the Ijnj t :erl States to a war in Southeast Asia. The air and

naval a c t i o ns  before and even the imp lementat ion of the

e n c] av e  st r a tegy  were seeming ly revers ible  de c i s i o n s .

The si . i m m i t inent  of 125 , 000 f i ght ing men to defea t ing  an

A siah ener cy ‘.;as i r revers ib le .  The Vietnam policy process

h~ :3 e i ’~ed in r : i l i t a r y  i n t e r v e n t i o n . From a forei gn

poli ’; -,- s ti pu l a t i n g  limited m i l i t a r y  assistance in the

Eise .hu.’n~r adm inistration , the United States had m ere—

mentally ~rogressed to fighting a war on behalf of South

. _ _  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ _ . ~~~~~~
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V~ e t r i a - . Th roug hou t the development  of the po l i cy,  the

n o i i t i c d i .l goal h~ d remained remarkably consistent . In a

1 ( r’~— r c ~ 1 n rA ‘- ‘ s i n o r a m i ( i I u n  , McNam ara stated the most current

U n i l e  state s p o l i c y  object ive , one which had p resident ia l

LtpgroVal:

“c s~ ek an ir I (lep ende nt non—Co mmunis t  South Vietnam .
U~ do r iot require that i t  serve as a Western base

~s a member of a Western Al l iance .  South Vie t —
nar-q mu st  be free , however , to accep t outside
:- i ss is tance  as required to mainta in  security . This
n~:si stance should be able to take the form of’
‘~conomic and social measures hut also the police
~.-~nc1 i- m i l i tary help (necessary ) to root out and con-.

‘O]  in s u r g e n t  elements. 1

1 v :a t -  the  ~~~r e e d  upon means designed -to achieve the policy

ci ~e’: .1 v ( ~h I eh .1 r ie>: o rah ly moved toward a greater  commit—

, g g e m j  u l’  ‘ c r i c an  m il i t a r y  power.  i ronically ,  the Vie t—

r ag ’ :01 i c  process  w h i c h  resul ted in interven t ion d i d  not

~o 1v~ Amc r i c a ’ s V i e tnam problem . ‘i- Then the Fres iden t  made

his , lra rr :at ic  Ju l y announcement over nat ional  television ,

he c” i ’rnented  that  the war mi ght go on for seven or eight

:“?ar’;. Likewise , fleneral We stn oreland never in tended

to e lacs  9. prescr ibed t ime l imi t  on his  s tra tegy .~ In

quo ted in W esLlhOrel a f l ( .T , “American Goals in
Vie t~ia-n , ” Thompson and Friv.zell (eds.), The Lessons of
V i et ;i~ : - L, p .  9.

2 The Pentagp n Papers narrator incorrectly inter-
pret ; \1°st-n ioreland ’ s phasing and est imated he expected
vict°ry in 1967. ~!estmoreland ac tually hedged by putting
rio t i r e l i m it  on phase II and making phase I I I  dependent
on p has e TI . See ‘,Iestmorelan d , Repor ts ,  pp. 14 2 — 1 4 3 .

- - -- 
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,d~~-~ - 5  s ’ i ’ds , at 1-h at  t ine that Unite d States had commit ted -

I L sei  to an op~’n-.ended military intervention —— a l imited

war of attrition . Eut the expectation of reaching the -

policy goals remained an uncertain reality.

t -
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CHAPTER IV

THE POLICY PROCESS

The chapter will explore the policy process which led

to the decisions and policy described in the proceeding

chapter . No attempt will be made to explain all the decisions

leading to the administrations’ respective policies on Vietnam,

but the critical decisional points which determined shifts in

direc tion or orientation toward intervention will be analysed.

As previously stated , we are primarily interested in how both

the Eisenhower and Johnson administrations formulated and

legitimized their policy on Vietnam . After having successfully

completed this task , in the last we will make some comparisons

of the two administrations ’ policy processing and reach some

tentative conclusions about their propensity for military

intervention . This analytical orientation leads to a more

rewarding comparison between the two administrations ’ Vietnam

policies , bo th having a potential for intervention . The

following analysis of the Eisenhower policy process will

support and validate this approach as more representative of

reality.

THE EISENHOWER POLICY IMAGE

Interagency Formulation

for me to face my Maker and account for my
actions , the thing I would be must humbly proud
of was the fact that I fought against , and perhaps
contribut ed to preventing , the carrying out of
some harebrained tactical schemes which would have
cost the lives of thousands of men . To that list
of tragic accidents that fortunately never happened
I would add the Indo-Ch ina intervention.1

General Ridgway

~ Ridgway , p. 278.
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Al though there was a general unanimity concerning the

v i t a l  in t e r esi  Ci  S o u t h e a s t  Asia to the United Stdtes as

v~ prc’ssed in the domino theory , there was no interagency or

even intra-agency consensus on the type of intervention which

should be pursued. Some kind of military intervention was

thought nece ssary by the majority, but the bureaucratic

conflic t evolved around the “who” and “how” of applying

decisive military force to the Indochina situation. Consequently ,

the sweep of events overtook the debate before a consensus

could emerge , assuming there was a rat ional means of reconciling

the d i f fe rences . Therefore , the Pres ident  was faced with a

crisis which called for  a decision on the use of military

forces without a unanimous policy recommendation from his

advisors.

Initially, the spokesmen for intervention limited to

only naval and air for~~’s possessed the preponderance of

formal authority by virtue of their positions within the

bureaucratic hierarchy . John Foster Dulles , a highly success-

fully financial lawyer and Republician foreign affairs savant

befor e becoming Eisenhower ’ s Secretary of State , was one of

the most influential presidential advisors not only because

of his pos ition and relationship with the President but also

because he had the abili ty to forge agreements . Sherman Adams ,

the President ’ s “Chief of Staff ,” judged Dulles the most

effective cabinet official at getting others to accept his

point of view even when there was a divergence of op inion

over basic policy. However , there were some definite

-

~
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recognizable limits on Dulles ’ pol icy influence. First , he

did n - t  control  fore ign  pol icy as some commen tators would

have us believe . Close research supports the view of one of

Dull es ’ personal assistants , who ob served , “He [Dullesi felt

t~hat the Secretary of State really was the President
’s

lawyer for foreign affairs... . He thought the relationship

was very (much) like a lawyer and client , and tha t his job

was to advise and counsel , but basically on behalf of his

-
- 

- client who ultimately had the authority and the power .”1

Secondly , considering the Pres ident’s background , Dulles

wisely choose not to challenge the available expertise in

purely mi l i ta ry  areas and rel ied on the Joint Chiefs of

Staff , particularly the Chairman , Admiral Arthur Radford for

this policy dimension .

At the apex of the military pyramid whose base is the

multitudes of men and women in uniform is the Chairman of the

Joint Chiefs of Staff who is usually the most respected

military member of the innner circle of presidental advisors. —

The strength of this link between the broader political

process and the military depends to a great degree on the

rela tion ship between the chairman and his two civilian superiors ,

the Secretary of Defense and the President. Radford skillfully

maintained the relationship by dominating Secretary of Defense

1 Roderic L. O’Connor quoted in Doug las Kinnard .
Pre siden t Eisenhower and Strat~ gy Management (University Press
of Lexington , Kentucky : 1977) , p.  18.

- —.--~—-.----—~~~ 
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Wilson on s t r at e g ic m a t t e r s and b y being empa the t i c  toward

the President ’ s desire to cut defense spending through the

New Look approach .1 Allied with Dulles , who was willing to

.-iccept him m ilitary judgments , Radford was a formidable actor

in defense p o l i t i c s .

However , directly below him in the military pyramid ,

his m i l i t a r y  c redent ia l s  regarding na t iona l  secur i ty  were

challenged by the other  service chiefs . His pas t  par t i sanship

in p leading Navy causes and the dogmatic  pos i t ions  he assumed

in pol icy  de l ibe ra t ion  hampered R a d f o r d ’ s ab ili ty  to maintain
- 

a consensus among t he  JoiflL Chief of Staff. Generally the

Chiefs of Staff interpreted national security policy through

the needs of their respective service , since organizational

essence is preserved through the capability to perform mission

essential tasks. Under the Eisenhower budgetary cuts , these

capabilities in some ca~~ s were being drasticall y reduced.

Even more clearly than the Chairman , the service chiefs have

a mult: iple  b u r e a u c r a t i c  role as a j o i n t  member of a s t a f f

that advises on na tional security policy , as the corporate

head of a worldwide mili tary comp lex of nersonnel and facilities ,

and as a princip le participant in t h e  budgetary process .

1 General Gavin who was the Assistant to the Army
Chief of Staff for Plans and Operations and later Deputy Chief
of Staff of Plans , observed , “Usually, and I know of no case
to the cont rary , he (Wilson) took the advice of the Chairman
of the Joint Chief of Staff , regardless of the views of the
separa te  service Chiefs. ” , Id em , War and Peace in the Space
A~~ (Harper  & B r o t h e r s :  New York , T~ 5837 p.  168. ~~~ a
~imi1ar criti que see S. Adams , Kinnard , Ridgway and Taylor .

_______________ 
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Al though the first and third roles are important , they are

generally com~ limentary to and defined by the second role ,

chief military cfficer of his service. As one retired

general turned academician explains :

The service chief who has spent his entire
- - adult life in the military service represents

his agency in a manner in which no political
apDointee possibly could. He is the essence
of the military professional and in this role
usually considers himself apol i t ical .  He is
also the father of his service and there ~oprotect it and its budget as best he can .’

The implementation of a revised defense strategy

and rea l locat ion of resources put the primary reliance on

airpower wi th  naval and ground forces play ing a secondary

role even in a limited war situation . Not surprisingly,

the interventionists found their strongest support within

the Air Force. The Air Force Chief of Staff , Nathan F.

Twining , was initially a staunch supporter of Admiral Radford

in the National Secuxity Council debates over Indochinese

intervention. Moreover , j u s t  as the Navy ’ s s t ra tegic

concepts encompassed both the new emphas is  on airpower and

• old need for convent ional  arm s , i t s  support for intervention

was also spotty. When the Chief of Naval Operations , Admiral

Robert B. Carney proposed “ l imi ted  mi l i t a ry  intervention on

6 January 1954 , Vice Admiral A.C. Davis , Director of the

O f f i c e  of Forei gn Mi l i t a ry  A f f a i r s  in the Office of the

Secretary of Defense wrote:

1 Kinnard , Eisenhower, p. 22.

___________ 
-
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- lnvc- lvement  of the Uni ted  S ta tes  forces
in the Indochina war should be avoided at all
pr.UIH’al costs. If , then National Policy
(IOUrmines no other alternative , the United
~ t a t c ~s should not  ho s e l f -d u p e d  [nto bel iev ing
I ii ~ ~~ 

s s lb i.I i t y o I part i a I in vo I vet~en t — such
as “Naval and Air units only. ” One canno t go
over Ni agara Falls in a barr el only slightly.1

Not unexpectedly, the Army , in which support for

the New Look grew softer with each proposed manpower and

bud get cut , d i rec t ly  opposed the Dulles-Radford plan for

“limited” intervention . General Matthew B. Ridgway , the

Army Chief of Staff , maintained his faith in the foot soldier

as the decisive element in any comba t environmen t , esp ecially

a military intervention in Asia. He was dismayed by what

he believed to be the inordinate influence of Admiral Radford

upon the Adminis t ra t ion ’ s civilian policy makers. Ridgway

stated in his memoirs as a pre scrip tion for pre sumably pas t

failings that “Their [civ ilian leader ’s] dec isions , on which

the f a t e  of th is  na tion depend s, must be made only after full

considerat ion has been given to the views of all the Joint

Chiefs. Certianly they should never be made on the advice

of one member only , no matter how closely his views may

accord with their wishe s , whether he be the Chairman or any

other. ”2 Indeed it was the “Chairman” within the military

establishment who wished to “test the New Look” in Indochina

against the counsel of the Army . However , Ridgway wisely

1 Papers , Vol .  I . ,  p .  89.

2 Ridgway , p . 292 , (emphasis his).
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marshalled the facts supporting his position and passed it up

the chain of command to the President . In his word s , the

r e su l t s  were g r a t i f y i n g :

To a man of his military experience its
( the report ’ s) imp l ica t ions  were immediately
clear . The idea of intervening was abandoned ,
and it is my belief that the analysis which
the Army made and presented to higher authori ty
play ed a considerable , perhaps a decisive , part
in persuading our government not to embark on
tha t  trag ic adventure )-

Based on the Pentagon Papers and other sources , “the idea of

intervening ” was not completely ab andon ed until 24 April

when the Br i t i sh  re fused  to p a r t i c i p a t e  in a jo in t  Ang lo-

American air and naval in te rven t ion  at Dien Bien Phu .2

Another undocumented source found Ridgway ’s fac ts decisive

for f iscal  reasons and commented t ha t :

In 1954 General Ridgway had carefully pr ogrammed
exactly what would be needed to fight the Vietnam
and to help the French . The cost for one year
would be an € ~Lim ated $3.5 billion . Eisenhower
thereupon cal led in his economic advisors and
his Secretary of the Treasury , George Humphrey
“George , what would all this do to the budget?”
he asked. Humphrey thought for a few momen ts
and then gave a quick answer : “It ’ ll mean a
deficit Mr. President. ” In a way, though t one
man present at the meeting , any idea of inter-
vening in Indochina died at tha t- moment. 3

However , regardle ss of the exact timing cr whether

the Rid gway report was the decisive determinant in the decision

1 Ibid.  , p.  277 .

2 Papers. Vol.  I .  , pp. 92-105.

David H a lbe r s t am . p .  603.
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not to intervene , its pervasive impact turned the policy

makers from the consideration of only one option and

avoided the “locking in” on only one course of action -

unilateral mifl.tary intervention .

CONGRESSIONAL LEGITIMATION

What is it we are going to fight for and to
defend? I am a Senator and I do not know .
The Democratic Senators on the Armed Services
and Foreign Relations Committee do not know .

Senator Wayn e Morse , Republican
of Orgeon - 5 April  1954

(The United Sta tes  mus t  act  in Indochina) by
put t ing our boys in. . .. regardless  of a l l ied
support .  . . .  The aim of the United Sta tes  is
to hold Indochina without war involving the
United States if we can . . . . The Un-ited States
would have to rep lace (the French)-- if necessary

The United States oppose outright
surrender to the Communists.

Vice-Pres ident  Richard M. Nixon
Cinc inna t i , Ohio - 20 April 1954

As the “Commander-in-Chief ,” p r€ s i d e nt ~ assume the

authori ty for mi l i t a ry  intervention b’it usually seek popular

endorsement for the employment of military forces. Usually

some form of democratic approval has been secured before

mili tary act ion begins , in order to minimize the political

r isk.  However , some chief executives have sough t approval

af te r  the fac t . 2

1 Both quotes  in P e t t it .  pp.  59 and 6 2 .
2 The War Powers Act of 1973 does l i t t l e, if any to

change this s it u a t i o n  as evidence by President Gerald R. Ford’s
action to secure the recovery of the S . S . Maya-guez.

__  - - —- -~~~~~- - -~~~~~~~~~~ - - -•‘-— .~---—- - _...1_ ~~~~~~~~~~~
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Certainly the rap idly de t e r io ra t ing  circumstances at

Dien Bien Phu would have provide d an immedia te  ra t ionale  for

such drastic action , but there were more cogent reasons for

not minimizing the need for  congressional  approval .  First ,

we can assume tha t  President  Eisenhower had a very traditional

perception of the re la t ionship between the Pres ident  and

Congress. He expressed this  view in his  memoi r s :  “Par t  of

my fundamental  concept of the Presidency is that  we have a

cons titutional government and only when there is a sudden ,

unforeseen emergency should the President put us into war

without congressional action . The ~T n h ~ch inese  crisis was an

emergency bu t hardl y “unforeseen” wi t i~ the agonizingly slow

unfolding over two months before the French fortress collapsed.

Secondly, and more importantly as poi.~ited o~it by the Ridgway

Report , air in terven tion may no t have been s u f f i c i e n t  to relieve

the strong point , and E5”enhower would have been thrust into

a position of committing ground Lroo~ s of admitting defea t , an

unforgiveable blow to Western prestige a~ this particular -

juncture of the cold war. It is unlikely t h a t  the l a t te r  course

of action would have been se le ct n d and the introduction of

ground forces would be more politL:aLly palatable to the public ,

if the initial venture a i r e r i d v  had the b 1es s in~ of Congress.

In this manner the administrat :~ on cou~ c1 d i f f u s e  the  risk in

Congress . Without congressional ~unction any iction would have

p laced the entire r i sk  ci  t h tc -r v e nt i o n  or the  P r e s i d e n t .

1
Eisenhower. p . 345.
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This domestic consideration brings us to the third

and most frequently slighted reason why congressional approval

was particularly cruc ial before launching an interven tion in

Southeast Asia . Most obvious hut usuall y overlooked in

analyses of crisis policy making is the concep t of the

“steady state ,” that is how relationships will be maintained

after the foreign policy crisis has passed , and the day-to-day

business of government is t ransac ted .  Executive decision-

makers may overlook this basic fact of political life , but

a Congress which is ignored or unduely slighted during periods

of crisis managem ent may become uncooperative or obstructionist

toward other administration programs , both foreign and

domestic. There is strong evidence that Eisenhower was

particularly sensitive to the relationship be tween the Indochina

crisis and other domestic issues . As a newly elected President

there were a number of f ac to rs  tha t  in f luenced  his administration’ s

general appro ach to Congress:  the  Republ icans  he ld  only a

slim majority (eleven more seats in the House and only one in

the Senate); they were unfamiliar wi th  being a majority party

and thus working with the President rather than being in

opposition ; and f ina l ly  the d ive r s i ty  of n o l i tic a l  orientations

among the Republican congressmen was great. Eisenhower had

a “manda te for change ” to be sure , but his nower within the

leg islative branch of government was tenuous , and he knew it.1

I . -Eisenhower , pp. 192-193 

-~~~ -—-—-~--~ —-- —..~ .— .--.~~~~~~ -. ~~-- -- - ---— - -- -_
~~~--- . -

~~~ ~ —. -
~~~- — -~ . - 

-
- - ._____



120

Furthermore  his pa r ty  was not  always suppor t ive . As

an insider , Sh rman Adams put the relationship between the

President and his party in sharp focus :

The influential Republicans in Congress were ,
for the most part , conservatives who did
nothing to hel p E isenhower ~et the nomination
nor did they accept the fact that he virtually
saved their party from a deepening oblivian .
They gave him only intermittent support and
con3iderable opposi t ion and personal  aggravation .
The Republican majo r i ty  in Congress was so small
during the first two years of the Eisenhower
Adminis t ra t ion that  the President had to seek
Democratic backing for his legislat ive program s
and this added more strain on his relationship
with the r ight  of his own party . l

Therefore it was extremely importan t tha t the Eisenhower

administration did not al ienate l iberal  support , both

Democratic and Republican , because of some precipitous

military action in a remote area of the world. Undoubtedly

this domestic dimension to the cost versus benefit evaluation

of the inherent risk of ~‘ tervening p layed an important

role in the decision-making process.

To further support this assertion we need only take

note of the congressional floor debates on the defense

bud ge t for fi scal ye ar 1955 w h i c h  were b e g i n n ing at a time

when the fate of French garrison at Dien Bien Phu was almost

beyond reversal .  I t  may he recallL-d that the  New Look

stra tegy pos tu la ted  a heavy r e l i a n c e  on nuc lea r  airpower

with a corresponding depreciation of conventional forces.

1
Ad ams , p .  9.
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The proposed  d e f i - ~~ b u d p v  t reflected h i s  priorit. v with

uurr(e;poIi d I i~~’, d r : r ; i  in  nul i n  Army i;1flnpo~J t - r  ~i i i t money . In

the f l o o r  delia n in  he Sci in t e , ti-ic New Look bud ge t  was

directly challenged by ref~-rences to the situation in Indochina.

Senator John Kennedy who had taken a keen interest in foreign

policy in general and particul arly Asian affairs , rhetorically

asked whether or not the budget had been prepared when it was

believed that French operations against the \Tietminh were

going to be successful. Earlier Senator Homer Ferguson had

made a g lowing opening p r e s e n t at i o n  in suppor t , s t ress ing the

long haul approach  and  th e  incorporatia ! ne’-~ weapons

technology in lieu of manpower Ho~ he udmi t:ted French failure

had not been c o n t e m p l a t e d  buL denied this eventuality ’ s

relevance to the budget. Unhesitating ly, Kennedy explained the

connect ion b e t w een  t h e  propos ed cot of three Arm’- Divisions

and to the possib l€ need ~~r c o nv e n t i o n a l  F~~rces to fight in

Southeast Asia. Senitor Alber t Cor e , o b s e r ved  that the New

Look had already fa i led in its first serio us c r i s i s , the relief

of Communist  p r e s s ur e  on the  ih en ch  in I n d o c h i n a .  Shor t ly

Sena tor Hub ert l—lump hrev added his s i : np or t  to the Democratic

opposit ion by d e c l a r i n g ,  “I wish to en’phasire t h a t  the world

s i tua t ion  is changing day hr  claw I t  does not  do any good to

talk about mass(sic) retaliation . It does not do any good to

ta lk  about something going to h a p p en  whi ch i s not going to

happen . We have had our bluff called two ni th ree  times in

the las t  mon~~H .

1 Congressional hcco~ d , 83d Congress 2d Session , C. p . 8342. 
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In reply , the Republicans steadfastly clung to the President ’s

credibility and expertise as a military leader and successfully

diverted or blunted Democratic thrusts sufficiently to pass

their budget. However , the challenge was serious enough to

necessitate a vote on a Kennedy ammendment to retain sufficient

Army strength to field nineteen division as opposed to the

administrat ion’ s plan for only seventeen divis ions)  The

amendmen t was easily defe ated under the preva iling circumstances ,

but what if the President ’s military credentials had been

sullied in an abortive intervention in Southeast Asia?

The ques t ion is not raised to exp lore hypo the t i ca l

s i t ua t i ons  but  to illustrate the political stakes that could

be put  in j eopard y by the wrong executive decision on Indochina .

Any ac tion which permanen tly damag ed the neces sary suppor t

for the passage of the New Look budge t would have had severe

repercussions throughout the Eisenhower administration and

impaired its ability to move ahead on other domestic issues.

Without the substantial reductions in land forces promised

by the New Look , the adminis t ra t ion could not hope to keep

its campaign pr omi ses to balance the budge t and to reduce

taxes. In other words , the events at Dien Bien Phu were in

one sense in t ima te ly  tied to domestic issues throug h the

defense budge t. Consequen tly, the President could not afford

to ac t con trary to the wishes of Congre ss on the former issue

of intervention and still realistically expect to have his

1 
These debates are also succintly described in Kinnard ,

Eisenhower , pp . 34-36.
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wished respected on the defense budget and other domestic ,

economic issues. Consequently, the administration wisely

went searching for a Congressional concensus for military

intervention as the crisis became more acute and would not

intervene without congressional support.1

Before the opening gamut to secur e the supp ort for

any type of military assis tance beyond material , the Presiden t

and his advisors knew there would be stiff res istance .2

For in support of the Navarre Plan and before the start of

the siege at Dien Bien Phu , the administration had agreed to

send forty 8-26 bombers and two hundred Air Force personnel

to maintain them . Although the American technicians were

~ Another domestic issue which was competing for
public attention at this time was the phenomenon of McCarthyism .
Eisenhower was having extreme trouble in leading the right
wing of his party to the extent that Adlai Stevenson bluntly
called the Republican Party “half McCarthy and half Eisenhower.”
Through February and Marc i

~ McCarthy and the Army carried on
a verbal battle of charges and couter-charges that finally
resulted in publicly televised hearings , starting on 22 April 1954.
Although I can find no evidence of the direct effect this
domestic controversy, or McCar thyism in general , had on the
decision-making process concerning Dien Bien Phu , it had an

• insidious and pervasive e f fec t  on the morale of governmen t
employees and posed a major distraction at all decision levels.
For this aspect of the Eisenhower presidency see Peter Lyon ,
Eisenhower: Portrait of the Hero (Boston , 1974: Little , Brown
& Co.); Herbert S. PaFi~eE7 Ejsenhower and the American Crusades
(New York , 1972: Macmillian). 

— _______

2 Jose?h C. Harch’s newspaper article stated , “The
Administration s poil takers on Capitol Hill reported. . . . that
there were no more than five men at the most to be found in
all of Congress who were positive and unequivical in their
approval of quick and decisive ac tion .” Christian Science
Monitor, 29 April 1954, p. 1. Also see footnote #3, p . 124
for earlier public sentiment. 
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non-combatants and on limited loan , the announcement on

6 February 1954 was met with strong congressional cri ticism

voicing the opinion that such actions were the forerunner

of direct entry into the war. The Administration ’s failure

• to consult with anyone on the Armed Services or Foreign

Relations Committees of either Chamber before making the

1personnel commitment to the French was especially irritating .

In an attempt to quell the mounting opinion tha t the United

States was about to enter another “police action” comparable

to the Korean War , the President at his 10 February news

conference was obliged to declare , “... no one could be more
bi t te r ly opposed to ever getting involved in a hot war in

that region than I am.. ,,2 Eisenhower later admitted that

his administration was unsuccessful in gaining public support

for this minimal intervention and cites strong political

pressur e in opposition to “any American participation whatsoever .”3

Based on the precarious congressional environment and

the strong nat ional is t - isolat ionist  sentiment , the President ’ s

pledge to consult with Congress before embarking upon a military

1 
Eisenhower states that  the decision was made “a f te r

consultation with the leaders of both houses of Congress” , but
th is  did little to mollify the congressmen on the committees
direc tly concerned with such matters , especially the Democrats.
Eisenhower, p. 341.

2 D.D. Eisenhower , Public Papers of the Presidents of
the United States: 1954, p. 250.

Eisenhower , p. 343. The Correctness of this perception
is supported by a March Gallup Poll showing eighty-five percent
of Americans opposed envolvement in Indochina and Congressional
mail reflected this public opinion . U .S. News & World Report ,
7 May 1954 , pp .25-26.
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intervention in Indochina was the only logical course of

action . Consequently, congressional approval became one of

the substantive preconditions for military action before

- - the crisis in northern Vietnam began . Although Eisenhower

later wrote that he was aware of this fac t , ne i ther  he , his

prin cipal advisors , nor the French acted on the assumption

that Congressional approval for military intervention would

be impossible or at the least difficult to obtain .1

Optimism for French success prevailed.

These hopes were dashed with the first Vietminh

onslaugh t at Dien Bien Phu in early March . By the end of

the month the Administration was attempting to prepare Congress

and the coun try for some type of possible military action .2

If Operative Vulture was to be successful , it must be

immediately imp lemen ted to des troy the men and material

advantages of the Vietminh at Dien Bien Phu . Again this

would reinforce the administration ’s willingn ess to suppor t

the French with American military might. 3 Since two aircraft

• carriers were on station , the option was immediately feasible,

1
Interes t ingly , Eisenhower says he came to this

conclusion early in 1954 and proceeds to discuss how other
precondi tions could be met (legal right and favorab le Free
World opinion), bu t neg lec ts any discussion on Congress .
Eisenhower , pp. 340-341.

2 The administration desired “united ac tion” without
the use of American ground forces. Papers. Vol . I., p. 98.

Although unlikely , neither unilateral action nor
the use of ground troops were ruled out . Gurtov, p. 83. 
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but for reasons discussed above it was entirely unsuitable

wi t hout - congressional approval . Therefore in the interest

of the Administration ’s continued popular support no further

military escalation was contemp lated without congressional

input .

After the 3 April Dulles-Radford meeting with

Congressional leaders and the President ’s acceptance of

stipulated constraints on the use of military force , a

viable policy which incorporated the possibility of American

intervention had been formulated and legitimized . The fact

that the United States did not intervene is a question of

policy substance not process. The fact that its implementaion

was conditional on other factors such as British partnershi p

is not necessarily a sign of faculty policy development ,

quite the opposite.

Presidential Policy-Making Style

As our hearts summons our strength , our wisdom
must direct it. There is , in world affairs ,

• a steady course to be followed between an
• assertion of strength that is truculent and a

con fession of helplessness that is cowardly.

State of the Union message , 2 February 1953

Thus far we have taken the opportunity to look at

the major streams of influence upon the decision to intervene

or not to intervene in the battle of Dien Bien Phu , but no

analysis would be complete without focusing our attention on

the confluent point. An earlier President remarked that “the

buck stops here” and a later President remarked , after the

~
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abortive Bay of Pigs intervention , that failure was motherless

but he , must take- the responsibility for being its father .

Being a career soldier , President Eisenhower was well aware

of the military maxim , “a coniuander may delegate his

authority but never the responsibility for his coninand,”

and as the Coninander-in-Chief, he alone held the responsibility

for ordering American military action in Southeast Asia.

As Dulles later pointed out to the Senate , the framers of

the Constitution had substituted “declare ” for the original

word “make” to provide the President with the authority to

take promp t action in a crisis and left Congress the power

to later deliberate on a declaration of war) We k-now

Eisenhower decided against intervention , but we need to gain

a better insight into the presidential conmonent of this

decision . Again coming from a rational as opposed to a

behavioral or bureaucratic approach , there are some very

pragmatic reasons why Eisenhower as President chose not

to app ly military force in this situation . Some of the

reasons in the network of influences have been discussed

above , but now the relation of the man and his presidential

role in the decision mus t be considered.

There are two divergent schools of thought on

Eisenhower ’s presiden tial leadership style and effectiveness.

Uni ted States Congress . Senate , Counnittee on Foreign
Relation s , Hearings , 83d Congress 2d Session , 19 March and 14
April 1954. Statements of Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles and Admiral Arthur Radford , Chairman , Joint Chiefs
of Staff , 22.
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From ihe time of his administration until now one view is

epi t imized by the following :

After almost eight years in the White House ,
Dwight D. Eisenhower remains the most enigmatic
phenomenon in the history of the American
Presidency . Never has a popular leader who
dominated so completely the national political
scene affected so negligibly the essential
historic processes of his time .’

This conventional view characterizes Eisenhower as a popular

but a weak national leader who was dependent on his sub -

ordinates for major decisions. His personal traits are said

to have included a dislike for the “game of politics ” and

the pursuit of power. “Supported by an optimistic philosop hy,

unaware of man ’s propensities for evil and the tragic dilemmas

of human exis tence , he had limited himself , by and large , to

the enunciation of general princip les , leaving the poli tical

task of their implementation to subordinates or to nobody

in particular . . . .“ Thus Hans J. Morgen thau cri tically concludes ,

“the Presiden t, by divorcing his person and his office from

the partisanship of politics , ha s transformed the charac ter

of poLitics itself ... The result is national unity, paid

for with the life-blood of the democratic process. For this

is not the unity of a people who , af ter weighing the al ter-

natives , have decided what they want . It is rather like a fog

r that makes us all brothers in blindness. ”2 ‘ To be sure ,

1 Norman A. Graebner. “Eisenhower ’ s Popular Leadershi p, ”
Current History , October , 1960 reprinted in Eisenhower as President ,
Dean Albertson , ed. (New York : Hill & Wang , 1963), p. I~ 77

2
Hans J. Morgenthau . “What the President and Mr. Dulles

Don ’ t Know ,” New Republic , (17 December 1956) p. 14-15. 
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there is a great variety in emphasis and substance within

this critical perspec tive , but the theme of “weak” leadership

is prevalent throughout)~

In contrast , the other school of thought which is

smaller and only recently been taken seriously by scholars

depicts Eisenhower as a skilled politican and policy-maker .

His Vice-President describ ed him as “a far more complex

and devious man than most peop le real ized , and in the bes t

sense of those words .”2 A few other insiders have also

described him as a strong President .3 Other experts in the

study of stra tegic policy-making have found him to be an

active rather than a docile President. In the general

field of national security one analys t concluded his book

by stating :

In sum , contrary to the conventional picture
of Eisenhower as a passive president, he
emerges as a skilled practitioner of closed
politics who dominated and frequently manipulated

1 For instances , see Marquis Childs , Eisenhower:
Captive Hero (New York : Harcourt Brace , 1958) ; James D . Barber ,
The Presidential Character (New York : Prentice Hall , 1972) ;
~iii~eF Jbhn Hughes , The Living Presidency (New York : Coward ,
McCann , and Ceohegan , 1972); R [chard E. Neust adt , Presidential
Power (New York : John Wiley and Sons , 1960) ; George E . Reedy ,
The Twiligh t of the Presidency (New York : World , 1970); Richard
W~~Rovere , The EIi~nhower Years (New York : Farrar , Straus ,
and Cudahy , T~56); and Arthur M . Schle°inger , Jr. , The Imperial
Ptesidency (Boston : Houghton Mifflin , 1973) .

Richard M. Nixon . Six Crisis (New York : Pyramid
Books , 1968), p. 172. — ______

See Ar thur Larson . Eisenhower: The President
Nobod y Knew (New York : Scribner ’s , 1968) ; and Murray Kempton ,
“The Under-estimation of Dwight D. Eisenhower ,” Esquire, Sept , 1967.
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a very powerful set of political and
military appointees. In making and management
of strategic policy he was a strong , active ,
and effective president .1

More specificly , Bernard Brodie in his study found Eisenhower

to be “ . . ,sensitive to the crucial importance of the political

situation within Vietnam in determining the success of the

military operations ,” and capable of keep ing the inter-

ventionist including “Dulles under firm control. ”2

Another controversy of lesser importance but directl y

related to the first surrounds the functioning of the

national security policy-making process within the Eisenhower

administration . This analytical dispute focuses on how the

Chief Executive used the National Security Council. Initiall y

the ~r~uncil had been created by Congress as a small committee

of experts to advise the President on strateg ic policy .3

President Truman maintained a loosely organized Council and

-

. j gave it an insignificant role in the production of policy .

As a carry-over from his military general staff experience ,

Eisenhower greatly enhanced the role of the Council and made

it the formal centerpiece in the security policy process.

1 
Kinnard. Eisenhower , pp. 135-136.

2 Bernard Brodie. War and Politics (New York :
Macmillan , 1973), pp. 124-125

National Security Act of 1947, as amended was the
authorizing legislation . Th~~Pr~~ident presided and the other
statutory members were Vice President , Secretaries of State and H
Defense , and the Director of the Office of Civil and Defense
Mobilization (later called the Office of Emergency Preparedness). -
The permanent advisors were the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff and the Director of the CIA .

~
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It was viewed as a “corporate body” that not only represented

the various departmental views but was also expected to give

collective advice on issues. The Council staff was greatly

expanded; boards were established; and these interagency

committees produced policy papers for Presidential approval

and action by the proper governmental agencies .

Critics of the Eisenhower National Security Council

system find the structure too centralized , overloaded , and

independent of presidential guidance. Senator Henry Jackson ’s

-staff report by the subcommittee on National Policy machinery

provided the classical critique and starting point for later

scholarly criticism . Basing his critique on the assumption

that the Council was the forum where decisions on policy were

actually made , Jackson concluded that the decision-making

process had become over institutionalized and usurped

Presidential prerogative in this overly formalized decision

arena) In essence , this finding supported the major

contention that Eisenhower was a weak President who delegated

much of his authority on strategic matters to the National

Security Council system . If this conclusion is totally

accepted , the impact Eisenhower had on the crisis at Dien

Bien Phu migh t be considered minimal , and we could focus

our attention elsewhere for the critical factor.

However , there are some factual reasons for questioning

1 
Henry M. Jackson. (ed) The National Security Council:

Jackson Subcommittee Papers on Polt~~-making at the PresidentialLevel (New York: Praeger , 19~~), pp. 3B-39
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Sena tor Jackson ’s assumption . In siders close to the decision-

in;ik in~ process have either im’plied or directly stated that

v most of the important decisions were made by President

Eisenhower in conference with only key advisors . For instance ,

John S.D . Eisenhower disclosed in an unpublished manuscript

that his father thought of the National Security Council

as a “debating society” and that the “real decisions were

in the Oval Office with a small select group .”
1 Also a

recent work on the Eisenhower policy process found :

Finally , the importance to Eisenhower ’s
decision-making process of the sessions in
the President’s office with ad hoc group s
is clear . The formal National Security
Council sessions were important for coordination
and for developing teamwork, but the decisions
were not generally talked out there. They 2had already been made in the President ’s office.

Since the assumption , that decisions were made in National

Security Council is highly questionable , thus President

Eisenhower ’s input into the decision-making process is of

unique importance rather than a rubber stamp for the

conclusions of the National Security Council. Moreover , in

the management of this particular crisis , dissonance within

the Council over the type and effectiveness of military

intervention precluded the development of a unanimous proposal

wi thout strong Presidential guidance. The President had to

rely on his own expertise and instincts to select among the

1 
Kinnard. Eisenhower, p. 134

2 Ibid. , p. 65.
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the options being advanced by the various factions . As we

know the decision he made irrevocably doomed the French

garrison and signaled a significant shift in United States

policy toward Southeast Asia . Having substantiated the fact that
- 

I President Eisenhower ’s personal calculus was important in this

decision , we must now try to determine what moral, military ,

economic , and political factors shaped his final decision.’

A further caution , this listing is a heuristic convenience

and obviously not intended to represent a mental process

nor are the categories mutually exclusive or exhaustive .

First , there are strong indications that the moral

dimension of the crisis strongly affected the President’s

resoluteness for intervention. In his own summation , he noted ,

“there was an element of tragedy in an agreement that put great

numbers of people under Communist domination,” but was quick

to add that he directed , “that aid to Indochina henceforth be

given directly to the Associated States rather than through

France.” He found “much good” resulting from the struggle

because , “it accelerated the independence.. . the French implemented

in their desperation during the last days of conflict ; this

complete independence , with the removal of French troops , paved

the way to an understanding among the free nations of Southeast Asia.”

~ What we are attempting here is called “factoring out” -

that is dividing a policy problem into separate categories that
can be independently analyzed. For an excellent explanation of
hc’w this analytical technique aids rationality see H.A. Simon,
“The Architecture of Complexity ,” 106 Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society, December , l~E7

2 Eisenhower, p. 374.
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Undoub tedly when Eisenhower is using the collective “we”

or t h e  “ U n i t e d  S ta tes ” to explain non- intervent ion in term s

of anti-colonialism , he is also voicing a strong personal

norm or justification for not unilaterally committing mi]~itary

force on behalf of the colonial French . Eisenhower strongly

believed that avoiding the taint of colonialism and advancing

the anti-imperial causes would greatly enhance the United

States ’ position as a leader of the Free World. Supposedly

with France removed from the area , American assistance would

no longer be subject to charges of aiding colonialism.

Furthermore in a personal note to General Alfred M.

Gruen ther , at the time , the Supreme Allied Commander , NATO ,

Eisenhower related his personal frustration with the French

over this moral issue :

As you know , you and I started more than three
years ago trying to convince the French tha t
they could not win the Indochina war and par ticularly
could not get real American support in that region
unless they would unequivocally p ledge independence
to the Associated States upon the achievement of
military victory. . . this Administration has been
arguing that no Western power can go to Asis
militarily, except as one of a concert of powers ,1
which concert must include local Asiatic peop les .

This statement seems to place the “blame” for the United

States , or more specifically Eisenhower ’s inability to

unilaterally intervene on the French failure to totally

renounce colonialism in Southeast Asia. There is no reason

to doubt that Eisenhower accepted the cold war moral dichotomy

between good and evil. He had admonished Americans to

1 Eisenhower , p . 352. 
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“hold the line of freedom” agains t “ensl avemen t” and in the

language of the co ld war consensus declared “Freedom is

pitted against slavery , lightness agains t the dark ,”

However , it can be argued that Eisenhower had dropped the

ideological stance that normatively sanctioned French actions

in Indochina because they were fighting Communism and took

a traditionally moralistic American position against European

imperialism. Thus , “ the evil that men do lives a f te r  them ;

the good is •ft interred with their bones . “~~ and the pas t

f;dliires could be attributed to formerly blameless “freedom”

ii ghLcrs who in defeat became “colonialists .” Public

pronouncement not withstanding , there is reason to believe —

tha t Eisenhower was never totally convinced that the French

were not intent on colonial reconquest or neo-imperialism in

Indochina . This Presidential attitude would help explain

why he was no t willing to go all the way to “hold the line

of freedom .” Before moving to the next presidential determinant ,

it is interesting to note that a decade later the Johnson

Admin istration would be publicly speaking of Paris ’ attempt to

“buck the trent toward independence ,” further deprecia ting

Franc e’s prior role as an anti-Comminist force in Southeast Asia.3

1 See Dwight D. Eisenhower ’s first Presidential Address
to the Congress , 2 February 1953 , Ibid. , pp.  312-325.

2 Julius Ceasar, Act III , Scene 2 .

Robert McNamara. Departmen t of State Bulletin,
13 April  1964 , p. 563. — _____ _______—
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Wri t ing  a post mortem in his memoir, Eisenhower flatly

declared that military considerations (“Air strikes . . .would

no t have been e f f e c t i v e , ” and “ . . . loses would have been heavy

..  . “)  made “ . . .unila tera l  American intervention nothing less

than sheer folly ,” but he subsequently reassures us tha t

“Had the circumstances lent themselves to a log ical use of

mil itary force , the task of explaining to the American public

the necessity for sacrifice would have been an acceptable one.”

This Presidential resolve to intervene given the favorabl e

political conditions is substantiated in the eleventh hour

maneuvering in an attemp t to salvage the French position .

According to the Brit ish Foreign Secretary , Sir Anthony Eden ,

“Once President Eisenhower had been assured that the United

Kingdom would par t icpate  in this declaration , he would be

prep ar ed ~~ seek Congressional approval for intervention ,”

“1- - ~d States naval a~~~craf t  would go into action at Dien

Bien Ph~ on Apri l  28. ,1 2 If we accep t the assumption that  the

President was prepared to intervent as part  of a comb ined

m i l i t a r y  force , then it is hard to avoid the conclusion tha t

Eisenhower f e l t  American forces alone could successful ly

1 Eisenhower , p. 373 , in support of Radford plan see
Bernard Fall , Hell in a Very Small Place, (Philadelphia : J .B .
Lippinco tt , 1961), p. 4~ 9. eased ott’ later evidence of bombing
effectiveness in Vietnam , he argues tha t satura tion bomb ing and
massive aerial resupply efforts would have saved the French garrison .

2 Anthony Eden . Full Circle, (Boston : Houghton Mif f l in ,
1960) , p. 119. This message was relayed through the French
Ambassador , M . Massigli , on 25 April , 1954 . Ibid.

-- ~~- - - --~~---- .- -- -  -
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relieve the pressure on the French fort. Militarily, it

made litLie difference whether the American forces were

committed t o b a t t l e  singularly or part of a “united action”

task force . Britain was hard pr essed to f ight a counter-

insurgency campaign in Malaya and maintain its forces in

NATO , whi le  the mi l i ta ry  forces other regional nations were

capable of sending could only be described as tokenism .

Thus i t  was a f ac t  that  the United States , along with the

French would be doing the actual f ighting regardless of

the political arrangement. This reality counsels caution

in giving military factors a high value in Eishenhower ’s

dec ision no t to intervene.1 On the other hand , the military

dimension of the Commander-in-Chief’s ra tionale for a pos sible

mili tary in terven tion provides some interes ting insights.

We are not privy to any information which indicates

whe ther the Presiden t ever favor ably cons ider ed the con tention

that airstrikes alone would remedy the French pr edicamen t

and if under taken , whe ther tac tical nu clear bomb s should be

used. 2 Based on his faith in the New Look , Operation Vulture

must  have held at least a pas sing fasina tion ; “there was some

It is not intended here that Eisenhower formally
“gamed” his decision , bu t is it reasonable to assume he weighted
different factors in reaching his decision not to intervene.
What is being said is that it would be hazardous to conclude
that the Ridgway Report or other military reasons for not
intervening were paramount.

2 The availability of nuclear weapon s was assumed and
the reaction to their use was explored in NSC Ac tion No. 1074-a ,
Papers, Vol., I, pp . 466-467 and 469-470.
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merit in the argument that  the psychological effect of an

ai r  s t r i k e  would raise French and Vietnamese morale  and

improve , at least temporarily, the entire situation .”
1

However , as a soldier he had witnessed the limits of aerial

bombardmen t and would no t depr eciate the Army ’ s position

that massive troop commitments would be necessary f or a

successful  American interventior. - Nevertheless he continued

to hold on to the unrealistic hope that the bulk of these

troops would not be from the United States .

In an impassioned plea , on 4 Apr il , designed to get

Britain to join a Southeast Asian security grouping , Eisenhower

wrote  a personal le t ter  to Sir Winsont Churchill in part

saying , “The importan t thing is that the coalition must be

strong and it must be willing to join the fight if necessary .”

He went on to wr i te  “I do not envisage the need of any

appreciable  ground forc .~s on your or our p a r t .  . . . “ If no t

from the United States or Britain where would “appr ec iable

ground forces” be found? Even at the end of April when the

French f o r t  was near collapse , he was insis t ing that

“ add i t i ona l  ground forces should come from Asia t ic  and

European troops already in the reg ion .” At a time when it

was pol i t ica l ly impossible for the French to continue their

present level of military action much less increase it , and

no Asian military force was available to successfully oppose

the Vietminh , Eisenhower ’s formula for “united action” had

1 Eisenhower , p. 354.
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the same f l aw as the reason he , himself , opposed unilateral

American intervention : “
. . . if the United States were ,

u n i l a t e r a l ly to permit i ts  forces to be drawn into conf l ic t

in Indochina and in a succession of Asian wars , the end

re sul t would be to drain off our resources and to weaken

our over-all defensive position .”1 Surely given the

insignificant amount of allied assistance which could be

rea sonably expec ted , E isenhower ’s posi tion on the commitmen t

of American forces lacks logical consistency . Either a -

unilateral or multilateral military action could still have

had the foreseen d iss ipa t ing  e f fec t  on United States mi l i ta ry

strength. 2 The President ’ s equ ivocal stand on the use of

American ground troops cannot be explained by the tactical

or strategic context of the crisis. As one military writer

has observed: -

It seems inarg”able that solutions to national
security problems should reflect the military
fac tors  involved in them . If they do not , the
odds are high that  we wil l  f ind our selve s in
trouble - involved in prob lems of overcommi tment
mistakes in timing , missed oppor tuni ties, and
lack of orientation and objective in action
and decision . The inevitable cost will be 3greater loss of l i fe  and greater risk of failure.

1 Eisenhower , pp.  347-353 and 354.

2 Army eatimate of seven divisions plus naval and air
suppor t is based on the assumption tha t the French wi thdraw ; this
eventua l i ty  was most likely because nei ther  the French or American

r forces  would subordinate or share command and control authority
for military operations . NSC Action No. 1074-a , Papers, Vol., I.
pp.  462-472 .

Gen eral Adnrew 3. Goodpas ter . “The Role of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff in the National Security Structure , Issues of
Nat iona l  Secur~~ y in the 1970’ s, Amos A. Jordan , J r . , ed . (New York : 1
P~ aeger , 1967) . p. Z3T~~
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Wha t. is arguable in this particular crisis situation , is the

extent of realistic consideration the Presiden t gave to the

military factors of a successful intervention . Fortunately,

we need no t dwell upon wha t migh t have happened if the Uni ted

States had intervened because the economic and political

factors turned Eisenhower away from taking a decisive stand

for intervention .

Any analysis of how or if , economic factors affected

Ei senhower ’s dec isions dur ing this period of cri sis managemen t

is severely handicapped by the lack of substantive material.

Ti  i s  necessary to recall  that in nat ional  secur i ty  a f f a i r s ,

as in other issue areas , the President was faced with a problem

of allocation . The classical economic model of “gun s or butter”

with all its real would vagaries gives every decision on

national defense some economic manifestations . For a chief

executive to be guided by Adam Smith’s declara tion in Book IV

of The Wealth of Nations, “defense is of much more importance

than opulence” is to court disaster at the election booth

for fiscal irresponsibility. All modern pre siden ts have

sough t to ach ieve su f f i c ien t defense wi thout cri ppling the

economy and Eisenhower was no exception :

Our problem is to achieve adequate  m i l i t a ry
strength within the limits of an endurable
strain on our economy . To amas s mili tary
power without regard to our economic capaci ty
would be to defend ourselves ag4nst one kind
of disaster  by invi t ing another . ’

1 
The 1953 State of the Union Message . 
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Even after leaving office he described this economic aspect

of defense as ‘ . . . the great and central security problem :

“How to keep the military , moral , and economic strength

of the nation adequate at all times ’

For Eisenhower the problem of f i sca l  responsibility

was compounded by the continuation of the Cold War . In

light of past national experience , it was extremely difficult

for Americans to accept an international climate which could

not be described as peace or war . Ther e was cons iderable

resistance to the Eisenhower administration ’ s “long haul”

approach . On one side stood a small but vociferous minority

who wanted to spare no expense to prepare for imminent war .

On the other side there were those who thought the end of

the Korean War signaled a return to a “business as usual”

peace. As Eisenhower recalls:

When the Kore~’-~ Armistic was signed only a
few months after I entered the Presidency , I
was urgently advised ct-tat the military budget
be promptly reduced t o  what was called “peace-
time ” proportions . 3~~ prominent senator ,
anticipating the war ’s end argued long and
bi tt erly for an immediate cutback in m i l i t a r y
costs to sixty to seventy percent. He believed
that the economy demanded such a cu t an d

— predicted that if this was not accomplished
at once the Republicans would be repudiated
in the 1953 election .2

I Eisenhower. “The Central Role of the President  in
the Conduct of Security Affairs ,” in Issues of National Security
in the 1970’ s, Jordon, ed. , p.  218.

2 Eisenhower.  “The Central  Role of the President in
the Conduct ef Secur i ty  A f f a i r s , ” p.  211.

L ~~~~~~~ - —
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In l i ght of the fact that- his campaign promises included

a balanced budget and tax reduction , the problem of

ma I i i i  a I n  i i ig an adequr i t e 1 evel ol m i l l  tary spending was no

easy task . Eisenhower continuously strugg led to maintain

both an Executive and Congressional consensus on the proper

level of military spending . Overspending with a Democratic

Congress became more of a threat to his economic objectives

than the comparative frugality of his own party .
1 As

previously noted , the New Look strategy was the security

pol icy designed to accomplish both the military and economic

goals set by the administration .

As a military man turned po litician , macroeconomics

was not one of Eisenhower ’ s fortes. To compensate for this

weakness , the President had selected a most able administrator

from the business world , Geogre Magoffin Humphrey. As the

United States Treasurer , 1’~rnphrey approached his new position

with a “passion for domestic economy and dispassion toward

foreign affairs .”2 Being attuned to the President ’s fiscal

viewpoint , “George Humphrey was correctly reported at that

Lime to be standing guard over the public purse and opposing

many of these executive programs . . .  . “~~ The President firmly

1
As he puts it , ‘ . . .between the Scylla .f a deep

defici t and the Charybdis of an inadequate military budget , we
had to make a s ta r t  without  encountering either , ” Eisenhower ,
Mandate, p. 131.

2 Emn’et Hughes , The Ordeal of Power (New York : Atheneum ,
1963),  p .  72 .  — _____

Adams , p .  407.  
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believed that “Economic strength is a basic requirement for

successful mi l i ta ry  operations . . .“ and Humphrey became the

executive watchdog for checking defense spending.1 In line

with his priorities , Eisenhower added the Secretary of

Treasurer to the Natioanl Security Council as a regular member .

One outside consultant to the Council commented , “I’ll go so

far as to say that by all odds at the meetings of the National

Security Council that I attended , except for the President ,

~~~~ 
Humphrey ’s was the strongest personality , and had the

strongest influence.”2 One analyst found Secretary Humphrey ’s

influence pervasive : “Because he controlled the monetary and

fiscal policies of the government , he was to set the pace

for foreign and defense as well as domestic policies.”3 And

another writer found Humphrey ’s influence with the President

harmful because it curtailed defense spending :

President Eisenhower would not take chances
with the Nation ’s security. Where all else
failed, the defer~se budget is defended against
critical attack from both directions by appeal
to his authority... Yet even if Eisenhower is a
~~1iable expert on the military side of thebalance, no one has suggested he is an authority
on the economic side. . . he has relied on Secretary
Humphrey . The result is that he has greatly
overestimated the weight of the considerations 

4that oppose defense spending and other government program.

1 Eisenhower . “Role of President . .  .“, p . 208.
2 Quoted in Kinnard , Eisenhower , p. 20.

Marquis Childs . Eisenhower Captive Here (New York ;
Harcourt Brace, 1958), p. 168.

4
James Tobin. The Eisenhower Economy and National

Security : Defense Dollars and Doctrine ,” Yale Review, March , 1958,
p. 333. Tobir further states that Eisenhower’s fears were an
increased national debt, long-run effects of large government budgets
high tax rates on the productivity of the economy , and inflation ,p.327.
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#1
Alt:hough we would probably be in error to accept the proposition

that Humphrey ’s conservative economic influence dominated

the President ’ s thinking on national security, we can safely

establish that the Secretary of the Treasury was an articulate

and highly influential spokesman for economic restraint

in national defense.1

Regarding the crisis at Dien Bien Phu , Secretary

Humphrey vehemently opposed any prolonged military intervention ,

especially the risk involved in committing costly ground

forces. Being an ardent supporter of the New Look’s emphasis

on more cost effective nuclear airpower , Humphrey could not

be expected to support any option which included ground

combat. In addition to Halberstam ’s account of Humphrey ’s

estimate of the cost of an Indochinese intervention ,

approximately a year earlier he is quo ted in a cabinet mee ting

as saying, “To get real r~~-c reduction you have to get Korea

out of the way . And after that you have to go on and do

something more - f i gure out a completely new military posture .

We have to cut one-third out of the budget , and you can ’ t do

that just by eliminating waste. This means where ever

necessary using a meat ax.”2

I Sherman Adams voices this opinion and states that
Eisenhower faulted Humphrey for drawing too many parallels
between business and government and was “occasionally too
impat ien t  for f a s t  action . ” See Adam s , p .  56.

2 E .J . Hughes , p. 72. It is also interesting to note
that seventeen days after the French fo r t  f e l l . Hump hrey announced
t:he goal of a $5 billion cut from expenditures during the next
fiscal year. See Arthur J. Downey , Conflic t in Laos, (New York :
Praeger , 1964), p. 49. 

— ___  
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Eisenhower acted on this advice and would have been

reluctant to reorder his defense spending to support an

intervention . Such a reshuffling of priorities away from

- 
- expenditures on technologically advanced weapon s in favor

of conventional armed forces would have greatly retarded

the implementation of the New Look strategy and hence the

opportunity for defense savings. Based on the above

discussion , not only were the consequences of an intervention

perceived as having a detrimental effect on the administration’ s

economic object ives , but also , this conclusion was brought

forcefully to the President ’ s attention by his Treasurer .

Turning to the political factors involved in the

President ’s considerations on intervention , we will pay

more attention to the political policy process used by

Eisenhower rather than the substantive issues . The reason

for this approach becomes clearer if we recall what some of

the major issued were. Internationally, Eisenhower perceived

a catastrophe for the West if Dien Bien Phu fell. Believing

• the domino theory , he thought that the only possible remedial

action was to keep the firs t domino from toppling , by

countering the app lied Conmiunist military force with a

western counterforce. Moreover the French garrison was

viewed as the critical place to begin applying such force.

In the President ’s mind , delay meant that it would be more

difficult and costly later. Again referring to Eisenhower ’s

letter to Churchill:

• . . It is no solution simply to urge the French

&
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to intensif y their efforts. And if they do
not see it through and Indochina passes into
the hands of the Communists the ultimate
effect on our and your global strateg ic
p o s i t i o n  wi th  the consequent  s h i f t  in power
ratios throughout Asia and the Pacific could
be disastrous .

If I may refer again to history , we f ailed
to halt Hirohito , Mussolini , and Hitler by not
acting in unity and in time . That marked the
beg inning of many years of stark tragedy and
desperate peril. May it not be that our nations
have learned something from that lesson? ..

Certainly this plea for collective action invokes what may

be c l a s s i f i e d  as the Munich syndrome or a failure to confront

aggression with force l eads to further aggression . Whether

this historic parallelism accurately reflected international

reality is not important . What is important is that the

domino theory as it is related to Southeast Asia was the

guiding policy for the President. Furthermore , in light of

the cont inued weakening of the  French , some type of m i l i t a r y

in te rven t ion  was the ~ p 1v suitable policy alternative

consistent with this view .

But as it has been shown , there was no interagency

agreement  on t h e  app l i c a t i o n  of force  most  s u i tab l e  to

relieve the French fort . By the first part of April , the

National Security Council basing its recoimnendation on the

Ridgway Report , drastically revised its estimate of the force

necessary to support intervention . They also advised that

the United States intervene only as a member of a regional

I 1:ise nhower .  Manda te , p .  347 .
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c o a l i t i o n  t h a L  i nc luded  Asian count r ies . ’ On t -h c o ther

hand , he Dul l&~~—R adford endorsement ol Operation Vult ure

provided  a n oth e r  alt e rnative for intervention that could

not be disregarded. In addition , other divergent factors

such as the morality of intervention , budget cuts , popular

and Congressional support , and other national security

programs all confounded the formulation of a unified executive

policy on intervention . As Eisenhower later commented

on the President ’ s role: “Organization cannot make a genius

out of a dunce;  ne i ther  can it make decis ions for  i ts  head.

The Executive Department is not a legislature or a committee

thereof . It is one man - with properly organized subordinates . ” 2

However the Pres ident  did ex pect the  bureaucracy to

present him with clear policy alternatives , and they were not

forthcoming. Without a bureaucratic consensus , i t  was certain

the organization would “-st make him a “genius ” and he would

not make himself a “dunce” . Consequentl y, rather than make a

decision on a spec i f i c  opt ion for  or a g a i n s t  in te rven t ion ,

he was u n w i l l i n g  to support  any pol icy  proposa l  t h a t  could

not achieve lcgitarnacy before he p u b l i c l y en dorsed  it. In

other words , Eisenhower would support any policy on Southeast

1 “Special Committee Report on Southeast Asia - Part II ,”
Pacers, Vol. , I .  , pp. 472 -476 .  Al l  these repor ts  on Southeast
Asia during this period are devoid of specific risk analysis
methods of tac t ica l  emp loyment , or a l t e rna t ives not predicted on
the use of force.

2 
Eisenhower. “Role of President. . .“ , p.  2~~3.

__________________________________ 
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Asia that  the domesti c  p o l i t i c a l  market would bear . Although

genera l l y recommending ac t ion  and p r e d i c t i n g  dire consequences

for inaction , he would not swing the weight of the Presidency

d i r ec t ly behind one pol icy  proposa l  u n t i l  t h a t  opt ion had

been virtually guaranteed popular support. Now with  this

reason for analizing the policy process in mind , let us take

a closer look at how Eisenhower managed th i s  cr is is  through

the policy process .

The tactic or method Eisenhower used in develo~~~’g a

policy for this crisis situation can best be described as a

policy “bottleneck .” As a scholar of policy analysis explains:

On a supe r f i c i a l  view of pol icy making , a
bottleneck is nothing more than clear
evidence of a breakdown in decision making.
If something is running behind schedule , or
some thing necessary to action is miss ing , or
there is a congestion , we say a bot t leneck
exists. But since bottlenecks are inevitable
for complex policy making , policy analysts have
di scovered  how to use them tç make the best  of
a le s s - t ha u- i d ea l  s i tua t ion .~-

Whether we wish to descr ibe  the policy vissitudes

within the executive branch between 13 March (the start of

the Vietminh seige at Dien Bien Phu) , and 3 April (the

Dulles—Radford meeting with Congressional leaders) as a

“breakdown in decision making T’ is not as important as the fact

that the Congressional meeting on the above date provided the

President with a vital bottleneck in the policy process.

See Charles E . Lindb l om . The Policj -Making Process,
(New Jersey: Prentice-Hall , 1968) , p~~~~6 or for  a lengthy
discussion of pol icy s tra teg ies see D. Braybrooke and C .E. Lindbl
A Strategy of Decision, (New York : Free Press , 1963).

~ 
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~t o r e  t i e  ( .u I l t ’ , r - ; :  I V M . :  l H e e t i r i g , Ei:;enhuwei had played a

p .e ;s  I ye ro I e as -i poi icy hroker , i den t I ~v I ng t h e  p r o b l e m

i l - i t e ro ns  of the domino thuory and formulating alternative

courses  of action . However , he had not given any executive

• gi~i dance that woul d  legitimized any one proposa l  as the

President ’s proposed policy for solving the crisis in

Indochina . While the 3 April meeting was arranged by the

President , his absence put a respectable  distance between

the White House and the advocates of air intervention . Dulles —

and Radford’s policy strategy apparentl y was to get the —

coope ra t i on  of the  leg i s l a tiv e  l e a d e r  to pass a joint

Congressional resolution authorizing the President to use

United States air naval poser in Southeast Asia .
1 

Had this

resolution been passed , the President would have had domestic

support for u n i l a t e r a l  m i l i t a r y  ac t ion . For the Congressional

bottleneck would have bc.-~-i cleare  in favor of intervent ion

and the besiegers would not have reT~eased their stranglehold

on Dien Bien Phu on the singular basis of art American threat
2

• to use force.

1 Writers have alleged that Dulles of the resolution
ready in his  pocke t but never showed it to the Congressional
leaders See Chalmers Roberts , op. cit.

2
On 2 1 April  1954 General  Giap is quoted by Franco

Calamandrei in U n i t a  , an Italian Communist party newspaper:
Weknow that the struggle will still be a hard one , but we

are not afraid that American air power will provide a decisive
factor in th is  b a t t l e .  The basic error committed by the
imper ia l i s t s  has been , once aga in , to neg lec t the effort of
which a people fighting for its independence is capable . ” in
Ar thur J . Domnien , Con f l i c t  in Laos (New York : Praeger , 1964),
p. 44. — —
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As a r e s u l t  of the meeting , Operation Vulture was

no longer  a s u i t a b l e  op t i o n , and a new strategy quickly

evolved from the constraints put on an American intervention

b y the  leg i s l a t o r s .  ihe day aft-er the meeting Eisenhower

concurred with the preconditions necessary to eliminate

the Congressional bottleneck for an interventionist policy .

Moreover Dulles and the other advocates for intervention

were given clear executive guidance for the first time - meet

the demands for a joint Congressional resolution on inter-

vention to obtain Presidential sanction . In other words ,

the interventionist could focus their energ ies on breaking

this particular policy impasse , knowing full well that there

would be no other impediment to their policy ’ s imp lemenation .

As the President put it , “Thus we could ~et to work .”’

Of course the “work ” urL s never comp leted the

Congressional bottleneck Hocarie a policy block , an obstruction

which could not be removed fo r  the rc i:~ons ~~ c\ aoUS1v

discussed. Some analysts have concluded that ~be Presiden t ’s

in s i s t ence  on making pr ior  Congressiona l  ri ;~j~roval the litmus

t e s t  for i n t e r v e n t i o n  doomed any chance for  uilitary act ion

to save the French garrison. In retrospect , thh: conclusion

can hardl y be d i spu ted , but: it is doub tful that this was

Eisenhower ’s calculated intention. As Sherma n Adams recalls

he was anxious t o  share  the risk of an intervention with

allies and Congress:

1 Eisenhower .  i~ Iaf ld r t ( , p. 347 

-- -
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Having avoided one total war with Red China
the year before in Korea when he had Uni ted
Na t i on  support , he (Eisenhower) was in no
mood to provoke another one in Indochina by
going it alone in a mi l i t a ry  action without
Bri t ish  and other Western Allies . He was also
determined not to become involved militarily

- - in any foreign conflict without the approval
of Congress.1

But as previously mentioned , Eisenhower abided by a

traditional interpretation of the Constitution and believed

that the decision to make war resides in the Congress.

On a personal level we may conclude that “while a

civilian President tends to bt. awed by generals , a military

President tends to be awed by senators , ” -or Eisenhower was

just “passing the buck” rather than attributing this deference

to Congress in mat te rs  of rrilitarv intervention to some

lofty federalist ideal.2 We do know that his oreation of a

Congressional bottleneck over Indochina was not an aberration

or just a policy dodge j n  this instance. The following year

he asked for and received Congressional approval to use

military force if the Chinese attacked the off shore islands

of Quimoy and Natsus in a situation si~:dlar to the Southeast

Asian crisis. 3 It may simply be that Eisenhower believed that

Adams , p. 121

2 
Richard H. Rovere. “Public Law 4” from D. Albertson (ed.)

Eisenhower as President, p. 70.

Ibid. , pp .  70-71. Also for  a concise account of
how Eisenhower used this po l i cy  s t r a t egy  to secure bipartisan
Congressiona t support in other crisis see A.L. George and
Richard Smoke , Deterrence in American Fore~ gn Policy, (New York :
Columbia University Press , T974), pp . 288-2~iZ.

L ~~~~~~~~~~~~ _ _ _ _ _ _-
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in an open society martial decision which might lead to a

great loss of American life and treasure should be honestly

shared with the peop le through their elected representative .

1

-1
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Some say tha t we were brought to the verge
or war. 01 course , we were brought to the
ver~’c of war . The ability to get  to the

— verge wi thout getting into t-he war is the
• necessary art. If you cannot :  master it , you

inevitabl y get into war. If you try to run
away from it , if you are scared to go to the
b r ink , you ar e 1ost .~

The formulat ion of fore i gn pol icy is never a f ac i l e

exercise , nor should it be when the result could be a

mil i ta ry  intervention. In this instE.nce i t  is a moot

point how close the Southeast Asian crisis brough t- the

- - United States to war , or if the American response not to

intervene was co r r ec t .  Our purpose has been to explore what

happened wi th in  an expanded context of how and why the United

Sta tes  did not resor t  to force  to accomp lish its political

objectives. As an undeniable result , the Eisenhower Administration

suf fe red  a loss of g lobal  p r e s t i ge w i t h  the cession of Northern

Vietnam to a Communist govcrn— -~ at. In addition the domino

theory ~ias amended by r ea ro~- :tag the  con~~a~~nr ’~c nt  l ine  between

the Nor th  and South of Vie tnam .

As we have seen , the policy process that produced

• 
- th i s  s i t u a t i o n  is much too comp i x  to b e desc r ibed as “ the

ability to get to the verge without getting into war . No

general deterrence theory or zero sum game ana logy  adequately

portrays all the importan t variahies wh i c h  in fluenced the

final outcome . Rather than a unitary actor resolute to go

“to the verge of war ,” the Administration is better characterized

as fragmented subgroup s identified by Lhier areference for

intervention or nonintervention . ~Jeither the statesmen nor

1 Dul les  quot ed  in Ad ;nna . p .  118. 
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m i l it a r y  men could reach a general agreement on the most

suitable course of action then and make a unified recon~nendation

• to the President. Even if such a recommendation for intervention

had been forthcoming , good judgment rather than fear would

s t i l l  have caused Eisenhower to hesitate. Domestic support

for intervention could not be molded in Congress without

international support and allied intervention was not

seriously considered until it was too late to imp lement an

agreement. Lack of foresight had p laced the President in a

circle of domestic and international political restraints

which left little room for mrnieu~:er. 
—

Nevertheless , Eisenhower could have ordered American

military action if his personal convictions so dictated.

This much seems clear . Who is in control during such a

crisis is impor tan t .  Not only brave leaders commit their

countries to war , but  als~’ lesser  men who would r a the r  go

“to the verge of war” and beyond than admit they were wrong

or had miscalcualted . it is interesting t o  note  Eisenhower ’ s

response to a S e n a t o r ’ s i nqu i ry about  the ilnohie connotation

a t t a c h e d  to not h e l p i n g  t h e  French . ‘ U cl l , they ha ve said

that before ,” he replied. ‘ They sa id  i t  a~ aut  the Democrats

during the Chinese situation in the forties. And they said

it about Stimson when the Japanese invaded Manchuria in

the early thirties”1 The sharp contrast between these

historical precedents and the ones he had invoked earlier to

1 Adams , p. 123.
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cuuv i nec Church i 1 ih aL united action was imperative ,

illustrates a mental flexibility and more balanced perspective

on world events 1-han many of his Cold War con tempora r i e s .

President Eisenhower was prepared to take the responsibility

for inaction and let history judge the appropriateness of

his decision . To be sure , his  response to the cr is is  of

Dien Bien Phu could not  be descr ibed  in terms of a ba t t l e f i l ed

type of courage. However , the act of exercising restraint

when mi l i tary  force  was available , but not a suitable substitute

for statesmanship , was also a courageous choice. Eisenhower

reflected the quandary that formed the taproot of his

administrat ion’ s amb ivalence and lack of singular purpose on

Southeast Asian i n t e rven t ion  when at the end of April he

soberly explained to reporters that the administration had

been “trying to steer a course between the unobtainable and

the unacceptable in Indochina . ”
1

I

1 
Quoted in A . L .  George and Richard  Smoke , p .  262
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The p o l i t i c a l  ob j ec t  is the goal , war is the
means of r each ing  it , and the means can never 1be considered in isolation from their purpose.

Scholars who wish to show that the “system worked”

point to the bureaucratic consensus and the interagency

unity present during all of the Tohnson administration ’s

decision which led to American intervention , This study

agrees that such consensus was presen t but suggests that

such bureaucratic conformity was dysfunctiona~ and indicated

a faulty processing of Vietnam policy. Again we are looking

at key decisional points and how the policy inputs originated.

In this respect , omissions or failures to contribute to

policy making are also significant. Art interagency consensus

may be built upon the inability of one or more departments

to actively enter the policy process and inject a divisive

element . It may be blocked by another department ’ s preeminence ,

the President , or by a number of other factors which create

a shallow consensus .

Nor is it a disputabl e point that I’re sident Johnson

legitimized his interventionist policy wi th the  Congress.

Clearly he requested and received Congressional approval for

both the bombing and the introduction of troops . Here we

are more interested in how he acquired a leg isla tive manda te

for an interventionist policy. An d f i n a l ly ,  President

John son ’s leadershi p sty le must be evaluated from the

Carl  Von Clausewi tz . On War , Michael Howard & Peter
Paret , eds. (New Jersey : Princeton UnJversity Press , 1976), bk 1,
Chapter 1 , par 24 , p. 87.
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perspective of its impact on the Vietnam policy process.

In other words , we are referring to the sign post questions

about the policy process discussed in the introduc tion in

ant ic ipation of the concluding chapter .

Interagency Formulation

By law and delegation of Presidential powers ,
the President’s principal advisor in formulating
foreign policy and his principal agent for
conducting it is the Secretary of State , the
first-ranking tnetnber of the Cabinet .1

In one of the critical meetings only days before the

President made his fateful announcement to the nation

concerning the commitment of the first large increment of
— ground troop s, Secretary of State Dean Rusk is quoted by the

President , “If the Communist world finds out that we will not

pursue our commitments to the end , I don ’ t know where they

will stay their hand ”2 It is evident from this and many

other statements that the President ’s “principal fore ign

policy advisor and agent” identified the Vietnam problem

with the larger problems of containing Communism throughout

the world by military force if need be. However , being of the

Cold War genre and having learnt the lessons of Munich do not

entirely explain why the Secretary of State and his department

became the silent partner of the Defense Department in the

formulation of Vietnan poli cy .

I “How Foreign Policy is Made ,” Department of State ,
Publication 7707 , General Foreign Policy Series 195 , June 1971 , j

2 
Johnson , p. 147.
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During the Kennedy years the policy inputs from the

State and the Defense Department were still distinguishable.

Although they both agreed on supporting South Vietnam ,

measurable differences as to the type and size of military

-
. 

I 
assistance and the importance of military verses political

considerations were evident. The case study highlighted this

diversity in the discussion of the State Department ’s noncon-

currence with the Gilpatric Report for increased military

aid and the bureaucratic struggle over the conduct of

Vietnam policy . Men such as Averell Harriman , Roger Hilsman ,

and Michael Forrestal wished to see the military used but

subordinated to a program of internal development. The

problem was that they could gain no legitimate access to the

policy process in the Johnson administration . Hilsman and

Forrestal resigned and Harriman went from Under Secretary of

State to a roving amba’-sadorship . Other State Department
• 

- 
bureaucrats could not misinterpret the strong cue to fall in

line and not oppose the trend toward reliance upon conventional

mi l i t a ry  force.

Once the advocacy of restrained , unconventional warfare

was blocked , the State Department was left with two alternatives :

They could go along with the Defense Department or propose a

negotiated settlement. Under Secretary of State George Ball

consistently advocated the latter course of action in policy

debates. In October 1964 Ball submitted a memorandum in

which he included the option of a negotiated settlement as

the best policy alternative because the United States could

—- ‘~ £— ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ..,_ ~~~~~~~~ -— - - ——-—-—~~~~ —~~ -- . - - • -.
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not hope to win a protracted war in Asia.
1 Although this

lengthy memorandum was logically constructed and cogently

argued , Rusk, McMamara, McGeorge Bundy, and eventually

Johnson all dismissed its major point from further consideration .

In late July 1965 when the troop decision was about to be

made , Ball once again surfaced his objections to fighting

guerrillas with American troops. However by this time ,

Ball’s was a lone voice in the wilderness . His role as

gadfly was accepted by the principal decision makers. His

oppositionist role was expected , as Dean Rusk later commented

on his surordinate, “George started out as the devil’s

advocate and he wound up persuading himself .”2 His dissent

was not supported within the State Department and the President

and other policy makers considered him the loyal opposition

within the inner circle.

Consequently with the elimination of this alternative

the State Department was relegated to a supporting role with

no independent voice in policy deliberations . As Vietnam

policy took on more than the tinge of a military operation ,

Secretary Rusk’s respect for the bureaucratic boundary

between State and Defense precluded his intrusion on military

matters . Likewise his subordinated were deterred from dissent

by the Secretary ’s lack of support and desire not to take

1 The memorandum was published by George Ball in an
article entitled , “A Light That Failed ,” The Atlantic Monthly,
(July, 1972): pp . 35-40. — _ _ _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _ _

2 Quoted in Kaib and Abel , p. 200.
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policy positions contrary to that of the President ’s. “In

the SLate Department ,” Rusk is quoted as saying afterwards ,

“1 was determined that no blue sky would show between the

President and myself .”1 This may have been consisent with the

execution of foreign policy as the President ’s agent , but

as “The President’s principal advisor in formulating foreign

policy” on Vietnam , it was a liability that unnecessarily

narrowed the scope of policy formulation . Thus the traditionally

political and diplomatic inputs from the State Department

were more frequently omitted from the deliberations on Vietnam.

The more competitive , bureaucratic policy formulation process

o. the Kennedy administration was replaced by interagency

consensus which diminished State ’s role in formulating the

Vietnam policy, leaving it the exclusive domain of the

Department of Defense.

Military Policy Processing

There is little controversy over the assumption that

the Defense Department was the architect of Vietnam policy

during the Johnson administration and that Secretary of Defense

Robert McNamara was the chief designer . The military ’s role

is not overlooked but greatly de-emphasized largely because

of their subordinate role to the civilian policy makers . This

tendency to play down the military ’s role in policy formulation

is not only reinforced by the prevailing institutional view

I Ibid. , p. 227

-s - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - ---——-~-“- —--a-- ~~~~~~~~ - - -
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ol how government should operate , but also by the writings

of le ading military figures who significan tly influenced

ihe Vietnam policy process but now wish to minimize their

role for obvious reasons . However because this study ’s

focus is on the more comparative aspects of the inventionist

policy process and McNamara’s role is already well known and

somewhat unique , the study will focus on the military ’s input

to policy formulation. The point is not to prove the toy

hammer axiom : give a boy a toy hammer and he will find

something to pound. In this instance the military did

provide the hammer or capacity to intervene in Vietnam , but

their influence on policymaking was much greater than just

providing the material capability and military expertise

as required by the civilians at the Defense Department. As

a point of fac t , the Joint Chief of Staff presented a united

front in consistently arguing for the application of more

conventional military force in Vietnam during both the

Kennedy and Johnson administrations . Not only did the

service chiefs maintain a more extreme position vis a vis the

Secretary of Defense, and the Off5.~e of International Security

Affairs (ISA) but also , until his departure , their chairman ,

Maxwell Taylor.

Although unanimity within the military community from

1964 on is curious , it can be explained. Certainly advocates

of a more unconventional use of force such as Major General

Edward C. Lansdale existed within the armed forces; however ,

their voices were successfully muted by the autocratic 

-~~~~~~ ~~~~- - -- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ • - - ~~~~~~ - :  -
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nature of the military establishment and the concomitant

negaLive incentives for opposing the organizational norm .

Ii is also evident that since the Bay of Pigs fiasco and

the advent of system analysis , the military had a shared

goal in preventing a further erosion of their collective

authority within the Department of Defense. The mi l i t a ry

was an embattled institution determined not to allow inter-

service parochialism to further undermine collective

prerogatives. On the more positive side , the new strategy

of “flexible response” gave all the services a stake in

augmenting their conventional capabilities. The Vietnam

“threat” was a justification for all go gain a bigger piece

of the budgetary pie. Not only did the Vietnam threat

help sustain military justifications for increased spending

under McNamara’s new quantitative analysis , it also helped

overcome a more basic resistence to military spending and

larger forces. As one analyst of military affairs recently

wrote:

In the West , the devotion of a steady high
level of resources to defense does not rest
as in the East , upon a mature understanding
of the competive structure of international
life . Instead , desired capabilities have to
be justified in terms of plausible specific
threats.

Therefore , it is more undertandable from a bureaucratic

viewpoint why the military had a comunity interest in

Coh n S. Gray, “Force Planning , Political Guidance
and The Decision to Fight ,” Military Review, 4 (April 1978):15

___________________ z~~~ -:- _ 
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Vietnam and in maintaining an interservice policy consensus .

Moreover , the suppression of interservice parochia1isr~

p layed  another more direct role in policy formulation. When

Genera] Earl Wheeler became Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of

Staff in 1964 and Taylor became the Ambassador to South

Vietnam , the new chairman left  l i t t le doubt that he sought

a military solution to the Vietnam problem;

It is fashionable in some quarters to say
that the problems in Southeast Asia are
primarily political and economic rather
than military . I do not agree. The essence
of the problem in Vietnam is military .1

Whether by design or otherwise the civilian decision makers

came to accept the same conviction a year later . Not only

did they accept the military context as advocated by the

Joint Chiefs of Staff but they also accepted the prog..aninatic

formulation and implementation of the solution to the problem .

The major feature of this program for American military

intervention was that it avoided any overall evaluation of

the problem and only changed the degree or kind of force

being applied. After 1964 even negotiations were predicated

on Hanoi’s desire to avoid further bombing . Consequently

this incrementally planned use of force practically eliminated

the possibility of interservice policy conflict. For

example , Westmoreland and the Army could afford to contain

their criticism of the Air Force’s bombing initiative and

Quoted in Henry Bradon , Anatomy of Error: The Inside
SLory of the Asian War on the Patomic, 1954-1969 (Boston:
Gambit Press , 1969), p. 28.
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Taylor ’s enclave strategy because the ground troops were sure

to geL their turn . As long as the essence of the problem

was military , there was no danger in agreeing to other military

options. In fact once the Army had made the basic decision

that  ground troops should be used , it was to their advantage

to actively support the other initial options which excluded

their participation . The sooner these options were tried

and found deficient, the sooner the Army could intervene.

Given the continued success of the Viet Cong, without

a re-defining of the Vietnam problem or a moving away from

• 
a military solution , escalation was the only possible

eflect . In fact , ~it the periphery where the policy was being

executed , Westmoreland later wrote that it was beyond his

responsibility to go beyond the implementation of present
— policy . He only offered advice on how to save South Vietnam

by military means . In hic~ words , the General explains :

I was sharply conscious that I was a military
man, charges not with making policy but with
executing it. Yet if the National Security
Council and the President deemed it in the
interest of the United States to save South
Vietnam from Communism , I bore the responsibility
as the American military commander in Vietnam
to advise from a military standp9int what had
to be done to achieve that goal.1

In other words , he viewed himself an an implementor and only

offered advice in the policy formulation process when it

was solicited, This advice , predicated on the policy goal

of stopping the Communists or winning in the South , could

1 Westmoreland . Reports, pp. 139-140. 
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only reinforce a policy of greater intervention . Westmoreland

could be a successful field commander by recommending a

means of winning the war. However, by narrowing his own

responsibilities , he was not a policy maker. Although the

policy or strategy was formulated from his advice , he had

no obligation to consider a withdrawal. Thereby Westmoreland

in particular , and the military in general, have sought

- - to make a clear distinction between the offering of advice

and the choice of an alternative for implementation which

is left to their civilian superiors.

However , this distinction becomes blurred , if not

irrelevant, when only interventionist options are being

considered. In contradiction to Ciausewitz’s dictum that

“It (war) has certainly a grammar of its own, but its logic

is not peculiar to itself ,” the military truncated the grammar

of intervention from the consideration of a logical political

purpose. 1 By the summer of 1965 MACV and its Commander had

the only game in town. If Johnson wanted to play , he had to

trust Westmoreland ’s judgment. The fact that there seemed

to be only one option was not the military ’s responsibility ;

however , the cost of pursuing this option was grossly under-

estimated by the military . The actual price of intervention

was hidden within the context of a phased operation which gave

the impression of a time dependent strategy , when in reality

1 Carl Von Clausewitz. On War (Boston : Routledge &
Kegan Paul , Ltd. , 1966), Vol., I1T,~~~ 122.
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i i  was an open-ended commitment to a limited war. It is

I rue t h a t  Wesimoreland made no prediction in 1965 when

victory would be achieved , but in 1967 he later confirmed

the fact that he had predicted that American withdrawals

would start in late 1969 and that he and his policy was

vindicated because they actually began earlier in August 1969.

Rather than confirming the effectiveness of his strategy ;

however, the withdrawal signaled its demise. It had been

superceded by “Vietnamization ,” a program quite distinct

from Westmoreland’s third phase which consisted of “mopping

up the last of the main forces and the local guerrillas or

pushing them across the border , . . . “ The withdrawal was in

response to domestic political pressure for withdrawal and

had little to do with the enemy or the South Vietnamese ’s

ability to protect themselves. This point still seemed to

have alluded Westmoreland as he wrote in 1974, a year before

the collapse of South Vietnam:

Yet it should be remembered that the original
American goal was to preserve South Vietnam
until such time as the South Vietnamese could
do the job themselves. The final step took
place . The Vietnam War permitted no battlefield
victory in the classic sense , but an objective
was esta~1ished and its accomplishement spellssuccess.

The final outcome of the Vietnam policy further

illustrates the magnitude of the separation which existed

between the grammar of intervention , and the logic upon which

1 Westmoreland . “A ~!ilitary War of Attrition” , Thompson
and Frizzeli , eds., The Lessons of Vietnam, p . 69. 
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that intervention was ultimately based -- the United States

could pol i t ical ly  sustain a protracted. limited war of

attrition in Southeast Asia against a determined indigenous

enemy . The military over estimated their ability to fight

a war in Vietnam in terms of material expended , dollars

spent , and lives lost; there was no success. Platitudes

about winning the battles but losing the war, or the stab-in-

the-back themes should provide little solace. The uniformed

services were in the vanguard of those advocating force ,

and even by Westmoreland ’s own criteria , after the South ’s

quick collapse under a probing attack , the military effort

must be judged a failure. Although very senior military

decision makers have a responsibility to advise and implement

the policies prescribed by their civilian superiors , they

also have a responsibility to their Commander-in-Chief and

Nation to critically eva luate options and an obligation to

protect the citizens under their command from needless

sacrifices . There is notan arbitrary line between things

military and political in the foreign policy process. The

defects in the Vietnam policy are more widely attributable

to all concerned than either the military or civilian policy-

r-~,ikers would wish to admit.

Congressional Legitimation

Had not the Congress declared with only two
dissenting votes that “The United States
re~arda as vital to its national interest and
‘ r~ ~or1d peace the maintenance of international

-
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peace and security in Southeast Asia?”
With this authoritative confirmation of
the essentiality of our mission , no senior
officer coul.d in conscience harbor thoughts
of retreat.1

Increasing American involvement in Vietnam was not

a popular course of action , but it was done by a very popular

President. Johnson had received almost unanimous Congressional

support for a swift reprisal in response to the Tonkin Gulf

incident on 4-5 August 1964. In reality he received much

more . A precedent for direct United States military action

had been established and Congress had given the President

blanket approval for similar actions in the future . Later

Congress would again be consulted and a large majority would

support the sustained bombing of North Vietnam , the introduction

of American ground units , and finally the commitment to fight

the Vietnam war. During the 1964 Presidential election ,

Johnson was considered the peace candidate and after winning

the greatest landslide victory in Presidential history , he

still assiduously cultivated bipartisan support for all

major decisions- on Vietnam. The President sought to portray

his decisions concerning intervention in Vietnam simply as

an extension of the policies and commitments of his predecessors

in the White House. He cultivated the support of the opposition

party and gained public endorsements for his Vietnam policy

from “Mr. Republican” -- General Dwight D. Eisenhower.

1 Maxwell D. Taylor. Swords and Plowshares, p. 327.
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The Johnson administration ’s success in keeping Vietnam

policy “above politics” can be accurately gauged by the

fact: that there was no organized political opposition

until after the 1968 Tet offensive.1

Although President Johnson had an unchallenged

mandate he did not wish to squander his political capital

in an unpopular war. A Gallup Poll for 29 November 1964

tabulated that fifty percent of the respondents did not

approve of the American efforts in Vietnam ; a Lou Harris

poll in January 1965 showed that twenty-three percent wished

to “negotiate and get out,” and another forty percent

desired to “hold the line,”2 Unlike many other modern

Presidents , Johnson wished to make his mark on history as

a great domestic President rather than a mover of world

events. To accomplish the legislative feats necessary to

make the “Great Society” a reality , he had to continue to be

the master of consensus politics , a skill for which he had

been unsurpassed in the Senate as Majority Leader . The

elder statesman Averell Harriman summed up this Johnson ambition :

LBJ was great in domestic affairs. Harry
Truman had programs, but none got through.
Kennedy had no technique. FDR talked simply
during the crisis , but didn’t act enough
later . Johnson went back past the New Frontier
all the way to the New Deal . He loved FDR,
and it was fantastic what he did. If it

1 Herbert Y. Schandler. The Unmaking of a President,
(New Jersey : Princeton University P~ess, 1977), p. 220.

2 Quoted in Wicker , JFK and LBJ, p. 240.

LA 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - - ----- —~-.------ -- --—------ -—-~~ ---- .--- ------- -



-,----,-,---,-——-- --.,--- - _--__ 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

-
~~~ .~~. ~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

- -  

-- 

171 

-

hadn’t been for ... Vietnam he’d have been
the greatest President ever. Even so he ’ll
still be remembered as great.1

One of the tragic facts of the Vietnam intervention

which deprived Johnson of reaching his full potential for

domestic policy making may have been his consummate ability

to organize a congressional consensus. Putting policy

substance aside, the process of gaining legislative legitimation

is functionally similar. One skilled in the art of influence

can adroitly apply his talents to either issue area. In

other words , whether it was an aid to education bill or an

appropriation to support American divisions in Vietnam ,

Johnson knew how to mobilize support and insure favorable

considerations for his policy program. Congress would be

no impediment to the implementation of Presidential programs.

There would be no Seante leader opposing Presidential

initiatives as he himself had opposed the Dulles-Radford

proposal for airstrikes in 1954 at Dien Bien Phu. However ,

policy content cannot be put aside . Obviously the damage

done by precipitious passage of a poorly worded domestic

bill is not comparable or as irrevocable as decisions on

troop commitments .

Years before the Tonkin Gulf incident , Congress had

been a willing partner in assisting South Vietnam . In

February 1955 the Senate ratified the Southeast Asian Treaty

Organization (SEATO) Treaty and Protocal by a vote of 82 to I

1 Quoted from Doris Kearns , Lyndon Johnson and the
American DreamL (New York : Harper & Row , 1976), p. 25T. 
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rind by 1964 American presence in South Vietnam totaled

18 , 00() with Congressional knowledge and appropriations.

I~oI1owing Eisenhower ’s example and sharing his belief

t h at  “the advance support of Congress for anything that

might prove to be necessary ,” Johnson asked Congress for its

approval to retaliate after the Tonkin Gulk incident. He

— 
met with Congressional leaders and later commented , “...told

them that I believed a congressional resolution of support

-

- 
- for our entire position on Southeast Asia was necessary and

would strengthen our hand. I said that we might be forced

to further action , and that I did not want to go in unless

Congress goes in with me.”1 Elsewhere , however , he discounted

the resolution ’s utility observing “...the resolution was not

necessary to do what we did.”2 Senator Fuibright , who was

the resolutions floor manager seemed more attuned to this

F 

latter interpretation , but by all indications he and the

~~

-. -
~ other Congressmen allowed for the broader interpretation

to include military intervention by Presidential prerogative.

There is no strong case for the suggestion that Congress

was misled and did not understand the portent of their act.

Although a few Congressmen voiced remarkably prothetic fears.

their warnings went unheeded by all but two Senators who

1 Lyndon Johnson as quoted in the Washington Post,
20 October 1971, p. 12.

2 Arthur Schlesinger , Jr. “Congress and the Making
of American Foreign Policy ,” Foreign Affairs Quarterly,
(1 January , 1972), p. 101.
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voted against the resolution. On the other hand , assertions

claiming cons’~ious Congressional approval of Vietnam inter-

venhi.on are more supportable by records and court actions

which upheld the legality of the resolution . For example , J
a 1971 decision by the First Circuit Court ruled that

Congressional action made lawful the course followed by the

Executive up to the point where Congress may assert a conflicting

claim of authority .1 Congress did not do so until 1970 with

the Cooper-Church amendment.

Support for involvement was solid through the mid-.

sixty ’s. For instance, an additional $12 billion dollars

for Vietnam were requested and received in 1966 in a House

vote of 389 to 3 and Senate vote of 87 to 2. In 1967 another

supplemental request for Vietnam of a like amount was passed

by equally impressive majorities. Therefore a senior Senator’s

assessment of Congressional envolvement while slightly

overstated is certainly correct for the period covered by this

study :

. . .the fact is , Congress is and has been
involved up to its ears in the war in
Southeast Asia . It has known what has
been going on from the start and has given
its approval in advance to almost everything
that has occurred there. Far from being
the innocent dupes of a conspiring executive,
Congress has been wholly involved in the policy
decisions concerning Vietnam during the entire
span of American commitment there.1

Cases cited in Arthur Schlesinger , Jr. The Imperial
Preside~qy (Boston: Houghton Mifflin , 1973), pp. 2BB~294.

2 Senator Barry Goldwater , New York Times, 25 August 1971,
p. 37. Ii
_ _ _- - - _
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Congressional participation in the Vietnam war was active

— 
- 

and substantial , but we still need to further focus on how,

or if , Congressional leaders affected the policy process

— afLer the Tonkin Gulf resolution .

President Johnson had weekly breakfasts with Congressional

leaders and also held special meetings to inform them of

critical decisions and elicit support. Congressional leaders

-‘ had access to the decision making process at both critical

junctures , the bombing campaign against North Vietnamese

and the troop buildup in South Vietnam. Both House speaker

McCormack and Senator Mansfield were present at the National

Security Council meeting on 6 February 1966 to consider reprisal

airstrikes in response to Viet Cong attacks on American

installations . Senator Mansfield registered the only opposition

to the attack. Johnson dismissed the Senator ’s objections and

later recalled , “He (Mansfield) strongly opposed the idea

1of retaliation , but he protosed no alternative .” Congress

favored the bombing initiative and after the Rolling Thunder

campaign started Johnson received bipartisan support. “We

should make an increased effort to win the war . And I think

it could be won... , “ Senator Bourke B. Kickenlooper , (Republican

from Iowa) continued , “I think you could suppress the guerrillas

to a great extent... I would have no faith in a negotiated

peace.,’2

1 Johnson . Vantage Point, p. 125.
2 Quoted by U.S. News & World Report , 15 February 1965

from Pettit , The Experts, p. 204.

a
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Again before the final decision on troop commitments ,

the President conferred with Congressional leaders on

27 July 1965, one day before he made the decision public.

In his book , Johnson begins a narrative of the meeting by

stating :

I described for them the same five alternatives
I believed were available to us. I said that
in my opinion the real choice lay between
alternatives four and five -- “to go the full
congressional route now or “to give the congressional
leadership the story now and the bill later .

He completed his opening remarks with the comment : “I don’t

think there is much chance of an early settlement , but others

keep saying we have got to try , even though we have tried

many times .” Then Rusk reviewed the conditions for

negotiation ; McNamara briefed on the “military elements of

the proposed program and its likely costs”; and Henry Cabot

Lodge , the new Ambassador to South Vietnam , according to

Johnson , “made a strong and convincing case” against any other

alternative to committing troops. Evidently Lodge ’s case

was well put because , with the exception of Mike Mansfield ,

all the Congressional leaders agreed with the administration ’s

assessment that United States troops were needed. Mansfield

wanted a quick negotiated settlement , but “concluded by

saying as a Senator and Majority leader he would support the

President ’s position .” By the end of the meeting , Johnson

had made much progress toward his stated goal: “My object

1 Johnson , p. 150.
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is to get our government together , to get the allies

together , and to get the country together , . . .we were thinking
of increasing our forces. . .and that I thought our total

force would be doubled by November i.”~ The administration

had mobilized the support of the Congressional leaders, and

the approval of the Americanization of the Vietnam war was

assured.

For the purpose of understanding the Johnson administation ’s

Vietnam policy process , it is important to place this

meeting more accurately within one of the policy activity

patterns . In his book, The Vantage Point, Johnson conveys

the impression that the decision to commit troops had not

been made , and that the Congressional leaders had access to

the decision-making process, Consequently, they could have

influenced the President’s final decision . This apparently

was the impression that Johnson also wished to impart to

the Congressional participants during the meeting . If this

were true , then Congress would have been capable of making

an Input to the formulation of Vietnam policy rather than

entering the process later during legitimation . Congressional

leaders would have had the potential of playing a more

decisive role in the policy process. However , there is a

substantial reason for doubting such an assumption. More

likely, the administration orchestrated the facade of policy

deliberation to further insure Congressional approval for a

policy program of escalation which was already finalized.

1 Johnson , p. 150.
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The support for this assertion is found in the Pentagon

P:upvrs :

On 17 July, MeNamara was in Saigon with the
new Ambassador , Mr. Lodge, when he received
the cable fron Vance telling him that the
President had decided to proceed with the
deployment of all 34 United States battalions
then under consideration .

Upon his return from Vietnam, Secretary
McNamara prepared a draft release to the press
which stated that the total increase in
United States forces with the latest approved

— add-otis would be 4out 100,000. That information
was not given out.1

The President made an additional decision not to call up the

reserve forces during the intervening week, had the Congressional

meeting on the 27th , and made the public announcement a day

later . From the timing of this sequence of events it is

evident that the Presidential decision was made and the policy

formulation completed days before the Congressional meeting.

Without getting into the more subjective behavioral aspects

of whether a more assertive group of Congressmen could have

entered the formulation network, certainly the administration

intent was to deny them access on other than a pro forma basis.

To summarize the Congressional role, and by extension

the role of the media and the general public , in the Johnson

administration ’s Vietnam policy process , direct involvement

began in the legitimation stage . (No attempt was made to

assess the indirect influence of these factors on the principal

decision makers during the policy formulation process).

Papers, Vol., III, p. 476.
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Congressional leaders and other “outside” opinion leaders

tl i d h.ive access to the decision making process , but this

access did no appear to have any impact on policy initiatives .

At critical points in policy development such as the bombing

campaign and troop commitments, the meager dissent that was

voiced was dismissed. The administration successfully

mobilized support for their policy programs and with each

escalatory move from the retaliation for the Gulf of Tonkin

incident in 1964 to the deployment of 200,000 Americans by

the end of 1965, a national consensus of approval was maintained.

This conclusion is in conflict with more pluralistic inter-

pretations of the federal policy process. A year later ,

Senator Fulbright and an increasing number of Congressmen

would become vocal opponents of the Vietnam War. Nevertheless ,

this discussion indicates that there is a serious gap

between democratic theory and actual practice when applied

to the “closed” decisions on intervention made in an “open”

society .

Presidential Policy-Making Style

We ought not to do anything that might
be misunderstood by foreign countries .
He is the only President we have , and I
am going to support that President , because1if I make him weaker I make America weaker .

President Johnson entered the White House with a

distinct concept of the President ’s role in foreign policy.

1 Lyndon Johnson as Senate Democratic Leader quoted by
Eric F. Goldman , The Tragedy of Lyndon Johnson, (New York: Dell ,1968
p. 489. — ______ _____  ______
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As the Democratic Majority Leader under a Republican Presidency ,

Johnson had espoused and practiced bipartisanship . He had

supported the Presidential policy initiatives in foreign

affairs because of a strong conviction that executive-made

policy must have unquestionable domestic support to be

effective in the international arena. Internal dissension

would not allow the United States to deal with other countries

especially adversaries from aposition of strength . Now as

the President , Johnson ’s conception of foreign policy making

did not change , only his perspective . He expected his Congress

and the people to grant him the same deference and prerogatives

in international relations . He believed that the complex

questions of foreign affairs should be left to the executive

and not openly debated in public forums. In the past Johnson

had observed that the public had a tendency to be ambivalent

about foreign affairs and “go off on a jag in one crazy

direction or another.” One biographer commented:

The public , Johnson reasoned , would only hurt
i tself by knowing too much . Democracy demanded
good result-s for the people , not big debates.1

The world Johnson faced in the mid-sixties did not

belie his concern for a free hand in international affairs.

The Cold War realities of superpower confrontations from

“brush fire” wars to strategic nuclear exchanges was ever

present. Facing the new Kremlin leadership of Brezhnev and

Kosygin , Johnson wanted to be certain that no illusions existed

1 Doris Kearns , p. 284.
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about his determination and fortitude to pursue American

national interests. He wanted to be sure to send the

~ovieLs correct signals and not repeat Kennedy ’s experience

after Vienna of trying to change Khrushchev ’s perception of

Presidential resolve . Without such strong leadership , the

other elements of natioanl power cannot be translated into

a credible deterrent. Along the-se lines in November 1964

Johnson had confided to Henry Cabot Lodge , “I am not going

to be the President who saw Southeast Asis go the way China went.”

Since national security , was intimately tied to a

worldwide containment pol icy ,  the United Stated could not

a f f o r d  to ignore potential  Communist expansion in any reg ion .

As condi t ions  in Europe became relatively s ta t ic , the super-

powers moved their conflict to Asia. On lb October 1964,

the Chinese exploded a nuclear device which further enhanced

their  growing power and prestige as a world power . With

growing concern for this area of the world , the Johnson

administration faced two large adversaries. Moreover , in

Southeast Asia by early 1965 a lesser Communist power was on

the verge of victory . North Vietnam and the National Liberation

Front had all but defeated the South Vietnamese military

forces and politically controlled most of the countryside .

Consequently , the President had no suitable negotiating position

short of withdrawal leaving a Communist government in all of

Vietnam . But this was not really a viable alternative or way

Tom Wicker , p. 244.
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out for Johnson . As one writer observes , “ --steeped in and

shaped by the Cold War era of American history , a devout

believer in the ‘ domino theory ’ and the evil intentions

of Communism-- . . .he was not looking for a way out ; he was

looking for a way to win , or at least to get the terms he

believed were necessary .”1 Negotiations do not create new

outcomes but only formally recognize existing conditions .

For the United States to seek a settlement under the prevailing

posit ion of weakness in 1965 would have admitted a policy

fa i lure  dating back to at least 1954. Furthermore , the

Johnson administration would have had to absorb the blame for

the “loss” of Vietnam . A recent biographer has caught

the essence of Johnson ’s dilemma:

he had come so close that he “could see
and almost touch (his) youthful dream of
improving life for more poeple and in more
ways than any other political leader , including
FDR . . . I was determined to keep the war from
shattering that dream ,” Johnson later
said , “which meant I simple had no choice but
to keep my foreign policy in the wings . I knew
Congress as well  as I know Lady Bird , and I
knew tha t  the day it exp loded into a major
debate on the war , that  day would be the
beginning of the end of the Great Society...
I was determined to be leader of war and a
leader of peace . I refused to let my critics
push me into choosing one or the other . I
wanted both , I believed in both , and I believed
America had the resources to provide for both .
After all , our country was built by pioneers
who had a rifle in one hand to kill their
enemies and an ax in the other to bui)~d theirhomes and provide for their fami1ies. -~

Tom Wicker , p . 245.
2 Quoted from a conversation with Johnson by Doris Kearns ,

pp. 282-283.
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Although it is impossible to properly weight all the

Factors which influenced the policy process or know why

.I oh~~soti s c I c c I t ~d a s~)ecLfic course of action , it is evident

that Vietnam policy was significantly affected by Johnson’s

perception of both international and domestic politics

and their interrelationship . Internationally he wanted to

protray his personal resolve and the nation’s strength to the

Soviets and the Chinese , but did not want to overreact by

committing the country to a declared war in Vietnam with

the potential for starting World War III. Domestically

he was convinced that McCarthyism was dormant and not a

dissipated political force; consequently , any unfavorable

settlement of the Vietnam problem would touch off a “right-

wing stampede” and ruin his aspirations for a great society .

All these factors were translated into considerations which

continually impacted upon the Vietnam policy process.

Thus Johnson never could clearly articulate a policy goal

to the military beyond generalities because then the

generals would have had adequate justification for demanding

the means to accomplish their specific objective. The

President was constantly evaluating every initiative on

Vietnam in light of its impact on other international and,

even more importantly , domestic programs. Of course this

was not a unique concern of only the Johnson Presidency . But

the uncompromising approach of the desire to make both the

policy program s complimentary and equally achievable was

peculiar to Johnson ’s policy approach.
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In one sense , as a domestically oriented President ,

h~ valued the Great Society over a full-scale commitment

to the Vietnam policy goal , but his fear of a South Vietnamese

collapse and its international ramifications plus the possible

loss of his popular mandate kept him from setting any clear

priority . In his desire to secure both goals , Johnson failed

to accept the fact that a war could not be won against a

determined enemy without making it the nation ’s first

priority. As he perceived the relationship his domestic

policy aspirations demanded that he continue the war to a

successful conclusion but at a minimal cost in popular support.

The economic cost of the Vietnam commitment was never

a major factor in the Presidnet ’s mind. Even when the war

effort was being seriously challenged in 1967 Johnson ’s

response to a question on how the war was affecting domestic

programs is instructive : “The Cities are being used as an

excuse by those who are against the war and the war is being

used by the people who are against spending .” He assured

the interviewer , “We have the essentials for both if we have

the will .”1 Johnson was not immediately concerned about

the economic impact of deficit spending for both social

programs and the Vietnamese war. For him it was a matter of

will and pioneering spirit. Fiscal restraint and a balanced

budget was part of a conservative mentality that was alien

to Johnson ’s Keynesian-liberal approach . In the final

1 Henry F. Graft , The Tuesday Cabinet (New Jersey :
Prentice-Hall , 1970), p. 152~~
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analysis,. he believed in having both guns and butter . More-

i ht, ~r~~;ideni Wa :: ::t icccssfti l  in ge t  ting t h e  Congress to

suI ) I ~ ) r I  h i s  domest ic  programs while  the defense bud get

increased approximately 17.6 billion dollars from 1964 to

1969 . The eventual impact of deferred tax increases , the

rapidly increasing public debt , and other insidious effects

of fighting a war on credit would later appear to challenge

the long run success of Johnson ’s programs . However this

eventual outcome was not apparent to either the President

or the country when the policy was put in motion in the mid-

sixties.

In another manner Johnson ’s domestic orientation

impacted on the Vietnam policy process. He lacked expertise

in foreign affairs. Although he shared with the so-called

foreign policy establishment , a world view containing Communism

through strong American J ”adership, he lacked the knowledge

• of both substance and process necessary to be considered an

astutue policy maker . Being a Texan , not a member of the

• Eastern establishment , he was overly sensitive to any possible

criticism from his more experienced advisors , but knew he

must depend on their counsel and cultivate a working relationship

with them . Johnson was not overawed by intellectualism and

sometimes was overtly contemptous of his advisors . Unlike

domestic affairs , his orientation was more toward trying

not to make serious mistakes rather than achieve great results.

His policy approach in this sense was defensive and he sought

a consensus among the established wisdom . One who does not

~~.•— •~~-
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dare too much should not lose too much. Again this means

of relieving his anxiety about foreign policy revealed a

domestic orientation where the rules of the political game .

are agreed upon. In international relations neither the

• rules or stakes are constant and even the “experts” miscal-

culate the intentions of the other side. This environment

was alien to Johnson’s prior experience .

On the other hand , he had reason for confidence in

his policy approach. The containment policy had validity

throughout the world. When the United States had stood

firm in Iran , Western Europe, South Korea, Berlin, and

most recently in the Cuban missile crisis , American interests

had been protected . Johnson had the Kennedy foreign policy

team and they had proven their worth. He could rely on them

to compensate for his lack of familiarity in developing

foreign policy . In addition , the President had an inexhaustable

source on information on Vietnam. “From that time (November 1964)

until I left office ,” Johnson affirms , “I received a steady

flow of comprehensive reports on all aspects of the Vietnam

problem through both civilian and military channels ,” and

after explaining other means available both governmental and

private , he concludes , “The information I received was more

complete and balanced than anyone outside the mainstream of

official reporting could possibly realize.”1 Of course, we

have already questioned how balanced the information was

Johnson , p. 64.
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based on the State Department ’s ineptness in offsetting the

Pentagon ’s military bias and the resulting lack of effective

socio-poliiica l analysis. Nevertheless , it is reasonable

to accept Johnson ’s contention that he was well informed and

advised.

However , Johnson ’ s capacity to adequately define

the problem and prescribe a remedy was severly impaired by

his lack of operational ability in foreign policy , more

specifically he lacked a sense of reality or what was possible

and how it could be done . He was forced to rely on gross

generalizations such as containment and the domino theory in

the formulation of policy goals because he lacked the intimate

and detailed command of the substance and process of foreign

policy. In Congressional politics he had a sure knowledge

• of the relationship between means and end and carefully

marshalled his support only for goals which were attainable.

In foreign policy , he had no experience to guide him in

• practicing “the art of the possible.” Johnson had no intuitive

• . feel of how to appeal to the opposition or gain their

cooperation in furthering his policy program . He accepted

coercion as a method of gaining his policy objecteves much more

readily than he would have in the domestic arena , because he

had no prior experience to guage its effectiveness. Ironically ,

Johnson knew that threats were the least effective means of

promoting a policy in the domestic arena, but he relied most

heavily on force in international relations .

No amount of information could greatly alter the

_ _ _  • 
.
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President ’s course of action if his goal or solution to the

Vietnam problem remained immovably based on his Cold War

perceptions . He surrounded himself with people equally

committed to the same mind set and tolerated little discord.

• Johnson could have replaced Secretary of State Rusk with

• Under Secretary , George Ball if he had desired a different

policy input from the State Department. Rather Johnson

continued to maintain a consensus among his inner circle ,

the policy bureaucracy , and Congress as he had done in his

leadership role in Congressional politics. Increasingly

though he found it impossible in the foreign policy arena to

effectively extend or build a consensus with the other major

participants. Johnson could find no means of convincing

the Communists that they should cooperate with him on Vietnam .

Conversely, he could not bring himself to modify his policy

goals because he thought in terms of “appeasement” to Communist

“agression .” His Vietnam policy was blocked because there

was no common ground for compromise since his and the opposition ’s

policy goals were mutually exclusive . “By treating the

struggle in Vietnam as an exercise in bargaining,” a recent

Johnson biographer commented , “he sought to deny that it might

exist somewhere beyond the healthy bounds of reasonable

negotiations .”1 From this most basic miscalculation

of the extent of the problem and thus the remedy required ,

came equally distorted estimates of the means necessary to

1 Doris Kearns , p. 264.
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formula te and imp lement an effective Vietnam policy.

Contrary to Daniel Ellsberg ’s thesis , all the major

esculatory decisions were surrounded by a mood of guarded

optimism. The President later claimed some reservations

about the effectiveness of bombing the North to the bargaining

table , but this judgment may have beem tempered by subsequent

events. The prevalent feeling was one of elated self-

confidence after the decision to bomb was made . One highly

regarded columinst has written :

Several officials who were close to Johnson
at that time.. . recall the sheer ebullience of
the moment . One of them had also served
Kennedy and remembers the same sense of
omnipotence in the White House in early 1961...
(He said ,) “We thought we had the golden touch. 1Itwas just that way with Johnson after Sixty-four .”

Af ter the President became convinced that the Rolling

Thund er camp aign was unable to accomplish i t s  objective ,

rather than modify his poi~icy goals , he decided to introduce

ground troops in the South . As the narrator of the Pentagon

Papers concludes :

• Neither the President nor the Secretary of
Defense is on record in 1965 with expectations
as to the duration of the war or the impact of
the 44 battalions . It looks as though they both
were prepared for the moment to go along with
General Westmorela~ d’ s predictions about the
course of the war .~

Al though definite expectations and their associated

times are impossible to precisely determine , it is known that

1 Tom Wicker , p. 250.

2 Papers, Vol ., III , p. 484.
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all co n cer ned expected the 44 battalions to “insure that

h VC/DRV cannot win in South Vietnam at the i r  presen t level

• of commitment.”’ In the subsequent phases of Westmoreland’s

strategy , the enemy would not only be denied victory but

would be defeated in the South. These observations suggest

that President Johnson and his senior advisors shared a

steadfast faith in the efficacy of the policy being formulated

dispite the gloomy repor ts and objec tions being raised by

a few policymakers . No thought was given to re-examine the

policy objectives or the assumption about the effectiveness

of military force to solve the Vietnam problem .

One obvious place for such a policy evaluation followed

the bombing campaign before American troops were actively

committed to ground combat , but none was conducted. One

analyst explains this omission by concluding , “Suppor t for

the deci sion to drop bombs did not follow from a perception

of direct domestic pressure , but from the perce ived link

between Lhe use of air power and the use of American troops;

bombs were dropped as a necessary poli tical prer equisi te to

the engagement of American troops .”2 Cer tainly some Presidential

advisor s part icularly within the Army , made this connec tion

between the two esculatory decisions , but there is no evidence

that the President or Secretary of Defense made such a conscious

linkage . However , the bombing was not done as a mere face-

saving gesture . The Presiden t was not seriously contemplating

Papers, Vol., III , p. 481

2 Robert L. Gallucci , p . 53.

~~~lIi ~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ —~-- -—..— .—-•~--~~--- .--— -. ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
——-- ..- ,~~~~

• -
~~~

- — ---——
~
-—

~ 
~~~~~~~~~~~J•~~~~~~~~j_ _~~~~ .ii l~



— -~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~-—

defeat or an unfavorable negotiated settlement. On 25 July

• 1965 Clark Clifford , then Chairman of the President ’s

Foreign Tntelligence Advisory Board told Johnson :

I don ’t believe we can win in South Vietnam .
If we send in 100 ,000 more men , the North

• Vietnamese will meet us. If North Vietnam
runs out of men , the Chinese will send in
volunteers . Russia ançl China don’t intend
for us to win the war .~

The President replied he had similar concerns but would not

“accept just any settlement as a cover-up for surrender .”2

Johnson was not prepared to entertain any serious discussions

of a change in policy goals; only the means of accomplishing ‘1
the ojbec tives were debatable.

Ano ther plausible explanation of how the policy

process fai led to provide other policy al ternat ives is found

in Irving L. Janis ’s concept of groupthink. President

Johnson , being a long standing practitioner of consensus

building and without expertise in foreign policy making ,

would seem particularly vulnerable to “defective judgment

that arises in cohesive groups - - the concurrence-seeking

tendency , which fosters overoptimism , lack of vigilance , and

solganis tic thinking .. “~~~ We have already examined some of

the President ’ s tendencies which could be symptomatic of

groupthink . Mounting stress , uncritical accep tance of the

1. Johnson , p . 148.
2 Ibid., p. 148

Irving L. Janis. Victims of Groupthink (Boston :
Houghton Mifflin , 1972), p. 1.3.



domino theory , the unanimity within the Tuesday Lunch Group ,

and other factors are explained by Janis to support the

thesis that Johnson was a victim . Later in 1967 when

McNamara tried to actively oppose Vietnam policy, Johnson

responded with an analogy of a disloyal son from which the a

anal yst  concluded:

This line of thought strongly suggests that
in his own mind Johnson regarded his in-group
of policy advisors as a family and its leading

• dissident member as an irresponsible ~on who
was sabotaging the family ’s interest.’

Further , after the usual disclaimers about the tentative

nature and insufficient proof of his findings , Janis advances

this proposition : “Still , it is probable that if they were

indulging it-. groupthink they were prevented from becoming

fully aware of the futility of their ill-conceived escalation

decisions and from correcting some of their most fallacious

as sumptions soon enough to reconsider the alternatives open

to them .”2 Of cour se , the applicabili ty of the groupthink

concep t to the Johnson administration ’s policy making is one

of both value and degree. If the policy had been successful ,

the charge of groupthing would not be make . Never theless

the effects of group dynamics on the policy process should

not be overlooked.

In the f inal analysis Johnson ’s impact on the Vietnam

policy process was large and defies any simple explanation.

Ibid. , p. 123.

2 
Ibid. , p. 135 .
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He earnestly worked for the best collective solution to the

Vietnam problem , but failed to ever adjust- his policy goal.

lie selected military intervention and escalation as a policy

but sever ely constrained the application of forc e. For

the advancemen t of his war on poverty , he minim ized the long

run effec ts of the real war , and failed to provide a comprehensive

program for fighting a long war . Recognizing his shor tcomings

in for eign policy making he soli cited expert advice but never

adjusted his preconceptions of the world. The bureaucracy

that supported his role as Command-in-Chief received the

most support , but the organization that embodied his role as

statesman had a lower status in the Vietnam policy process.

He sought and received bipartisan Congressional approval for

the war but never involved Congress in the formulation of

policy. He made sure he had multiple access to information ,

but mentally insulated himself from divisive assessments.

These genera l i t i es  and many more on President  Johnson ’ s

• foreign policy style , directl y influenced the Vie tnam policy

process. Lastly, it should be remembered that there was also

a limit to how much Joh~son could control the Vietnam policy

process. Vietnam was Johnson ’s war , but as one of his

• biographers observes : “ . . .for exaggeration of the President ’s

• personal powers (both self-induced and media propelled) is an

inevitable source of frustation as the President ’s ac tions

invar iably fall short of expectations , producing a d~ structive

cycle for the man , the office , and the nation .”
1

1 Kearn s , p . 400
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CHAPTER V

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

In this chapter the study will use the questions

policy formul at ion and legitimation ~~ipulated in the

introduction to compare Eis enhower and Johnson administration’s

Vietnam policy . The Eisenhower administrat~on ’ s policy

process is used as the baseline of “control” in the comparison.

The analytical focus will be on the differences in the two

policy processes. These differences will be used to reach

some t en ta t ive  conclusions about the foreign policy process

and intervention . The initial questions on formulation are

more objec tive , i .e., how many sets of actors , appeal points

for losers , and if there was a “cooling period” between

• formulation and implementation? The other two questions

concerning the type of formulation (routine , analgous , or

creative) and Presidential policy making style are more

subjec tively interpreted from the policy-process analysis.

The concept of Presidential policy making style is

being used to refer to recurrent motifs or patterns of

responsive actions which can be collec tively identified.

It is a descriptive composite of the other factors p lus

the President ’ s per sonal imprint on the policy proces s. His

leadership impacts on all the functional aspects of the

policy process, especially the creation of policy . Moreover ,

the President ’ s impor tance in foreign policy making is too

grea t to be cons idered and weighted as just another actor.

The President creates a unique synergistic effect on the
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p01 icy process. The manner in which he attempts to orchestrate

policy has a profound influence on all the patterned activities .

He cannot control policy making to the extent assumed by

the rationa l model , hut his impact on the bureaucratic

factors tend to limit and mold their influence . His

Presidential style can make the policy process more centralized

or decentralized , open or clos ed , and flexible or inflexible .

These functional norms can be expressed in different ways

and are not value free. An individual with a liberal

orientation might assume that a decentralized , open , and

flexible policy process is best , hut this assumption is

questionable , if there is a need for qui ck action in inter-

national affairs. Here the emphasis will again be on a

comparison of the two presidential policy styles and how they

affected the interventionist policy process.

In addition to formulation , the presidential policy

style  p lays a significant role in the legitimation function .

The way the Presidents and their administrations approached

Congress for approval of an interve~ tionist policy will also

be compared. Likewise , the impact of Congressional legitimation

on the two administration ’s policy proc ess will be compared

and conclusions drawn. The study will end with some general

conclusions and implications for further research derived
• from the comparative analysis.

FORNULATION~ CONFLICT AND CONSENSUS

First considering the objective factors in the formulation

process we do not need to review all the different policy

_____________________________________________________ • • •



T~~~I’~~ ’~~I ij~~~ ± T~~~~~~ rTT~~TT~~~~~~~
T l

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

- . 

195

proposi1~ tnd wh 3L  sc.. L of actors were supporting their

r (’spect i VC prOl)OSfll . It is sufFiciently clear that at

F irs t b oth admini.st raLions produced a p lethora oF proposals

• 

• 
with diverse interagency support. However , because dip loma tic

alternatives were soon discarded , the options that were

serious ly considered were soon reduced to a few variations

on the use of military force .

The Eisenhower bureaucracy never could resolve their

differences. General Ridgway , wi th  the support of the Army ,

eFFectively opposed the airstrike option put forth by the

Dulles-Radford coalition wh i lc the other policy actors to

include the Joint- Chiefs would not Fall in line behind the

Secretary or Chairman . Central was Ridgway ’s ability to

appeal to President Eisenhowe r who had the expertise to

judge the military merits of both options. Conversely , after

the united action policy ~as irg itimized , the losers appealed

the decision as evidenced by Nixon ’ s April speech which can

be construed as a trial balloon for unilateral intervention .

Also the chosen course of acLion provided a mandatory gap

between leg -i timation and imp lement:ation . The Congressional

leaders had required the administration to take the time

to find allies before r~ ceivin~’, approval for intervention .

This restriction provided a “cooling off” period and allowed

the desired action to be placed in perspective .

On the other hand , the Johnson bureaucra cy developed

a consensus in the l9~ 4 post election policy review that

North Vietnam would have to be bombed. The State Department

- -  ~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~



196

no longer advocated a “political solution” while the Depar tment

oF Defense united in advocating quick military action .

The military consensus rested more on the need to start

some type of military action rather that on a unanimous

faith in the Rolling Thunder option . Dissenters had access

to the President , but had no broad bureaucratic support.

The losers ’ appeals were accommodated as in the case of

George Ball by accep ting him as a loyal devil’s advocate or

irreconcilable as in the case of those who resigned or wer e

• transferred . Generally once a presidental decision was

made, implemen tation rap idly followed. For example , the

United States was fully committed to the air war against the

North in less than a week. There was a longer gestation

period before the United States was committed to land war ,

but each incremental troop increase reinforced expectations

that a greater involvemer’t would occur . The adoption of

successive strategies for secur ity through enclave to search

and destroy mirrored this expectation and left little recourse

for an alternative policy . Bt mid-July the President was

approving requests for more troops while McNamara was in

Saigon getting updated reques ts for still more troops . There-

fore , the United States went from bombing the north to a full

intervention in approximately six months .

Although time was available for a more provocative

formulation process , the major decisions were made in a

crisis management atmosphere which severely limited meaningful

de liberations or reassessmen ts of options . The bureaucracy ,

-‘U ~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ • --~~~ . - • •
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in response to misfortunes in Vietnam , provided only short

range options or remedies. Whether guided by optimism or

pessimism , the decision makers ignored any serious consideration

of the need for ground troops at the time of the bombing

decision . Likewise , when the decision was made to implement

the firs t phase of Westmoreland’s strategy , no firm estimate

of the final troop strength or duration of the intervention

was made . The military hedged and the policy makers accep ted

• an open-ended military intervention without these essential

prognostic limits. There was no Ridgway Report to portray

the stark realities of an Asian intervention in a developing

country. Among other things neither the cost nor the

logistical factors had been wisely considered. Westmoreland

• admits , “The long delay in providing engineer and logistical

backup was an omission that was destined to plague us and

to limit our capabilities for a long time .” A modern ,

conventional Army had been committed to fight a protracted ,

unconventional war in a most primitive setting without any

protest from the military establishment. All the major

objections of the Ridgway Report against intervention in

Vie tnam were still valid, but the Army was not objecting . No

bureaucratic actor with any collective support was producing

any competing proposals by the summer of 1965.

1 Wes tmoreland , Reports, p. 127. Approval for the
development of port facilities at Can Ranh Bay was not given
until 8 June 1965, Papers, Vol. III, p. 412. For an accurate
account of the enormity of the construction program , See Richard
Tregaskis , Southeast Asia: Building the Bases (Washington , D.C.:
Government Printing Office , 1975) . —
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Next , considering the type of policy formulation , both

administrations were forced out of the routine policy made

by a worsening situation in Vietnam . The status quo could

not be maintained by more of the same type of assistance.

Al so , generally both White House considered Vietnam analogous

to the Korean limited war situation and first considered

airpower as an effective means of intervention . After it

• was pointed out that the Korean experience had proved airpower

an insufficient instrument alone , the Eisenhower administration

attempted to duplicate an earlier European success by

creating an As ian version of NATO . Even more so than the

European alliance , this Asian partnership was to allow the

United States to avoid a ground force commitment. In this

manner , the final Eisenhower policy formulation for possible

intervention was a blending of two analoguous situations

where containment policy had been successful The policy may

be considered novel if not unrealistic in omitting the use

of American ground forces.

the Johnson policy makers never extended their analogy

• to any type of true partnership , although the SEATO Treaty

was in e f f e c t .  Like the French had done previously,  the

pol i t ical  and mil i tary leaders did not want to share control

with their allies . For example , neither Ambassador Taylor

or General Westmoreland had appreciated Sir Robert Thompson ’s,

head of the British Advisory Mission ,sugges tions on how to

conduct a successful low intensity conflict. More importantly

the formulation of an allied policy was not realistic because
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• the Europeans were not interested. However , the Johnson

administration did go further back in history to World War II

to find an analogy for their bombing campaign. Like the

strategic bombing of World War II, Rolling Thunder had a

similar objective.

We emphasize that our primary target in
advocating a reprisal policy is the improvement
of the situation in South Vietnam. Action
against the North is usually urged as a
means of affecting the will of Hanoi to
direct and support the Viet Cong. We
consider this an important but long-range
purpose. The immediate and critical targets

• are in the south- -in the minds of the South
Vietnamese and in the minds of the V~et Congcadres. (Emphasis in the original) .

-But the 317 vo lumes of the United States Strateg ic Bombing

Survey had never conclusively proven the effectiveness of this

approach to warfare , even when the bombs had been dropped on

the primary target.

In committing American ground forces to combat in South

• Vietnam , both the Coinmand~ r who proposed the change and the

President who approved the policy knew this was a distinct

break with past Asian policy . Some analysts maintain there

has been a long standing traditional military view or axiom

that the United States should not get engaged in a land war

on the Asian continent and for many the Korean War confirmed - j
• this conviction .2 Whether this is true or not , many statesm2n

and military leaders belonged to this “never again” school

1 From Bundy ’ s inf luent ia l  February memorandum ,
Papers , Vol. III, p. 689.

2 See Bernard Brodie , War and Politics (New York : Macmillian,
1973), p. 59. — ________
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and had consistently voiced oppostion to proposed intervention

in Vietnam in 1954 through Laos in 1961 and beyond . Johnson ’s

• e f f o r t s  to delay the revelation that American troops had been

• given an offensive mission and his solicitious attitude

toward Eisenhower are symptomatic of a realization that his

policy represented a new precedent. Likewise Westmoreland

thought it equally important to get the blessings of General

MacArthur who had unsuccessfully sought to prove the Asian

axiom wrong. Other military men who did speak out against

intervention were J. Lawton Collins , former Chief of Staff

of the Army , General James M. Gavin , Ambassador to France

under Kennedy, and as to be expected , General Ridgway .

Unfor tuna te ly from retirement they had l i t t l e  influence on

policy . In essence , a new generation of top military leaders

thought they would win the war in South Vietnam , and the

Johnson administration agreed with this conviction . A “win ”

policy program for Vietnam by direct intervention was new

and unprecedented.

To institute a policy that moved from assistnace to

d i r e c t  responsibi l i ty  for the war was a radical  break with

both the Eisenhower and the Kennedy administration ’s policy

programs and had a profound effect on the policy process.

While other administrations had closely guarded their prerogative

to decrease their commitment as well as add to it , after

Roll ing Thunder began and the Marines landed , the policy process

lost the f l e x i b i l i t y  inherent in the assistance role. For

examp le , a f t e r  the Taylor-Rostow report of November 1961 that

- - - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ .—-~~~~~~~..—11 L. - - - - —-——- ——-  ----——--~-- — . - •~~~~•~ s~~-.-- -
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specifically advocated a “hard commitment to the ground” an

insider reports that Kennedy said:

They want a force of American troops. They say
it ’s necessary in order to restore confidence
and maintain morale. But it will be just like
Berlin. The troops will march in; the bands
will play ; the crowds will cheer ; and in four
days everyone will have forgotten . Then we will
be told we have to send in more troops. It ’s
like taking a drink . The effect wears off , and
you have to take anotherJ

The Johnson administration was not fully aware of the “grammar

of war” and thought they could control it. In this instance

the policy programs was transformed into a strategy of warfare

which excluded options not predicated on force.

This break with past policy in favor of military

intervention created further rigidity in the policy process

by greatly raising the stakes on the value of the outcome .

The major policy actors who had advocated intervention could

not afford to alter their policy stance once the United States

had been committed to military action . It had been tolerable

for a few professional military men to lose their lives in an

assistance program , but when the United States became the

senior partner in the war and draftees were being killed ,

American prestige and the public demanded victory . This

country has little tolerance for a limited war or the

administration who allows it to be prolonged. Unfortunately,

Truman realized the truth too late and supported the United

I Schlesinger , A Thousand Days, Ibid., p. 505. The
Taylor-Rostow report has already been discussed in connection
with the follow-on Rusk-HcNaznara memorandum . See Papers,
Vol. 2, pp. 84-120.
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Na t ions  resolut ion for the forcefu l  un i f i ca t ion  of Korea.

“Yet ihat UN resolution ,” one presidential scholar later

observed “risk imparting to ‘what happened’ the least fortunate

of outcomes from his point of view : the meaning his opponents

compressed into two words , “Truman ’ s War ,the bloodletting ,

• ,he started , would not win and could not stop . The

Johns on admini stration ran a similar  ri sk th a t Eisenhower

had disdained from taking . First , Vie tnam became “McNamara ’s

war ” and then when the Secretary of Defense resigned , it

became “Johnson ’ s war . ”

From the time the Johnson policy makers had begun an

incremen tal program of overt intervention , their own poli tical

fortunes became more and more dependent on the successful

prosecution of the war . The country ’s pr estige and their

own prestige became intertwined. Consequently, both the

national and personal cost finally became too great to admit

any basic errors in policy development. The principle actors

who had “ signed on” for the military solution in the Vietnam

pr oblem graduall y invested all their poli tical cap ital in

the use of force , first by bombing the North and then a

success ion of ground stra teg ies in the South . The public

sacrifices made this investment irrevocable and demanded success.

This reality resulted in a policy concretion not

present in the Eisenhower administration ’s del ibera tions .

Richard E. Newstadt. Presidential Power : The Politics
of Leadershi p, (New York : John wiley & Sons , 1~~ O)~, p. 125. 
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The Iluidity in the Eisenhower bureaucratic policy processing

was ni;nnla ined by tak i ng a wholistic approach to the prolilern .

The Korean War analogy was not modified wi th  any misplaced f a i t h

in  t h e  capabi l i ty  of airpower . Although Admiral Radford

and the proponen ts of airpower had advoca ted such an op tion ,

General Rid gway and his supporters had effect ively precluded

the dis jointed consideration of this alternative. If

the Eishenhower administration was to lead the country in to

the Vietnam War , it would no t be done though as an incrementally

oriented policy process. The complete cost -benef i t  analysis

was f in i shed  before the adminis t ra t ion moved from the

formulation phase into policy leg itimation . The Dulles-

Radford attemp t to gain Congressional approval failed because

the f u l l  extent and enormous cost of an American intervention

was known and included in the policy deliberation . The

Johnson admini stra tion ’s policy formulation continually

avoided any net assessment of what  it would take to reach

their policy goal . Small fa i lures  onl y prompted larger

COfllTfll tments .

PRESIDENTIAL POLICY STYLE: STATESMAN AND POLITICIAN

When Kennedy was seriously thinking about sending

American troops to Laos in 1961 , he repor tedly told Wal t

Ros tow , “I can ’t take a 1954 defeat today ,” He wen t on to

exp lain that Eisenhower was able to tolerate the political

setback first , because he could blame the French and find

support in the coutry ’s tradi tional , anti-colonialist

• - •  —5--- ~•••-5•-5~~~ — •.——- 5-- —~~ —-----——---- -- - .-.- — _—•——— - .-~~—~-.—— 5— — —— -- -— S  ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ —5-.————. ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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I . f l f ld SeCOn& J1 y ,  because o f h is popularity as a

m l  I i i  ;Iry 1(~adcr ;ind President . he had a secure m an d a t e  to

I~~lI’(’ st i rh an n e t  ion . ! Al ihough Johnson may have made s i m i l a r

Un In VOr f l I)  Ic cowpa ri sons between El senhower and himself

before  the 1964 presidential election , after his historic

landslide victory , he had the popular support necessary to

take a new direction in Vietnam policy . From unila ter al

withdrawal to complete military intervention , a spectrum

of policy choices equal to or surpassing Eisenhower ’ s op tion

at the tim-i of Dien Bien Phu were now available.2 Ther efor e ,

it . is evident that neither President was forced by external

events or internal political pressures to select a particular

policy out1ook toward Vietnam . Neither Chief Executive was

comp letely a free agent , unerncumbered by past commitments .

future aspiration , or the bureaucracy , both could and did

chose opposite courses of action . I t may be an obvious

redundancy to note tha t given a similar situation , two

different men may chose opposite policies and that it

ina l ters which of them is making policy. However , a great

(lcnI of political theory designed to explain events such as

the Vietnam War would like to ignore this reality so it does

bear stating . Now we will turn our attention to the 
—

Quoted in KaIb and Abel , Roots of Involvement ,
p.  118.

2 
Tom Wicker explains why American withdrawa l would

have been particularl y easy for Johnson at this time , idem .
JFK & LBJ , Ib id . , pp. 239-241.
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relationship of Presidential policy styles to charac teris tically

different policy processes.

Eisenhower had clearly encouraged diversi ty in the

( x e cu t  i ve  bureaucracy  by not  forcing a consensus . As la te

as Apr i l  both the Ridgway Report and Operation Vulture had

their  supporters as the President tended to encourage

puralism. Since none of the major actors evidently fel t

that their personal interests or their c’rganizational interest

were pu t in jeopard y by a strong advocacy role , a decentralized

and open policy environment existed with debates in the

N a U o n a l  Security Council , revised estimates being submitted

and “ losers” g i ven access to the President .  During this

l ime there is no evidence of a groupthink syndrome . There

was no unanimity within the group , risks were being assessed

and conformity pressure did not build because a simple course

of action had not been accepted as the preferred policy option .

Eisenhower ’s experiences as the allied commander during

World War 11 gave him a learned tolerance for bureaucrat ic

amb i guity. Moreover , his military training first as a

s t a f f  o f f i c e r , then as a senior commander may also hel p

exp la in  his ab i l i ty  to e f fec t ively manage crises in a large

bureaucra t ic  set t ing . Obviously his mili tary expertise

would give him the confidence to make an independent assessment

of the policy alternatives and not be overly anxious to

discover the collective wisdom of the experts. This , in

turn , would naturally relieve some conformity pressures which

would otherwise build to provide the “best” option to a President

who was solely dependent on their expertise.

_______________
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ti l l i iii~ tcIy Ei senhower demonstratc’d his flexibility in

the formiil it:ion of Vietna m policy by accept-ing a negotiated

s c i tt e ment . As a former victorious military man and a believer

in the domino theory , Eisenhower found this a difficult

course of action to pursue . What George Kennan referred

to as the “consideration of prestige” or the credibility of

the Uni ted States seemed to be as much as stake in 1954 as

it was in 1965. Both administrations had the policy goal

of stopping Communis t expansion and perceived equally dire

consequences resul ting from the “fall” of Vietnam . Coming

on the heels of the “loss” of China and the Korean War , the

possible loss of all Vietnam gave Eisenhower reason to avoid

another setback in Asia . However , he also reasoned tha t the

cos t in terms ~ f domestic programs and other foreign policy

objectives was too great. There was no illusion about

pursuing a balanced budget while conducting an Asian intervention .

His clear choice was to revise his Vietnam policy goal. The

f lex ib i l i ty in policy formulation based on a less ambitious

objective demonstrated a pragmatic realization : to insure

a favorable outcome the cost of the milit ary invervention

was too great. Although both Presidents based their Vietnam

policy decisions on similar concerns for international prestige

and consideration for domestic policy , they reached opposi te

conclusions . Eisenhower correctly perceived his domestic

goals becoming more attainable by not intervening in Vietnam

and both his personal and the country ’s presitge suffering

no irrepairable damage . Johnson , conversely, though t his

- —-- - - - -—-S . 5— -5- - -----—5. ~~~~~~~~~
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great society could only be realized by intervention in

Vietnam and both his and the country ’s credibility would be

undermined if he did anything less to solve the Vietnam

problem.

However , this perceived linkage between domestic

programs and Vietnam intervention by President Johnson

did not cause temerity or self doubt. These feelings came

years later . When he launched the intervention , he felt

— confiden t and in control . In the spring of 1965 , he used

a vivid analogy to describe the bombing campaign to Senator

McGovern to allay his fears about a possible Chinese

intervention : “I’m going up her leg (North Vietnam) an inch

at a time.. .I’ll get to the snatch before they know what ’s

happening , you see .”1 This pres idential assuredness in the

use of military force as the correct policy prescription

was reflected in the policy process and its changing character.

The bureaucratic dissent was stifled or molded into a shallow

consensus . In 1954 the Army had provided an alternative

perspective and in the period from 1961 through 1963 the

Stat e Department had consistenly opposed a wider American

involvement with Kennedy ’s encouragement . Johnson ’s perception

of the Vietnam problem facilitated the shift in policy

formulation to the almost exclusive purview of the White House

staff and to the Defense Department. Quite understandably ,

In a quote attributed to Senator McGovern from a
conversation he remembers with Presiden t Johnson , Gloria Emerson ,
Winners and Losers , (New York : Random House , 1976), p. 377.
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this change in the focus on policy formulating , especially

dur ing  the Johnson a~i~uinistration ’s first Vietnam policy

review , narrowed the range of analysis and the scope of

the options available for implementation . Throughout the

remainder of the year , the only tolerated dissenter was

George Ball who was beginning to be thought of as a dove-

in-residence . In short , Johnson allowed for the institution-

alized dissent of a few important policy makers and

“domesticated ” the others who remained)~

Johnson ’s confidence in himself, a few top advisors

and the chosen course of action became even more evident

in 1965. Consequently , the policy-making process was

becoming more exclusive . As opposed to Eisenhower ’s mixture

of the general staff approach in the National Security

Council with open debate and personal appeal to the President

on an internal basis , Johnson provided his administration

only l imited internal access to the policy process . The

Tuesday lunch meeting or “Tuesday Cabinet” of principal

policy makers was the only structured form used for critical

decisions on Vietnam . Only a very few top decision makers

were allowed to attend these regular meetings which proceeded

without an agenda, minutes , or a staff. “Most of the scenario

for the conduct of the war,” a student of these meetings

1 For an explanation of the domestication process
see James C. Thompson , “How Could Vietnam Happen? A Autopsy ,
“The Atlantic Monthly, 221 , April 1968 , pp, 47-63. 
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wrote , “I quickly discovered , was written on Tuesdays .”1

That his tendency to close off access to the policy process

existed at the earliest stages of intervention iS further

confirmed by the later exclusion of the Office of the

Secretary of Defense , when the President sought the counsel

of even fewer like minded persons . This tendency and its

possible explanation through groupthink leads to the

conclusion that Johnson ’s Vietnam policy process was subjected

to ever increasing centralization as opposed to the more

open policy making of the Eisenhower administration .
- 

- 

Ironicall y, Johnson ’s masterfu l ability to form a

consensus in a Congressional setting became a liability

in his executive style. Un like Senators , cabinet members

and White House staffers have no autonomous power base. They

are appointed officials who derive their authority from the

presidency . These principal members of the administration

are not the President ’s equal , but subordinates who serve him.

They will pursue personal and organizational objectives

which may be contrary to the President ’s wishes , but they

are rewarded the most for accepting presidential guidance

and conforming to his expectations . Consequently , consensus

building in the executive branch gives the President a

r tremendous advantage . A dissenter can delay , obstruct , or

~ Graff , The Tuesday Cabinet , Ibid. , p. 5; Keith C.
Clark and Lawrenc~~T. ‘Legere , also provided a good critique
of these meetings , idem . The President and the Management
of National Security, (New Y~rk: Praeger , T9~~7
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resign in protest , but then in the final analysis he has lost

because he has removed himself from power . Johnson demanded

general agreement among his advisors and got it. However,

this general agreement which is necessary for the implementation

of a policy program may be dysfuntional in the policy

formulation process.

In contrast to Eisenhower’s role as a policy broker

or a passive facilitator during the early formulation process ,

Johnson was an active advocate coming out strongly in favor

— - of a specific option , then leading his advisors toward

the same collectii e opinion . He had little time for

critiques that did not propose an alternative solution to

the stipulated problem . His emphasis in policy making was

not on formulation . Johnson was an implementor , a man of

action . When the bombing had proven ineffective , Johnson

called in the Army Chief of Staff, General Harold K. Johnson

and told him to go to Vietnam and find out what was needed

to turn the tide . “As General Johnson descended in an elevator

with the President, following breakfast in the family

quarters ,” according to Westmoreland , “President Johnson

towering over the Chief of Staff , thrust an index finger in

his breastbone , leaned his face close , and said : ‘You get

things bubbling , General ,”1 It is not surprising that the

General returned with a laundry list of requests for greater

American military involvement.

1 Westmoreland~ Reports, p . 125.
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The point is not that  a President should remain

aloof from t h e  pol icy formulation process , but that

Johnson ’ s domination of the policy process at the early

stages was dysfunctional . Obviously, if the policy

development is successful in accomplishing its goal, it

does not matter  if the President early on closes other

option or further deliberations . However , whether the

President supports an open or closed formulation process

becomes important when the policy is ineffect ive, requiring

a reevaluation and new formulation . At this point , a f ter

the bombing had been unsuccussful , there was no new formulation

based on a thorough reevaluation of original premises or

goals. Instead , calling attention to the scope of the

deliberations , one scholar observed:

Though the decision called for a massive
expansion of American troops , raising the
troop level to 200,000 the structure of the
decision-making had become so narrowed that
Lyndon Johnson received the advice of only
five or six men , consulting the National
Security Council , the Congress , and the Cabinet
only after the decision had been made .1

The consensus for the chosen course action that Johnson

religiously maintained prevented any fresh look at the

Vietnam problem or the policy objective which was to solve

it . In other words , the fact that the policy process was

closed and remained closed , accounts for the dogmatic

persistence of the initial perception concerning the nature

J<earns , Ibid. , p . 281 .
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of ihc war and underestimated means necessary to “win ” . The

strain on the policy system caused by the administ:ration ’s

fa i lure  to allow a new policy formulation is well documented.

The friction between the gatekeepers of the prevailing

consensus and the advisors who dissented resulted in an

increasing flow of resignations . Unfortunately for American

foreign policy , Johnson was the chief gatekeeper and

effectively shut out all attempts at a reevaluation of

policy objectives . General Ridgway captured the essence

of this policy defect in a story he told to another general

about a White House meeting that occurred shortly after Tet 1968:

In the course of a two-hour meeting , there
were numerous interruptions by telephone calls
to Johnson and by Johnson ’s aides. During one
of these interruptions , Ridgway turned to
Vice President Humphrey , his companion in the
visit with LBJ , and said that he had “never
known what General Westmoreland’ s mission was . ”
Humphrey rep lied , “That ’ s a good question ,
General. Ask the President when he gets off
the phone . ”l

The quest ion did not get answered that day nor was the

answer ever satisfactorily revealed by John son ’s policy process.

LEGITIMATION: ACTIVE AND PASSIVE

A series of events starting with the Great Depression ,

followed by the New Deal , World War II, and the continuing

Cold War had justified the steady accretion of Presidential

power . (Presently the Vietnam War and Watergate have at least

1 Doug las Kinnard.  The War Nanagers, (Universi ty Press
of New England : New Hampshire : Hanover , l977),p. 15; also
Halberstam , Ibid., p. 145.
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slowed this trend). Particularly , the con tinuing struggle

against totalitarianism , first Nazism and then Coninunism ,

gave the Congress cause to give the President a free hand

in foreign affairs. Bipartisanship , or the concept that

foreign policy issues transcend domestic politics or party

lines and are only considered on their substantive merit ,

mean t tha t the Congress would follow the President’s

lead in foreign affairs. A bipartisan foreign policy was

desirable because dramatic shif ts  in Arnerica ’ a relations with

other countries would no t accomp any changes in administrations

or the m a j o r i t y  party in Congress. The continuity in

fore ign pol icy  would not be disrupted by party politics.

Moreover , the President could approach foreign crises

with confidence because he knew his actions would not be

subjected to partisan criticism . On the one hand , the

President was given an almost unrestricted authority in

foreign policy making to include the ini tiation of hos tilities

with other countries. On the other hand , the Chief Executive

had the responsibility to confer with Congress and justify

his actions. As we know , Presiden ts Ei senhower and Johnson

had two different views on bipartisanship and the Congressional

role in the Vietnam policy .

In brief , Eisenhower did not try to force or manipulate

a Congressional consensus for intervention . He did not

rely on bipar tisanship to legitimize a policy that had already

been formulated and approved by him for implementation . The

April meeting with Secretary Dulles and Admiral Radford

-Sr VU’- 
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gave Congressional leaders direct access to the policy

formulation process. What is important is the reality

that- Congress helped formulate the policy . The policy

process was sufficiently open to allow for Congressional

input . Obv iously, committee hearings or a floor debate

would have been too much Congressional participation at this

stage of policy making in such a sensitive area as foreign

in terven tion . However , Eisenhower did seek to discharge

his responsibility to the Congress before mobilizing the

— authority of the presidency for either a non-interventionist

or interventionist policy. Congressional bipar tisanship

wa s not being used as a rubber stamp to legitimize a

predetermined course of action . Eisenhower accepted

Congress as a responsible partner in the Vietnam policy

making. As we know, part of the reasons for this Presidential

di scre tion is exp lained by immediate circumstances and the

dis tr ibu tion of poli tical power in the Congress. But a more

ba sic reason wa s Eisenhower ’s conception of the proper

re la t ionship  between the leg islature and the executive . He

fervan tly believed tha t Congress and no t the Presiden t decides

when the United States intervenes or goes to war . Only in

extreme emergencies did he feel that his authority to take

mili tary action preceded his responsibility to consult with

Congress . Consequen tly, in matters of military intervention ,

Eisenhower conceived bipartisanship as being based on mutually

formulated as well as legitimized policy . In decisions on war

the President and Congress were to have an equally impor tan t role.
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President Johnson had a d i f f e r en t  conception of

( ;n;~re~ s ’ s role i n  an m l  erventionist  poi icy process.  The

Pr(’~ icI ent: defined the goals , formulated the policy , then

expected Congress to provide the means for the policy ’s

implemen tation . Congressional input wa s not sough t nor

required during Vietnam policy formulation . Congressional

leaders were consulted to mobilize support for the chosen

pol icy . They did not have access to the decision making

and any objections to presidential policy had no effect on

its implementation. The President decided on a course of

action before Congress was formally consulted in all cases.

In short , the administration ’s Vietnam policy had been

completely formula ted and leg itimized by the President before

Congre ss was allowed to enter the policy process. Af ter

the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution and the presidential election ,

Johnson assumed he had both the legal and popular author i ty

necessary to deny Congress any appreciable role in the

Vie tnam policy process. Bipartisanship was only needed to

r ati fy wha t was already a policy reality. Congress p layed

no direct role in Vietnam policy formulation and only a

secondary role in the legitimization of the war .

However , indirectly through Johnson ’s concern for

his domestic programs , Congress influenced Vietnam policy .

The President thought it was crucial to main tain bipar tisan

Congressional support for the intervention because he wanted

to maintain a legislative consensus for the great society

programs . This linkage between the Vietnam War and

____ -—--55-—-—- --~ - —- - S 
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domestic politics directly effected the prosecution of the

war. As one analyst argues:

The immoderate moderation of American policy ,
the rigid adherence to a middle-of- the-road
course that is often the most dangerous way
to travel , stems from a common-sense devotion
to consensus . And trying once aga in to follow
a middle course between falsely conceived
extremes proved our undoing .1-

Johnson was trying to woo both the hawks and the doves so

they would no t be come disgruntled and take their frus tra tion

about his war policy out on the great society . Johnson

considered the Congress a silent partner to his Vietnam

pol icy, always measuring each new initiative against its

potential for disrupting his domestic policy . He did not want

to risk exposing his Vietnam policy to even limited debate

because of the possible spill over into the domestic arena .

Congress was den ied access to the decision mak ing par tially

to maintai .n Vietnam policy in a low profile and keep access

to information as restricted as possible to prevent any

inflammatory debates.

The President ’ s a t t i tude  towards Congress severely

constrained the formulation of Vietnam policy , but Congress

had no direct role in the policy making . Johnson ’s pessimism

about his ability to hold a consensus for domestic reforms

while involved in a national controversy over foreign policy

forced him into a strategy of “immoderate moderation” in

Vietnam . Fear of a right wing conservative reaction foreclosed

James MacGregor Burns . Uncommon Sense (New York :
Harp er and Row , 1972), p . 53.
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I l i~ I n rm ;tln I nn u a ny  p~~I Lcy of w i t h dr a w a l o r  ne)~o t i . a t i O n s

on a ‘‘ nc -ut ra 1 1 zc’eI’’ Vie tnalu . L ikew i se , Johnson  t hoti~h I I he

• l i ber a l s  woul d desert  him if he took the country  into a mid-

intensity war with full mobilization of men and resources.

In opposition to the Pentagon advice , Johnson did not

declare a “state of emergency ,” call up the military

reservists , or go to Congress wi th a tax package to suppor t -

the war . The people and Congress were not to be alerted

that the country was entering a limited war of unknown

dura t ion and sacrif ices would be necessary . Thes e wer e the

restraints which bound the President ’s policy formulation ,

but the policy was not made from a pessimistic perspective .

John son ’s optimism and belief in America ’s p ioneering

spiri t symbol ized by a gun and an ax were tran sla ted into an

interventionist policy . The gun or the military would still

get the job done because his “experts” said they would . The

ax or the economy could c~11pport a limited war and still

have the increases in productivity necessary to finance the

great society. The nation could have guns and butter , if

the President kept tight con trol and did no t lo se his

Congressional consensus . The United States would maintain

its international prestige and contain Asian Communism . The

Vietnam policy goal with a low public profile. Starting

with a request for additional appropriation of only 1.8 billion

dollars , Johnson could delay the f iscal  impact of the war .

In similar fashion , by extending enlis tmen ts and ins tituting

an inequitable draft , favoring the more affluent , he could

--5-..- ‘- -5- --— 
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postpone the negative reactions to the social disruption

caused by the war . In short , John son , as the Commander-

in-Chief , led the United States into a major war wi thout

an acknowled gment being made or demanded by the Congress.

Bipart isanship was effectively used to deny Congress

any role in the Vietnam policy making process , But this

reality cannot be totally explained by Johnson ’s masterful

control of consensus politics. After  his crushing defeat

to Nixon in the 1972 presidential election , one writer asked

Senator McGovern what he regretted most in his political

career. lie did not mention his defeat or the poor choice

of Senator Thomas Eagleton as his running mate. Instead

he stated :

I regret voting for the Tonkin Gulf Resolution .
It angers me that it was used as justification
for accelerating the war . No one would have
voted for it if we had been told that is what
it was forJ

Many Congressemen share thi~ regret , but it hardly explains

the money tha t was appropria ted to suppor t the war or Congress ’s

general acquiesce if not positive support for the Vietnam

intervention . We have already explored some of the institutional

factors and Johnson ’s presidency as major reasons why Congress

did not demand more access to the decision making process ,

but part of the explanation is the Congress. Most Congressmen , —

because the political payoff is small in terms of their

constituency , would not devote the necessary time or energy

~ Gloria Emerson , Winners and Losers, Ibid., p. 378. 
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to foreign policy. Few Congressmen could successfully

convert expert ise in foreign a f f a i r s  into pol i t ica l  cap i tal

needed to win elections . Researchers have f ound too li ttle

correlat ion between peoples ’ a t t i tudes and foreign policy

issues to provide strong incentives for Congressional

poli t icians.  So rather than waste their time in this

politically unproductive area , mos t Congressmen took

their cue from the President , endorsing bipartisanship.

This was not a self less act done solely for the good of the

count ry .  For if Congress opposed the Presiden t , as it did

President Wilson over the Versailles Treaty, and the resul ts

were unpopular , then Congress , not the President , will

suffer the electorial consequences . If , on the other hand ,

the legislator follows presidential  guidance and votes for

his programs such as the Marshall Plan , he reaps the benefits

of a successful policy or as in the case of Vietnam , he can

jus t i f iab ly disassociate h4 mself from a poor policy with

the following ploy : “Well , Mr . Voter , I had some doubts

about that policy but it was my duty to support our President.”

The public will generally accept this ploy .1

Thus , bipartisanship or the primacy of the President

in foreign policy , especially in more sensitive issue areas

such as Vietnam intervention , served the political interests

of individual Congressmen , It was a means of rationalizing

Franci s Wilcox . Congress, The Executive and Foreign
Policy, published for the Council on Foreign Relations , (New
York: Harper and Row , 1971-) ,  p .  70 .

— — —5- -—~~~~~- ‘-S~~~~~~ -— 5--— -~~~—- - - -5- --- -- -— —-—5 —~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~ • ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ —~~~—- - ~~~~~ - —5-—



-—-5 —- ’- 

~~~
T5-

~~
5-’ I T i~~~i:I i~~ T’-

~~~~~I~~~~~~~i7T~~~~~~~~

220

Uon~, re:;~;ion ;t i  lack of expe r t i s e  in fore ign  a f f a i r s  ~~d

i n s u l a tin g  the  lawmakers from the consequences of a f a u l t y

policy. There is no guarantee that greater Congressional

expertise or political party involvement would result in a

more e f f ec tive poli cy pro cess , but it should be expected

in an open society :

Arguments advanced in behalf of bipartisan
foreign policy usually presuppose that by
some kind of unexplained process , the government
wil l  automatically follow the course best
calculated to serve the public interest , if
only par tisanship can be avoided.. . Most
infrequen tly is there recognition among

- - supporters of the bipar tisan pr inciple that
par t ies , wi th  all their faults , and democra tic
governmen t are inex tricably connected , and
tha t occasional excesses by political parties
are par t of the price , a democracy m~ist pay
for the freedom it prizes so highly.’

Whether as responsible individuals , coali tions , or par ties ,

Congress must demand access to foreign policy making .

Eisenhower could not have denied Congress access to the policy

process before the policy was formulated and still expected

su p p o r t  fo r  an American i n t e rven t ion  at Dien Bien Phu . All

i n  I lic s p i r i t  of bipartisanship , the Congres sional 1~ aders

demanded access to the policy formula tion process and helped

d esi gn the adminis t ra t ion’ s policy . They were not depending

solel y on the adminis t ra t ion’ s explana tion of where a par ticular

pol icy would lead the nat ion , but advising the President on

what Congress thought should be done . I t  could have been otherwise,

Cevil V. Crabb , Jr. Bipartisan Foreign Policy:
Myth or Reality?, (White Plains , New York : Row and Peterson ,
l~ 57) p. 241.
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If Congress had been passive , Senator Lyndon Johnson may

have said of Operation Vulture , “No one would have voted

for it if we had been told.  . . “ Instead in 1965 President

Johnson took the United States into the longest war in its

his tory , without a declaration of war or as much as a

specific resolution of support from the Congress. In shor t ,

Congress was left on the side lines of the policy process

to simp ly rubber stamp the President ’s Vietnam policy .

I .
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CONCLUS ION

“I can ’t get out , I can ’ t finish it with
what I’ve got. So what the hell can I do?”

As a resul t of the preceding compara tive analysis ,

th is  s tudy concludes that the Johnson administration’ s

policy process was comparatively exclusionary , and , as a

result , not effect ive in formulating Vietnam policy . In

comparison to the more open Eisenhower policy making , the

dysfunctional policy-making elements in the Johnson adininis-

tration contributed to an ill-considered military intervention ,

The assumption validated by this study is not whether the

Un ited States should or should no t have in tervened but tha t

the policy process did not sustain a thorough evaluation of

the alternatives and the cost of being an interventor . The

policy system did no t work . However , the importance of this

conclusion is not confined to the scholarly satisfaction of

providing additional insights on this nation ’s Vietnam policy .

* 
It is a global reality that intervention has replaced

formally declared wars , and the United States must be prepared

to intervene to pro tect its na tional interest. In the post

Vietnam era , detente has not eradicated superpower confron tations

and intervention . In the Mideast and Africa both the Uni ted

States and the Soviet Union has pursued a policy of limited

intervention . Detente or peaceful co-existence seems to

mean a struggle for a favorable accomodation with Third World

Nationalism. Although the diversity in the world is better

1 Johnson quoted by Lady Bird , Spring 1965. A White
House Diary in Pettit , p. 219.

_ _ _ _ _  
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understood and acknowledged . Two irreconcilable belief

systems still vie for dominance. Nuclear parity has not

eliminated the use of force in international, relations but

merely shifted conflict more toward a controlled type of

limited warfare. The danger of escalation has diminished the

utility of force in superpower confrontations , but the

use of proxies and extensive military assistance programs

have substituted for direct intervention .

This type of vicarious conflict may continue into

the foreseeable future , but there is also reason to believe

that the Uni ted States may again be forced to consider direct

mili tary intervention as a policy alternative . The central

idea of the Nixon doctrine was to limit American intervention .1

Treaty commitments would be honored but internal security

assistance would be provided on a selected basis involving

no substantial American manpower. However , world events are

now stimulating a move away from an American policy of such
-

. 
restraint and aloofness. The recent Soviet record of inter-

vention in Angola , Rhodesia and the Ethiopia-Somalia dispute

has caused the Carter administration to seek a more active

Africian policy . In late May 1978 American troops were put

on alert for a possible rescue mission in Zaire , and the

administrat ion began lobbying Congress for a freer hand in

F 1. President Nixon f i rs t  art iculated the doctrine in
July 1969 and summed up the new policy in the State of the Union
Message on 22 January 1970 by stating , “We shall be fai thful to
our treaty commitment , but we shall reduce our involvement and
our presence in other nation ’s affairs .” Herald Tribune, 23 Jan 70.
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Afr ician affairs. It is plausible that the Nixon doctrine ,

simil ar to Acheson ’s defense perimeter statement , has provided

the impetus for advisary initiatives in areas not covered

by formal treaties . Thus , we need only acknowledge the

possibility of another massive American intervention to see

- 
- 

that the study of the Vietnam policy process transcends

academic curiosity. In the very near future , the Uni ted

States may once again be contemplating an interventionist

policy without ever having thoroughly evalua ted the pas t policy

processes responsible for generating such protentous outcomes.

Before the Nation is again overtaken by events which

will demand a specific policy on intervention somewhere else

in the world , policy makers must learn from the Vietnam

experience. Regarding the policy process , this study suggests

some fertile areas for further analysis and possible remedial

action . But first a word about an area that seems to have

the least potential  for yielding practical resul ts .  Structural

changes in the policy system did not produce parallel improve-

men ts in the policy process or its outpu t . The Eisenhower

administrat ion which maintained a more formalized organization

exhibited a higher degree of flexibility in policy processing

than the Johnson administration with its informal Tuesday

Cabinet.  Structural and administrative changes be tween the

two administrations were designed to shift the center of

policy making from the National Security Council to the

Depar tment of State . However , as the study points out , the

mere assignment of roles on an organizational chart does not

—--5- -— ~ -5~~~~~~_~~~~~~~~~
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guarantee power will be focused at that point. In reality ,

the Secretary of Sta te  and his department only played a

support ing  role in the Vietnam intervention . Thi s is no t

to say that organizational changes do not affect the policy

process , bu t that they do not fundamen tally al ter the power

relat ionships which develop for other factors whi ch deserve

more at tention.

First , there is a need for better knowledge both

factua l and conceptual. The definition of the problem and

the formulation of alternatives cannot be adequately

accomplished unless policy makers are knowledgeable. For
- 

1 the Johnson administrat ion a poorly defined problem and lack

of understanding about the nature of the Vietnamese conflict

resul ted in false predictions and fuzzy policy goals. There

was no Ridgway Report to point out the p i t f a l l s  of mili tary

intervention . Short-sighted military strategies were sub-

stituted for a thorough analysis of the socio-political

situation in Vietnam . Suitable policy outcomes are predicated

on an accura te predic tion of al terna tives formulated to

solve a well-defined problem. Wi th more and be tter knowledge ,

predictions of what an American intervention may cost and

yield will become more a product of a rational policy-making

process.

Secondl y, useful  knowledge cannot exist in a vacuum.

It must be consolidated into some form of planning for

possible contingencies evo lving intervention. The purpose

of such planning is to avoid or at least mitiga te the adverse

L - - - -—- - -~~~~~ s . t-~~~ -
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effects of hasty, crisis oriented policy making . Pureaucracies

cannot be expected to readily respond to crises in ways that

they have not thoroughly planned for. Although weak inter-

agency coalitions wanted to apply innovative approaches to

Vietnam envolvement , no new strategic concept for dealing

with low intensity conflicts were implemented. These

initiatives were overridden by the more traditional warfare

planning that took place in the MACV Headquarters. In a

crisis atmosphere policy makers would not accept untried

op tions which had no t been thoroughly p lanned and had not

been endorsed by a bureaucratic consensus . In other words ,

new knowledge will probably not be used in policy making

unless it is incorporated in the bureaucratic planning

process before a crisis eruptsJ How interventionist policy

should be planned , coordinated , and implemented , if necessary ,

must be considered by all concerned agencies and not ignored

until a crisis forces it- i’- consideration .

Thirdly , individuals are the basic units of organizations

which determine policy . In the Vietnam policy process

personalities played an important role . The President and

his appointed policy makers tried to control the policy process.

They created a climate of receptivity or exclusion to new

ideas or inputs. It is a tautology that other things being

equal , good people can be expected to make better policy .

1 There is little evidence that much progress has been
in this area since Vietnam . See Donald B. Vought, “Preparing
for the Wrong War?” Military Review 5 (May 1977): pp. 16-34. 
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Analys is  centered on people and how they fu l f i l l  their

roles as individuals , members of a group or bureaucracy

in the policy process must be continued. Policy makers

especially Presidents must be made to realize the impact

they have on the policy process. The constrasting roles

Eisenhower and Johnson played in Vietnam policy formulation

had a profound influence on the deliberations. If a President

wishes to dominate the policy process , he must be made

aware of the liabilities associated with this approach. If

he desires a bureaucratic consensus on intervention , he will

prevail in the short run, but valid objections are not

reconciled by ignoring them. In the long run policy is

judged on effectiveness not consensus .

The final area in need of further consideration is the

political nature of the policy process itself. This study

has offered a comparative look at two administrations deciding

upon an interventionist policy in Vietnam . The Eisenhower

• policy process was described as “open” because it was able

to accomodate and assimilate more diverse influences in the

formulation and legitimation of policy . There was bureaucratic

conflict and a straining for consensus . Relative openness

including Congressional input gave the process a pluralistic

character . In contrast , the Johnson policy process was more

• . “closed” to independent - minded men in the administration ,

Congress and the public. This study does not validate the

conclusion that more participation in policy making insures a

better policy , but it does highlight the difficulties
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encountered when access to the policy process becomes too

restrictive . Obviously there is a definite limit on how

- - democratic the foreign policy process can be, especially

in matters of military intervention. However, this limit

is in need of further exploration . Rather than separate

powers , the President and Congress have shared responsibilities

for considering policy that might lead to conflict. These

roles are not well defined and are more a function of

political power than any written statute .

These and other areas alluded to in the study do not

begin to exhaust the possibilities for further research. The

Vietnam policy process is sufficiently current to be relevant

to contemporary policy considerations , and a surprising

number of primary sources are already available . The only

possible impasse to worthwhile research lies in the emotional

controversy which still surrounds the subject. This is an

artificial barrier which must be breached with dispassionate

-• 
analysis , focused on future application rather than past

failings . 
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