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Introduction

Contours and Context

The chapters that follow deal with a crucial moment of modem
history, the escalation of the US war in Vietnam from state terror to
aggression from 1961 through 1964, setting the stage for the far more
destructive assault that followed. They were intended for another
book. Year 501: The Conquest Continues, which is concerned with
central themes of the 500-year European conquest of the world that
was commemorated on October 12, 1992 and the forms they are Ukely
to assume in the coming years. The war planning for Indochina
illustrates rather clearly some leading features of the Columbian era.
It could be regarded as a kind of case study, one of unusual interest
and import. Nevertheless, the material seemed special enough to
warrant separate treatment. To keep this discussion more or less
self-contained, I will sketch some of the relevant context, in part taken
horn Year 501.^

Apart from the terrible consequences for the region itself, the
Indochina wars had a considerable impact on world order and the
general cultural climate. They accelerated the breakdown of the post-
World War II economic system and the shift to a "tripolar" global
economy; and the internationalization of that economy, along with its

corollary, the extension of the two-tiered Third World social model to
the industrial societies themselves as production is shifted to
high-repression, low-wage areas. They also contributed materially to
the cultural revival of the 1960s, which has since extended and deep-
ened. The notable improvement in the moral and cultural climate was
a factor in the "crisis of democracy"—the technical term for the threat
of democracy—that so dismayed elite opinion across the spectrum,
leading to extraordinary efforts to reimpose orthodoxy, with mixed
effects.

One significant change, directly attributable to the Indochina
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war, is a growing popular reluctance to tolerate violence, terror, and
subversion. There was no protest or concern when the US was run-
ning a murderous terror state in South Vietnam in the 1950s, or when
Kennedy escalated the violence to outright aggression in 1961-1962,
orwhen he and his successor stepped up the attack against the civilian

population through 1964. If the President wanted to send the US air

force to bomb villages in some far-off land, to napakn people who
were resisting the US attack or happened to be in the way, to destroy
crops and forests by chemical warfare, that was not our concern.
Kennedy's war aroused little enthusiasm, a factor in high-level plan-
ning as we will see, but virtually no protest. As late as 1964, even
beyond, forums on the war were often—literally—in someone's liv-

ing room, or in a church with half a dozen people, or a classroom
where a scattered audience was assembled by advertising talks on the
situation in Vietnam and several other countries.

The press supported state violence throughout, though JFK
regarded it as an enemy because of tactical criticism and grumbling.
Much fantasy has been spun in later years about crusading journalists

exposinggovernment lies; what they exposed was the failure of tactics
to achieve ends they fully endorsed. The New York Times, expressing
the conventional line, explained that the US forces attacking South
Vietnam were leading "the free world's fight to contain aggressive
Communism" (Robert Trumbull), defending South Vietnam "against
proxy armies of Soviet Russia" just as the French colonialists had
sought to defend Indochina from "foreign-inspired and supplied
Communists" (Hanson Baldwin). The US army and its client forces
sought to "resist" the Vietcong, southern peasants who "infiltrate"

into their own homes and are "trying to subvert this country" in
which they live (David Halberstam), enjoying more popular support
than George Washington could claim, as government specialists rue-
fully conceded. Kennedy's brutal strategic hamlet program, which
aimed to drive millions of peasants into concentration camps, was a
praiseworthy effort to offer them "better protection against the Com-
mimists"—local people whom they generally supported—marred
only by flaws of execution (Homer Bigart). Such methods having
failed. President Johnson decided in early 1965 "to step up resistance
to Vietcong infiltration in South Vietnam" (Tom Wicker)—the
Vietcong being South Vietnamese, as recognized on all sides. To the
end (indeed, to the present), the media reflexively adopted the frame-
work of government propaganda, tolerating even the most outland-
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ish fabrications and absurdities. Exceptions did exist, but they were
rare.^

As PresidentJohnson sharply increased the attack against South
Vietnam in early 1965, also extending the bombing to the North and
introducing US combat forces, there were stirrings of protest, though
they were limited and aroused bitter antagonism. Take Boston, per-
haps the center of US Uberalism. The first public protest against the
war was in October 1965 on the Boston Common, with a huge police
presence. It was violently disrupted by counterdemonstrators. The
media angrily denoimced the audacity of those who had sought to

voice (embarrassingly timid) protests, but were fortunately silenced;

not a word could be heard above the din. The next major pubUc event
was scheduled for March 1966, when hundreds of thousands of US
troops were rampaging in South Vietnam. The organizers decided to

hold meetings in churches, to reduce the likelihood of violence. The
churches were attacked and defaced while police stood calmly by

—

until they too came under the barrage. In suburban towns, mothers
and children were pelted and abused when they stood silently in

protest against the escalating war. It was not until late 1966 that the
climate began to shift.

By the late 1960s much of the public was opposed to the war on
principled grounds, unlike elite sectors, who kept largely to "prag-
matic" objections of cost (to us). This component of the "crisis of
democracy" was considered severe enough to merit a special desig-
nation—the "Vietnam syndrome," a disease with such symptoms as
dislike for war crimes and atrocities. When Ronald Reagan sought to

emulate Kennedy in the first weeks of his term, preparing the ground
for a direct attack on "aggressive Communism" throughout Central
America, the media went along as usual, but public protest quickly
induced the Administration to back down in fear that its more central

programs would be prejudiced; press critique of Administration fab-

rications followed some months later. The Reagan Administration
was compelled to resort to clandestine international terrorism, at

unprecedented levels, to avoid public scrutiny.

An early Bush Administration National Security Policy Review,
leaked on the day US ground forces attacked in the Gulf, concluded
that "much weaker enemies" (meaning any acceptable target) must
be defeated "decisively and rapidly," because any delay or resistance
would "undercut political support," recognized to be thin. Classical
forms of intervention are no longer an option, the domestic base
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having eroded.NomoreMarinesmaraudingand terrorizing for years

as in Wilson's days, or US Air Force planes bombing the South
Vietnamese countryside in the Kennedy-Johnson style. The options

are limited to clandestine terror with foreign agents, so that the media
can pretend they do not see and the pubUc is kept in ignorance; or

"decisive and rapid" blows against an enemy too weak to strike back
after a huge campaign to portray him as a demon on the verge of

destroying us.

Despite some changes, leading themes persist, and merit atten-

tion and thought. Naturally there are variations as circumstances

change, and the world is far more complex than any brief description

of it. Nevertheless, we gain no Uttle understanding of contemporary
affairs by placing them in a larger framework of policies, goals, and
actions with cultural and institutional roots that endure over long
periods.

1, Military Science and Spirit

Adam Smith described the voyages of Columbus and Vasco da
Gama, opening up the Western Hemisphere and Asia to European
conquest and setting the stage for the devastation of Africa as well, as

"the two greatest and most important events recorded in the history

of mankind." Writing in 1776, he imderstood very well the "essential

contribution" of these achievements to the rapid development of
Europe, and was no less aware that they were "ruinous and destruc-

tive" to the populations subjected to "the savage injustice of the

Europeans," which brought "dreadful misfortunes." With "the supe-
riority of force" the Europeans commanded, "they were enabled to

commit with impunity every sort of injustice in those remote covm-
tries" that they reached.

The crucial role of Europe's mastery of the means and culture of
violence is substantiated by contemporary scholarship. The inhabi-
tants of Asia and the Western Hemisphere were "appalled by the
all-destructive fury of European warfare," military historian Geof-
frey Parker observes: "It was thanks to their military superiority,

rather than to any social, moral or natural advantage, that the white
peoples of the world managed to create and control" their "global

hegemony," history's first. "Europe's incessant wars" were responsi-

ble for "stimulating military science and spirit to a point where
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Europewould be crushingly superior to the restwhen they did meet,"
historian V.G. Kieman comments aptly.^

These traditional features of European culture emerged with
great clarity in the Indochina wars. There is a direct line of descent
from the EngUsh colonists who carried out "the utter extirpation of
all the Indians in most populous parts of the Union" by means "more
destructive to the Indian natives than the conduct of the conquerors
ofMexico and Peru" (Secretary ofWar Gen. Henry Knox, 1794), to the
"ethnic cleansing" of the continent, to the murderous conquest of the
Philippines and the rampages in the Caribbean region, to the on-
slaught against Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.''

An indispensable feature of the "military science and spirit" in
which European culture excelled, revealed once again in the Indo-
china wars, is the talent described by Alexis de Tocqueville as he
watched the US Army driving Indians from their homes "in the
middle ofwinter," with snow "frozen hard on the ground," a "solemn
spectacle" of murder and degradation, "the triumphal march of civi-

lization across the desert." He was particularly struck that the con-
querors could deprive people of their rights and exterminate them
"with singular felicity, tranquilly, legally, philanthropically, without
shedding blood, and without violating a single great principle of
morality in the eyes of the world." Itwas impossible to destroy people
with "more respect for the laws of humanity," he wrote.

The more humane thought it advisable to make the savages
"happy and useful" so as to save "the pain and expense of expelling
or destroying them" (Jefferson's commissioners, preparing the next
stage in the near-extermination of the Cherokees, continued under de
Tocqueville's eyes, consummated by self-styled "philanthropists and
humanitarians" half a century later). "We become in reality their
benefactors" by expelling the natives from their homes. President
Monroe explained as the groundwork was being laid for Jackson's
Indian Removal Act. The perpetrators knew what they were doing, if

they chose to know. Secretary of War Knox warned that "a future
historian may mark the causes of this destruction of the human race
in sable colors," looking askance at the genocidal practices of his
countrymen. The "men of virtue" who ran the country also expressed
occasional qualms. Well after he left power, John Quincy Adams
became an outspoken critic of slavery and policy towards the indig-
enous population—policies that he described as "among the heinous
sins of this nation, for which I believe God will one day bring [it] to
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judgement." He hoped that his belated stand might somehow aic

"that hapless race of native Americans, which we are exterminating

with such merciless and perfidious cruelty." But the recantation b]

the intellectual father of Maiufest Destiny and domination of th(

hemisphere had no effect on the extermination, which continued h

full ruthlessness.^

Adams spoke from firsthand experience. One notable case, witl

long-term consequences reaching directly to Indochina, was the "ex

hibition of murder and plunder known as the First SeminoL
War,. . .one part of the American policy aimed at removing or elimi

nating native Americans from the Southeast," as William Week
describes General Andrew Jackson's "campaign of terror, devasta

tion, and intimidation" against the Seminoles in 1818 in Spanisl

Florida, in his study of Adams's diplomacy. The Spanish N^niste

concluded that "the war against the Seminoles has been merely <

pretext for General Jackson to fall, as a conqueror, upon the Spanisl

provinces. . .for the purposes ofestabUshing there the dominion of thi:

republic upon the odious basis of violence and bloodshed"—"strong

language from a diplomat," Weeks writes, "yet a painfully precis(

description ofhow the United States first came to control the provinc(

of Florida."

As Secretary of State, Adams had the task of justifying wha
General Jackson had achieved. So he did, using the opportunity t<

establish the doctrine of executive war without congressional ap
proval that was extended to new dimensions in the Indochina wars
Adams presented the justification and novel doctrine in his "greates

state paper," as the noted contemporary historian Samuel Flagj

Bemis calls it admiringly, a docimient that impressed Thomas Jeffer

son as being "among the ablest I have ever seen, both as to logic anc

style." This racist diatribe, full of extraordinary lies, was designed tc

"transform the officially unauthorized conquest of foreign territorj

[Rorida] into a patriotic act of self-defense and the United States fron

aggressor into aggrieved victim," Weeks observes. He suggests thai

Adams may have been inspired by Tacitus, "his favorite historian,'

who caustically observed that "Crime once exposed had no refuge bul

in audacity." Steeped in the classical tradition, the founders of the

Republic appreciated the sentiment.

In Adams's version, Jackson sought to defend Americans from
"all the runaway negroes, all the savage Indians, all the pirates, and
all the traitors to their coimtry" who were mobilized by the British tc
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"wage an exterminating war" against these innocents—a melange of
"half-truths, falsehoods, and powerful rhetoric," Weeks shows. In
reality, the aim of Jackson's "bloodthirsty tactics" and aggression in
violation of the Constitution was to conquer the Spanish-held terri-

tory and exterminate runaway slaves and Indians who had sought to
escape the savagery of the colonists

—"mingled hordes of lawless
Indians and negroes" who were waging "savage, servile, exterminat-
ing war against the United States," in the rhetoric that impressed
Jefferson and modem scholars. Two iimocent Englishmen were exe-
cuted by the conquerors for conspiring to incite the savages, an act

that Adams commended for its "salutary efficacy for terror and
example." The story ended 20 years later. Weeks continues, with the
"second war of extermination against" the Seminoles, "in which the
remaining members of the tribe either moved west or were killed or
forced to take refuge in the denseswamps ofFlorida," surviving today
"in the national consciousness as the mascot of Florida State Univer-
sity." If the Nazis had been victorious, perhaps Jews and Gypsies
would survive as mascots ofthe Universities ofMunich and Freiburg.^

"li\ defending Jackson," Weeks writes, "Adams was implicitly

defending Indian removal, slavery, and the use of military force
without congressional approval," establishing an important prece-
dent that holds until today, in the last case.

Extermination of the lesser breeds with utter respect for the laws
of himianity is a pervasive feature of the European conquest. Massa-
cre of people who are utterly defenseless is considered a particular
mark of heroism, as we saw again during the 1991 Gulf slaughter. A
concomitant is the standard phrase "hero of X," referring to the
manager who sat shuffling papers in some quiet room while his
minions were fighting the battle of X, slogging through jungles and
deserts, trying to escape enemy fire, or, preferably, raining death and
destruction from afar. Murder of infants by starvation and disease
through economic warfare, a US specialty for many years, is consid-
ered less meritorious, therefore concealed by the doctrinal institu-

tions.

The ability to chum out self-acclaim for unspeakable atrocities

is highly regarded, virtually an entry ticket to the ranks of the respect-
able intellectual culture. The practices are routine, unnoticed, like the
air we breathe. It is, for example, hardly likely that the producers of
the evening news cringe in embarrassment as they present George
Bush in his fareweU address, wiping away a tear as he recalled the US
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troopswho reached out in sympathy to pleading Iraqi soldiers, think-

ing perhaps of the "tiirkey shoot" on the Basra highway or the B-52

attacks on conscripts hiding in the sand—or the Shi'ite and Kurdish
civilians left to the tender mercies of Saddam Hussein as Bush re-

turned to support for his old friend in the interests of "stability" a few
weeks later, with nods of sober approval in news and commentary.
And none would be so rude as to raise a question about the thousands
of children dying as Bush and Saddam played their little games/

A related task is to reshape history so as to demonstrate the

nobility of our intentions and the lofty ideals that guide us as we bring

"dreadful misfortunes" to those lucky enough to fall under our sway.
The more hard-headed warn thatwe should not "revert to form" with
the Cold War ended, "granting idealism a near exclusive hold on our
foreign policy" as we slip back unthinkingly to our role of world
benefactor while ignoring "the national interesf ; the world is too
harsh a place for us to be guided solely by the "Wilsonian idealism"
that has so long hghted our path {New York Times chief diplomatic
correspondent Thomas Friedman, quoting a high official with ap-
proval). This sage counsel also has deep roots. As the country cele-

brated an earlier victory in 1783, a committee warned Congress not
to go to excess in "gratify[ing] their better feelings in acts of human-
ity"; "generosity becomes bankrupt and frustrates its own designs by
prodigal bounty," the committee explained as it recommended the
further robbery of Indian lands.^ The reverential awe over our human-
itarian intervention in Indochina, which would fill many volumes,
has also been accompanied by regular warning that our generosity
might be excessive, possibly harmful to the "national interest." .

Falsification of the historical record, often reaching quite im-
pressive levels, can persist for many centuries, as illustrated by the
fate of those who faced "the savage injustice of the Europeans" from
the early years of the conquest. It was not imtil the cultural revival of
the 1960s that it became possible to confront some of the realities, even
in scholarship, apart from rare and largely ignored exceptions.

It would not be fair to imply that the regular fabrication of useful
history passes entirely unnoticed. In mid-1992, the New York Times
Book Review devoted an essay to this abomination, with a lead head-
line running across the top of the front page reading: "You Can't
Murder History." The thought was jarring, to put it mildly, as the

quincentenary approached, with its ample evidence that history can
be murdered with the same "singular felidty" as people; the Times
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archives alone provide an instructive record. No need for concern,
however. The essay kept to a proper topic: the murder of history in

"the old Soviet Union," where history "was like cancer in the human
body, an invisible presence whose existence is bravely denied but
against which every conceivable weapon is mobilized." The author
recalls "those all-powerful Soviet officials whose job it was to sup-
press the pubUc's memory of this grisly episode" of the murder of the
Czar and his family, but who, in the end, "could not hold back the
tide."'

Unfortunate commissars, whose power base had collapsed.

2. The Deeper Roots

The review of the planning record that follows might be faulted

for keeping too close to the surface, ignoring the deeper roots of

policy. That is fair enough. Policy flows from institutions, reflecting

the needs ofpower and privilege within them, and can be understood
only if these factors are recognized, including the case now under
examination.

Every age of himian history, Adam Smith argued with some
justice, reveals the workings of "the vile maxim of the masters of
mankind": "All for ourselves, and nothing for other People." The
"masters ofmankind" in the half-millenium ofthe European conquest
included Europe's merchant-warriors, the industrialists and finan-

ciers who followed in their path, the supranational corporations and
financial institutions that are creating what the business press now
calls a "new imperial age," and the various forms of state power that

have been mobilized in their interests. The process continues today
as new governing forms coalesce to serve the needs of the masters in

a "de facto world govemmenf : the IMF, World Bank, G-7, GATT and
other executive agreements.'"

Institutional structures guided by the vile maxim tend naturally

towards two-tiered societies: the masters with their agents, and the
rabble who either serve them or are superfluous. State power com-
monly perpetuates these distinctions, a fact stressed again by Adam
Smith, who condemned mercantiUsm and colonialism as harmful to

the people ofEngland generally, but ofgreat benefit to the "merchants
and manufacturers" who were the "principal architects" of policy.

State policy often incurs great social costs, but with rare exceptions.
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the interests of the "principal architects" are "most peculiarly at-

tended to," as in this case. The lesson holds as we move on to the

modem era, often applying, in an internationalized economy, even
after military defeat. Consider, for example, how the interests of the

Nazi collaborators in the corporate and financial worlds were "most
peciiliarly attended to" as the US occupation restored them to their

proper place."

In the "new imperial age," trade is increasinglybecoming a form
of centrally-managed interchange, guided by a highly "visible hand"
within particular Transnational Corporations, phenomena of great

importance in themselves, which also bear on the ideological trap-

pings. World Bank economists Herman Daly and Robert Goodland
point out that in prevailing economic theory, "firms are islands of

central planning in a sea of market relationships." "As the islands get

bigger," they add, "there is really no reason to claim victory for the

market principle"— particularly as the islands approach the scale of

the sea, which departs radically from free market principles, and
always has, because the powerful will not submit to these destructive

rules.'^

The current phase of the global conquest is described with
various euphemisms: the world is divided into "North and South,"
"developed and developing societies." Meanwhile, the basic contours
remain, even becoming clearer as the gap between masters and vic-

tims increases, sharply in recent years. Within the rich societies, the
effect has been most notable in the US, UK, and Australia, the three

countries that flirted (in limited ways) with the neoliberal doctrines

they preach, with predictably damaging results. Internationally, the
gap—better, the chasm—has doubled since 1960 in the course of a
major catastrophe of capitalism that swept over much of the tradi-

tional colonial domains, apart from the periphery of Japan, where
standard economic doctrines are not taken seriously and the state was
powerful enough to control capital as well as labor. In significant

measure, the deterioration of conditions in the South is attributable

to the neoUberal policies imposed by the de facto world government
while the industrial world pursued the opposite path, becoming
increasingly protectionist (notably Reaganite America) in tandem
with free market bombast."

NeoUberal theology, to be sure, gets a good press in the Third
World. It is highly popular among elites who stand to benefit by
poUcies that enrich them while the general population sink into
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misery and despair, but don't write articles about their fate. Western
ideologues may therefore speak of the grand victory of the doctrines
we uphold (for others, rejecting them for ourselves at will).

These processes sometimes yield cheerful macroeconomic sta-
tistics, in which case the result is hailed as "an economic miracle":
Brazil under the neo-Nazi Generals who took power with the help of
the JFK-LBJ administrations is a well-known case. Meanwhile, as the
Third World model extends to the rich industrial world, we observe
again Smith's lesson at work: wealth accrues to the wealthy and the
business press ponders what it calls "The Paradox of '92: Weak
Economy, Strong Profits."

Smith's lesson appHes directly to the Indochina wars. These are
commonly described as an American defeat, a classic case of costly
overreach. At the dissident extreme of scholarship and media com-
mentary, well after the corporate world called for the enterprise to be
liquidated as too costly, the Vietnam war was finally perceived as a
"disaster" that arose "mainly through an excess of righteousness and
disinterested benevolence" (John King Fairbank) and "blundering
efforts to do good" (Anthony Lewis); hawks took a harsher line,
accusing the peace movement, the media, and other criminals of
turning what all regard as a "noble cause" into a costly failure.

The costs were real, including the incalculable cost of tens of
thousands of American soldiers killed. But a realistic assessment
requires the perspective of class analysis that Smith took for granted,
as does the business press today, if without his clear-eyed frankness.
In 1973, the editor of the Far Eastern Economic Review described the US
war as a success, which had "won time for Southeast Asia, allowing
neighboring countries to build up their economies and their sense of
identity to a degree of stability which has equipped them to counter
subversion, to provide a more attractive alternative to the peasant
than the promises of the terrorist who steals down from the hills or
from the jungles at night," so that the region is becoming one of the
world's great opportunities for enrichment by "American business-
men" and their Japanese and European counterparts.

Particularly encouraging to such more realistic observers was
the "boiling bloodbath" in Indonesia, as Time magazine enthusiasti-
cally termed it, which littered the country with hundreds of thou-
sands of corpses, mostly landless peasants, eliminating the only
mass-based political party and opening the riches of Indonesia to
Western plunder. This "gleam of light in Asia" (James Reston, New
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York Times) evoked unrestrained euphoria in the West and much
acclaim for the firm US stand in Vietnam, which encouraged the

Generals and provided a "shield" to protect them as they carried out

their grim if necessary work. Only a shade less gratifying was the

military coup that established the rule of the torturer and killer

Marcos in the Philippines, and similar achievements in Thailand and
elsewhere, "providing a more attractive alternative"—to investors, if

not to the peasant—than the social and economic development that

was feared in an independent Vietnam.''*

The US achieved its basic goals in Indochina, though not the

maximal goal of duplicating such triumphs as Indonesia. The years

that followed have solidified the accomplishment, in a manner to

which we return. Coming back to Smith's lesson, though this partic-

ular episode of "the savage injustice of the Europeans" may have been
costly for the population of the United States, the interests of the

"principal architects" of policy were, once again, "most peculiarly

attended to."

Throughout history, the rabble have sought more freedom and
justice, and have often won improved conditions of life. The "men of

best quality" have been less than delighted with these developments.

There has been broad agreement among them that the rabble should
not be permitted to interfere in the management of public affairs: they

should be spectators, not participants, as modern democratic theory

holds, kept in line with "necessary illusions" and "emotionally potent

oversimplifications" (Reiiihold Niebuhr, expressing standard views).

As the rabble have gained poHfical and civil rights, itbecomes increas-

ingly difficult to control them by force; accordingly, it is necessary to

control their thought, to isolate them, to undermine popular orgaiu-

zations (unions, etc.) that might provide ways for people with limited

resources to enter in a meaningful way into the political arena. In the

United States, these measures have been refined to an unusual degree
as a highly class-conscious corporate sector has sought to "control the

public mind" in perhaps the world's most free society. The emerging
de facto world government offers new means to achieve the long-

sought ideal of depriving democratic structures of any substantive

meaning. Its decision-making apparatus is largely immime from
public interference, even awareness.

"Stability" at home requires that elite elements be indoctrinated

with proper beliefs while the rabble are dispersed and marginalized,

and fed their necessary illusions in simplified form. A significant
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development of the past 30 years has been the failure of the doctrinal
institutions to achieve these ends. Control of the rabble can be ex-
pected to become an ever more serious problem as the Third World
model extends at home.

3. Keeping on Course

Our "excess of righteousness and disinterested benevolence" in
Vietnam is commonly attributed to the Cold War, the felt need "to
resist every hint of Soviet expansion wherever it occurred, even in
areas that were not vital to our interests/' in the phrase that has grown
stale through overuse.^^ The doctrine is not whoUy false, but must be
translated from Newspeak to Enghsh. The term "Soviet expansion"
served throughout the Cold War as a cover for policy initiatives that
could not be justified, whatever their actual grounds.

The Indochina wars provide a revealing illustration of the gen-
eral practice. On deciding in 1950 to support France's effort to quell
the threat of independent nationalism in Vietnam, Washington as-
signed to the intelUgence services the task of demonstrating that Ho
Chi Minh was a puppet of Moscow or Peiping (either would do).
Despite diligent efforts, the task proved hopeless. Evidence of "Krem-
lin-directed conspiracy" could be found "in virtually all countries
except Vietnam," which appeared to be "an anomaly." Nor could
links with China be detected. But all was not lost. Analysts concluded
that Moscow considers the Viet Minh "sufficiently loyal to be trusted
to determine their day-to-day poHcy without supervision." Soviet
expansion is thereby established, and the formula is available to every
sober commentator—though in retrospect, it is permissible to say that
the fears were exaggerated. One of the few really surprising disclo-
sures in the Pentagon Papers was that in an intelligence record of 25
years, the analysts could find only one paper—a staff paper not
submitted—that even raised the question whether Hanoi was pursu-
ing its national interests, not following the orders of its foreign mas-
ters. One can scarcely exaggerate the effectiveness of doctrinal need
in enforcing a kind of institutional stupidity.'^

The actual reasons for terror and subversion, and finally aggres-
sion, derive from the basic logic of North-South relations, developed
with unusual explicitness in the early postwar period. Recognizing
that they held unprecedented power, US planners undertook to orga-
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nize the world in the interests of the masters, "assum[ing], out o
self-interest, responsibility for the welfare of the world capitalis

system," as the chief historian of the CIA, Gerald Haines, puts th<

matter in a highly-regarded study ofUS policy in Latin America. Eacl

region of the South was assigned its proper place. Latin America wa;

to be taken over by the United States, its rivals Britain and France

excluded. PoUcy there, Haines explains, was designed "to develoj

larger and more efficient sources of supply for the American econ
omy, as well as create expanded markets for U.S. exports and ex
panded opportunities for the investment of American capital," i

"neocolonial, neomercantilist poUcy" that permitted local develop
ment only "as long as it did not interfere with American profits anc

dominance." The Monroe Doctrine was also effectively extended tc

the Middle East, where the huge oil resources, and crucially th«

enormous profits they generated, were to be controlled by theUS anc

its British client, operating behind an "Arab Fagade" of pliant famil)

dictatorships. As explained by George Kennan and his State Depart
ment Policy Plaiming Staff, Africa was to be "exploited" for th(

reconstruction of Europe, while Southeast Asia would "fulfill it;

major function as a source of raw materials for Japan and Westen
Europe," helping them to overcome the "dollar gap" so that the)

would be able to purchase US manufacturing exports and provide

lucrative opportunities for US investors.

In short, the Third World was to be kept in its traditional service

role, providing cheap labor and resources, markets, investment op
portimities, and other amenities for the masters, with local elites

permitted to share in the plunder as long as they cooperate. By the

same logic, the major threat to US interests was always recogruzed tc

be "radical and nationalistic regimes" that are responsive to populai
pressures for "immediate improvement in the low living standards

of the masses" and development for domestic needs. Such "ultrana-

tionalism" is imacceptable, irrespective of its political coloration,

because it conflicts with the demand for "a poHtical and economic
climate conducive to private investment," with adequate repatriation

of profits and "protection of our raw materials."

An "ultranationahst" regime becomes an even greater threat ii

it appears to be succeeding in ways that might be meaningful to other

poor and oppressed people. In that case it is a "virus" that might
"infect" others, a "rotten apple" that might "spoil the barrel." It is a

threat to "stability," that is, to unhampered pursuit of the vile maxim.
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A virus must be destroyed, and surrounding regions inoculated to

ensure that the disease does not spread. That may require measures
of extreme savagery, which are, accordingly, acceptable or even ad-
mirable. The joyous reaction to the "boiling bloodbath" as General
Suharto took power in Indonesia in 1965 is a dramatic illustration; the
self-acclaim for the bloodbath that the US orchestrated in Central
America in the 1980s is another. Examples are all too easy to find.

North-South relations, and their ideological cover, quite regularly fall

into this pattern.

The Indochina wars are no exception. From the outset, it was
understood that "Communist Ho Chi Minh is the strongest and
perhaps the ablest figure in Indochina and that any suggested solu-
tion which excludes him is an expedient of uncertain outcome" (State

Department, 1948). At no point did US planners delude themselves
that they had been able to concoct an alternative to Communist-led
Vietnamese nationalism; the possibility of a "third force" in the South
dismayed them no less, since it too would be independent. Nationalist
appeal aside, inteUigence warned in 1959 that the US client state in

the South could not compete economically with the Hanoi regime,
where economic growth was faster and would continue to be, because
"the national effort is concentrated on building for the future," not
enriching the inheritors of the colonialist legacy. The more general
problem was the "ideological threat" ofCommunism: "the possibiHty
that the Chinese Communists can prove to Asians by progress in
China that Communist methods are better and faster than democratic
methods," as Kennedy adviser Walt Rostow put it. Adopting this

conventional viewpoint, the State Department recommended that the
US try to retard the economic development of the Communist Asian
states.'^

In Indochina, the only way to create deprivation and suffering
in the North and protect the US client in the South from "the assault
from the inside," as Kennedy termed the resistance to his aggression,
was to increase violence. Our "blundering efforts to do good" could
take no other course, given the ciromistances. And as always, the
same logic dictated the support for murderous terror states elsewhere
in the region, to protect them from the virus. These are standard
features of North-South relations, exhibited with unusual clarity in

the case of Indochina, but rated X, unacceptable for a general audi-
ence.

Extremes of state terror are commonly necessary "to destroy
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permanently a perceived threat to the existing structure of socioeco-

noniic privilege by eliminating the political participation of the nu-
merical majority. . ./' in the words of the leading academic specialist

onhuman rights in Latin America, Lars Schoultz, describing the goals
of the neo-Nazi National Security States that had their roots in Ken-
nedy Administration policies designed to prevent the Cuban rot from
spreading. The US client regime in South Vietnam was driven to the
same course.

Despite their best efforts, responsible intellectuals often find it

difficult to conceal US government support for these measures. That
is a problem, because US leaders are benign, humane, committed to

democracy and freedom and human rights, and otherwise saintly in

disposition, by doctrinal fiat. When their dedication to savage atroc-

ities is revealed too clearly, new devices are needed to resolve the
contradiction between truth and Higher Truth. One technique is the
doctrine of "change of course." Yes, bad things have happened as we
departed from our noble course for imfortunate though understand-
able reasons; but now it is all past, we can forget history, and march
forward proudly to a grand future. Those who cannot manage such
routines with a straight face would do well to put aside any thought
of a career as a respectable commentator on affairs.

The current variant of this standard device is to attribute the
crimes committed by the US and its clients to the Cold War. With
virtue victorious at last, we can now return to our humanitarian
mission of bringing peace, joy, and plenty to suffering people every-
where. We can garb ourselves again in the mantle of "Wilsonian
idealism," though bearing in mind that it's a tough world, with many
villains ready to assault us if we do not keep up our guard.

To select an example at random, after Indonesia committed the
error of carrying out a massacre in front of TV cameras and brutally

beating two US journalists in Dili, East Timor, in November 1991, the
editors of the Washington Post, to their credit, suggested that the US
"should be able to bring its influence to bear on this issue," noting that
for 16 years Washington had been supporting an Indonesian invasion
and forced annexation that had killed "up to a third of the popula-
tion." The reasons, the Post explained, is that "the American govern-
ment was in the throes of its Vietnam agony, unprepared to exert itself

for a cause" that could harm relations "with its sturdy anti-Commu-
nist ally in Jakarta. But that was then. Today, with the East-West
conflict gone, almost everyone is readier to consider legitimate calls
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for self-determination/'^^

The relation of Indonesia's invasion to the East-West conflict

was a flat zero. Unexplained is why, in the throes of its Vietnam
agony, the US foimd it necessary to increase the flow of weapons to

its Indonesian client at the time of the 1975 invasion, and to render the

UN "utterly ineffective in whatever measures it undertook" to

counter the aggression, asUN Ambassador Daniel Patrick Mo)mihan
proudly described his success in follovdng State Department orders.

Orwhy the Carter Administration felt obligated to sharply accelerate

the arms flow in 1978 when Indonesian supplies were becoming
depleted and the slaughterwas reaching truly genocidal proportions.
Orwhy the Free Press felt that duty required that itreduce its coverage
of these events as the slaughter moimted, reaching zero as it peaked
in 1978, completely ignoring easily accessible refugees, respected
Church sources, human rights groups, and specialists on the topic, in

favor of Indonesian Generals and State Department prevaricators. Or
why today it refuses to tell us about the rush ofWestern oil companies
to join Indonesia in the plunder of Timorese oil. All is explained by
the Cold War, now behind us, so that we may dismiss past errors to

the memory hole and return to the path of righteousness.

Absurdity aside, the thesis is instantly refuted by a look at what
came before the Cold War and what immediately followed it; no
change in the willingness to resort to repression, subversion, violence,

and terror is detectable from Woodrow Wilson and his predecessors
through the Cold War and beyond. The historical record, however,
has no bearing on Higher Truths. The thesis stands, whatever the

facts; such is the way with doctrinal necessity.

More interestingly, the thesis mistakes the nature of the Cold
War, another topic that merits at least a brief look, given its impor-
tance for understanding the events of this 70-year period—including

the Indochina wars from 1945 imtil today—and the doctrinal frame-
work that is designed to provide them with an acceptable cast.

4. The Kremlin Conspiracy

In no small measure, the Cold War itself can be understood as a

phase of the "North-South confrontation," so unusual in scale that it

took on a life of its own, but grounded in the familiar logic.

Eastern Europe was the original 'Third World," diverging from
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theWest along a fault line running through Germany even before tl

Columbian era, the West beginning to develop, the East becoming i

service area. By the early 20th century, much of the region was
quasi-colonial dependency of the West. The Bolshevik takeover :

1917 was immediately recognized to be "ultranationalist," hen(

unacceptable. Furthermore, it was a "virus," with substantial appe
in the Third World.

The Western invasion of the SovietUnionwas therefore justifie

in defense against "the Revolution's challenge. . .to the very surviv

of the capitalist order," the leading diplomatic historian John Lew
Gaddis comments today, reiterating the basic position of US dipL

macy of the 1920s: 'The fundamental obstacle" to recognition of tl

USSR, the chief of the Eastern European Division of the State Depai
ment held, "is the world revolutionary aims and practices of the rule

of that country." These "practices," of course, did not involve Uter

aggression; rather, interfering with Western designs, which is tant

mount to aggression. The Kremlin conspiracy to take over the wor]

was therefore established, a record replayed in later years as oth(

ultranationalists and viruses were assigned to the category of "Sovii

expansion."

The industrial West was also thought to be susceptible to tl

plague. The Bolsheviks sought to make the "ignorant and incapab

mass of himianity dominant in the earth," Woodrow Wilson's Secr<

tary of State Robert Lansing warned. They were appealing "to tl

proletariat of all countries, to the ignorantand mentally deficient,wh
by their nimibers are urged to become masters,. . . a very real dang(

in view of the process of social imrest throughout the world." Whe
soldiers' and workers' coimcils made a brief appearance in German^
Wilson feared that they would inspire dangerous thoughts amor
"the American negro [soldiers] returning from abroad." Already, h

had heard, negro laundresses were demanding more than the goin

wage, saying that "money is as much nune as it is yours." Busines:

men might have to adjust to having workers on their boards (

directors, he feared, among other disasters, if the Bolshevik virus wei
not exterminated.

It was therefore necessary to defend the West from "th

Revolution's challenge" at home as well. As Lansing explained, fore

must be used to prevent "the leaders of Bolshevism and anarchy

from proceeding to "organize or preach against government in th

United States." The repression launched by the Wilson Administrc
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tion successfully undermined democratic politics, unions, freedom of
the press, and independent thought, safeguarding business interests

and their control over state power. The story was re-enacted after

World War U, again under the pretext of the Kremlin conspiracy.

According to the official version, it was Soviet crimes that

aroused Western antagonism. In his scholarly history ofSoviet-Amer-
ican relations, George Kennan writes that the dissolution of the Con-
stituent Assembly in January 1918 created the breach with the
Western world with "an element of finality." British Ambassador to

Petrograd Sir George Buchanan was "deeply shocked," Kennan
writes, and advocated armed intervention to punish the crime. The
idealisticWoodrow Wilson was particularly distraught, reflecting the
"strong attachment to constitutionality' of the American public,

deeply offended by the sight of a government with no mandate
beyond "the bayonets of the Red Guard."

^^

A few months later, Wilson's army dissolved the National As-
sembly in occupied Haiti "by genuinely Marine Corps methods," in

the words of Marine commander Major Smedley Butler. The reason
was that the Haitian legislature refused to ratify a Constitution im-
posed by the invaders that gave them the right to buy up Haiti's lands.

A Marine-run plebiscite remedied the problem: under Washington's
guns, the US-designed Constitution was ratified by a mere 99.9

percent majority, with 5 percent of the population participating.

Wilson's "strong attachment to constitutionality" was unmoved by
the sight of a government with no mandate beyond "the bayonets of

the Marine occupiers"; nor Kennan's. Quite the contrary. To this day
the events figure in the amusing reconstructions entitled "history" as

an illustration of US "himianitarian intervention," and its difficulties

(for us). Gone from "history" alongwith this episode is the restoration

of virtual slavery. Marine Corps massacres and terror, the disman-
tling of the constitutional system, and the takeover of Haiti by US
corporations, much as in the neighboring Dominican Republic, where
Wilson's invading armies were only a shade less destructive, perhaps
because their racist barbarism did not reach such extreme levels v/hen
confronting "spies" instead of "niggers."

Accordingly, Wilson is revered as a great moral teacher and the

apostle of self-determination and freedom, and we may now consider
returning to the heady days of Wilsonian idealism. The Bolsheviks, in

contrast, had so violated our high ideals that they had to be over-

thrown by force.
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Following the same high principles, the US enthusiastically

welcomed the "fine young revolution" carried out by Benito Musso
lini in Italy in 1922, as the American Ambassador described th<

imposition of Fascism. Well into the 1930s, Mussolini was that "ad
mirable Italian gentleman," in thewords ofthemanwho (falsely) tool

credit for the Constitution imposed upon Haiti, President Franklii

Delano Roosevelt. Fascist atrocities were acceptable because the)

blocked the threat ofa second Russia, the StateDepartmentexplained
Hitler was supported as a "moderate" for the same reason. In 1937
the State Department saw fascism as compatible with US economic
interests, and also the natural reaction of "the rich and middle classes

in self-defense" when the "dissatisfied masses, with the example o:

the Russian revolution before them, swing to the Left." Fasdsir
therefore "must succeed or the masses, this time reinforced by the

disillusioned middle classes, will again turn to the left." US diplomai
William Bullitt (Kennan's mentor), leaving his post as Ambassador tc

Moscow in 1936, "believed that only Nazi Germany could stay the

advance ofSovietBolshevism into Europe," Daniel Yergin observes—
not, of course, by conquest. The US business world grasped the point
MajorUS corporations were heavily involved inGerman war produc-
tion, sometimes enriching themselves (notably, the Ford motor com-
pany) by joining in the plunder of Jewish assets under Hitter's

Aryanization program. "U.S. investment in Germany accelerated
rapidly after Hitler came to power," Christopher Simpson writes,

increasing "by some 48.5 percent between 1929 and 1940, while
declining sharply everywhere else in continental Europe" and barely
holding steady in Britain.

Similar conceptions are currently being revived by right-wing
German historians, who argue tiiat Hitier's invasion of Russia may be
regarded as "objectively a preventive war," since "a group of people,
whether a class or a Volk, that is threatened with annihilation by
another group, defends itself and has a fundamental right to defend
itself"; "Hitier had good reasons to be convinced of the determination
of his enemies [the Bolsheviks and the Jews] to annihilate him" (Ernst
Nolte). Parts of this pictiire may well become the accepted doctrine of
the future, given its utility for power interests, though presumablywe
will not return to the mid-1930s, when Bullitt attributed diplomatic
problems to the fact that the Russian Foreign Office "has been purged
recently of all its non-Jewish members, and it is perhaps only natiiral

that we should find the members of that race more difficult to deal
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with than the Russians themselves," in particular a "wretched little

kike" whose influence he deplored. We may also anticipate further

reconsideration of the failure to follow through on the opportunities

for a separate peace with Hitler that would have left the Germans and
the Russians to slaughter one another, with the US and Britain stand-

ing back imtil it came time to pick up the pieces.^"

As Gaddis and other serious historians recognize, the Cold War
began in 1917, not 1945. Whatever one believes about the post-World
Warn period, no one regarded the USSR as a military threat in earlier

years, though it was agreed that the virus had to be contained and if

possible destroyed—much the same poHcies adopted at once after

World War II. By then, the "rotten apple" had grown to include
Eastern Europe, undermining Western access to traditional resources.

Its ability "to spoil the barrel" had also increased, again, not only in

the South. The Communists are able to "appeal directly to the

masses," President Eisenhower complained. His Secretary of State,

John Foster Dulles, deplored the Communist "ability to get control of

mass movements," "something we have no capacity to duplicate."

'The poor people are the ones they appeal to and they have always
wanted to plimder the rich." In July 1945, a major study of the State

and War Departments warned of "a rising tide all over the world
wherein the common man aspires to higher and wider horizons."

Russia's "actions in the past few years give us no assured bases for

supposing she has not flirted with the thought" of expanding "her
influence over the earth" by associating with these dangerous cur-

rents. Russia "has not yet proven that she is entirely without expan-

sionist ambitions" of this kind.

Furthermore, the USSR had now become a major military force.

While planners never expected an improvoked Soviet attack, they
were concerned that the USSR might react to the reconstruction of its

traditional enemies, Germany and Japan, as part of a hostile military

alliance that constituted a severe security threat. Western analysts

recognized. That aside, Soviet power was a deterrent to the exercise

of force by the US and its allies; and for its own cynical reasons, the

USSR often lent support to targets of US attack and subversion, thus
interfering with "stability." Its very existence as a major power pro-

vided a certain space for nonalignment and a degree of independence
in the Third World. Lesser "rotten apples" posed no such dangers.

It should be stressed that Stalin's awesome crimes were of no
concern to Truman and other high officials. Truman liked and ad-
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mired Stalin, and felt that he could deal with him as long as the US
got its way 85 percent of the time. Other leading figures agreed. As
with a host of other murderers and torturers of lesser scale, the

unacceptable crime is disobedience; the same is true of priests who
preach "the preferential option for the poor," secular nationalists in

the Arab world. Islamic Fundamentalists, democratic socialists, or

independent elements of any variety.

If we can extricate ourselves from convenient mythology, the

picture in Indochina comes into focus. It was Ho Chi Minh's "ultra-

nationalism" that made him imacceptable, not his services to the

"Kremlin conspiracy" or "Soviet expansion," except in the Orwellian

sense of these terms.

5. Varieties of Infamy

The quincentenary provided many opportunities to examine
"the murder of history," apart from the obvious ones. Some were
taken. The 500th year opened in October 1991 with a flood of com-
mentary on the 50th anniversary of Japan's December 7 attack on
Pearl Harbor. There was wonder and dismay over Japan's singular

imwillingness to acknowledge its guilt for "the date which will live

in infamy," and sober ruminations on Japan's disgraceful "self-pity"

and refusal to offer reparations to its victims, its "climisy attempts to

sanitize the past," and failure to "come forward with a definitive

statement ofwartime responsibility," as Tokyo correspondent Steven
Weisman framed the issues in a New York Times Magazine cover story

on 'Tearl Harbor in the Mind of Japan." These deliberations Were
carefully crafted to highlight Japan's major crime: its "sneak attack"

on Pearl Harbor. Among the issues scrupulously excised were the US
attitude towards Japan's horrifying rampages before the infamous
date, and the great power interactions that lie not very deep in the

backgroimd. And onewould have to search diligently for a discussion

of the proper rank, in the scale of atrocities, of an attack on a naval
base in a US colony that had been stolen from its inhabitants by force

and guile just 50 years earlier—another part of the backgroimd that

slipped by virtually unnoticed, as did the centenary of the latter deed
in January 1993.

More remarkable still was another anniversary passed over in

silence at the very same moment: the thirtieth anniversary of John F.
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Kennedy's escalation of the US intervention in South Vietnam. Au-
tumn 1961 was a fateful moment in the history of US assault against

Indochina, one of the most shameful and destructive episodes of the
500-year conquest.

On October 11, 1961, Kennedy ordered dispatch of a US Air
Force Farmgate squadron to South Vietnam, 12 planes especially

equipped for coimterinsurgency warfare, soon authorized "to fly

coordinated missions with Vietnamese personnel in support of
Vietnamese ground forces." On December 16, Defense Secretary Rob-
ert McNamara, whom JFK had put in charge of running the war,
authorized their participation in combat operations against southern-
ers resisting the violence of the US-imposed terror state or living in
villages out of government control. These were the first steps in

engaging US forces directly in bombing and other combat operations
in South Vietnam from 1962, along with sabotage missions in the
North. These 1961-1962 actions laid the groundwork for the huge
expansion of the war in later years, with its awesome toll.^^

State terror had already taken perhaps 75,000 lives in the south-
em sector of Vietnam since Washington took over the war directly in

1954. But the 1954-1961 crimes were of a different order: they belong
to the category of crimes that Washington conducts routinely, either

directly or through its agents, in its various terror states. In the fall

and winter of 1961-1962, Kennedy added the war crime of aggression
to the already sordid record, also raising the attack to new heights.

6. Varieties of Crime

Not aU crimes are of the same order; it is worthwhile to distin-

guish terror from aggression, however academic the distinction may
seem to the victims. To illustrate, take a contemporary example, one
of those that receives little notice and that demonstrates, once again,

the utter irrelevance of the conventional Cold War pretexts served up
by the murderers of history when public concern over criminal ac-

tions has to be allayed. Consider Colombia, second only to El Salvador
as a recipient of US military aid in Latin America. The State Depart-
ment Country Reports for 1990 states that "Members and imits of the
army and the police participated in a disturbing number of human
rights violations including extrajudicial executions, torture, and mas-
sacres." "Yet no security assistance has been withheld as a result of
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widespread violations by aid recipients" (the security forces), Amer-
icas Watch comments. In fiscal 1991, Colombia received $27.1 million

in military assistance and $20 million in police aid, along with $50

million in Economic Support Funds for counter-narcotics assis-

tance—^funds commonly used for repression, with no drug connec-

tion, as widely reported. In March 1990, two high-ranking Colombian
generals informed Congress that "the generals would use $38.5 mil-

lion of the $40.3 million originally appropriated for fiscal year 1990

counter-narcotics assistance for counter-insurgency support in areas

where narcotics trafficking was nonexistent," Americas Watch notes,

citing a congressional report.

For fiscal year 1992, Colombia was scheduled to receive $58
million in military assistance and $20 million for the police; the same
amount was requested for fiscal 1993. From 1988 to 1991, US military

aid to Colombia increased sevenfold, keeping pace with atiodties by
the security forces. The 117 US military advisers are more than twice

the nimiber allowed by Congress for El Salvador (whatever the actual

numbers may have been). Over 3000 cases of abuse by police and
military were reported from January 1990 to April 1991, according to

a study by the Colombian Attorney General, including 68 massacres,

560 murders, 664 cases of torture, and 616 disappearances. This is

apart from the atrocities carried out by paranUUtary groups that

operate with the tolerance of the government, if not direct participa-

tion. As usual in the US-backed terror states, the major targets are

political dissidents, imion leaders, and others who seek to organize
the rabble, thus interfering with the service role assigned to the

South.^

These are familiar conditions of life in US domains; Colombian
state terror is beyond the norm, but other clients are expected to act

the same way when circumstances warrant, and regularly do. In the
case ofColombia, theKennedyAdministration escalated the standard
procedures, helping establish more firmly the regime of state terror

as part of its general program of reinforcing the apparatus of repres-

sion throughout Latin America.

The backgroimd is discussed by Alfredo Vasquez Carrizosa,
president oftheColombian PermanentCommittee forHuman Rights.

"Behind the faqade of a constitutional regime," he observes, "we have
a militarized society imder the state of siege provided" by the 1886
Constitution, which grants a wide range of rights, but with no relation

to reality. "In this context poverty and insufficient land reform have
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made Colombia one of the most tragic countries of Latin America."
Land reform, which "has practically been a myth," was legislated in

1961, but "has yet to be implemented, as it is opposed by landowners,
who havehad the power to stop it." The result oftheprevaiUngmisery
has been violence, including La Violencia of the 1940s and 1950s, which
took hundreds of thousands of lives. 'This violence has been caused
not by any mass indoctrination, but by the dual structure of a pros-
perous minority and an impoverished, excluded majority, with great
differences in wealth, income, and access to political participation."

"Violence has been exacerbated by external factors," Vasquez
continues. "In the 1960s the United States, during the Kennedy ad-
ministration, took great pains to transform our regular armies into
counterinsurgency brigades, accepting the new strategy of the death
squads." These Kennedy initiatives "ushered in what is known in
Latin America as the National Security Doctrine,...not defense
against an external enemy, but a way to make the miUtary establish-
ment the masters of the game. . . [with] the right to combat the internal
enemy, as set forth in the BraziUan doctrine, the Argentine doctrine,
the Uruguayan doctrine, and the Colombian doctrine: it is the right
to fight and to exterminate social workers, trade unionists, men and
ivomen who are not supportive of the estabUshment, and who are
assumed to be commiinist extremists. And this could mean anyone,
including human rights activists such as myself."^

The president of the Colombian human rights commission is

reviewing facts familiar throughout Latin America. Military-con-
Tolled National Security states dedicated to "internal security" by
issassination, torture, disappearance, and sometimes mass murder,
:onstituted one of the two major legacies of the Kennedy Administra-
ion to Latin America, the other being the AUiance for Progress, a
statistical success and social catastrophe (apart from foreign investors
md domestic eUtes).

Under Eisenhower, the acts of the client state in South Vietnam
•ell within the general category of US-backed state terror. But in this

rase, his successor did not simply extend these measures, as he did in

-atin America. Rather, Kennedy moved on to armed attack, a differ-

mt category of criminal behavior.

The assault that followed left three countries utterly devastated
vith millions dead, untold nimibers of maimed, widows and or-

phans, children being killed to this day by unexploded bombs, de-
ormed fetuses in hospitals in the South—not the North, spared the
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particular atrocity of chemical warfare—and a record of crimina

savagery that would fill many a docket, by the standards c

Nuremberg. By 1967, the bitterly anti-Communist French militar

historian and Indochina specialist Bernard Fallwarned that "Vietnar

as a cultural and historic entity... is threatened with extinc

tion...[as]...the countryside literally dies under the blows of th

largest military machine ever unleashed on an area of this size." Afte

the January 1968 Tet Offensive, the onslaught became even mor
violent, along with "secret bombing" of Laos and later Cambodia tha

added hundreds of thousands of additional casualties
—

"secret," be

cause the media refused to find out what was happening, or to mak
public what they knew.

The land itself was targeted for destruction, not merely th

people. Extensive regions were turned into moonscapes. The "un

precedentedly massive and sustained expenditure of herbicida

chemical warfare agents against the fields and forests of South Viet

nam. . .resulted in large-scale devastation of crops, in widespread an*

immediate damage to the inland and coastal forest ecosystems, an(

in a variety of health problems among exposed humans," America]

biologist Arthur Westing concluded. The effects are enduring. Th
director of the Center for National Resources Management and Envi
ronmental Studies at the University of Hanoi, biologist Vo Quy
writes that the destruction of huge areas of jimgle left grasslands h

which rat populations have exploded, destroying crops and causin;

disease, including bubonic plague, which spread in South Vietnan
from 1965. DefoUants eliminated half the mangrove forests of th^

coimtry, leaving "a soUd gray scene of death," US biologist E.W
Pfeiffer observed after a visit. Drainage ofregions of theMekongDelt
by the US army in coimterinsurgency operations raised the sulphuri

add too high for crops to grow. Large areas "that were once cool

moist, temperate and fertile are now characterised by compacted
leached earth and dry, blazing climate," Vo Quy writes, after "delib

erate destruction of the environment as a military tactic on a scali

never seen before." To "heal the war-scarred country" would be ;

huge task under the best of circumstances.^'*

7. "Crime Once Exposed..."

In October 1991, President Bush celebrated the thirtieth anniver
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sary of Kennedy's escalation of the war—coincidentally, opening the
500th year of the European conquest—by intervening once again to

block European and Japanese efforts to end the embargo that the US
imposed in 1975 to ensure that the desperately poor and ruined
country would not recover from the "dreadful misfortimes" it had
suffered. Presiunably there were other reasons as well: to punish
Vietnam for its failure to succumb toUS violence, to teach appropriate
lessons to otherswho might be tempted to emulate such misbehavior,
perhaps simply for revenge. Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney re-

ported to Congress that we are not yet ready to grant the Vietnamese
enby into the civilized world. The reason is that, like the evilJapanese,
the Vietnamese are still unwilling to face up to the crimes that they
committed against us.

The Indochina wars have not been completely erased from
historicalmemory. From the horrifying record, one issue still remains:
our suffering at the hands of the Vietnamese barbarians, who, after

attacking us in South Vietnamwhen we were nobly defending it from
its population, compounded their crimes by refusing to dedicate
themselves with sufficient zeal to accounting for the remains of the
American pilots they had viciously blasted from the skies over Viet-

nam and Laos. "Substantial progress" on theMIA issue is required as
a condition for our normalizing ties with Vietnam, Secretary of State

James Baker announced, a process that could take several years.

"Despite improved cooperation," the Vietnamese have a long way to

go before we end the embargo that has been strangUng them, deter-
ring aid and investment from other countries reluctant to step on the
toes of the Godfather and blocking assistance from international

lending organizations, where the US wields an effective veto.

The message has resoimded in a drumbeat of articles and opin-
ion pieces, vdth scarcely a departiire from doctrinal rigor. For years,

the Free Press has been reporting US outrage over the deceitful

Vietnamesewho evade their responsibility for their crimes against us,
without a hint that something may be amiss. Not only do we retain

tile abihties that so impressed de Tocqueville, destroying people with
absolute "respect for the laws of humanity," but we have progressed
well beyond, converting our tortured victims into our torturers.

Admittedly, this is no innovation; rather, historical practice that

goes back to the days when the authors of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence denounced the "merciless Indian savages" whom they were
exterminating and expelling, an act quite readily absorbed into the
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official culture of self-congratulation. We learn much by recalling the

traditional principle that "Crime once exposed had no refuge but in

audacity."

As noted earUer, that principle may have been in John Quincy
Adams's mind when he established the doctrine of executive war that

was again implemented in Vietnam. In fact, Adams went a step

beyond the portrayal of extermination as self-defense against "min-
gled hordes of lawless Indians and negroes." He knew that Jackson
was "a barbarian," as he privately called him, and that aggressionwas
aggression. As his later confessions reveal, he also knew justwho was
fighting an "exterminating war." But he also knew that the US had
the guns; and, following the principle enunciated by his favorite

historian, demanded that Spain pay "a just and reasonable indemnity
to the United States for the heavy and necessary expenses which they
have been compelled to incur by the failure of Spain to perform her
engagements to restrain the Indians."^

Tacitus's principle is understood by every petty crook who
knows enough to shout "Thief! Thief!" when caught with his hands
in someone's pocket. It is a standard propaganda ploy, commonly
adopted by powerful states to punish their victims: France's demand
that Haiti pay a huge indemnity to compensate for its successful slave
revolt is another famous example, with consequences that still en-
dure, two centuries later. The techiuque is also routine in mainstream
media analysis. Adopting it, one can overthrow mountains of evi-

dence exposing media subservience to state and private power by a
flick of the wrist: simply ignore the evidence, and ask whether the
crusadingmedia have gone too far in their adversarial stance, perhaps
even threatening the democratic process in their extreme anti-estab-

lishment bias.^^

Nevertheless, in the history of state violence and intellectual

perfidy, it is doubtful that one can find an example of inversion of
guilt that compares with the case of the US wars in Indochina.

Anyone with a lingering belief that even a wisp of principle or
human concern might animate the ideological managers intent on
arousing furor over the MIAs can readily overcome that delusion by
considering two crucial facts. The first is the complete lack of interest

in the vastiy greater number of MIAs from earlier wars, whose re-

mains are found accidentally to this day in European battlegrounds
and even Canada (from the US invasion in 1812), areas where no one
has ever hindered any search. The second decisive fact is the history
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of the POW/MIA campaign. It was carefully orchestrated to over-
come rising public concern about US atrocities that could no longer
besuppressed—the Tacitus principle—and to derail negotiations that
Nbcon and Kissinger sought to evade. After 1975, the issue was
exploited as a device to continue the war by other means.

The revival of the issue in the late 1980s was an entirely predict-
able consequence of Vietnam's withdrawal from Cambodia. Its De-
cember 1979 invasion after murderous Khmer Rouge attacks on
Vietnamese border areas, driving out Pol Pot and terminating his
atrocities, was portrayed by US leaders and poHtical commentators
as a profound shock to their delicate sensibilities. Naturally these
apostles of Gandhi and Martin Luther King, so devoted to intema-
ional law, could react in only one way: by helping to reconstitute the
Khmer Rouge at the border, granting the Pol Pot government diplo-
natic recognition, and insisting on a central Khmer Rouge role in any
settlement. To punish the perpetrators of this crime of aggression,
:hey also had to maintain the embargo that had been 'l)leeding
Vietnam," as the Far Eastern Economic Review described the doctrine.
/Vhen it was no longer possible to deny that Vietnam had withdrawn
ts troops from Cambodia in the context of the Paris Agreements, the
rultural managers had to revert to the earUer pretext: the failure of the
/ietnamese to open their territory and archives to our inspection
vithout impediment, and otherwise dedicate themselves to the sole
noral issue that remains imresolved from the war.

Meanwhile, respectable opinion is quite untroubled by the
itudy of the UN Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC),
inreported in the Free Press, which reveals that "there are indeed
oreign forces within the meaning of the Paris Agreements operating
n Cambodia, but they are from Thailand," not Vietnam. Army units
>f this long-time US dependency "move freely in the DKZ [Demo-
ratic Kampuchea Zone, or Khmer Rouge-controlled territory] and
lave been accused of aiding the [Khmer Rouge] militarily," UNTAC
eports, while aiding Thai businessmen active in gem and timber
xport in areas ofCambodia controlled by the Khmer Rouge, helping
finance Khmer Rouge operations while enriching themselves in

;ood capitalist fashion.^''

We might also add a third fact: the illegal and often brutal (even
murderous) treatment by the US and Britain of Italian and German
•OWs during and after World War II, kept secret during the war for
Bar of German retaliation. This sorry record was exposed in the late
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1970s, evoking much admiration in US commentary right at the tir

when fury about the perfidious Vietnamese was being whipped tc

fever pitch. But we may drop these matters; though plainly relevai

they could not possibly enter mainstream discussion, or even

understood.^^

The embargo imposed in 1975 "had the effect intended 1

Washington," New York Times correspondent Philip Shenon repor

"Malnutrition remains severe in northern and central Vietnam, ai

whatever the sudden wealth of many residents ofHo Chi Minh Cil

visitors to the city are often swarmed by families of homeless be

gars," a vivid refutation of the claim that the US lost the w«
"Vietnam's war-shattered economy has now only begun to recove

after 17 years in which the US "cut off not only the legal supply

American goods but also aid from the World Bank, the Intematior

Monetary Fund and other international lending agencies." "Mc
Vietnamese are dirt-poor now," the Far Eastern Economic Review i

ports, "but the economy is expected to boom once the embargo
dropped" and Vietnam can "become a low-wage platform for expoi

ers of manufactured goods"—foreign investors, who can enefit fro

the US poUcy of first destroying and then bleeding Vietnam. TJ

Review reports the concern ofUS firms that rivals from other countri

may beat them out. "US companies have suffered irretrievable ma
ket-share losses in Vietnam," the director of a trade and investme
company complains, as competitors have begun to break the US-ii

posed embargo. US firms want Washington to continue to "shut t)

door of international financial institutions to Vietnam" to prevent ai

recovery imtil the embargo is lifted, so that they can gain their prop
share, recognizing, as the Financial Times reports, that "Funds fro:

the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the Asi<

Development Bank, currently blocked by Washington, are urgent
needed" if there is to be any substantial recovery—or profits.^^

Blood-lust has its merits, but money talks even louder. Tl

embargo has plainly outlived its usefulness.

"The Japanese do not hide their enthusiasm for the skills ar

dedication—and low wages—of Vietnamese workers," Victor Mall
reports in the Financial Times. They are preparing to invest to benei

from these useful consequences of the American war and postw;

strangulation. But the Godfather has not lost his clout entirely: "tl

Japanese government and Japanese companies are still anxious not \

offend the US by imdertaking high-profile projects in Vietnam
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Mallet reports, and are still "very, very cautious," a Mitsui represen-
tative adds. But they are moving forward slowly, frightening Ameri-
can firms.

"Through the 1980s, U.S. officials emphasized that Vietnam
should end its occupation ofCambodia before the U.S. embargo could
be lifted," Robert Greenberger reports in the Wall Street Journal: "After
Vietnam withdrew its troops, the U.S. then stressed the need to
resolve the MIA andPOW issues before relations could be restored,"
and now Washington "is under pressure from American companies
to resolve the [MIA] issue so that they. . . [will not] . . .be left behind in
the race for access to Vietnam's markets and resources, including
potentially rich offshore oil deposits." No conclusion is drawn from
this transparent charade.

Like a good and loyal trooper, Steven Holmes reports in theNew
York Times that the Bush Administration is moving to ease the trade
embargo in "response to what the Administration sees as greater
Vietnamese cooperation in the search for American servicemen still

missing from the Vietnam war." The headline reads: "Hanoi's Help
With M.I.A's Leads to Easing ofEmbargo." True, "business and trade
organizations have also been lobbying the Administration to loosen
the embargo," fearing that "they will lose out to Japanese companies
in the Vietnam market"; and they "believe that there is more money
to be made in Vietnam in the next 10 years" than in China. But the
doctrinal truths are unshaken: it is Vietnam's greater wiUingness to
face up to its crimes against us that led Mr. Bush to ease the trade
embargo, an act that "signals a clear warming toward Vietnam after

decades of bitterness and distrust spawned by Hanoi's invasion of
Cambodia, its unwillingness to be forthcoming about the fate of
missing Americans and lingering resentment toward Vietnam for
having defeated the United States"—the last, an interesting departure
from ritual.

Though Administration officials "have praised Hanoi for meet-
ing a nimiber of the conditions set by the president last year," Pamela
Constable reports, "to many Americans...none of these arguments
carry enough weight to overcome the deep bitterness, mistrust and
hostility that linger" towards "an adversary that has delayed, de-
ceived, and resisted legitimate US demands on the missing service-
men for years." Eager to resimie ties with the US, the Vietnamese
Government "is careful not to offend American visitors by suggesting
directly that the sacrifice ofVietnamese families was greater than that
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of families in the United States," Philip Shenon adds.^

The drama continued through 1992. A year after he celebratei

JFK's aggression by extending the US embargo. President Bush an

nounced, in properly statesmanlike terms, that 'It was a bitter cor

flict, but Hanoi knows today that we seek only answers without th

threat of retribution for the past." We can never forgive them for whe
they have done to us, but "we can begin writing the last chapter c

the Vietnam war" if they turn from other pursuits to locating th

remains of missing Americans. The adjacent front-page story report

the visit of the Japanese Emperor to China, where he failed to "unan:

biguously" accept the blame "for [Japan's] wartime aggression,

revealing again the deep flaw in the Japanese character that so sorel

puzzles American commentators.^^

8. Stable Guidelines

The next two chapters are devoted to the record of planning fc

the Vietnam war in the crucial 1961-1964 period (chapter 1) and th

reshaping of interpretations as conditions changed, a matter ofmuc
independent interest (chapter 2).

There are several sources of evidence to be considered: (1) Th
historical facts; (2) public statements; (3) the internal planning recorc

(4) the memoirs and other reports of Keimedy insiders. In eac

category, the material is substantial. The record of internal deUben
tions, in particular, has been available far beyond the norm since th

release of two editions of the Pentagon Papers, and of other documeni

since. The recent pubUcation of thousands of pages of documents i

the official State Department history for 1961-1964 provides a wealt

of additional material.^^ Military histories, particularly province stuc

ies, also give much insight into the events and what lay behind then

While history never permits anything like definitive concli;

sions, in this case, the richness of the record, and its consistenq

permit some unusually confident judgments, in my opinion. Th
basic story that emerges from the historical and documentary recor

seems to me, in brief, as follows.^

Policy towards Vietnam fell within the general framework c

post-World Warn global plaiming, and faced little challenge until th

general fi-amework was modified in the early 1970s, partly as

consequence of the Indochina Wars.^ The US quickly threw in its Ic
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with France, fully aware that it was opposing the nationalist forces

and that its clients could not withstand political competition. For
these reasons, resort to peaceful means was never an option; rather, a
threat to be avoided. It was also understood that the wars and sub-
version had little support at home. The operation therefore had to be
woimd up without too much delay, leaving Indochina imder the

control of client regimes, to the extent feasible.

Basic policies held firm from 1950 into the early 1970s, though
by the end questions of feasibility and cost became pressing. The
Geneva agreements of 1954 were at once subverted. The US imposed
a client regime in what came to be called "South Vietnam." Lacking
popular support, the regime resorted to large-scale terror to control

the population, finally eliciting resistance, which it could not control.

As Keimedy took office, the US position seemed to face imminent
collapse. Keimedy therefore escalated the war in 1961-1962. The mil-
itary command was exuberant over the success of the enhanced
violence, and thought that the war could soon be wound up, leading
to a military victory and US withdrawal. Kennedy went along with
these predictions with reservations, never fully willing to commit
himself to the withdrawal proposals put forth by his advisers.

Without exception, withdrawal proposals were conditioned on
military victory. Every known Administration plan was expHcit on
that score, notably the October 1963 "program to replace U.S. person-
nel with trained Vietnamese without impairment of the war effort,"

coupled with instructions from the President to "increase effective-

ness of war effort" so as to ensure "our fundamental objective of

victory" (my emphasis).

By mid-1963, coercive measures appeared to be successful in the

countryside, but internal repression had evoked large-scale urban
protest. Furthermore, the client regime was calling for a reduction of

the US role or even US withdrawal, and was making overtures for a

peaceful settlement with the North. Given its imwavering commit-
ment to "our fundamental objective of victory," the Kennedy Admin-
istration therefore resolved to overthrow its client in favor of a

military jimta that would be fully committed to this objective. The
plaimed coup took place on November 1, 1963, placing the Generals
in control.

As the US command had predicted, the coup led to further

disintegration, and as the bureaucratic structure of the former regime
dissolved, to a belated recognition that reports of military progress
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were built on sand. Furthermore, the Generals also proved unwilling

to accept theUS objective; Vietnamese on all sides were seeking some
kind of accommodation that would avert the devastating war thai

was becoming increasingly likely if theUS persisted in its demand fo]

military victory.^^

After theNovember 1 coup, tactics were modified in light oftwc

new factors: (1) the hope that at last a stable basis had been established

for expanded military action, and (2) recognition that the military

situation in the countryside was a shambles. The first factor made
escalation possible, the second made it necessary, as the former hopes
were seen to be a mirage. The plans to withdraw soon had to be

abandoned as the precondition collapsed. As it became evident thai

US forces could not withdraw "without impairment of the war ef-

fort," the withdrawal plans explicitly based on this condition were
nullified; subsequent events made it clear thatUS forces would in fad

have to be increased to achieve the "fundamental objective of victory,"

whichwas transmitted unchanged to theJohnson Administration. By
early 1965, only a large-scale US invasion could prevent a politicaJ

settlement.

The policy assumptions, never seriously challenged, allowed

few options: the attack against South Vietnam was sharply escalated

in early 1965, and the war was extended to the North.

By 1967, the military command was again beginning to see

"light at the end of the ttmnel," and to propose withdrawal. These
hopes were dashed by theJanuary 1968 Tet offensive, which revealed

that the war could not be quickly won. By then, domestic protest and
deterioration of the US economy vis-a-vis its industrial rivals con-

vinced domestic elites that the US should move towards disengage-

ment.

These decisions set in motion the withdrawal of US ground
forces, combined with another sharp escalation of the military assault

against South Vietnam, and by then all of Indochina, in the hope that

the basic goals could still be salvaged. Negotiations continued to be
deferred as long as possible, and when the US was finally compelled
to sign a peace treaty inJanuary 1973, Washington announced at once,

in the clearest and most explicit terms, that it would subvert the

agreement in every crucial respect. That it proceeded to do, in partic-

ular, by increasing the violence in the South in violation of the treaty,

with much domestic acclaim as the tactic appeared to be successful.

The dissident press could tell the story, but the mainstream was
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entirely closed to such heretical truths, and still is, a ban maintained
with impressive rigor.^ These actions of the US and its client again
elicited a reaction, and the client regime again collapsed. This time the

US could not rescue it. By 1975, the war ended.
As already discussed, the US achieved a partial victory, but no

more than that. On the negative side, the client regimes had fallen.

But there was a silver lining: Indochina was in ruins, there was no fear

that the "virus" of successful development might "infect" others, and
the region was insulated from any residual danger, by murderous
military regimes. Another consequence, predictable years earlier, was
that the indigenous forces in South Vietnam and Laos, unable to resist

the US onslaught, had been decimated, leaving North Vietnam as the

dominant force in Indochina.^^ As to what might have happened had
these forces survived and the countries been allowed to develop in

their own ways, one can only speculate. Servants of power are ready
to offer required answers, but these are without interest, reflecting

only doctrinal needs.

Basic policy remained constant in essentials: disentanglement
from an unpopular and costly venture as soon as possible, but only
after the virus was destroyed and victory assured (by the 1970s, with
increasing doubt that US cUent regimes could be sustained). Tactics

were modified with changing circumstances and perceptions.

Changes of Administration, mcluding the Kennedy assassination,

had no large-scale effect on policy, and not even any great effect on
tactics, when account is taken of the objective situation and how it

was perceived.

This seems to me to be a good first approximation to the general
picture. We turn to details for the 1961-1964 period directly.

9. The Kennedy Revival

The forgotten anniversary of JFK's aggression was marked by
more than President Bush's renewal of the embargo against Vietnam
and renewed indignation over Vietnam's savage maltreatment of

mnocent America. It was also the occasion for renewed fascination

with the Kennedy era, even adulation for the fallen leader who had
escalated the attack against Vietnam from terror to aggression just 30
years earUer. This curious coincidence was based upon the claim,

prominently advanced, that Kennedy intended to withdraw from
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Vietnam; and was assassinated for that reason, some alleged. Th(

revival was spurred by Oliver Stone's film JFK, which reached a mas:

audience at that time with its message that Kennedy was secretl;

planning to end the Vietnam war, a plan aborted by the assassination

The admiration for the lonely hero struck down as (and perhap

because) he sought to prevent a US war in Vietnam, and more mute(

variants with their associated theses, add an interesting touch to th

questions that would have arisen in a civilized society on the 30t]

anniversary of Kennedy's war, and the 500th anniversary of th

conquest ofwhich itwas a particularly ugly part. Such thoughts aside

the factual issues raised are of considerable interest, well beyond th

specific matter of Indochina policy.

The Kennedy revival involves disparate groups. One consists o

leading intellectuals of the Kennedy circle. What is interesting in thi

case is not their rising to Kennedy's defense, but the way they seize(

upon the idea that Kennedy was planning to withdraw from Vietnair

the timing of this thesis, and the comparison to the version of thes

events they had provided before the war became unpopular amon;

elites. Among this group, few if any credit the belief that the allegec

withdrawal plans, or other planned policy reversals, were a factor i]

the assassination.

A second category includes segments ofthe popularmovement
that in large part grew from opposition to the Vietnam war. Thei

attitudes toward the man who escalated the war from terror to ag

gression are perhaps more surprising, though it should be recallec

that the picture of Kennedy as the leader who was about to lead us t(

a bright future of peace and justice was carefully nurtured during th

Camelot years, with no little success, and has been regularly revivec

in the course of the critique of the Warren report and the attempts ti

construct a different picture, which have reached and influenced <

wide audience over the years.

Within both categories, some have taken the position that JFI

truly departed from the political norm, and had become (or alway

was) committed to far-reaching policy changes: not only was h
planning to withdraw from Vietnam (the core thesis), but also to breal

up the CIA and the miUtary-industrial complex, to end the Cold Wai
and otherwise to pursue directions that would indeed have beei

highly unpopular in the corridors of power. Others reject these assess

ments, but argue that Kennedy was perceived as a dangerous re

former by right-wing elements (which is undoubtedly true, as it i
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true ofvirtually everyone in public life). At this point, the speculations
interweave with questions and theories about the assassination. Some
take the position that Kennedy was assassinated by a high-level
conspiracy determined to make sure that theirown man, the hawkish
LBJ, would take the reins. It is then necessary to assume further that
a conspiracy of quite a remarkable character has concealed the awe-
some crime. There are other variants.

Of all of these theories, the only ones of any general interest are
those that assume a massive cover-up, and a high-level conspiracy
that required that operation. In that case, the assassination was an
event of true poUtical significance, breaking sharply from the normal
course of poUtics and exercise of power. Such ideas make little sense
unless coupled with the thesis that JFK was imdertaking radical
policy changes, or perceived to be by policy insiders.

The scale of the presimied conspiracy should be appreciated.
There is not a phrase in the voluminous internal record hinting at any
thought ofsuch a notion. It must be, then, that personal disciplinewas
extraordinary among a huge nimiber of people, or that the entire
record has been scrupulously sanitized. There has not been a single
leak over thirty years, though a high-level conspiracy to assassinate
Kennedy and conceal the crime would have to involve not onlymuch
of the government and the media, but a good part of the historical,

scientific, and medical professions. An achievement so immense
would be utterly without precedent or even remote analogue.

The conviction that JFK was assassinated by a high-level con-
spiracy, and that the crime has since been concealed by a conspiracy
awesome in scale, is widely held in the grassroots movements and
among left intellectuals. Indeed, it is often presented as established
truth, the starting point for further discussion.^

Across this broad spectrum, there is a shared belief that history
changed course dramatically when Kennedy was assassinated in
November 1963. Many believe that the event casts a shadow over all

that followed, opening an era of political illegitimacy, with the coim-
try in the hands of dark forces.

Given the strong reactions that these issues have raised, perhaps
it is worthwhile to make clear just what is and is not under consider-
ation in what follows. This discussion addresses the question of the
assassination only at the policy level: is there any reason to believe
thatJFK broke from the general pattern and intended to withdraw US
forces from Vietnam even if that would lead to "impairment of the
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war effort" and undermine the "fundamental objective of victory'

Ancillary questions arise concerning the further beliefs about in

pending policy changes. These questions are addressed below.

The issue of the assassination is only obliquely touched by the;

considerations. They imply nothing about the thesis that JFK w<

killed by the mafia, or by right-wing Cubans, or other such theorie

They bear only on the thesis that Kennedy was lolled in a high-lev

conspiracy followedby a cover-up ofremarkable dimensions. Serioi

proponents of such theses have recognized that credible direct ev

dence is lacking, and have therefore sought indirect evidence, typ

cally holding that JFK's plans for withdrawal from Vietnam (or son

of the broader policy claims) provide the motive for the cabal,

serious, the claim must be that the high-level conspirators kne

something not publicly available, or had beliefs based on such mat
rial; hence the importance of the internal planrung record for adv(

cates of such theses. This line of argument has been at the core of tl

revival of the past few years. Currently available evidence indicat

that it is entirely without foundation, indeed in conflict with substaj

tial evidence. Advocates of the thesis will have to look elsewhere, j

it appears.

The available facts, as usual, lead us to seek the institution

sources of policy decisions and their stability. Individuals and pe

sonal whim doubtless make a difference; one might, for exampl

speculate that the notorious Kermedy macho streak might have led l

dangerous escalation in Indochina, or that he might have leane

towards an enclave strategy of the type advocated by his close advisi

General Maxwell Taylor, or a Nixonian modification with intensifie

bombing and murderous "accelerated pacification" but many few(

US ground combat forces; while at home, he might not have commi
ted himself to "great society" and civil rights issues to the extent LI

did. Or one might make other guesses. They are baseless, and hoi

little interest. In the present case, there is a rich record to assist us :

understanding the roots ofpolicy and its implementation. Peoplewh
want to understand and change the world wlU do well, inmy opinio]

to pay attention to it, not to engage in groundless speculation as 1

what one or another leader might have done.



Chapter 1

From Terror to Aggression

1. The Doctrinal Framework

To understand Kennedy's war and the aftermath it is necessary
to attend to the thinking that lay behind the policy choices. Kennedy
planners adopted doctrines already established. Too much indepen-
dence ("radical nationalism") is not acceptable; the "rotten apple"
effect of possible success enhances the need to eliminate the "infec-

tion" before it spreads. The Indochina wars are only a special case,

which happened to get out of hand. In this general context, indepen-
dent nationalism was imthinkable, and was never seriously enter-

tained as an option.

By 1948 Washington planners recognized that the nationalist

movement was led by Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh. Ho was eager
to cooperate with the United States, but not on the required terms of

subordination. Furthermore, top policymakers feared, Vietnamese
independence might fan "anti-Western Pan-Asiatic tendencies in the

region/' undermining the "close association between newly-autono-
mous peoples and powers which have been long responsible [for]

their welfare"; in Indochina, the responsible authority was France,

whose tender care had left the countries devastated and starving.

Chinese influence, in contrast, must be excluded "so that the peoples
of Indochina wiU not be hampered in their natural developments by
the pressure of an alien people and alien interests"; unlike the US and
France.

The US right to restore the "dose association" is axiomatic. It

follows that any problems that arise can be attributed to illegitimate

nationalist aspirations. On these assumptions, the CIA warned in

September 1948 that "The gravest danger to the US is that friction

engendered by [anticolonialism and economic nationalism] may
drive the so-caUed colonial bloc into alignment with the USSR": Third

39
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World nationalism is the cause of the "friction," not imperial con-

cerns. The traditional "colonial economic interests" of the industrial

countries must prevail if "friction" interferes with US global plans.

Southeast Asia would have to remain under "its traditional subordi-

nation/' Melvyn Leffler observes, reviewing a broad scholarly con-

sensus.^

The major concern was Japan, the "superdomino" (Johr

Dower). Internally, the old order had to be restored and Japan pro-

tected from what the State Department called the "concealed aggres-

sion" of the Russians, referring to internal pohtical developments thai

might threaten business rule. And Japan had to be deterred froir

independent foreign and economic policies, from "the suicide ol

neutralism" (General Omar Bradley) and accommodation to China

The only hope for achieving these goals, George Kennan argued, la)

in restoring for Japan "some sort of Empire toward the South." Ir

effect, the US must provide Japan with its wartime "co-prosperit)

sphere," now safely within the US-dominated world system, with nc

fear that US business interests would be denied their proper place.^

The guiding concerns are articulated in the public record as well

Outlining the "falling dominoes" theory in a news conference or

April 7, 1954, President Eisenhower warned that Japan would hav(

to turn "toward the Communist areas in order to live" if Communis

success in Indochina "takes away, in its economic aspects, that regioi

that Japan must have as a trading area." The consequences would b(

"just incalculable to the free world." Walter LaFeber observed in 196i

that "This thesisbecame a controlling assumption: the loss ofVietnan

would mean the economic undermining and probable loss of Japai

to Communist markets and ultimately to Communist influence if no

control." Eisenhower's public statements expressed the conclusion o

NSC 5405 (January 16) that "the loss of Southeast Asia, especially o

Malaya and Indonesia, could result in such economic and poUtica

pressures in Japan as to make it extremely difficult to prevent Japan';

eventual accommodation to communism." Communist dominatioi

of Southeast Asia "by whatever means" would "critically endanger'

US "security interests," understood in the usual sense. The "loss o

Vietnam" would therefore be of great significance; that it is ours t(

"lose" is again axiomatic.^

Given such doctrines, it is clear why the diplomatic settlemen

at the 1954 Geneva conference was regarded as a disaster. Washingtoi

reacted vigorously. A few days after the accords were signed, th(
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National Security Council decreed that even in the case of "local

Communist subversion or rebeUion not constituting armed attack," the

US would consider the use of military force, including an attack on
China if it is "determined to be the source" of the "subversion" (NSC
5429/2; my emphasis).

This wording, repeated verbatim annually through the 1950s in

planning documents, was chosen so as to make explicit the US right

to violate the basic principles of theUN Charter, which bar any threat

or use of force except in resistance to "armed attack" (imtil the UN
Security Council acts). The same document called for remiUtarizing

Japan, converting Thailand into "the focal point of U.S. covert and
psychological operations in Southeast Asia," imdertaking "covert

operations on a large and effective scale" throughout Indochina, and
in every possible way undermining the Geneva accords.

This critically important document is grossly falsified by the

Pentagon Papers historians, and has largely disappeared from history.*

Recall that "subversion," Hke "concealed aggression," is a tech-

nical concept covering any form of unwelcome internal poUtical

development. Thus theJoint Chiefs, in 1955, outline "three basic forms
of aggression": armed attack across a border (aggression in the Uteral

sense); "Overt armed attack from within the area of each of the

sovereign states"; "Aggression other than armed, i.e., pohtical war-
fare, or subversion." An internal uprising against a US-imposed
police state, or elections that come out the wrong way, are forms of

"aggression," which the US has the right to combat by arbitrary

violence. The asstmiptions are so ingrained as to pass without notice,

as when Uberal hero Adlai Stevenson, UN Ambassador under Ken-
nedy and Johnson, declared that in Vietnam theUS is defending a free

people from "internal aggression." Stevenson compared this noble
cause to the first major postwar counterinsurgency campaign, in

Greece in 1947, whereUS-nm operations successfully demolished the

anti-Nazi resistance and the political system and restored the old
order, including leading Nazi collaborators, at the cost of some
160,000 Hves and tens of thousands of victims of torture chambers,
and a legacy of destruction yet to be overcome (along with great

benefits to US corporations). Similar premises are adopted routinely

by apologists for state violence; thus Sidney Hook condemned the

"incursions" of the indigenous South Vietnamese resistance, praising

the US for using armed might to coimter these crimes despite the
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"unfortunate accidental loss of life" in such exercises as saturati

bombing by B-52s in the densely-popiilated Delta.^

The character of the intellectual culture is indicated by t

reaction to such thoughts.

In accordance with the plans laid out in NSC 5429/2, Washir

tonmoved at once to subvert the Geneva settlement, installing a cli€

regime in the South: the GVN (RVN), which regarded itself tiiroug

out as the legitimate government of all Vietnam. WithUS backing a

guidance, the GVN launched a massive terrorist attack against t

domestic population and barred the plaimed 1956 elections on uni

cation, which were the condition under which the resistance h
accepted the Geneva accords. The subversion was recognized to

successful: as Kennedy's chief war manager Robert McNamara c

served while once again rejecting diplomatic options in March 19(

"Only the U.S. presence after 1954 held the South together under

:

more favorable circumstances, and enabled Diem to refuse to

through with the 1954 provision calling fornationwide 'free' electic

in 1956."^

The facts are described with fair accuracy by US military int

ligence. A 1964 study observes that after the Geneva Agreements

1954 that "partitioned" Vietnam, theDRV (North Vietnam) relocat

100,000 people to the North, including 40,000 military personn

leaving behind "Several thousand political agitators and activisi

and some military forces "with orders to remain dormant." "In 19J

the US-backed president of the RVN—Ngo Dinh Diem—^blocked t

referendum called forby theGeneva Agreements whichwas to deci

the form ofgovernment that would rule over a reunited Vietnam. T

Communists, who saw their hopes for a legal takeover of the wh(

country vanish by this maneuver, ordered their dormant 'st

behinds' to commence propaganda activities to put pressure on t

new and inexperienced government of the RVN," perhaps hoping

'

overthrow the government without having to resort to military act

ity." By 1957, they "instituted a program of proselytizingRVN arm
forces officers and men to theVC cause," also following "the standa

Communist tactic of infiltrating and subverting legal political pi

ties." In 1958-1959, "having achieved a degree of popular support

the rural areas through pressure, argument, terror and subversioi

the VC began to organize guerrilla groups among the local popular

later supported by southerners returning from the North (all milita

infiltrators being "veterans of the French Indo-China War who h
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served in the area now governed by the RVN" through 1963, this

MACV [Military Assistance Command, Vietnam] InteUigence Infil-

tration Study reports)/

It is only necessary to add a few minor corrections. The Geneva
agreements did not "partition" Vietnam but separated two military

zones by a temporary demarcation line that "should not in any way
be interpreted as constituting a political or territorial boundary,"
pending the unification elections of 1956 that were the heart of the

accords. IntelUgence is adopting "the standard US tactic" of denoimc-
ing political action that is out of control as subversion. The US client

regime was carrying out wholesale terror to block such "subversion"
and destroy the anti-French resistance, finally compelling the latter to

resort to violence in self-defense. JFK raised the level of the US attack

from international terrorism to outright aggression in 1961-1962.

Apart from Americans, the only non-South Vietnamese forces in

South Vietnam were US mercenaries, primarily South Korean and
Chinese. That aside, US intelligence has the story more or less

straight.

Well after regular US bombing of North Vietnam began in

February 1965, North Vietnamese units were detected in border areas
or across the border, though Korean mercenaries alone far out-

numbered North Vietnamese as of March 1966 and matched their

numbers until the Tet offensive (also, incidentally, providing 20 per-
:ent of South Korea's foreign currency revenue and thus helping to

spark the later economic miracle). There were also Chinese forces,

namely mercenaries from Chiang Kai-Shek's army introduced by
Kennedy and Johnson, six companies of combat infantry by April
1965. North Vietnamese regular units, estimated by the Pentagon at

about 50,000 by 1968, were largely in peripheral areas; US mercenary
Forces, in contrast, were rampaging in the heartland, as was the US
inilitary itself. Korean mercenaries, who were particularly brutal,

reached 50,000 by 1969, along with another 20,000 "Free World" and
3ver a half-million US troops.^

Washington's principled opposition to political settlement con-

inued without change. From the early 1960s, there was intense con-
:ern over French President Charles de Gaulle's proposals for

leutralization, as well as initiatives towards a peaceful resolution of

he conflict by Vietnamese on all sides, including the Diem regime
md the Generals who replaced it. A political settlement might have
extended as far as neutralization of Laos, Cambodia, and South



44 RETHINKING CAMELOT

Vietnam, as advocated by the National Liberation Front (the "Vi

Cong" of US propaganda). As discussed above, the US was adi

mantly opposed to any such possibility. Fear of neutralization w<

one factor in the Kennedy-inspired coup that overthrew Diem, ar

considerable pressures were exerted to bring De Gaulle to retract h

initiatives, which appeared still more threatening in the context <

Keimedy's concerns about his role in promoting the "suicide i

neutralism" in Europe.

France's position on Vietnam was explained by Foreign Mini

ter Couve de Murville, in response to a request (April 1964) to clari

what France meant by the term "neutrality." Couve's reply wa
"Quite simply, the Geneva Agreements of 1954," which he interpr

ted as meaning "the division ofViet-Nam with a commitment by boi

sides not to accept military aid from outside (,sic) and not to enter in

military aUiances—which is really neutraUty." 'The South Vietnar

ese people are out of the game," Couve added. "All you have is

professional army supported from outside."^

The Kennedy and Johnson Administrations knew very well th

the generals are "all we have got" and that "We are at prese

overwhelmingly outclassed politically" (Ambassador Henry Cab
Lodge, January 1964). That is precisely why Washington alwa;

regarded diplomacy as anathema: lacking political support, the I

could put forth no credible negotiating position. So the story conti

ues right through to the end.'"

The basic reasoning about diplomacy is stated clearly in tl

internal record. As the US position was collapsing in 1964 and ca]

were mounting for an attack against the North, WiUiam Bundy wro
that diplomacy could be considered "After, but only after, we ha^

established a clear pattern of pressure hurting the DRV and leavir

no doubts in South Vietnam ofour resolve" (his emphasis). First fore

then diplomacy—a last resort, if we are sure that we are powerf
enough to win."

For similar reasons, opposition to negotiations and diploma<

has been a characteristic US policy stance in Latin America and tl

Middle East, and remains so, as documented in extensive dete

elsewhere. Commentators assume as a matter of course that dipL

macy is a threat to be avoided. The principle is considered uncontri

versial, a truism, perhaps even more so than in the past. In Januaj

1993, when the West alleged that Iraq was moving missiles within i

territory contrary to US wishes (but in accord with UN resolution*
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the United States demanded that they be removed. In response, Iraq

called for negotiations on all disputed issues, "An exchange that

recalls the maneuvering before the gulf war," the New York Times
reported, highlighting these words. 'The ultimatimi and Iraq's reply
today recalled the maneuvering before the Persian GulfWar, inwhich
the allies set a firm deadline for Iraqi compUance while Baghdad
sought unsuccessfully to fend off military action with diplomatic
tactics," the front-page story reported. Pursuit of peaceful means as

required by international law and the UN Charter is a crime that

Washingtonmust resolutely resist, keeping to theweapon ofviolence,

in which it reigns supreme; that is imquestioned dogma.
It is natural that those who are militarily strong but politically

weak will prefer the arena of violence. Apparent exceptions typically

reflect the failure of force or perceived advantage. The solemn obliga-

tion to pursue peaceful means is notable by its absence in affairs of

state. It is part of the responsibility of the cultural managers in every
society to cloak such facts in pieties about the high ideals and nobility

of leaders, and to reshape the facts for public consumption.'^

States are not moral agents; those who attribute to them ideals
and principles merely mislead themselves and others.

Public rhetoric reflecting the guiding policy doctrines some-
times rose to near-hysteria. In June 1956, Senator John F. Kennedy
stated that:

Vietnam represents the cornerstone of the Free World in

Southeast Asia, the Keystone to the arch, the finger in the dike.
Burma, Thailand, India, Japan, the Philippines and, obvi-
ously, Laos and Cambodia are among those whose security

would be threatened if the red tide of Communism over-
flowed into Vietnam... Moreover, the independence of Free
Vietnam is crucial to the free world in fields other than the
military. Her economy is essential to the economy of all of
Southeast Asia; and her political liberty is an inspiration to

those seeking to obtain or maintain their liberty in all parts of
Asia—and indeed the world. The fundamental tenets of this

nation's foreign policy, in short, depend in considerable mea- •

sure upon a strong and free Vietnamese nation

—which was then enjoying its "inspiring political liberty" under the
Diem dictatorship, a Latin American-style terror state dedicated to the

murder and torture of people committed to the Geneva settlement
and other forms of "concealed aggression.""
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Kennedy kept to these extremist doctrines. As he prepared t(

escalate the war to direct US aggression in late 1961, he warned tha

"we are opposed around the world by a monolithic and ruthles

conspiracy that reUes primarily on covert means for expanding it

sphere of influence"; if the conspiracy achieves its ends in Laos an<

Vietnam, "the gates will be opened wide." "The complacent, th^

self-indulgent, the soft societies are about to be swept away with th

debris of history [and] Only the strong. . .can possibly survive," Ken

nedy railed, outraged in this case by Cuba's unconscionable defeat c

the Bay of Pigs invasion. Until the end he held that we must suppoi

the GVN in its "struggle to maintain its national independence"; "fo

us to withdraw from that effort would mean a collapse not only c

South Viet-Nam, but Southeast Asia. So we are going to stay there

(July 17, 1963). "I don't agree with those who say we should with

draw," he said in a September 2 TV interview with Walter Cronkite

"That would be a great mistake... It doesn't do us any good to sa)

'Well, why don'twe all just go home and leave the world to thosewh
are our enemies'... We are going to meet our responsibility." In a

NBC interview a week later (September 9), Kennedy rejected with

drawal outright: "I think we should stay," he said. We should nc

withdraw because withdrawal "only makes it easy for the Commu
nists/' who would sweep over Southeast Asia. Three days later h

made his position still clearer:

What helps to win the war, we support; what interferes with

the war effort, we oppose. I have already made it clear that

any action by either government which may handicap the

winning of the war is inconsistent with our policy or our"

objectives. This is the test which I think every agency and
official of the United States Government must apply to all of

our actions. . . Butwe have a very simple policy in that area . . . .:

we want the war to be won, the Communists to be contained,

and the Americans to go home. . .But we are not there to see a

war lost, and we will follow the policy which I have indicated

today of advancing those causes and issues which help win
the war.

These September 12 remarks became "a poUcy guideline,

Roger Hilsman noted in 1967. Hilsman cited them as such in a pla

for Vietnam that he and his associates prepared, at the President'

request, and sent to j[FTC on September 16 (see below).
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On September 26, Kennedy amplified further. We keep troops
in Vietnam and elsewhere, he said, because "our freedom is tied up
with theirs" and the "security of the United States is thereby endan-
gered" if they pass "behind the Iron Curtain." "So all those who
suggest we withdraw [in any wayl, I could not disagree with them
more." "If the United States were to falter, the whole world, in my
opinion, would inevitably begin to move toward the Communist
bloc."''

Aid reductions are excluded, Kennedy stated on March 6, 1963,
because tampering with "economic programs and military programs
in South Viet-Nam, in Cambodia, in Thailand" would cause "that area
to collapse," leading to Commimist control of "all of Southeast Asia,
m\h the inevitable effect" of threatening India and perhaps even the
Middle East. There is, then, no "real prospect of the burden being
lightened for the U.S. in Southeast Asia in the next year ifwe are going
to do the job and meet what I think are very clear national needs." It

Ls our "objective" to ensure that "the assault from the inside, and
^vhich is manipulated from the North, is ended" (November 12, 1963).

rhe natural conclusion is that we must go to the source and pimish
:he manipulators if we fail to contain the "assault from the inside" by
South Vietnamese peasants against US forces and their agents.

After the Diem regime was overthrown on November 1, 1963,

:here was a "new situation there," Kennedy told the press, and "we
lope, an increased effort in the war" (November 14). He added that

3ur policy should now be to "intensify the struggle" so that "we can
3ring Americans out of there"—after victory, as the context makes
mmistakably clear.

In Fort Worth, a few hours before the assassination, Kennedy
nade his last statement about Vietnam: "Without the United States,

south Vietnam would collapse overnight." In the speech he was to

pve in Dallas, he intended to say that "Our successful defense of
reedom" in Cuba, Laos, the Congo, and Berlin can be attributed "not
o the words we used, but to the strength we stood ready to use"; fair

mough, with regard to his selection of Third World illustrations of
lis "defense of freedom." Kennedy extolled his huge military
)uildup, undertaken to blunt the "ambitions of international Com-
nunism." As the "watchman on the walls of world freedom" the US
lad to undertake tasks that were "painful, risky and costly, as is true
n Southeast Asia today. But we dare not weary of the task."'^
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In internal discussion, Kennedy's consistent position was the

everyone must "focus on winning the war." There can be no wltl:

drawal without victory; the stakes are far too high. One can accus

the President of no duplicity. His public rhetoric accords closely wit

his stand in internal discussion.

Kennedy's closest associates maintained the same stance aft(

the assassination. "Unless we can achieve [our] objective in Sout

Vietnam/' Robert McNamara informed LBJ in a March 1964 mem(
randum, "almost all of Southeast Asia will probably fall under Con

mimist dominance," with threats going beyond Burma, Malays!

Indonesia, and Thailand to the Philippines, India, Australia and Ne
Zealand, Taiwan, Korea, and Japan. 'The stakes are high." In a noi

to LBJ on June 1 1, Robert Kennedy expressed his full support, sayir

that Vietnam "is obviously the most important problem facing tl

United States and if you felt I could help I am at your service." As
token of his support, he expressed his willingness to replace Lodge <

Ambassador to Saigon. In May 1965, three months after the bombir

of South Vietnam had been vastly intensified along with the fir

regular bombing of the North and afterUS combat forces had landei

RFK condemned withdrawal as "a repudiation of commitments ui

dertaken and confirmed by three administrations" which wouj

"gravely—perhaps irreparably—weaken the democratic position i

Asia." Theodore Sorenson traces RFK's first break with Johnsc

policy to February 1966, when RFK called for a negotiated settlemei

(but not withdrawal, never an option).
^^

The basic reasoning behind the war was indicated years later I

McGeorge Bundy. In retrospect, he felt that "our effort" in Vietna

was "excessive" after October 1965, when "a new anti-communi

government took power in Indonesia and destroyed the communi
party," incidentally, slaughtering severalhundred thousand peasan

and securing Indonesia's riches for foreign corporations. As Bunc

now recognized, with Vietnam already in ruins and Indonesia pr

tected against infection, it may have been "excessive" to continue

demolish Indochina at inordinate cost to ourselves. US-support€

miUtary coups in Thailand and the Philippines, the virtual demolitic

of most of Indochina, and the subsequent poUcies of economic stra:

gulation and isolation brought the US at least a partial victory, ensu

ing that the region will continue to "fulfill its main function," fr(

from any threat of "radical nationalism." That the US won a consi(

erable victory was clear to the international business community ar
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(thers 20 years ago, as already discussed, though notby the standards
if those who regard anything less than attainment of maximal aims
s an unthinkable disaster. The questions therefore remain largely
oreign to the intellectual culture.

As the costs to the US began to mount, qualifications began to
nter, and when disaster loomed, some proponents of "the domino
Keory" backed away or even derided it. But Kennedy and his drde
id not waver in their extremism as long as success seemed within
each. The same was true of intellectual opinion. McGeorge Bimdy
carcely exaggerated when he wrote that only "wild men in the
nngs" questioned the basic assumptions of the Kennedy-Johnson
^ar, raising more than tactical questions about feasibility and cost,

urthermore, that judgment remains largely valid today, in elite

5Ctors.

. Kennedy's War

Lacking popular support, the client government estabUshed by
isenhower turned to extensive terror directed against the anti-
rench resistance (Viet Minh, later relabelled "Viet Cong"). "There
m be no doubt," a 1972 study prepared for the Pentagon concludes,
that innumerable crimes and absolutely senseless acts of suppres-
on against both real and suspected Commimists and sympathizing
illagers were committed. Efficiency took the form of brutality and a
)tal disregard for the difference between determined foes and poten-
al friends." Killing and repression began at once, with over 10,000
illed by 1957. Bernard Fall estimates about 66,000 killed between
?57 and 1961, another 89,000 between 1961 and April 1965, virtually

1 of them South Vietnamese, victims of state terror or "the crushing
eight ofAmerican armor, napalm, jet bombers and finally vomiting
ases."^^

By 1956, military historian Eric Bergerud observes, "Many of the
lost vulnerable cadres had already been imprisoned or killea."
hough Diem's post-Geneva terror "left the [Communist] Party reel-
ig," through 1959 "the Party adhered to the poUcy of political rather
lan violent resistance" and "by and large honored the Geneva Ac-
>rds," having "dismantled the bulk of its military apparatus," leav-

g its cadres "relatively disarmed." It finally decided "to answer in
nd" though with "a small-scale and secret effort" until 1960, a
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reaction that elicited hysterical outrage in the United States ov

Communist perfidy.

Having lost its only asset, the monopoly of violence, the GV
faced imminent collapse. As Kennedy took over, the US positi(

seemed desperate in both Laos and Vietnam. By 1961, the Pentag

Papers report,

it had become clear in both Saigon and Washington that the

yellow star of the Viet Cong was in the ascendancy. . . TheVC
continued to hold the initiative in the coimtryside, controlling

major portions of the populace and drawing an increasingly

tight cinch around Saigon. The operative question was not

whether the Diem government as it was then moving could

defeat the insurgents, but whether it could save itself.

Kennedy accepted a diplomatic settlement, at least on paper, in La(

but chose to respond by miHtary escalation in Vietnam.

Under Eisenhower, the Pentagon Papers report, US forces h

been "strictly advisory," following the norm of the Latin Americ

terror states. But as JFK took over in 1961, "the U.S. had in additi

provided military capabiHties such as helicopters and tactical ,

support" by January 1962, following Kennedy's authorization

USAF Farmgate operations in October. On November 22, 1961, t

President authorized use of US forces "in a sharply increased eff(

to avoid a further deterioration of the situation in SVN [South Vi

naml," including "increased airlift to the GVN in the form of helicc

ters, Ught aviation and transport aircraft," and both equipment a

US personnel "for aerial reconnaissance, instruction in and executi

of air-ground support and special inteUigence." Included in the "^

military imits" were three army HeUcopter Companies, a Tro

Carrier Squadron with 32 planes, combat aircraft, a Reconnaissai

Unit, and six C-123 aircraft equipped for defoUation. On Noveml

11, the NSC had authorized dispatch of "Aircraft, personnel a

chemical defoUants to kill Viet Cong food crops and defoUate selecl

border and jungle areas," and by November 27 it was reported t]

"spraying equipment had been installed on Vietnamese H-34 helicc

ters, and is ready for use against food crops." US military person]

were increased from 841 to 5576 by June 30, 1962. MAAG [MilitJ

Assistance Advisory Group] teams were extended to battahon le'

and were "beginning to participate more directly in advisi

Vietnamese unit commanders in the planning and execution ofm
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tary operations plans." By February 1962, the US Air Force "had
aheady flown hundreds of missions/' John Newman writes, citing an
army history, often with only a low-ranking Vietnamese enlisted man
for show. In one week of May 1962, Vietnamese Air Force and US
helicopter uiuts flew about 350 sorties (offensive, airlift, etc.).^°

US escalation led to "a noticeable improvement," Hilsman
wrote. In particular, "the helicopters were grand... Roaring in over
the treetops, theywere a terrifying sight to the superstitious VietCong
peasants," who "simply turned and ran," becoming "easy targets."

Kennedy also authorized the use of napalm, which particularly de-

lighted MACV Commander General Paul Harkins; asked about the

consequences of napalming villages, he repHed that it "really puts the

fearofGod into the Viet Cong." By mid-1962, theCIA was conducting
inteUigence and sabotage operations against the North, as well as

"coimter-terror" (the technical term for "our terror") in the South. The
intent of Kennedy's 1961-1962 escalation was "to fight the insurgency
by destroying its economic base and disrupting the social fabric of the

areas where the Front was stiongest" by a variety of means, later

extended to "defoUation, air attack, and indiscriminate artillery bom-
bardment of what later were to be called 'free fire zones'"
(Bergerud).^^

As military operations were intensified in 1962, the US mihtary
became concerned that "supporting air and artillery were an induce-
ment [to ARVN, the GVN armyl to rely on indiscriminate firepower
as a substitute for aggressiveness." It was not long before State De-
partment inteUigence tiansmitted reports "that indiscriminate bomb-
ing in the countryside is forcing innocent or wavering peasants
toward the Viet Cong" and that over 100,000 Montagnards had fled

VC-controlled areas, in part because of 'The extensive use of artillery

and aerial bombardment and other apparently excessive and indis-

criminate measuresbyGVN military and security forces," which have
"imdoubtedly killed many innocent peasants and made many others
more willing than before to cooperate with the Viet Cong." Extensive
use of air power and crop destruction might provoke "militant oppo-
sition among the peasants and positive identification with the Viet
Cong," who were recruiting locally and depended on the local popu-
lation for concealment and support (December 1962). Superhawk
Dennis Dimcanson of the British Advisory Mission reported that the
pohcy of random bombardment of villages in "open zones" (where
no restrictions appUed) was the "principal cause of a huge migration
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of tribesmen in the siumner of 1962," citing estimates from 125,000 1(

300,000.

The problem caused by "increased aggressiveness," includin;

use of artillery and air power "to 'soften up' the enemy" conceale<

among the population, was noted by Kennedy's dovish adviser

Hilsman and National Security Staff member Michael Forrestal, wh
observed that "No one really knows...how many of the 20,000 'Vi€

Cong' killed last year [1962] were only innocent or at least persuad

able villagers" and "it is impossible to assess how much resentmer

among persuadable villagers is engendered by the inevitable ace

dents" (attacks on the wrong village, for example). The same prol

lems arose later in Laos, and in Cambodia, where total air war again;

the peasant community played a significant role in mobilizing th

Khmer Rouge, as attested by US government studies and indeper

dent scholarship.^

By 1962, Kennedy's war had far surpassed the French war at il

peak in heUcopters and aerial fire power. As for personnel, France ha

20,000 nationals fighting in all of Indochina in 1949 (US force level

reached 16,700 under JFK), increasing to 57,000 at the peak.^

Kennedy's aggression was no secret. In March 1962, US official

announced publicly that US pilots were engaged in combat missior

(bombing and strafing). By October, after three US planes were sh(

down in two days, a front-page story in the New York Times reporte

that "in 30 percent of all the combat missions flown in VietnameseA
Force planes, Americans are at the controls," though "national insi^

nia have been erased from many aircraft, both American an

Vietnamese, . . .to avoid the thorny international problems involved

The press reported further that US Army fliers and gunners wei

taking the military initiative against southern guerrillas, usingHU-I
heUcopters, which had more firepower than any World War II fightt

plane, as an offensive weapon. Armed helicopters were regular!

supporting ARVN operations. US operations in 1962 in the Dell

region in the southern sector of South Vietnam were reported b

journalist Robert Shaplen, among others.^'*

The character of Kennedy's war was also no secret. In a 196

book, journalist Richard Tregaskis reported his interviews with U
helicopter pilots who described how "wild men" of the helicopt(

units would shoot civilians for sport in "solid VC areas." Describin

visits to hamlets that had been hit by napalm and heavy bombs in U
air strikes, Malcolm Browne, AP correspondent from 1961, observe
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lat "there is no question that the results are revolting. Unfortunately,
le VietCong builds bunkers so skillfully it is rarely touched by aerial

Dmbs or napalm, except in cases of direct hits. But huts are flattened,

id civilian loss of life is generally high. In some, the charred bodies
F children and babies have made pathetic piles in the middle of the

jmains of market places."^

The character of Keimedy's war was revealed further by Roger
iilsman. In his 1967 book, he cites a December 19, 1962 report of his

oreau of Intelligence and Research, which identifies several prob-
ms. One is that "excessive use of air strikes in the absence ofground
)ntact with the enemy continues to kill a lot of innocent peasants."
nother is that the core element ofthe pacificationprogram—the plan
• drive some 7 million peasants into "strategic hamlets"—^was not
jing well implemented. 'The purpose of these measures is to isolate

id protect the peasants from the Communists," but "excessive use
• air power and crop destruction" and other terror techniques "may
ell develop a militant opposition from the peasants and their posi-
i^e identification with the Viet Cong."

In retrospect, Hilsman also expressed his unhappiness about
^foliation, which "was just too reminiscent of gas warfare," and
ipalm, "a standard item of issue" with "ample stockpiles"; thebatfle
^er its use "had long since been lost" by mid-1962. "What was
abatable," he wrote in 1967, "was whether it was on balance a gain
• a loss to bomb huts, 'structures,' and villages that had been re-

5rted to be Viet Cong." It was debatable for two reasons: first,

telligence was faulty so that the wrong villages might be struck;

cond, "indiscriminate bombing, or even carelessness in bombing,
ould turn the people toward the Viet Cong." It is these reservations
at identify Hilsman as a leading dove.

To illustrate some of the problems, Hilsman described an oper-
ion of January 21, 1962. The senior American adviser who planned
e operation called for an early morning attack by B-26s from the
irmgate squadron, who were to bomb and strafe a cluster of huts
;ar the Cambodian border; "but through a tragic error in map-read-
%!' Hilsman writes, "they in fact attacked a Cambodian village just
^er the border, killing and wounding a number of villagers." Fortu-
itely, the error was quickly rectified. Five minutes later, the US
)mbers attacked the intended village with 500-poimd bombs, along
ith T-28 rocket attacks. The huts were bombed and strafed for 45
inutes, wounding 11 civihans and killing 5 others, including chil-
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dren of 2, 5, and 7. An airborne battalion was then dropped

parachute. "Except for the error that led to bombing the Cambod
village, the plan was well and efficiently executed—^but it was m
appropriate to the European fronts of World War n than it was

guerrilla warfare." 'The greatest problem," Hilsman continued,

that bombing huts and villages will kill civilians and push the po]

lation still further toward active support for the Viet Cong"; that tl

did commonly support the Viet Cong, and that the GVN could o

control them by force, was no secret to the head of State Departm

intelligence.

Hilsman favored counterinsurgency over World War II-sl

operations. He therefore supported British adviser Sir Rol

Thompson's concept of strategic hamlets, into which South Vietnc

ese were to be herded by force or random bombardment. Th

concentration camps, Hilsman explains, were to "create the phys:

security the villager must have before he could make a free chc

between the Vietcong and the government," a "free choice" der

him in his native village. But the plan failed. Citing Thomps

Hilsman notes that "there had been no real effort to isolate

population from the Viet Cong by eliminating Viet Cong agents <

supporters inside the strategic hamlets and by imposing controls

the movement of people and suppUes." "Vietcong agents remaii

in place" and "some Viet Cong supporters and agents. . .had no d
culty repenetrating the hamlet and continuing subversion." The <

rect strategy would have been to ensure that all such supporters <

agents were "eliminated before the troops and civic action tec

moved on to the next" area. "It seemed obvious that putting defer

around a village would do no good if the defenses enclosed Viet C(

agents," still free to talk to their brothers or cousins. "Free choice

available only under armed guard by an occupying army in

encampment surrounded by barbed wire, with the political oppi

tion "eliminated." The Pentagon Papers analyst adds that it was
easy to gain the loyalty of peoplewho had to be "herded forcibly ft

their homes," or bombed out of them, and who, for some reas

showed "resentment if not active resistance" to these forthcom

efforts to offer them a "free choice," American-style.^^

Hilsman's views mark the dovish end of the Camelot spectn

At the other extreme, Walt Rostow, General Curtis LeMay, and otl:

called for US force to get on with the job.
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In his moral-historical tract, Guenter Lewy, who departs from
le official Party Line only in that he recognizes no category of
innocent peasants," reports that by the end of 1962, the US had
eployed 149 heHcopters and 73 fixed-wing aircraft, which had car-

ed out 2048 attack sorties. "Areas which could not be penetrated by
Dvemment forces were declared 'open zones,' and villages in them
ere subjected to random bombardment by artillery and aircraft so
; to drive the inhabitants into the safety of the strategic hamlets," the
iea being "to concentrate the rural population in fortified villages so
; to provide them with physical security against the VC," who most
ipported, according to US government studies. The only problem is

lat "these measures of coercion further ahenated the population,"
id were therefore unwise. The Wehrmacht officers who helped write
le coimterinsurgency manuals doubtless appreciated his senti-

lents.

Noted himianitarians took much the same position, for exam-
e, Leo Cheme, chairman of the executive committee of Freedom
ouse and of the board of directors of the International Rescue
ommittee. This respected advocate of the rights of (certain) refugees
rote in December 1965 that 'There are more than 700,000 additional
fugees who have recently fled the coimtryside dominated by the
letcongand with their act of flight have chosen themeager sanctuary
•ovided by the government of South Vietnam." As he wrote, a US
)vemment-sponsored study observed thatUS air and artillery bom-
irdment impel the villagers "to move where they will be safe from
ich attacks...regardless of their attitude to the GVN," facts hardly
)scure to any person of minimal Uteracy at the time.^^

And well before. It is worth noting that the US attack on South
ietnam, and the mounting atrocities, aroused no detectable interest
concern, just as the US-run terror campaign of the 1950s had passed
ith scarcely a raised eyebrow. And the more humane ideas of
ilsman and other doves, who preferred concentration camps and
termination of the poUtical opposition to indiscriminate bombard-
ent, were highly praised, criticized only for the incompetence of
ese efforts to provide a "free choice" to the South Vietnamese
sasants we "protected." One of the more striking revelations in the
ntagon Papers was the utterly casual attitude towards terror and
lughter in the South, questioned only because of problems it might
use us among the targeted population and the embarrassment if

52 raids "do not show signihcant results," which might make us
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"look silly and arouse criticism" (William Bundy). The decisions

bomb the North and to send US combat troops receive extensi

deliberation. Virtually no attention is given to what Bernard F;

recognized at once as the fundamental policy decision of early 19(

"what changed the character of the Vietnam war," he wrote, "was r

the decision tobomb North Vietnam; not the decision to use Americ

groimd troops in South Vietnam; but the decision to wage imlimit

aerial warfare inside the country at the price of literally pounding t

place to bits." In general, the population of the South was consider

fair game for whatever the US chose to do.

This understanding was largely shared in the intellectual a
ture at home. The bombing of the North and the dispatch of 1

combat forces were controversial. Bombing of the South and oth

atrocities were not, until much later. The astonishing disparity

planning revealed in the Pentagon Papers also passed without notii

presumably being taken as obvious.^

The reasons are clear. The bombing of the North and the d
patch of US combat troops might be harmful to us. Slaughter in t

South could be conducted with complete impunity, at least ur

popular opposition finally began to take shape. A comparison

Reagan's wars in Central America in the 1980s gives a useful measu

of the cultural change brought about by the popular movements tl

finally arose, and explainswhy they have evoked such horror inma
circles.

3. Shared Ground

It is well to be aware of just how much agreement there is abc

the nature of the war in the specialist Uterature. The consensus is w
illustrated by the detailed and informative province studies. The fi

of these, and to this day the most important, was the 1969 study

Long An province by Jeffrey Race, a US Army adviser in Sov

Vietnam who compiled one of the most important documenta

records. The most recent to appear is a 1991 study of Hau Ngl

province by Eric Bergerud. These studies focus on two critica

important provinces in the Delta near Saigon, which were typical

much of the areas of insurgency; both studies review the lar^

context as well, and reach conclusions not seriously questioned eh

where, apart from tactical judgments.^
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Both analysts recognize that the US-imposed regime had no
egitimacy in the coimtryside, where 80 percent of the popiilation

ived (and little enough in the urban areas); and that only force could
:ompensate for this lack. Both report that by 1965, when the US war
igainst South Vietnam moved to sheer devastation, the VC had won
he war in the provinces they studied, with Uttle external support,
^ace observes that "the government terrorized far more than did the
evolutionary movement—for example, by Uquidations of former
/ietminh, by artillery and groimd attacks on 'commimist villages,'

ind by roundups of 'communist sympathizers.' Yet it was just these
actics that led to the constantly increasing strength of the revolution-
try movement in LongAn from 1960 to 1965." Prior to 1960, the Diem
egime enjoyed a near monopoly of violence and pursued the conflict

'through its relentless reprisal against any opposition, its use of
orture," and other severe repression, while the Communist Party, "at
jreat cost," kept to "an almost entirely defensive role." When violence
vas authorized in self-defense, theVC quickly tookover the province,
)arts ofwhich were declared a free strike zone in 1964. US troops took
>ver and vastly increased the violence in 1965. The first North
Vietnamese units appeared in 1968.

GVN officials were aware that "communist cadres are dose to
he people, while ours are not," but never understood why. They
ailed entirely to address the needs of the rural masses, in contrast
dth the revolutionary forces, who "offered concrete and practical
olutions to the daily problems of substantial segments of the rural
>opulation..." The only recourse was terror, then the incomparable
;reater violence of the invaders.

Bergerud's conclusions are similar. The Government "lacked
sgitimacy with the rural peasantry," while "the great strength of the
'ommimist-led National Liberation Front...which enjoyed wide-
pread support among the peasantry, . . . frustrated allied efforts," as
id the unwillingness of the GVN or the US to propose any "funda-
mental change in the social or economic makeup of South Vietnam."
'he basic problem was the "extremely formidable political appara-
as" of the NLF, their "extremely popular" programs that "earned for
tie Viet Minh the loyalty and gratitude of himdreds of thousands of
'oor peasants," many of whom had supported the Viet Minh for
enerations and had "learned from early childhood to view reality

trough the prism of Viet Cong ideas, beUefs and prejudices," anthro-
ologist-adviser Gerald Hickey observed in 1962. US-GVN terrorand
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jOUphnnoiJvonj^, rc(civcd more votos than nny oilier (juKlidjilc. 'F'hc

JS Wcis Ihcrcforc coinpcllcd lo overthrow llic )'/)V(Tninciit, j)l.i( inj'

:he ultra-right in power.) lu I (uiHiinjM'Ict tioii', n)',j',e(l sex rudely th.it

fven the most pro US observers wvir ,ipj).illed, while Ihe Sl.iie I n-
?artment conceded Ih.it the NI,F IS w.is "m ,1 position to I, ike over lite

»ntire country" by \^Hy\ hecni-.cof their cllediveorjNun/.inj',. I lilsin.in

leld that "pro-Western, .inii ( oiiunnnist neiitr.ilily" ,1 reve.ilin)'

:oncepl, stondiird m the liter.itiire "iniglil be the most tiuileouid be
expected from ,1 coimlry like I.nos."'"

In the face ol these bitter redlities in Sotith Vietn.im, Hcr^'.erud

lOntinues, the USh.ul only one option: violerx c. h'or Kennedy .ind his

ircle, violence r.iised at inosi I.k ti( .il problems, the ( lient rej^ime
inderstood iluii iliere w,is no other choice, despite the negative
mpact on villnj^ers when I )iem's <i)',enis "beheaded suspects in nelgh-
•oring hamlets" <md otherwise murdered, tortured, and destroyed.
Pacification activities 111 I i.m N>;hi.i wend)asi( dlly ( oenivem n.iture
rom the very bej^innmg, despite 'revolutionary' programs or riu'loric

oming from ( ()RI3S (the "he.irls and minds" contingent! or the
iVN. Force, much of it comin)-, from the U.S. Army, w.is .ilways the
;ey component." "Almost all 'progress' was coercive," ,ind "ess<'n-

ially negative," aimed merely at "military attrition" of the indigenous
Bsistance. In February l<>^,S, ih<- I JS be>',.m regular bombing of Front
ones in Hau Nghiit, whu h "were early and frequent targets of the
l-52s/' withtheirmassiveandindiscriminaledestruetion.Hythefim<'
he 25th Division arrived, "most fr(>e fire /ones had become laiy.ely

epopulaled." Crop destruction and other defoliation operations
^ere undertaken from 1962 in the hope they "would fone villagers

) leave Front areas and move to leg^ions th.it h,id a ( ,VN presence
nd were thus safe from spraying." From the outset, ".mything of
nportance that w.is .k < ()mplished...was due to coercion and vio-
?nce, most of it supplied by U.S. forces."

The coercion and violence had their successes ( rop destruction
nd other atrocities caused peasants to flee to "safety. Ihe huge
umber of Front followers killed, wounded, captured, or driven to

Jrrender shook the Front very badly." And the I JS milit.try cimpaign
id cau.se "great destruction and much loss of innocent life," remov-
»g much of the population to ".safety" as "Slowly the hamlets were
iten away by .small VC: initiated incidents,md m.issive U.S. retalia-

on" (civilian ad vi.ser Ollie Davidson). Ihe post- let f)a( ification cam-
aign, with its virtually unrestrained terror, finally produced
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"favorable trends/' ("High Tide for the Allies: 1970" is the chapt€

heading.)

But it came too late. "Unfortunately for the United States, th

longwar of attrition required to weaken theNLF was simultaneous!

a crushing burden on the U.S. Army and led inevitably to a stead

decline in public support for the war effort" in the US, while dissob

ing the remnants of the client regime.

As the rhetoric indicates, these are not the reflections of a dov

Bergerud begins by informing the reader that he accepts "the mor

validity...of the Vietnam war." His commitment is so firm that r

other position is even thinkable. Thus in his review of the "lar^

nimiber of interesting books and articles. . .concerning the America

conduct of the Vietnam War," all, without exception, share his imw.

vering faith in the "moral validity" of the US effort, differing only c

how the noble cause should have been implemented.

It may be true that the Front had "gained moral ascendancy"

:

Vietnam, could fairly claim to be defending "national sovereignty

against the US aggressors, could easily have won the political victoi

it sought, and was even able to win military victory before the tot

takeover by the invading superpower, which could respond to i

political strength and popular support only by extraordinary terr

and violence. But there can be no question of the "moral validity"

the US cause. "Only American military intervention offered hope f

the futiire" after the Front had won control of the province, Bergen

concludes, "hope" being identified with victoryby the aggressors ai

the local thugs they imposed. Furthermore, "the Front was ruthle

in its tactics, unquestionably more so than the GVN," a conclusi(

that follows at once from the fact that the vastly greater terror ai

violence of the US clients was in a righteous cause; the US, 1

definition, cannotbe "ruthless," howevermurderous and destructi\

just as it cannot lack "moral validity," whatever it does.

Despite such axioms—which are familiar through the 500-ye

conquest, and can readily be duplicated in Stalinist and Nazi i

chives—Bergerud remains an honest historian, whose contributio

are of value not only in thoroughJy refuting his judgments, but al

in baring the reality with telling clarity.

It would be unfair to leave the impression that Bergerud

extreme in these attitudes. He does not approach Guenter Lewy, wl

he much admires; or Sidney Hook, or Leo Cheme, or other rea]

extreme advocates of state terror and atrocities. And as already note



From Terror to Aggression 61

nd shown in far greater detail elsewhere, the most liberal and hu-
lane sectors of intellectual opinion do not departfrom these assump-
ons in any fundamental way. It is "clear," the New York Times
roclaims, that "the lesson of Vietnam was a sense of the limits of
United States power." "Clear," and subject to no discussion. In con-
•ast, the lesson ofAfghanistan was not "a sense of the limits of Soviet
ower," except, perhaps, to some utterly unreconstructed Stalinists.

>iscussing with much approval the 'Oieroic tale" of a Vietnamese
Dllaborator with the French imperialists and their American succes-
)rs, the Times reviewer describes the methods he devised in 1962 to
estroy the "political organization" of the South Vietnamese revolu-
onaries. The most successful device was to send "coimter-terror
lams to track down and capture or kill recalcitrant Vietcong offi-

als"—counter-terror teams, because it was the US and its clients who
ere assassinating civilians to undermine an indigenous political
rganization that they could not confront in the political arena, as
illy conceded.^^ The lessons taught by the Wehrmacht advisers have
^en absorbed well beyond Army coimterinsurgency manuals, not
irprisingly, given their deep roots in the tradition and culture.

Children must be rigorously indoctrinated in these conventions
• ensure that Political Correctness will reign imchallenged. Themost
ctensive study ofhigh school history texts found that the word terror
ioes not appear once in reference to U.S. or client practices in any of
le48 texts examined in 1979 and 1990. The VietCong, it is duly noted,
urdered and terrorized; one can only wonder how they could
)ssibly out-terrorize Diem's U.S.-backed forces." The answer to that
lestion is quite simple: it is true by definition, the same device that
punges the vastly greater US terror, and its aggression itself, from
e annals of history.^^

The task of restoring doctrinal conformity among the general
)pulation in the post-Vietnam war era has not been an easy one.
Jnsiderable effort has been required to entrench a proper imder-
mding of what had happened, and to eradicate the deviant view
at theAmericanwarwas "fundamentallyv^ong and immoral," not
erely a "mistake." This element of the dread "Vietnam syndrome"
11 infected 71 percent of the population in 1990 (72 percent in 1982,
percent in 1986), despite the massive efforts undertaken to over-
me the malady, to which educated elites were far less vulnerable,
ite policies thatlose their lustre are reflexivelyportrayedby respect-
le intellectuals as a "failed crusade," undertaken for aims that are
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"noble" but "illusory" and "motivated by the loftiest intention

(Stanley Kamow's judgment in his best-selling companion volume

a PBS TV series on the war). It is the responsibility of the assassins

history to portray crime as "failure," a mere "aberration," only

apparent departure from our nobility and the perfection of our ins

tutions. Unfortunate consequences are the result of misunderstan

ing and naivete, or perhaps the fault of evil men who imaccotmtal

gained inordinate power, soon to be expelled from the body politic

Thismuch is close to a cultural imiversal, and the source ofmu
derision when foimd in enemy states. For the more extreme a

humorless Staliiust party hacks, inability to comprehend such Higl

Truths demonstrated the "anti-Sovietism" of the miscreants, a chai

that is the very hallmark of a totahtarian culture and is unknown ap

from Stalinist Russia, Brazil imder the Generals, Nazi Germany, a

a few other cases, among them the intellectual mainstream in 1

United States and its British counterpart, where books on "Ar

Americanism" are highly praised and solemnly reviewed by fell<

commissars.^ Outside of such circles, comparable notions woi

appear merely comical; consider, for example, the Hkely reaction

Rome or Milan to the notion "anti-Italianism"—post-Mussolini, ti

is.

So effectively has history been rewritten that an informed joi

nalist at the left-liberal extreme can report that "the US miHtar

distrust of cease-fires [in Iraq] seems to stem from the VietnamWa
when the Commimistenemy—but not, apparently, theUS invaders

"used the opportunity [of a bombing pause] to recover and fight c

(Fred Kaplan). Near the dissident extreme of scholarship, the chc

man of the Center forEuropean Studies at Harvard can inJForm us t]

Nixon's Christmas bombing of Hanoi in 1972 'l)rought the No
Vietnamese back to the conference table" (Stanley Hoffmaim). St

fables, long ago demolished, are aMve and well, as the propagar

system has elegantly recovered; no real problem among the educal

classes,who had rarely strayed from the Party Line. The achieveme

of propaganda are well-illustrated by the fact that Americans gen

ally estimate Vietnamese deaths at about 100,000, a recent acader

study reveals, about 5 percent of the official figure. It is as if l

German public estimated Holocaust deaths at 300,000, the authi

note.^^

What conclusion we would draw about the political culture

Germany if the public were to believe such an estimate, while
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moraland intellectual leaders declare their righteousness?A question
we might ponder, as Year 501 dawns.

4. Kennedy's Plans and their Import

JFK's aggression was later escalated to a full-scale attack against

all of Indochina, becoming one of the most destructive wars of the
500-year conquest. The war also had a long-term impact on the US
and global economies, and on political and cultural life. Public indig-

nation over US crimes, though long delayed and never remotely
commensurate with their scale, spread to substantial parts of the
population. The war stimulated the popular movements of the 1960s,
which proliferated and expanded through the Reagan years. The
ferment brought previously marginalized sectors into the political

arena to pursue their concerns, causing the "crisis of democracy" that

Liberal eUtes found so ominous. The ideological institutions of the
West have devoted substantial energies to reimposing discipline on a
public that was falling out of control, with mixed success. These have
been highly significant features of the post-Vietnam years.

The Kennedy-Johnson transition of 1963-1964 assumes a special

interest in this connection. It is particularly enlightening to see how
Vietnam policies were portrayed by the Kennedy intellectuals at the
time, then reinterpreted after the enterprise turned sour and the
disaster had to be dated to November 23, 1963 so as to preserve the
mage of Camelot and the reputations of the courtiers. This is an
Jitriguing chapter of cultural history, still unfolding.

The significance of the issue is enhanced by its alleged relation

:o the Kennedy assassination, a topic that has aroused much attention
md indeed passion, peaking in 1991-1992. In this case, as noted
earlier, it is largely grassroots elements (often called "the left"^) that
lave taken up the cudgels in the defense of President Kennedy, on
:he theory that he was assassinated by powerful groups that per-
:eived him to be a dangerous "radical reformer." These dark forces
ire variously identified as the CIA, the far right, militarists, etc. Many
)n the left accept this perception as accurate, holding that JFK was
ibout to withdraw from Vietnam, end the Cold War and the arms
•ace, smash the CIA to a thousand pieces, dismantle the military-in-

iustrial complex, and set the coimtry on a course towards peace and
ustice. Others hold only that the assassins exaggerated his reformist
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zeal. Some popular variants bring in other assassinations, real and

alleged. The plot also becomes intertwined with theories of a "secret

team" that has "hijacked the state," bringing us to our current sorry

pass.

Quite broadly, the assassination is depicted either as bringing to

a close an earlier age of innocence (at least, political legitimacy), or as

aborting JFK's plans to lead us toward that condition, in a radical

departure from the historical norm. Under either interpretation, the

legitimacy of authority was lost in fundamental ways with the assas-

sination, never to be regained, a matter of great importance. These

tendencies, which have received strong support from leading Ken-

nedy intellectuals, have come to consume a large part of the limited

energies and resources of the left.

Vietnam policies of 1963-1964 play a central role in these con-

ceptions. That is not implausible, given the timing of the assassination

and the subsequent escalation. The sense that this was a historical

turning point is fortified by other factors: the appeal of Kennedy

imagery, the deterioration of the conditions of life for a large part of

the population since the early 1970s, the failure of the civil rights

movement to realize its early promise, and the growing recognition

that the political and economic systems are not responsive to the

needs and concerns of the general public.

When Kennedy was assassinated, the war was still at the level

ofextreme state terror but limited aggression.We then face the central

question: Did JFK plan to withdraw without victory? The thesis

currently prevalent among Kennedy intellectuals and large segments

of the left is that Kennedy was indeed carrying out such a plan,

aborted by the assassination, and that Johnson at once reversed this

policy and escalated the war; the two groups then part company on

what this indicates about the assassination.^'' The thesis is understood

to imply that JFK would not have responded to changing conditions

in the manner of his closest advisers and war managers.

If true, the thesis is important, lending weight to the belief that

Kennedywas indeed a remarkable ifnot unique figure. If it is ground-

less, then it becomes reasonable to inquire into the roots of the picture

of innocence lost, or prospects destroyed.

Versions of the thesis have reached a wide audience from the

late 1960s in books by Kennedy associates and assassination theorists.

Itbecame a major national issue v^th the 1991 release ofOHver Stone's

aim. JFK. According to Stone and his colleagues, their primary histor-
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:al source on Vietnam is a "ten year study" by John Newman,
ublished in 1992 by the conglomerate that produced the fihn. Pre-
jnted as a major historical work, Newman's study is the most ambi-
ous effort to defend the withdrawal-without-victory thesis, which
e and others take to be established by his research. The film was
jleased with a major publicity campaign, with PR specialist Frank
lankiewicz, Robert Kennedy's former campaign manager, in charge
f Washington press relations, and reached a huge audience.

Stone's film elicited a vigorous response, including harsh at-

icks and favorable reviews, and opinion pieces and letter exchanges
3-oss the spectrum, sometimes with considerable passion. Liberal
itics tended to support Stone's thesis about JFK, while denoimdng
m for concocting assassination conspiracies and "[running] away
om the serious question, which is why the American policy elite,

id the American poUtical class and press, all of them acting with
)od intentions, should have gone so wrong, and done so much evil"
Villiam Pfaff). The fihn was granted a rare front-page story in the
ew York Times, reporting the awed response of viewers to "the only
lining star that ever crossed the American political sky," and their
nazement to learn "what [JFK] might have done, what they
opped"—"they" having the intended ominous ring. Other viewers
ked "Why has this been ignored?," suggesting a link to estabUsh-
ent efforts to disguise the truth about the assassination. That the
arren Commission Report is a fraud is assim:ied by a majority of the
)pulation, hardly a surprise, given the enormous publicity the
large has been accorded in the mass media. It is not even surprising
learn that when a faulty transmitter disrupted cable TV service in
n Diego, delaying transmission of a fihn on "the JFK conspiracy,"
)zens of viewers called the station denouncing this CIA plot. Books
ndemning the Warren Commission Report dominated the best-
Uer lists in early 1992, while its critics protested estabhshment
ppression of their skepticism.

Stone's film traced the Kennedy assassination to a high-level
nspiracy: CIA, miUtary-industrial complex, and others, perhaps
en LBJ. The fihn. Stone informed the National Press Club, suggests
at Kennedy was assassinated "because he was determined to with-
aw from and never send combat troops to Vietnam" (that he was
withdrawing from Vietnam" and "had committed himself
mly...to oppose the entry of U.S. combat troops" has been "un-
uivocaUy" demonstrated. Stone added, citing Arthur Schlesinger
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and John Newman). At aTown Hall (New York) forum sponsored by ,

the Nation, Norman Mailer told an enthusiastic audience that 'Ti

Kennedy was going to end the war in Vietnam, he had to be replaced.

Lyndon Johnson was the man to do it." Stone's film presents the

"overarching paradigm" for all further inquiry into the assassination,

Mailer went on, though not the complete solution to the mysteries

surrounding this "huge and hideous event, in which the gods warred

and a god fell," a cosmic tragedy that casts its pall over all subsequent

history. The judgment, shared by many others, was articulated by the

lead actor, Kevin Costner, in his role as the film's hero. New Orleans

District Attorney Jim Garrison: "We have all become Hamlets in our

country, children ofa slain father-leaderwhose killers still possess the i

throne."^

Newman's book was favorably received, notably, in a promi-

nent review in the New York Times by JFK's close associate and

chronicler, Arthur Schlesinger, who lauded Newman's scholarship

and endorsed hismain conclusions, as he did elsewhere as weU. Other

reviewers also found Newman's argument convincing.^^ These en-

thusiastic reactions, and Newman's own media interventions, con-

tributed to the 1991-1992 fervor. In a spectrum ranging from the left

to leading Kennedy Uberals, Newman's book is taken as the basic

source establishing the withdrawal-without-victory thesis, with aU of

its broad impHcations.

For many reasons, then, it is worthwhile to have a close look at

the presidential transitionand the issue ofwithdrawal-escalation. The

question of what Kennedy might have done, or what was hidden in

the secret recesses of his heart, we may leave to seers and mystics. We
can, however, inspect what he did do and say, an inquiry facilitated

by a rich documentary record.^

5. The Prospects Look Bright

At first, JFK's 1961-1962 aggression appeared to be a grand

success. Hilsman's enthusiasm, cited earlier, was widely shared. By

late spring of 1962, the Pentagon Papers analyst observes, "the pros-

pects looked bright" and "to many the end of the insurgency seemed

in sight." The US leadership in Vietnam and Washington "was confi-

dent and cautiously optimistic," and "In some quarters, even a mea-

sure of euphoria obtained."



From Terror to Aggression 67

In his semi-official history of the Kennedy presidenqr, Arthur
iilesinger observes that by the end of 1961, 'The President imques-
Dnably felt that an American retreat in Asia might upset the whole
orld balance." The stakes being so enormous, he escalated the
)nflict in the manner already described. "The result in 1962 was to
ace the main emphasis on the military effort" in South Vietnam,
:hlesinger writes, with "encouraging effects" as "The advisers
Dcked in with the weapons of modem war, from typewriters to
ilicopters," helping to plan miUtary actions in which they "some-
nes participated themselves." These achievements enabled Ken-
Jdy to report in his January 1963 State of the Union message that
'he spearpoint of aggression has been blunted in South Vietnam."
Schlesinger's own words: "1962 had not been a bad year:. . .aggres-
3n checked in Vietnam.""*^

Recall that Kennedy and his historian-associate are describing
e year 1962, when Keimedy escalated from extreme terrorism to
itright aggression.

This optimistic assessment of the prospects for successful ag-
ession led RobertMcNamara to initiateplanning for the withdrawal
US forces from Vietnam, leaving to the cUent regime the dirty work
cleaning up the remnants. Kennedy and McNamara recognized
at domestic support for JFK's war was thin, and that problems
ight arise if it were to persist too long. The military was divided, but
Lth no interest in staying on after victory. Similarly, in November
67, General Westmoreland announced that with victory imminent,
5 troops could begin to withdraw in 1969 (as happened, though
ider circumstances thathe did not anticipate); that recommendation
•es not show that he was a secret dove."^ Advocacy of withdrawal
:er assurance of victory was not a controversial stand.

In contrast, withdrawal without victory would have been highly
ntroversial. Within the domestic mainstream, that position received
mt support: the first timid editorial advocacy of it, to my knowl-
ge, was in late 1969, well after corporate and political eUtes had
termined that the operation should be liquidated as too costly.
Ken Howard Zinn published a book in 1967 calling for US with-
awal, the idea was considered too outlandish even to discuss.'*^

The question to be considered, then, is whether JFK, despite his
31-1962 escalation and his militant public stand, planned to with-
aw without victory, a plan aborted by the assassination, which
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cleared the way for Lyndon Johnson and his fellow-warmongers to

bring on a major war.

6. JFK and Withdrawal; the Early Plans

The major withdrawal decisions were reported at once in the

press, and the basic facts about the internal deliberations lyingbehind

them became known 20 years ago, when the Pentagon Papers ap-

peared. Discussing the "Vietnam problem" as perceived in July 1962,

the analyst writes that "At the behest of the President, the Secretary

of Defense undertook to reexamine the situation there and address

himself to its future—^with a view to assuring that it be brought to a

successful conclusion within a reasonable time." At a July 23 "full-

dress conference" in Honolulu, McNamara was impressed with the

"tremendous progress" that had been made (his words). He called for

"phasing out major U.S. advisory and logistic support activities."

MACV Commander General Paul Harkins estimated that the VC
should be "eliminated as a significant force" about a year after the

Vietnamese forces then being trained and equipped "became fully

operational." McNamara, however, insisted upon "a conservative

view": planning should be based on the assimiption that "it would

take three years instead of one, that is, by the latter part of 1965." He
also "observed that it might be difficult to retain public support for

U.S. operations in Vietnam indefinitely," a constant concern. There-

fore, it was necessary "to phase out U.S. military involvement." On
July 26, the Joint Chiefs ordered preparation of a Comprehensive Plan

for South Vietnam to implement McNamara's decisions. The stated

objective was to ensure thatby the end of 1965, theSaigon government

would take over "without the need for continued U.S. special military

assistance." The crucial operating assumption was that "The insur-

gency will be under control" by the end of 1965.

On January 25, 1963, the Comprehensive Plan was presented to

the Joint Chiefs. General Harkins's plan stated that "the phase-out of

the US special military assistance is envisioned as generaUy occurring

during the period July 1965-June 1966," earUer where feasible.'"

A few days later, the Chiefs were reassured that this was the

right course by a report by a JCS investigative team headed by Army
Chief of Staff Earle Wheeler that included leading miUtary hawks. The

team had been "asked to form a military judgment as to the prospects
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or a successful conclusion of the conflict in a reasonable period of
ime." Its report was generally upbeat and optimistic: ''the Govem-
nent of Vietnam is making steady and favorable progress" in the

JS-guided military offensive, and the "common people" show in-

reased confidence that "the government is going to triumph." A new
National Campaign Plan" ("Operation Explosion") is in place, as-

igning "greater initiative" to the Saigon army than in the past, a
ounterpart to theMACV Comprehensive Plan "designed to prepare
he armed forces of South Vietnam to exercise control of their terri-

ory, without our help, by the end of calendar year 1965." Prospects
or both were hopeful. Their anticipated success would allow a "con-
urrent phase-out of United States support personnel, leaving a Mil-
tary AssistanceAdvisory Group [MAAG] ofa strength ofabout 1,600
tersonnel." All of this was considered feasible and appropriateby the
op military command.

Technical suggestionswerepresented to implement these plans,
deluding a recommendation to relax the rules of engagement for US
rmed helicopters, already deployed "in an escort role, under combat
onditions"; they should be allowed to attack "Viet Cong targets of
pportunity, in a combat situation," even ifnot fired upon. US Farmg-
te operations, disguised vn\h Vietnam Air Force markings, already
lad such authority under Kennedy's war. Another recommendation
/as to go beyond "the minor intelligence and sabotage forays [1 line

ot declassified]" to "a coordinated program ofsabotage, destruction,

•ropaganda, and subversive missions against North Vietnam," keep-
ig theUS "wholly in the background while at the same time conduct-
ig the anti-North Vietnam campaign as a powerful military
ndeavor rather than as an ancillary [1 line not declassified]."

feeler's team recommended that the US should "intensify" the
raining ofVietnamese military forces for these missions "and encour-
ge their execution of raids and sabotage missions in North Vietnam,
oordinated with other military operations" [another two and a half
nes not declassified].

Wheeler then reported directly to the President on February 1,

iforming him "that things were going well in Vietnam militarily, but
lat Ho Chi Minh was fighting the war for peanuts and if we ever
xpected to win that affair out there, we had to make him bleed a little

if." The President "was quite interested in this," General Wheeler
^called in oral history (July 1964). His dovish advisers were also

npressed. In April 1963, on assuming the position of Assistant
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Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, Roger Hilsman proposed to

"continue the covert, or at least deniable, operations along the general

lines we have been following for some months" against North Viet-

nam with the objective of "keeping the threat of eventual destruction

alive in Hanoi's mind." But "significant action against North Viet-

nam" is unwise on tactical grounds: it should be delayed until "we

have demonstrated success in our cotmter-insurgency program."

'Tremature action" against the North might also "so alarm our

friends and allies and a significant segment of domestic opinion that

the pressures for neutralization will become formidable"; as always,

the dread threat of diplomacy must be deflected. With judicious

planning, Hilsman said, "I beUeve we can win in Viet-Nam."^

We thus learn that in January 1963, in an atmosphere of great

optimism, the military initiatives for withdrawal went hand-in-hand

with plans for escalation of the war within South Vietnam and possi-

bly intensified operations against North Vietnam. We learn further

that "inteUigence and sabotage forays" into North Vietnam were

already underway—since mid-1962, according to JFK's National Se-

curity adviser McGeorge Bundy. On December 11, 1963, as the new
Administration took over, Forrestal confirmed that "For some time

the Central InteUigence Agency has been engaged in joint clandestine

operations with ARVN against North Vietnam." Journalist William

Pfaff reports that in the summer of 1962, at a Special Forces encamp-

ment north of Saigon he observed a CIA "patrol loading up in an

unmarked C-46 with a Chinese pilot in civilian clothes," taking off for

a mission in North Vietnam ("possibly into China itself'); "Some were

Asians, some Americans or Europeans," who "certainly were not

going north to give advice."^

The connection between withdrawal and escalation is readily

understandable: successful military actions would make it possible

for theGVN to take over the task from the Americans, who could then

withdraw with victory secured, satisfying the common intent of the

extreme hawks, war manager McNamara, and JFK.

The same natural connection was established in 1968-1969,

when an authentic withdrawal was initiated. It was combined with

the most devastating and ferocious campaign of mass murder yet

undertaken by the US expeditionary force, though downplayed by

the cultural managers in favor of incidents that could be treated as

"aberrations" by GIs in the field. The withdrawal was also accompa-

nied by a huge expansion of the assault against the civilian societies
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)f Laos and Cambodia, also suppressed by the loyal media, who
alsely accused Richard Nixon of deceiving them about the slaughter
ind the decisive US role in it, when he fell out of favor. Again, the
issociation is a natural one: withdrawal is conditioned on victory."''

Not everyone was as optimistic as the military command. A few
lays before the President heard Wheeler's upbeat report, he received
I memorandum from Hilsman and Forrestal (January 25) that was
nore qualified. They condemned the press for undue pessimism and
mderplayingUS success, and agreed that "Thewar in South Vietnam
s clearly going better than it was a year ago." They praised ARVN's
increased aggressiveness" resulting from the US mihtary escalation,

eporting that GVN control now extended to over half the rural
>opulation (compared with 8 percent under VC control), a consider-
ble gain through late 1962. But "the negative side of the ledger is still

wesome." The VC have increased their regular forces, recruiting
Dcally and supplied locally, and are "extremely effective." 'Thus the
onclusion seems inescapable that the Viet Cong could continue the
^rar effort at the present level, or perhaps increase it, even if the
tifiltration routes were completely closed." "Our overall judgment,
1 simi, is that we are probably winning, but certainly more slowly
Kan we had hoped." They made a variety of technical recommenda-
ions to implement the counterinsurgency program more efficiently,

nth. more directUS involvement; and to improve the efficiency of the
IS mission to accelerate the "Progress toward winning the war."'^

The 1963 assumptions were to come into far more serious ques-
on after the US-backed coup that replaced the Diem-Nhu regime on
lovember 1. High-level civilian and military officials finally came to

^cognize that their optimism was based on fraudulent reports. It

ecame increasingly clear that the crucial condition for the with-
rawal plans—that victory be assured—no longer obtained. Through
964, the situation continued to deteriorate. Calls for actions against
le North then increased, but on different grounds than in early 1963:
rith. the US position collapsing in the South, the last hope was to
3erce the DRV to order the southern insurgents to desist. From 1965,
\e US took the war over directly in the South and expanded it to a
ill-scale attack on the rest of Indochina as well. The dovish altema-
ve was an "enclave strategy" with the US troop level frozen at under
30,000 men.

Returning to the period of optimism, on April 18, 1963, the
'irector of the State Department's Vietnam Working Group, Chal-
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mers Wood, recommended that "We should veto any further requests

for increases [in troop level]...and quietly support McNamara's in-

tention to achieve a significant reduction by the end of the year,

provided things go well." He felt that "1,000 military could be pulled

out of Saigon tomorrow and things would go better." He recom-

mended "that a substantial number of American military should be

pulled out ofViet-Nam by the end of this year, provided we make the

progress suggested by [Brigadier Robert] Thompson," the respected

head of the British Advisory Mission. Thompson had recommended
toMcNamara that "if progress during 1963 continued good," it might

be wise to withdraw about 1,000 men.

On May 6, McNamara stated that military advisors should be

the last category removed, and requested a plan for withdrawal of

"1,000 or so personnel late this year [1963] if the situation allows."

Secretary of State Dean Rusk approved (May 13), as did Chairman of

the Joint Chiefs Maxwell Taylor (August 20), Kennedy's most trusted

military adviser. The "fundamental objective" remains unchanged,

Michael Forrestal advised the President on August 27: the US must

"give wholehearted support to the prosecution of the war against the

Viet Cong terrorists," and "continue assistance to any government in

South Vietnam which shows itself capable of sustaining this effort."

The reference to "any government" relates to the increasing

concerns of the Kennedy Administration over the Diem regime. One
problem was that its repression was evoking internal resistance,

which was interfering with the war effort. Another was thatDiem and
his brother Nhu, considered "the power behind the throne," were

pressing their demands for US withdrawal with increasing urgency.

On April 22, the CIA had reported that Diem and Nhu "were con-

cerned over recent 'infringements' of Vietnamese sovereignty," and

"after building up a strong case, [Diem] plans to confront Ambassa-

dor Nolting and USMACV Chief General Harkins with irrefutable

evidence of U.S. responsibility, demanding a reduction in the number
of U.S. personnel in South Vietnam on the basis that the force is too

large and unmanageable." A week earlier, a source (not declassified)

had reported that in an April 12 conversation,Nhu "repeated his view

that it would be useful to reduce the numbers of Americans by

anywhere from 500 to 3,000 or 4,000." In a front-page interview in the

Washington Post,May 12, Nhu stated that "South VietNam would like

to see half of the 12,000 to 13,000 American military stationed here

leave the country."^
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Administration planners feared that the GVN pressures for
athdrawal of US forces would become difficult to resist, a danger
tihanced by exploratory GVN efforts to reach a diplomatic settle-

lent with the North. The skimpy political base for Kennedy's war
rovld then erode, and the US would be compelled to withdraw
athout victory. That option being imacceptable toJFK and his advis-
rs, the Saigon regime had to get on board, or be dismissed.

. JFK and Withdrawal: the Denouement
By the end ofAugust, JFK and his most dovish advisers (Averell

[arriman, RogerHilsman, George Ball) agreed that the clientgovem-
lent should be overthrown. On August 28, the President "asked the
'efense Department to come up with ways of building up the anti-
iem forces in Saigon." He called for actions "which would maximize
le chances of the rebel generals" and said, "We should ask Ambas-
idor Lodge and General Harkins how we can build up military
irces which would carry out a coup." Harriman said that without a
)up, "we cannot win the war" and "must withdraw." Hilsman
igreed that we cannot win the war imless Diem is removed," as did
ill, while Robert Kennedy also called for efforts to strengthen the
bel generals. Secretary Rusk warned JFK that "Nhu might call on
le North Vietnamese to help him throw out the Americans." Hils-
an urged (August 30) that if Diem and Nhu make any "Political
ove toward the DRV (such as opening of neutralization negotia-
3ns)," or even hint at such moves, we should "Encourage the gen-
als tomove promptlywith a coup," and undertake "military action"
the DRV tries to counter our actions, letting them "know imequiv-
:ally that we shall hit the DRV with all that is necessary to force it to
Jsist," bringing in "U.S. combat forces to assist the coup group to
hieve victory," ifnecessary. 'The important thing is towin the war,"
ilsman advised McGeorge Bimdy; and that meant getting rid of the
igon regime, which was dragging its feet and looking for ways out.
le President concurred that "ourprimary objective remains winning
ar," Rusk cabled to the Saigon Embassy.

The CIA had been reporting for months "that Nhu policy was
le of ultimate neutralization and unification of Vietnam," in accord
ith the 1954 Geneva agreements, and continued to warn that "the
VN, the DRV, and the French may have been engaged of late in
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exploring the possibilities of some kind of North-South rapproche-

ment," which might lead to a GVN demand for US withdrawal

(September 26). In a September 30 memorandum, William SulUvan

reviewed a long discussion with the French Charge in Saigon and the

Canadian and Indian International Control Commission (ICC) offi-

cials. They discoimted current rumors about North-South dealings,

but "all of them insisted that we should not discoimt the possibility

of such a deal in the future," perhaps "three or four months," the

well-informed French Charge felt. Such reports could only increase

the alarm in Washington, intensifying the fear of a peaceful settle-

ment.^^

Particularly disquieting was a public statement of August 29 by

French President Charles de Gaulle, expressing the hope that the

Vietnamese "could go ahead with their activities independently of the

outside, in internal peace and imity and in harmony with their neigh-

bors." In a memorandum preparing the President for a September 2

TV interview with Walter Cronkite, McGeorge Bundy focused JFK's

attention on de Gaulle's statement, while advising that he continue to

"ignore Nosey Charlie." He warned against the "specter of neutralist

solution," reviewing de Gaulle's apparent beUef "in neutralizing

Vietnam" and advising JFK to express incomprehension, calling in-

stead for France "to share in the work of resisting Commimist aggres-

sion in Vietnam." Kennedy followed Bimdy's advice. When Cronkite

asked about the de Gaulle statement, he responded that the US had

"listened" but without interest, indeed, with irritation:

What, of course, makes Americans somewhat impatient is

that after carrying this load for 18 years, we are glad to get

counsel, but we would like a little more assistance, real assis-

tance. But we are going to meet our responsibility anyway. It

doesn't do us any good to say, "Well, why don't we all just

go home and leave the world to those who are our enemies."

Kennedy reiterated his resentment in private. In a White House

conference the next day (September 3), he asked "what the French are

doing toward assisting the Vietnamese." After being shown a paper

on the subject, "The President commented that the French were trying

to get for Vietnam what had been done in Laos, i.e., neutralization,"

which "was not working in Laos" and was no model for Vietnam. He

also wondered why Walter Lippmann proposed the Laotian model.

Asked whether France would protest his comments about de GauUe



From Terror to Aggressiori 75

in the Cronkite interview, "the President said he doubted [French]

Ambassador Alphand had the guts to protest." JFK remained ada-
mant in his opposition to a diplomatic settlement that woiild entail

withdrawal without victory
.^^

The consensus remained that "the war in the countryside is

going well now" (Ambassador Lodge, September 11), though discor-

dant notes were being sounded. There was substantial urban unrest,

and the Diem government was not considered trustworthy. In a
September 11 paper, Hilsman wrote that "The U.S. policy objective

should continue to be the maintenance of a viable, strong and free area
in South Viet-Nam capable of maintaining its independence, success-
fully resisting Commimist aggression, and susceptible to U.S. influ-

ence." Accordingly, "we should tell Diem that we are ready to

prosecute our program to aimihilate the Viet Cong menace with
renewed vigor and that we expect full cooperation from him in this

endeavor"—or else. Diem must "focus on wiiming the war," Hilsman
added in a September 16 memorandimi.

This memorandum outlined a plan that the President had re-

i^uested in the light ofDiem's recalcitrance. Delivered to the President
Dn that day, Hilsman's plan stated that "Withdrawal by the U.S.

tvould be immediately disastrous to the war effort." To attain our
"overall objective," which is "to win the war against the Viet Cong,"
ive must support "what helps win the war" and "oppose" what
"interferes with the war effort," in accord with the "policy guideline"
:hat the President had stated on September 12 (see page 46).^^

The general assessment was that the war could not be won "if

SJhu remains in power" (Joseph Mendenhall, also considered a dove).
Ahorse yet, Nhu "has frequently claimed that the American presence
nust be reduced," the CIA reported, and was continuing his dealings
-vith the North, which might lead to a peaceful settlement, undermin-
ng Kennedy's war policies.

The basic principle, unquestioned, is that we must "focus on
Aonning the war." On September 14, Harriman wrote to Lodge,
naking the point immistakeable: "I can assure you that from the
'resident on down everybody is determined to support you and the
:ountry team in winning the war against the Viet Cong. There may
)e some differences in opinion or in emphasis as to how it is to be
lone, but there are no quitters here."^

In particular, JFK is no quitter. There is not a phrase in the
ntemal record to suggest that this judgment by a trusted high-level
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Kennedy adviser, at the dovish extreme, should be qualified in any

way.

We now approach the final weeks of JFK's presidency, the last

opportunity to determine his intentions.We therefore pay close atten-

tion to his (limited) involvement in discussion and decision-making.

On September 17, after a meeting with his NSC advisers to

discuss the plan for military victory that Hilsman had prepared.

President Kennedy instructed Ambassador Lodge to pressure Diem
to "get everyone back to work and get them to focus on winning the

war," repeating his regular emphasis on victory. It was particularly

important to show military progress because "of need to make effec-

tive case with Congress for continued prosecution of the effort," the

President added, expressing his constant concern that congressional

support for his commitment to miUtary victory was weak. "To meet

these needs," he informed Lodge, he was sending his top aides

McNamara and Taylor to Vietnam. Their missionwas to appraise "the

military and paramilitary effort to defeat the Viet Cong," JFK in-

structed McNamara, and to ensure "the progress of the contest," a

matter of "the first importance." There have been "heartening results"

until recently, but "future effectiveness" requires new actions by the

GVN and Washington. The goal remains "the winning of the war,"

the President again emphasized, adding that 'The way to confound

the press is to win the war." Like Congress, the press was an enemy
because of its lack of enthusiasm for a war to victory and its occasional

calls for diplomacy.

Taylor proposed that he and McNamara present Diem with a

fixed time scale within which "the war must be won." According to

McGeorge Bundy's minutes, 'The President did not say 'yes' or 'no'

to this proposal," apparently unwiUing to be bound by any commit-

ment to withdraw.^^

McNamara and Taylor were encouraged by what they foimd.

Taylor informed Diem that he was "convinced that the Viet Cong
insurgency in the north and center can be reduced to little more than

sporadic incidents by the end of 1964" and the war effort everywhere

should be "completed by the end of 1965." On October 2, Taylor and

McNamara presented this analysis to the President, noting that "The

military campaign has made great progress and continues to prog-

ress." On these assumptions, they presented a series of recommenda-

tions, three of which were later authorized (watered down a bit) in

NSAM 263:
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• "An increase in the military tempo" throughout the country so
that the military campaign in the Northern and Central areas will
be over by the end of 1964, and in the South (the Delta) by the
end of 1965.

• Vietnamese should be trained to take over "essential functions
now performed by U.S. miUtary personnel" by the end of 1965,
so that "It should be possible to withdraw the bulk of U.S.
persormel by that time."

• In accordance with point two, "the Defense Department should
announce in the very near future presently prepared plans to
withdraw 1000 U.S. mihtary persormel by the end of 1963. This
action should be explained in low key as an initial step in a
long-term program to replace U.S. personnel with trained
Vietnamese without impairment of the war effort."

Their report stressed again that the "overriding objective" is

ctory, a matter "vital to United States security." They repeated that

ithdrawal could not be too long delayed: "any significant slowing
the rate of progress would surely have a serious effect on U.S.
)pular support for the U.S. effort." They expressed their beUef "that
e U.S. part of the task can be completed by the end of 1965," atwhich
ne military victory would have been assured. The withdrawal plans
2re crucially qualified in the usual way: "No further reductions
ould be made until the requirements of the 1964 campaign become
m," that is, until battlefield success is assured.^

Note that JFK and his advisers consistently regarded lack of
»pular support for the war and GVN initiatives toward poUtical
ttlement not as an opportunity for withdrawal, but rather as a threat
victory.

The National Security Council met the same day to consider
2se proposals. The President's role was, as usual, marginal. He
peated that "the major problem was with U.S. public opinion" and
ain balked at the time scale. He opposed a commitment to with-
aw some forces in 1963 because "if we were not able to take this
tion by the end of this year, we would be accused of being over
timistic." McNamara, in contrast, "saw great value in this sentence
order to meet the view of Senator Fulbright and others that we are
gged down forever in Vietnam." The phrase was left as "a part of
? McNamara-Taylor report rather than as predictions of the Presi-
nt," who thus remained imcommitted to withdrawal, at his insis-

ice.
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A public statement was released to the press, presenting thu

McNamara-Taylor judgment that "the major part of the U.S. militarr

task can be completed by the end of 1965, although there may be

,

continuing requirement for a limited number of U.S. training person

nel," and that the training program "should have progressed to th-

point" where 1000 men can be withdrawn by the end of the year. Th'

statement repeated the standard position that the US will work wit)

the GVN "to deny this coimtry to Communism and to suppress th

externally stimulated and supported insurgency of the Viet Cong a

promptly as possible," continuing with "Major U.S. assistance ij

support of this military effort," which "is needed only until thi

insurgency has been suppressed or until the national security forces

of the Government of South Viet-Nam are capable of suppressing

it."^^

At a White House conference on October 5, the President di

rected that the decision to remove 1000 US advisers "should not b:

raised formally with Diem. Instead the action should be carried oui

routinely as part of our general posture of withdrawing people whej-

they are no longer needed."

The results of this meeting were formalized as NSAM 263 (Oc

tober 11), a brief statement in which 'The President approved thh

three military recommendations cited above. . .," weakened by on^

change: that "no formal announcement be made of the implementa

tion of plans to withdraw 1000 U.S. military personnel by the end c

1963." The final provision ofNSAM 263 is JFK's personal approval c

a telegram instructing Ambassador Lodge to "increase effectivenes

of war effort" along with training and arming of new forces, so as t

enhance the prospects for victory, on which withdrawal was condi

tioned. It is necessary, the telegram adds, to overcome the "crisis c

confidence among Vietnamese people which is eroding popular sup

port for GVN that is vital for victory," and the "crisis of confidenc

on the part of the American public and Government," who also d'

not see how "our actions are related to our fundamental objective c
• . //58

Victory.

Note that read literally, NSAM 263 says very little. It approve

the McNamara-Taylor recommendations to intensify the war an*

miUtary training so that "It should be possible to withdraw the bul

of U.S. personnel" by the end of 1965, and includes JFK's persons

instructions to Lodge to intensify military action to achieve "ou

fundamental objective of victory." It does not call for implementin;



From Terror to Aggression 79

1,000 man withdrawal, but rather endorses the third point of the
cNamara-Taylor proposal concerning plans for such withdrawal
s an initial step in a long-term program" to be conducted "without
ipairment ofthe war effort," deleting their call for formal announce-
ent of these plans.

Presumably, the intent was to implement the withdrawal plans
nilitary conditions allow, but that intent is unstated. The fact might
borne in mind in Ught of elaborate later efforts to read great

piificance into nuances of phrasing so as to demonstrate a dramatic
ange in policy with the Kennedy-Johnson transition. Adopting
5se interpretive techniques, we would conclude that NSAM 263 is

nost vacuous. I stress that is not my interpretation; I assume the
vious unstated intention, only suggesting that other documents be
(ated in the same reasonable manner—in which case, widely-held
liefs will quickly evaporate.

As noted, the basic decisions were made public at once. The
:tuie presented then requires no significant modification in light of

? huge mass of documents now available, though these make much
Dre clear the President's unwillingness to commit himself to the
thdrawal recommended by his war managers, his concern that
mestic opinion might not stay the course, his insistence that with-
awal be conditioned on military victory, and his orders to step up
i military effort and to "maximize the chances of the rebel generals"
replace the Diem regime by one that will "focus on winning" and
t entertain thoughts of US withdrawal and peaceful settlement.

Robert Kennedy also had reservations about making the with-
awal plan pubUc. He felt that we were "so deeply committed to the
pport of the effort in Vietnam that Diem will not be greatly influ-

:ed" by the announced plan (one of its purposes being to press
sm onwards with the war effort). At a White House Staff meeting
October 7, Bundy noted that reservations had been voiced about

J withdrawal, expressing his surprise that "some people were
dng as 'poUyanna-ish' the IvlcNamara-Taylor' statement that we
lid pull out of Vietnam in two years." He stated that the "general
e" for a forthcoming presidential press conference "will be that in

years the Vietnamese will be able to finish the job without US
litary forces on the scene—a position considered reasonable by
Jryone aroimd the table" (Bundy, Forrestal, Generals Taylor and
fton [JFK's military aide] are mentioned).^^
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Through October, problems with theGVN continued to mount.

Nhu openly called for the Americans to depart, saying that he and his

brother had opposed the American intervention at "the time of great-

est danger" in 1961-1962, and now wanted US troops out completely.

The US should only provide aid, he demanded. AJnbassador Lodge

warned that "we should consider a request to withdraw as a growing

possibility."

Another problem was the lack of "effectiveness of GVN in its ^

relation to its own people." Asked about this. Lodge responded in an

"Eyes only for the President" commimication that "Viet-Nam is not

a thoroughly strong police state. . .because, unlike Hitler's Germany,

it is not efficient" and is thus unable to suppress the "large and i

well-organized underground opponent strongly and ever-freshly

motivated by vigorous hatred." The Vietnamese "appear to be more

than ever anxious to be left alone," and though they "are said to be

capable of great violence on occasion," "there is no sight of it at the

present time," another impediment to US efforts. The same concerns

were expressed about the Indonesian Generals at the same time,

though they proved equal to the task, gaining much esteem for their

Nazi-style ruthlessness. The Saigon Generals, however, were never

able to meet Washington standards.^°

Small wonder that JFK was imwilling to commit himself to the

McNamara-Taylor withdrawal proposal. Note that the same defects

of the US clients underlie the critique of the strategic hamlet program

by Kennedy doves (see page 54).

Intelligence continued to report that the optimistic projections

were dubious while pressures for unification and neutralization re-

mained strong. Paul Kattenburg, at the dovish fringe, reported yet

another problem: "Chemical defoliation and crop destruction opera-

tions are effective weapons against the VC," but "Present approval

procedures are too cumbersome" and "The psychological and civic

action aspects of the operation are not particularly good." The need

is for more efficiency and better PR.^^

Washington's coup plans continued, with Ambassador Lodge

in operational command. The only hesitation was fear of failure. JFK

thought that we "could lose our entire position in Southeast Asia

overnight" if the coup plans failed. When the coup finally took place

on November 1, replacing Diem and Nhu (who were killed) by a

military regime, the President praised Lodge effusively for his "fine

job" and "leadership," an "achievement. . .of the greatest importance"
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hat "is recognized here throughout the Government." With the gen-
erals now in power, "our primary emphasis should be on effective-

less rather than upon external appearances," the President added.
Ne must help the coup regime to confront "the real problems of
vinning the contest against the Communists and holding the confi-

ience of its own people." The "ineffectiveness, loss of popular confi-

lence, and the prospect of defeat that were decisive in shaping our
elations to theDiemregime" arenow a thing ofthe past, the President
loped, thanks to Lodge's inspired leadership and coup-management,
vith its gratifying outcome (November 6).^^

Two weeks before Kennedy's assassination, there is not a phrase
n the voluminous internal record that even hints at withdrawal
without victory. JFK urges that everyone "focus on winning the war";
withdrawal is conditioned on victory, and motivated by domestic
liscontentwith Kennedy's war. The stakes are considered enormous.
Nothing substantial changes as the mantle passes to LBJ.

The post-coup situation had positive and negative aspects from
he point of view of the President and his advisers. On the positive
ide, they hoped that the ruling generals would now at last focus on
ictory as the President had demanded, gain popular support, and
nd the irritating calls for US withdrawal and moves towards a
•eaceful settlement. On the other hand, there was disarray at all

svels, while at home, advocacy of diplomacy was not stilled. The
lovish advisers stressed the need to counter these tendencies.
4endenhall warned Hilsman about the danger posed by suggestions
1 the New York Times (November 6, 10) "that the U.S. should under-
ike international negotiations for settlement of the Vietnam prob-
?m." He proposed a private meeting with the editors "to try to set
lem straighton the situation inVietnam and on U.S. poUcy regarding
'ietnam." On November 13, Forrestal informed Times editor Robert
leiman that "it would be folly" to consider a negotiated settlement:
South Vietnam was still not strong enough to approach the bargain-
ig table with any hope of coming away whole," and "responsible
'ietnamese in Vietnam" would probably view such prospects as "a
3mplete seUout by the U.S." He advised Bundy that we should
repare "to counter" further efforts "to peddle" this idea in the
ledia."

Meanwhile, evidence that imdermined the optimistic assess-
lents was becoming harder to ignore. A week after the coup. State
'epartment Intelligence, with the concurrence of the CIA, reported
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that by late October the military situation had sharply deteriorated,

predicting "unfavorable end-1963 values" for its statistical factors.

The new government confirmed that the GVN "had been losing the

war against the VC in the Delta for some time because it had been

losing the population." A top-level meeting was held in Honolulu on

November 20 to consider the next steps. The US mission in Vietnam

recommended that the withdrawal plans be maintained, the new

government being "warmly disposed toward the U.S." and offering

"opportunities to exploit thatwe never had before." Kennedy's plans

to escalate the assault against the southern resistance could now be

implemented, with a stable regime finally in place. McNamara, ever

cautious, stressed that "South Vietnam is under tremendous pressure

from the VC," noting a sharp increase in VC incidents after the coup,

and urged that "We must be prepared to devote enough resources to

this job of wiiming the war to be certain of accompHshing it. .
." At an

8 AM White House meeting on November 22, Bundy was informed

that "for the first time" military reporting was "reaUstic about the

situation in the Delta."^

Before proceeding, let us have a look at what was pubHcly

available in the press at once. The topic merits a brief review, in the

Ught of later allegations aboutmedia suppression. That distortion and

suppression by the media are common is not in doubt. But not in this

case, it turns out. I will keep to the New York Times.

The October 2 McNamara-Taylor military recommendations

that are (largely) authorized in NSAM 263 were outlined in the lead

story in theNew York Times the next day. The story correctly describes

the National Security Coimcil decisions, and is accompaiued by the

text of the White House statement. In conformity to the internal

record, the withdrawal plans are attributed toMcNamara and Taylor,

not JFK.

In a news conference of October 31, published the next day, JFK

maintained the caution he showed in internal discussion, distancing

himself from the withdrawal plans:

As you know, when Secretary McNamara and General Taylor

came back, they announced that we would expect to with-

draw 1,000 men from South Vietnam before the end of the

year. . . If we are able to do that, that will be our schedule. I

think the first unit, the first contingent, would be 250menwho
are not involved in what might be called frontline operations.

Itwould be our hope to lessen the number of Americans there
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by 1,000 as the trainii\g intensified and is carried on in South
Vietnam... As far as other units, we will have to make that
judgment based on what the military correlation of forces may
be.

ie went on to laud his military build-up, which would soon permit
he armed forces to deploy seven divisions quickly, a crucial factor in
he "military correlation of forces."

On the same day, a front-page story reported JFK's hopes to
withdraw 1000 men by the end of the year as the training of South
Vietnamese is intensified. On November 13, Jack Raymond reported
hat Defense Officials say that the 1000-man withdrawal plans remain
inchanged. Two days later, he reported that at a news conference,
^hile keeping the "official objectives announced on October 2 to

withdraw most of the troops by the end of 1965," Kennedy weakened
he withdrawal plans, reducing the estimate for 1963 to "several
Lundred," pending the outcome of the Honolulu meeting. JFK again
mphasized the need to "intensify the struggle." A front-page story
tie next day reported the annoimcement by Major-General Charles
'immes that "The withdrawal of 1,000 United States servicemen from
outh Vietnam will start December 3." On November 21, the official

tatement from the Honolulu meeting was reported, reaffirming the
Ian to withdraw 1000 men byJanuary 1 . A December 2 item reported
leneral Harkins's announcement that 300 would leave the next day.
)n December 4, a front-page story announced the withdrawal of 220
JI's, the first step in withdrawal of 1000 troops by Christmas.^^

In short, what was public at once accurately and prominently
^fleets the internal record that has now been revealed, including
Dme indication of JFK's personal hesitations over the withdrawal
lans recommended by his advisers.

. The Presidential Transition

At the Honolulu meeting of November 20, a draft was prepared
ligned by McGeorge Bundy) for what became NSAM 273, adopted
fter the assassination but intended for JFK with the expectation that
e would approve it in essentials, as was the norm. Top advisers
5reed; Hilsman made only "minor changes." The State Department
istory states that the draft "was ahnost identical to the final paper,"
iffering only in paragraph 7.
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a^'NSAM 273 was declassified inMay 1978; theNovember 20 dr

onJanuary 31, 1991 . The draft is not published in the State Department

history, but its assessment is quite accurate. Both documents reiterate

the basic wording of the early October docimients, and call for main-

taining military and economic assistance at least at previous levels.

On withdrawal, theNSAM approved by Johnson is identical with the

draft prepared for Kermedy. It reads: "The objectives of the United

States with respect to the withdrawal of U.S. mihtary personnel

remain as stated in the White House statement of October 2, 1963,"

referring to the statement ofUS policy at theNSC meeting, formalized

without essential change as NSAM 263. As for paragraph 7, the draft

and final version are, respectively, as follows:

Draft: With respect to action against North Vietnam, there

should be a detailed plan for the development of additional

Government of Vietnam resources, especially for sea-going

activity, and such planning should indicate the time and

investment necessary to achieve a wholly new level of effec-

tiveness in this field of action.

NSAM 273: Planning should include different levels of possi-

ble increased activity, and in each instance there should be

estimates of such factors as:

A. Resulting damage to North Vietnam;

B. The plausibility of denial;

C. Possible North Vietnamese retaliation;

D. Other international reaction.

Plans should be submitted promptly for approval by higher

authority.

(Action: State, DOD, and CIA)

The final phrase is attached to other paragraphs.^

There is no relevant difference between the two documents,

except that the LBJ version is weaker and more evasive, dropping the

call for "a wholly new level of effectiveness in this field of action";

further actions are reduced to "possible." The reason why paragraph

7 refers to "additional" or "possible increased" activity we have

already seen: such operations had been underway since the Kennedy

offensive of 1962, apparently with direct participation of US person-

nel and foreign mercenaries.

As reviewed earUer, the miUtary had advocated in January 1963

that operations against the North be continued (perhaps intensified)

i
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5 a counterpart to the plans of the hawks forwithdrawal after victory,

ith the agreement of Hilsman and reportedly the President. No
LrectUS government involvement is proposed inNSAM 273 beyond
hat was aheady underway under JFK. Subsequent plans developed
y the DOD and CIA call for "Intensified sabotage operations in

orth Vietnam by Vietnamese personnel/' with the US involved only
I intelligence collection (U-2, electronics) and "psychological opera-
ons" (leaflet drops, "phantom covert operations," "black and white
idio broadcasts").^''

These two NSAMs (263 in October, 273 on November 26 with a

ovember 20 draft written for Kennedy) are the centerpiece of the
lesis that Kennedy planned to withdraw without victory, a decision

: once reversed by LBJ (and perhaps the cause of the assassination),

tiey have been the subject of many claims and charges. Typical of

le 1992 revival is Ohver Stone's Address to the National Press Club
leging that John Newman's study "makes it very clear President
ennedy signaled his intention to withdraw from Vietnam in a vari-

y of ways and put that intention firmly on the record with National
jcurity Action Memorandum 263 in October of 1963," while LBJ
•everse[d] the NSAM" withNSAM 273. Arthur Schlesinger claimed
lat after the assassination, "PresidentJohnson, Ustening to President
ennedy's more hawkish advisers and beUeving that he was doing
hat President Kermedy would have done, issued National Security
ction Memorandum 273 calling for the maintenance of American
ihtary programs in Vietnam 'at levels as high' as before—reversing
e Kennedy withdrawal poUcy." The co-author (with Stone) of the

reenplay ]FK, Zachary Sklar, also citing Newman's book, claims
xther that the draft prepared for Kennedy "says that the U.S. will
lin the South Vietnamese to carry out covert military operations
jainst North Vietnam" while "In the final document, signed by
hnson, it states that U.S. forces themselves will carry out these covert
ilitary operations," leading to the Tonkin Gulf mcident, which "was
I example of precisely that kind of covert operation carried out by
S. forces" (his emphasis).^

Such claims, which are common, are groundless, indeed are
futed by the internal record. Newman's book adds nothing relevant
the available record, which gives no hint of any intention by JFK to

ithdraw without victory—quite the contrary—and reveals no "re-

Tsal" inNSAM 273. The call for maintenance of aid is in the draft of
SAM 273 prepared for Kennedy, and was also at the core of his
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tentative withdrawal plans, conditioned on victory and "Major U.S.

assistance" to assure it. Furthermore, Kennedy's more dovish—not

"more hawkish"—advisers approved and continued to urge LBJ to

follow what they understood to be JFK's policy, rejecting any thought

of withdrawal without victory. The final version of NSAM 273 does

not state that US forces would carry out covert operations in any new

way; nor did they, in the following months. There were covert attacks

on North Vietnamese installations just prior to the Tonkin Gulf inci-

dent, but theywere carried outby South Vietnamese forces, according

to the internal record.

The two versions ofNSAM 273 differ in no relevant way, apart 1

from the weakening of paragraph 7 in the final version. Furthermore,

the departure fromNSAM263 is slight, and readily explained in terms

of changing assessments. Efforts to detect nuances and hidden impli-

cations have no basis in fact, and if pursued, could easily be turned

into a (meaningless) "proof" that LBJ toned down Kermedy aggres-

•

siveness.

The call in paragraph 7 for consideration of further ARVN
operations against the North is readily explained in terms of the two

basic features ofthe post-coup situation: the feelingamongKennedy's

war planners that with the Diem regime gone, the US at last had a

regime committed to Kennedy's war in the South, offering new

"opportimities to exploit"; and the increasing concern about the

military situation in the South, imdermining earlier optimism. The

former factor made it possible to consider extension ofARVN opera-

tions; the lattermade it more important to extend them. In subsequent

months, Kennedy's planners (now directing Johnson's war) increas-

ingly inclined towards operations against the North as a way to

overcome their inabiUty to win the war in the South, leading finally

to the escalation of 1965, undertaken largely to "drive the DRV out of

its reinforcing role and obtain its cooperation in bringing an end to

the Viet Cong insurgency," using "its directive powers to make the

Viet Cong desist" (Taylor, November 27, 1964).^^

9. LBJ and the Kennedy Doves

Kennedy's more dovish advisers recommended the policies that

Johnson pursued, and generally approved of them until the 1965

escalation, often beyond. They lost no time in making clear that JFK's
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commitment to victory would not be abandoned. On December 10,
Forrestal, Ball, Harriman, and Hilsman, reiterating JFK's consistent
stand, assured Lodge that "we are against neutralism and want to win
the war." The same unwavering commitment was reiterated by
George Ball, perhaps the most consistent dove among them. On
December 16, he informed Lodge that "Nothing is further from USG
mind than 'neutral solution for Vietnam.' We intend to win." A year
later (November 1964), having returned to a more active role in
Vietnam planning. Ball held that the Saigon regime must continue to
receive US aid imtil the Viet Cong is defeated and agreed that "the
struggle would be a long one, even with the DRV out of it." In July
1965, he advised LBJ that "Securing theMekong Valley will be critical

in any long-run solution, whether by the partition of Laos with
Thai-U.S. forces occupying the western halforby some cover arrange-
ment." These recommendations illustrate what "dove" meant in
Camelot.'°

Ball and other JFK doves continued to support Johnson's poli-
ces, which they regarded as a continuation of Kermedy's. Writing to
the Secretary of State on May 31, 1964, Ball praised "the President's
ivise caution" and refusal to "act hastily." Against that backgroimd.
Ball added, he and Alexis Johnson had "considerably slowed down
the headlong crystallization of a plan for enlarging the war" devel-
Dped by other advisers, including some considered doves.''^

Ball's later reflections on Kennedy's attitudes are also worth
loting. He writes that he had "strongly opposed" Kennedy's Novem-
ber 1961 decision to commit US forces to South Vietnam, predicting
:o him that it would drag the US into a morass with "three hundred
:housand men in the paddies and jungles." These pessimistic predic-
lions "were not words the President wanted to hear," and he re-

sponded "with an overtone of asperity" in terms that Ball says he
lever quite understood. "Kennedy's reaction deterred me from ex-
pressing opposition to the war until after the Tonkin Gulf incident"
n August 1964, BaU adds. Ball notes that had he Uved, "Kennedy
vould almost certainly have received the same advice and pressures
Tom the same group of advisers who persuaded Johnson to deepen
Werica's involvement." He has no clear opinion as to how JFK
vould have reacted. Noting further that "some historians have ad-
luced bits of evidence to show that President Kennedy had reserved
n his own mind the possibihty ofwithdrawal," Ball writes that he can
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"venture no opinion." Note that the most he contemplates is that JFK

might have had the possibility in mind.^

In his attempt to show that JFK favored withdrawal, John New-

man claims that Ball, who replaced the more dovish Chester Bowles

as Under Secretary of State in November 1961, "was acceptable to

Kennedy because he too opposed sending U.S. combat troops to

Vietnam"—as doubtless he did, along with much of the top military.

ButNewman's unsupported judgment aboutKennedy's reasons does

not quite square with Ball's own.^^

Bowles became Ambassador at Large, then Ambassador to

India. Like John Kenneth Galbraith and others who favored political

settlement over military victory, he was distanced from policy plan-

ning by Kennedy, and scarcely appears in the internal record. There

was no place for such views in JFK's Vietnam programs.

Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield is another interesting

case. A regular participant in high-level meetings with a special

interest in Asian affairs, he is depicted in much later commentary as

an advocate of withdrawal to whom Kennedy confided his secret

plans; for Schlesinger and Newman, this claim takes on central im-

portance, as we shall see. Neither the internal nor pubUc record treats

it kindly.

Like other influential Senators, Mansfield had been concerned

over the consequences of Kennedy's war. His objections, however,

were tactical and qualified. There was no real US interest at stake that

would justify spending "countless American lives and billions of

dollars to maintain an illusion of freedom in a devastated South Viet

Nam," he felt. It would be dangerous to find ourselves "bogged

down" in a region that is "peripheral to [US] interests," he advised

JFK in August 1963. Mansfield therefore suggested that "rhetorical

flourishes" be abandoned and that "We should stress not the vague

'vital importance' of the area to the U.S.," but its "relatively limited

importance"; and that as a warning to Diem, who was not fighting

the war successfully, some 1500 military advisers should be with-

drawn "as a symbolic gesture, to make clear that we mean business

when we say that there are some circumstances in which this commit-

ment will be discontinued." The first of these proposals JFK flatly

rejected; aswe have seen, to the end he stressed the "vital importance"

of victory. Whether he accepted the second is a matter of interpreta-

tion of hidden intentions: if so, it is hardly comforting to the with-

drawal thesis.
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After the assassination, Mansfield advised LBJ to seek a general
lice "at a price commensurate with American interests." He recom-
ended "an effort to strengthen the hold of the Saigon government
1 those parts of South Viet Nam which it now controls," instead of
:iopeless "chase of the Viet Cong all over the land." Mansfield was
irticularly satisfied byLyndon Johnson's continuation ofKennedy's
)lides. At a meeting of the National Security Council on April 3,

64, LBJ rejected Senator Morse's proposal for "using SEATO and
e UN to achieve a peaceful settlement," informing him that the
Iministration accepted McNamara's views thatwithdrawal or neu-
dization would lead to a Commimist takeover and therefore remain
lacceptable options. Mansfield approved, urging "that the
esidenfs policy toward Vietnam was the only one we could fol-

w." He firmly rejected the withdrawal option and the diplomatic
Dves counselled by Morse.

Mansfield continued to have tactical reservations, however. In
?cember 1964 he advised LBJ "that American and Western interests

2 best served by the frugal use of American resources to forestall

linese political and military domination of the area," and opposed
vast increase in the commitment." Commenting on Mansfield's
•sition, McGeorge Bimdy informed the President that there was
ly "a difference in emphasis between him and us, but certainly no
Eference in fundamental purpose." That seems accurate. A few
;eks later (January 3, 1965), Mansfield publicly supported "the
esidenfs desire neither to withdraw nor carry the war to North
efaiam," tiie Pentagon Papers analyst observes. Once the bombing of

; North began and a huge US expeditionary force was deployed,
ansfield demanded obedience. When the first major protest against

? bombing of the North took place m October 1965, he condemned
le serise of utter irresponsibility" of those who dared question the
)lence of the state.'"*

Mansfield's reaction was hardly unusual. To cite another prom-
pt example. House SpeakerThomas (Tip) O'Neil ofMassachusetts,
er portrayed as a strong opponent of the war, refused in April 1965
allow a delegation of imiversity professors from his constituency
en to enter his office to raise questions about his leader's war
lides.

JFK's top advisers (McNamara, Bundy, Rusk) advised LBJ in

luary 1964 to reject Mansfield's recommendations and to keep to

nned/s more miUtant poUcies. McNamara held that any sign of
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hesitation by theUS "would inevitably mean a new government in Saigov

that would in short order become Communist-dominated," with conse-'

quences for the US position in Asia "and indeed in other key areas oi

the world" that "are extremely serious"', the stakes are "so high" thal^

"we must go on bending every effort to win." Kennedy's close asso-

ciate Theodore Sorenson, still on the White House staff, agreed "thai

the partition or neutralization of South Vietnam today, or even om
proposing such partition or neutralization, would, under present con-,

ditions, lead to a Communist takeover in that coimtry, a weakening ol

our prestige and security throughout Asia and an increase in the

possibilities of a major military involvement in that area." The only

merit Sorenson saw in a proposal for neutralization of all of Vietnarr

or a cease-fire would be that rejection by the Communists would'

facilitate the US war effort. He also urged that LBJ reiterate the

standard theme that it is up to the South Vietnamese to win the war:

so that the onus will be on them, not us, if things fall apart.^^

In brief, Kermedy's top advisers, including the most dovish

among them, sensed no change at the transition and lent their support

to Johnson. Some praised his "wise caution," while others, as we set

directly, called for more aggressive action. That reaction is natural

given their familiarity with the internal record, which shows nc

deviation on JFK's part from Harriman's judgment: "there are nc

quitters here."

Of course, in thousands of pages of documents one can fine

occasional variation in wording and nuance. Furthermore, this if

history, not quantum physics: judgments must always be qualified

But such reservations aside, the internal record largely confirms wha
was made public in the fall of 1963 on the issue of withdrawal, anc

portrays JFK only as less willing than his top advisers to commi

himself to withdrawal—and surely notwithout victory. Furthermore

the consistency of the record in this regard, from every perspective

is quite striking.

10. "A Hostile Territory"

Continuing with the internal record into the Johnson Adminis

tration, on November 27 Hilsman informed a representative of th«

Saigon government that the withdrawal plans remained in forc(

though "we shall keep in Viet-Nam whatever forces are needed fo:
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ictory." On December 2, General Harkins announced withdrawal of
)0 military personnel the next day and another 700 in the following
eeks, "making a total reduction in force of 1000 before the end of
)63" (reported in the press, as noted).

An internalDOD memorandum ofMarch 2, 1964, states that "In
ecember 1000 men came home," including "two military poHce
lits whose airport guard duty had been taken over by Vietnamese
ained for that purpose." It called for continued traiiung missions so
lat US troops can be withdrawn. The details of what happened are
urky. But the question is academic, in light of radically revised
isessments of the military situation, which canceled the assumptioris
I which the withdrawal plans had been conditioned.

The first report prepared for LBJ (November 23) opened with
is "Summary Assessment": "The outlook is hopeful. There is better
surance than under Diem that the war can be won. We are pulling
It 1,000 American troops by the end of 1963." Apart from a serious
idgetary deficit, the "main concern is whether the generals can hold
gether until victoryhas been achieved." The next day, however, CIA
irector John McCone iiiformed the President that the CIA now
garded the situation as "somewhat more serious" than had been
ought, with "a continuing increase in Viet Cong activity since the
•St ofNovember" (the coup). Subsequent reports only deepened the
oom.^^

On December 6, theCIA reported thatVC activity had increased
ice mid-1963, "reaching record peaks since the coup" and becoming
lore effective." TheDOD confirmed this "disturbing analysis of the
Trent military situation," urging pressures against North Vietnam,
timates of past success were sharply reduced. Forrestal informed
e President that recent reports were "rather alarming," though the
ling generals offered better prospects than the Diem regime. Previ-
is reports had been "too optimistic." Pentagon Intelligence (DIA)
formed McNamara that 'The Viet Cong by and large retain de facto
ntrol of much of the countryside and have steadily increased the
erall intensity of the effort" since February 1963, reaching an "all-

tie high" in "incidents and armed attacks" after the November 1

up. Though "only 914 persons are known to have been introduced
:o the RVN during 1963" and there were an estimated 27,000 VC
Jualties in 1963 through November, VC force levels remained sta-
i, indicating that casualties were being replaced "through extensive
:al recruitment." The CIA added that "the VC have made definite
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progress," with the Strategic Hamlet Program "particularly hard hit'

in certain provinces." The CIAwas imsure whether the problems "are

only now coming to Ught under the country's new management, or

whether it is the result of the current lack of firm leadership at the

local and national levels" (December 16). In critical LongAn province

near Saigon, barely more than 10 percent of the Hamlets "previously

reported as completed" were actually functional. By December 21,

General Krulak, previously an optimist, warned the Joint Chiefs of

the seriousness of the situation, judging the government's position to

be "much weaker now than two to six months ago," when the

withdrawal option seemed feasible to them.^

BCrulak was reporting on a December 19-20 McNamara visit to

Saigon. Under Secretary of State William SuUivan added that reports

by US mihtary and province advisers "were uniformly discouraging

and indicated a considerable falsification of data by the previous

Vietnamese regime." 'The visit was a sobering one," he added. Re-

porting to the President, McNamara described the situation as "very

disturbing": "Current trends, unless reversed in the next 2-3 months,

will lead to neutralization at best and more likely to a Communist-

controlled state." The situation had been "deteriorating in the coim-

tryside since July to a far greater extent than we realized" and Viet

Cong progress since the coup "has been great." In Ught of this sharply

changed assessment, McNamara said nothing about withdrawal,

recommending only that "U.S. resources and personnel cannot usefully

be substantially increased," thoughwe should be "preparing for more

forceful moves if the situation does not show early signs of improve-

ment" (his emphasis).

McCone agreed that "indices on progress of the war turned

unfavorable for the GVN" about July 1963, moving "very sharply

against the GVN" after the coup. He reported an estimate of 1550

infiltrators from North Vietnam for 1963 (roughly the same as

McNamara); MACV estimated "more than 7600" since January 1961,

declining to about 1000 in 1963, mostly "poHtical cadres," adding that

"external supply of arms is not a critical matter." The worst problem,

McCone reported, is that 'The VC appeal to the people of South

Vietnam on poHtical grounds has been effective," something that the

US could never counter. Sullivan reported that 'There is a People's

Republic of the Viet Cong" running from Saigon through most of the

Delta, "a well-established subsisting entity which probably pays its

own way, even with regard to the war material which it imports from
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he outside world." GVN Commander-in-ChiefGeneralDon said that
'We are like an expeditionary force in a hostile territory, holding only
I few strong points and maintaining only a few main roads of com-
nimication." 'The abrupt exposure of the true situation that had
leveloped throughout the country came as a surprise and shock to
nany Vietnamese and Americans," another State Department official

eported on December 31
7^

LI. Going North

Continuing into 1964, we find the same pattern of planning and
lebate as under Kennedy, modified only in that the 1962-1963 opti-
nism about inuninent victory is abandoned, as the truth about the
tiilitary situation finally penetrated and the US failed to impose a
;ovemment that would unleash the requisite resources of "great
iolence" and control its population with Hitler-style efficiency, thus
overcoming the defects that dismayed Lodge. As the year opened,
-odge reported to LBJ that while the overthrow of Diem prevented
certain catastrophe," we are "now justbeginning to see the full extent
f the dry rot and lassitude in the Government of Viet-Nam and the
xtent to which we were given inaccurate information" (January 1).

'IcCone reported that the military field officers "had been grossly
misinformed" by their Vietnamese associates, urging that US intelli-

ence bypass them henceforth and make its own assessments Qanu-
ry 7). McNamara and others also learned more about the "grossly
laccurate picture" on which they had been basing their plans (For-
2stal, January 8).^

A few weeks later, the Joint Chiefs recommended that the US
Induce the Government of Vietnam to conduct overt ground opera-
ons in Laos of sufficient scope to impede the flow of personnel and
material southward," and "Arm, equip, advise and support the Gov-
mment ofVietnam in its conduct of aerial bombing of critical targets
I North Vietnam and in mining the sea approaches to that countrv."
hey recommended further that the US itself "Conduct aerial bomb-
ig of key North Vietnam targets," "Commit additional US forces, as
ecessary, in support of the combat action within South Vietnam,"
nd "Commit US forces as necessary in direct actions against North
ietnam" (Taylor, January 22).^
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McNamara'sDOD rejected this advice, proposing only to "con-

tinue our present policy of providing training and logistical support

for the South Vietnam forces," without directUS involvement (March

2). LBJ uneasily dragged his feet. In a meeting with the Joint Chiefs

on March 4, he made it clear "that he does not want to lose South

Vietnam before next November nor does he want to get the country

into war" (Taylor Memorandum). On March 17, he rejected the JCS

request for "putting in more U.S. forces" and refused to authorize

even "reconnaissance over North Vietnam."^^

By then, some of the Kennedy doves were tending towards

escalation. Forrestal observed on March 18 that "Iam somewhat more
worried by those who argue for a bug out in Southeast Asia than I am
by the adherents of Rostow," the superhawk; that these were the

alternatives was becoming the consensus view. As the US position in

the South deteriorated, Forrestal increasingly favored escalation of

actions against theNorth alongwith an intensified counterinsurgency

program, later supporting the Joint Chiefs on air and groimd opera-

tions in Laos as well.^^

Hilsman's position was similar. On leaving the government, he

wrote a secret memorandum (March 14) in which he emphasized the

need to assure Asians, friend or enemy, of "U.S. determination to use

appropriate force, tailored to the essentially Umited political objec-

tives...." We must show that "we are determined to take whatever

measures are necessary in SoutheastAsia to protect thosewho oppose

the Communists and to maintain oiir power and influence in the

area," and therefore "must urgently begin to strengthen our overall

military posture in Southeast Asia in ways which will make it clear

that we are single-mindedly improving our capabiUty to take what-

ever miUtary steps may be necessary to halt Communist aggression

in the area" (crucially, Viet Cong "aggression"). We might station a

Marine battalion in Saigon on the pretext of protecting American

dependents. Attacks against the North might be "a useful supplement

to an effective counterinsurgency program," but not "an effective

substitute" for it. We must "continue the covert, or at least deniable,

operations" against the North in order to keep "the threat of eventual

destruction aHve in Hanoi's mind."^

Recall that Hilsman had made the same recommendations in

April 1963, in virtually the same words, including the advice to

"continue" the ongoing covert operations against the North with their

impHcit threat of destruction; that he had advised the deployment of
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JS combat forces to assist the rebel generals in the event of any hint
hat Diem and Nhu were seeking a political settlement, and the use
>f unlimited force against the DRV if they sought "to coimter our
ctions"; and that after the assassination, he had assured theGVN that
we shall keep in Viet-Nam whatever forces are needed for victory."

By March 30, "all the Chiefs except General Taylor wanted to go
lorth," the White House was informed. Forrestal supported the
:hiefs' call for "overt SVN action with U.S. covert support," but
/anted "direct U.S. action as a contingency," for the moment. LBJ
ontinued to reject either withdrawal or escalation. Mansfield ap-
proved, as noted. We must "help the Vietnamese to help themselves,"
BJ informed Lodge, nothing more (April 28).**

In late May, McGeorge Bundy advised "selected and carefully
raduated military force against North Vietnam," while Forrestal,

fter a two-week visit to South Vietnam, reported his "very strong
ersonal opinion" that "the United States must take a fairly dramatic
tep soon against the North," along with an eventual "increase both
1 the American military and civilian presence in the countryside" in
le South. On June 2, the Joint Chiefs again called for "mihtary actions

) accomplish destruction of the North Vietnamese will and capabil-
ies as necessary to compel [the DRV] to cease providing support"
)r insurgent activities in Laos and Vietnam. LBJ continued to hold
ack. When two US reconnaissance planes were shot down in Laos,
e approved a retaUatory attack on an antiaircraft installation only
tvith grave reservations."

On August 2, the US destroyer Maddox was attacked in Tonkin
ulf. Forrestal urged that US naval units should operate within the
^mile limit "probably" claimed by North Vietnam and suggested
lat thought be given to "hot pursuit" to a distance of three miles as
ell as aerial mining ofharbors and "an unidentified air strike against
le or more of these harbors." He recognized at once that "the North
ietnamese and perhaps the Chicoms" had probably taken the
laddox to be accompanying the "OPLAN 34A harassing action by
VN forces against two islands off the DRV coast" at the same time.
lA Director McCone informed the National Security Council that
rhe North Vietnamese are reacting defensively to our attacks on
leir off-shore islands." The State Department assimied the same, as
issued a strong public condemnation of the "unprovoked attack,"
id the Administration drafted the congressional resolution de-
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nouncing "unprovoked armed attacks" that was later used as the

justification for escalation.

By late August, JCS appeals for direct US military involvement

becamemore strident. They advisedMcNamara that "accelerated and

forceful action with respect to North Vietnam is essential to prevent

a complete collapse of the US position in Southeast Asia." Bundy

informed the President that "landing a limited niimber of Marines to

guard specific installations" was imder discussion, though McN-

amara was "very strongly against" that course. Bundy thought that

"before we let this country go we should have a hard look" at the

"grim alternative" of using "substantial U.S. armed forces" (August

31).^

Note that this is ahnost a year after the assassination, which, it

is alleged, gave the hawks free rein to take over and escalate the war

(or even was perpetrated by them to place their man, the hawkish LBJ,

in power).

With intelligence reporting (September 8) that "the present sit-

uation is far more serious than that ofNovember 1963," the consensus

of the President's advisers was that it would be necessary to resume

US naval patrols and "34A operations by the GVN," along with

"limited GVN air and ground operations" in southern Laos, though

only after a stable base was estabUshed in South Vietnam. LBJ agreed,

opposing "those advocating immediate and extensive action against

the North." NSAM 314 (September 10) approved US naval patrols

"well beyond [outside] the 12-mile limit" and "clearly dissociated

from 34A maritime operations" by the GVN, with no GVN air strikes

considered for the present, and an emphasis on "economic and polit-

ical actions," at LBJ's insistence. After another alleged Gulf of Tonkin

incident a week later, the President was "very skeptical about the

evidence" and rejected the advice for "rapid escalation," indeed any

response. He "again found [considerable] force" in George Ball's

qualms about conducting naval patrols at all, again lining up with the

more extreme Kennedy doves.

On October 1, intelligence reported further deterioration in

South Vietnam, and the JCS reiterated their demand for "strong

military actions. . .to prevent the collapse of the US position in South-

east Asia" (October 27). Taylor, who had replaced Lodge as Ambas-

sador, continued to oppose the use of US forces (see below). On

November 23, the Chiefs advised a "controlled program of intense

military pressures against the DRV." Taylor informed Washington
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lat "the northern provinces of South Viet-Nam which a year ago
ere considered ahnost free of Viet-Cong are now in deep trouble,"
id only "heroic treatment" could revive the counterinsurgency pro-
am, which is "bogged down" everywhere. No options remain
:cept compelling the DRV to "make the Viet-Cong desist." After an
lattributed bombing in the South, Taylorand the military command
commended "forty strike sorties" against the DRV in "retaliation,"
hich would "do wonders for the morale of U.S. personnel in South
letnam," McGeorge Bimdy urged the President (December 28). The
esident rejected these proposals, proposing instead that Rangers,
)ecial Forces, and Marines might be used "to stiffen the aggressive-
!ss of Vietnamese military imits."^^

So 1964 ends, and with it, the extensive record ofnewly-released
)cuments. Their contribution is to undermine much further the
ready implausible contention that JFK intended to withdraw with-
it victory and that the assassination caused dramatic changes in
•licy (or, indeed, had any effect). Just as there is no hint in the record
any such intention on JFK's part, there is also no indication that his
visers, however dovish, felt that President Johnson was urging too
gressive a course or had departed from JFK's stand. On the con-
iry, Johnson remained skeptical and reluctant about US military
don throughout, earning the applause of BaU and Mansfield for his
ose caution," while other JFK doves urged stronger US military
dons. The belief that JFK might have responded differently as the
timistic projections of 1962-1963 coUapsed is an act of faith, based
nothing but the belief that the President had some spiritual quahty
sent in everyone around him, leaving no detectable trace.

. Militarily Strong, Politically Weak
The basic problem that McCone had stressed in December 1963

IS well understood. TheVC "believe in something," Lodge reported
January 1964: "the Communists have conveyed to these men [?]
ar picture of a program which they think will make life better. We
i^e not. They are also well organized politically; we are not." The
client regime has overwhehning military advantages, but "the VC
ve simply shifted from military to political tactics and are defeating
politically," following "the old Mao Tse-tung maxim." "We are at
Jsent overwhehningly outclassed pohtically." We must "enunciate
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a political program" and organize precinct workers. The US is mili-

tarily strong but politically weak, unable to enlist support for its plans

for the Third World, a persistent problem in Indochina as elsewhere,

always a mystery to the plaimers.

US disadvantages were compounded by a problem discovered

by Hubert Humphrey on a Jime visit: "the relatively indiscriminate

use of heavy weapons and napalm are not calculated to win the

support of the people," he foimd. Furthermore, "A poUtical base is

needed to support all other actions toward gaining victory," and we

should guide the Vietnamese to develop such a base, which the

Vietnamese, unlike the Viet Cong, sorely lack. He too rejected any

thought of withdrawal without victory or permitting "a 'neutralisf

solution," which would signal "to the people of southeast Asia that

we have lost confidence in them and that the game is lost." 'The

people" are our favorite generals, for this shining Hght of American

hberalism.^

In November 1964, Ambassador Taylor wrote a thiiJc-piece on •

these pohtical problems, revealing the astuteness that caught the eye

of JFK, whom he had impressed as "an intellectual who quoted

Thucydides" as well as an expert in "unconventional warfare," New-

man writes (127, citing David Halberstam). Taylor deplored the "na-

tional attribute which makes for factionalism and limits the

development of a truly national spirit" among the Vietnamese, per-

haps "innate" or a result of their history of "poUtical suppression"

imder the French. This "national attribute" makes it difficult for the

Vietnamese to confront the Viet Cong, who "have an amazing abiUty

to maintain morale" and are able "continuously to rebuild their units

and to make good their losses," exhibiting "the recuperative powers

of the phoenix." This is "one of the mysteries of this guerrilla war,"

JFK's spedaUst on poUtical warfare lamented, adding that "we still

find no plausible explanation" for it. Since "we are playing a losing

game in South Viet-Nam" (the poUtical game), "it is high time we

change and find a better way": pressuring the DRV to direct an end

to the southern resistance.^^ Only North Vietnamese orders can now

compel the VC aggressors, who are so radically different from the

Vietnamese in their innate and acquired characteristics, to end their

"assault from the inside" (JFK) and to dismantle the poUtical base that

we cannot duplicate.

Such thoughts appear throughout the internal record, as in

pubUc commentary. For the planners, as for the poUtical class gener-
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illy, it is never easy to comprehend why backward peoples to whom
ve minister do not comprehend our magnificence, why "their side"
ooks ten-feet tall while "our side" are crooks and gangsters, suffering
rom defects that may even be "innate." And in contemplating these
nysteries, they easily fall into musings, even self-contradiction, that
vould be comical if the consequences for the victims were not so
lisastrous. These are enduring themes of the 500-year conquest, sure
persist.

L3. The Military View

One might ask why the military command failed to recognize
he truth about the situation in the coimtryside. The matter is ad-
Iressed by the military historian on whom Newman heavily relies,

^drew Krepinich, who explains that the top command was guided

J a "Concept" drawn from World War n doctrine, which was
hallenged by negative reports from the field; these were accordingly
iisregarded, a fact that will surprise no one familiar with military
istory—or Tolstoy's novels.^"

After the Diem assassination (which the military opposed, pre-
icting accurately that it would cause the military situation to deteri-
rate), the bureaucratic structure eroded and the truth began to filter

iirough, leading to revision of planning. But false reports from the
lilitary command continued to mislead the top civilian leadership

p to the 1968 Tet offensive. One close associate ofJohnson's, who sat

\ on the highest-level plaiming meetings in those years and was also
riefed regularly by field-grade officers and CIA personnel, informed
le privately that pessinustic reports from the field were regularly
•ansmuted to encouraging signs of progress as they reached the
resident's highest advisers, through the nahiral process by which
nbordinates tailor their reports to what they know is preferred, and
eople hear what they want to hear.

As is often the case, the top military leadership were sharply
ivided over the war. In April 1961, General Douglas MacArthur
earned JFK that it would be a "mistake" to fight in Southeast Asia
itogether, and that "our line should be Japan, Formosa and the
hilippines." The same stand was taken by MacArthur's successor as
Jmy Chief of Staff, General Matthew Ridgway, who "argued in a
)ntinuous barrage ofmemoranda that the United States should steer
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dear of an Asian land war/' Marcus Raskin notes. Ridgway had

strongly opposedUS intervention in 1954. Even a limitedUS presence

in Southeast Asia "had an onunoiis ring," he wrote in 1956, for it

would inevitably lead to a commitment of ground forces. On US air

support, Ridgway recalled Korea, finding it "incredible...that we

were on the verge of making that same tragic error," as Kennedy did

shortly after. Later too he "passionately opposed intervention in

Vietnam," military historian Robert Buzzanco writes. Army Plans

Chief General James Gavin also warned againstUS intervention, and

continued to criticize US involvement in Indochina through the Ei-

senhower years, later advocating the "enclave strategy." In a 1954

planning study commissioned by Ridgway, Gavin found that inter-

vention would require vast military resources. He also warned

against the effect of interservice rivalries in driving policy, noting in

the late 1950s that "What appears to be intense interservice rivalry in

most cases. . .is fundamentally industrial rivalry." General J. Lawton

Collins was another critic of intervention, saying later that he did not

"know of a single senior commander that was in favor of fighting on

the land mass of Asia."

"Indeed, more than any other institution—in or outside of gov-

ernment—the U.S. armed forces worked against military involve-

ment in the first Indochina war," Buzzanco concludes, from July 1949,

when the Chiefs warned that the "widening political consciousness

and the rise of militant nationalism among the subject people" could

not be crushed by force and that Vietnamese nationalism "cannot be

reversed." The Chiefs were "unanimously opposed to the commit-

ment of any troops," Defense Secretary Robert Lovett wrote NATO
Commander Eisenhower in 1952. The NSC civilian leadership, in

contrast, favored a troop commitment. The JCS "insisted that the

United States must not be committed financially, militarily, or eco-

nomically" to intervention in Southeast Asia, the Pentagon Papers

analyst concluded. A 1954 JCS report concluded that "no amount of

external pressure and assistance can long delay complete Communist

victory in South Vietnam," without a strong base of popular support.

Army planners had estimated in 1950 that 80 percent of Vietnamese

supported Ho Chi Minh, and of those, 80 percent were not Commu-

nists, an assessment that did not change. US government studies of

VC defectors and prisoners 15 years later found that "few of them

considered themselves Communists or could give a definition of
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)mmiinism/' or were aware of any North Vietnamese role in the
ur "except as a valued ally."^'

Despite the changes introduced by Kenned/s "action intellec-

als/' these attitudes did not disappear. The top US military com-
mder in Vietnam, MAAG Chief General Lionel McGarr, informed
EC on February 22, 1962 that "in providing the GVN the tools to do
? job," the US "must not offer so much that they forget that the job
saving the coimtry is theirs—only they can do it/' Robert Buzzanco,
\o has given the closest scholarly attention to this topic, concludes
it "notmthstanding John Newman's recent argument that the JCS
assured PresidentJohn F. Kermedy into deeper commitments to the
TSI despite his grave reservations, there is ample evidence that even
the early 1960s the mihtary did not feel compelled to intervene in

lochina/'^^

Kermed/smosttrusted military adviser. General Taylor, shared
i doubts of other senior commanders about dispatch of combat
'Ops, as did Pacific Commander Admiral Henry Felt. As plans to

erthrow the Diem-Nhu regime were underway in September 1963,
ylor expressed his "reluctance to contemplate the use of U.S.troops
combat in Vietnam," while agreeing with the President and his
ler top advisers that "our sole objective was to win the war." A year
er the assassination, in September 1964, Taylor explained that

\CV "did not contemplate" committing combat forces because
mmanding General Westmoreland, echoing McGarr, felt that the

2 ofAmerican troops "would be a mistake, that it is the Vietnamese'
ir." Agreeing, Taylor continued to urge that the US keep to the
rinciple that the Vietnamese fight their own war in SVN" (Novem-
: 3, 1964). He therefore opposed sending logistical forces for flood
ief because that would require dispatch of "US combat troops in
ne numbers to provide close protection." He argued that the situ-

on was not comparable to the far more severe 1961 flood, when he
i recommended dispatch of "US logistic units with combat sup-
rt" for "flood relief operations." Two weeks later, he iivformed
JsidentJohnson that he was now "quite certain [US combat troops]
re not needed... as the estimates of the flood damage diminish."
5 objection to sending combat forces continued. In February 1965,
opposed General Westmoreland's request for Marines to protect

( US air base at Danang, arguing again that it would be "very
ficult to hold the line on future deployments" and that the US
)uld keep to the "long standing poUcies of avoiding commitment
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of ground combat forces in South Vietnam." When his advice wasv

rejected, he advocated the "enclave strategy" proposed by the ex <

treme doves.^

In later years, as we shall see, great import has been attributed

toJFK's public reiteration oftheMcGarr-Westmoreland-Taylor "prin-

ciple" in his September 1963 statement that "In the final analysis it is

their war. They have to win it or lose it." It is, therefore, worth

stressing that the "principle" was standard throughout in internaland

public discussion. The McNamara-Taylor report to the President of

October 2 stated that "The U.S. advisory effort, however, cannot

assure ultimate success. This is a Vietnamese war and the country and

the war must, in the end, be run solely by the Vietnamese. It will

impair their independence and development of their initiative if we

leave our advisers in placebeyond the time they are really needed. .
.."

High-ranking offidak kept to that position as long as there appeared

to be hopes for victory in these terms. In testimony before the House

Armed Services Committee in late January 1964, McNamara stated

that "It is a Vietnamese war. They are going to have to assume the

primary responsibility for winning it. Our policy is to limit our

support to logistical and training support. . . Our responsibility is not

to substitute ourselves for the Vietnamese, but to train them to carry

on the operations that they themselves are capable of" in this "coun-

terguerriUa war," which "can only be won by the Vietnamese them-

selves." He reiterated his expectation that withdrawal could proceed

as planned.**

Later, as the premises concerning victory were seen to be unre-

alistic, McNamara and others changed their tactical stance. It is, again,

merely an act of faith to assume that JFK's reaction to changed

assessments would have differed from that of his most trusted advis-

ers, to whom he had delegated responsibility for the war.

Taylor also "strongly opposed" the decision to request combat

troops in March 1965 as the Saigon military was on the verge oi

collapse, and continued to oppose the "hasty and ill-conceived"

proposals for a greater commitment. Bergerud notes that in mid-1965,

"Ambassador Maxwell Taylor and George Ball argued for sharply

limited American force levels and the employment of U.S. troops in

and around strategic 'enclaves'." Taylor's "principle that the

Vietnamese fight their own war" was, however, a matter of tactical

judgment, based on an assessment that therewould be "no dear gain"
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a departure from it (November 3, 1964). In this respect, he was at

e with JFK, so the available record indicates.

Speaking to fellow officers in 1963, incoming Marine Comman-
nt Wallace Greene warned that US troops were "mired down in

uth Vietnam. . .and we don't seem to be able to do much about it."

e Marines "do not want to get any more involved in South Viet-

m," he informed them. A March 1964 report by MACV planner
neral Richard Stillwell confirmed Greene'sjudgment, recommend-
5 varioiis actions but not US combat troops. In January 1965, the
\CV staff, with Taylor's concurrence, continued to oppose US
nbat troops, which "would at best buy time and would lead to ever
Teasing commitments until, Uke the French, we would be occupy-

;
an essentially hostile foreign country." In May 1965, Greene
med again that this "unwanted, undesired, miserable war" was
ling worse, noting that at least half the US population "don't want
^thing to do with it."

Greene's predecessor General David Shoup, Marine Comman-
at through the Kennedy years and known as Kennedy's "favorite

vice chief," reports that when the Joint Chiefs considered troop
Dloyment, "in every case...every senior officer that I knew...said
should never send ground combat forces into Southeast Asia."
Dup was a particularly strong opponent of the war. Itwould be hard
^d a civilian figure who came close to the views he expressed in

lay 1966 speech at Junior College World Affairs Day:

I believe that if we had and would keep our dirty, bloody,
dollar-crooked fingers out of the business of these nations so
full of depressed, exploited people, they will arrive at a solu-
tion of their own. That they design and want. That they fight
and work for. [Not one] crammed down their throats by
Americans.

•ely Arthur Schlesinger and others who later described themselves
)pponents of escalation took no such stand; nor did media doves.^^
These observations add further weight to the conclusion based

the record of internal deliberations, in which JFK insists upon
tory and considers withdrawal only on this condition. Had he
mded to withdraw, he would have been able to enlist respected
itary commanders to back him. He made no effort to do so,

ferring instead to whip up pro-war sentiment by extravagant
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rhetoric about the enormous stakes that require us to stand firm, come

what may.



Chapter 2

Interpretations

We have reviewed the first three categories ofevidence concem-
ig Kennedy's war and plans, and the presidential transition: the
/ents themselves, pubUc statements, and the internal record. The last

)urce of evidence is the memoirs and other comments of his associ-

:es. These come in two versions: before and after the Tet offensive,

^ereview these in the nexttwo sections, then turningto the 1991-1992
jvival. This survey only adds conviction to what we have already
>und, while shedding interesting Hght on the cultural scene.

. The Early Version

Kenned/s commitment to stay the course was clear to those
osest to him. As noted, Arthur Schlesinger shared JFK's perception
: the enormous stakes and his optimism that the military escalation
id reversed the "aggression" of the indigenous guerrillas in 1962.
tiere is not a word in Schlesinger's chronicle of the Kennedy years
lat hints of any intention, however vague, to withdraw without
ctory (1965, reprinted 1967).

In fact, Schlesinger gives no indication that JFK thought about
ithdrawal at all. The withdrawal plans receive one sentence in his
aluminous text. In the context of the debate over pressuring the
iem regime, Schlesinger writes that McNamara returned from Sai-

m in October 1963 and "announced...that a thousand American
oops could be withdrawn by the end of the year and that the major
irt of the American military task would be completed by the end of
•65." That is the entire discussion of withdrawal plans in this 940-
ige virtual day-by-day record of the Kennedy Administration by its

lasi-official historian.^

105
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These facts leave only three possible conclusions: (1) the histo-

rian was keeping the President's intentions secret; (2) this dose JFK

confidant had no inkling of his intentions; (3) there were no such

intentions.

Which is it? The question is addressed only obliquely by advo-

cates of the withdrawal-without-victory thesis. The only plausible

conclusion is (3), but that is rejected by the advocates, leaving (1) or

(2). The latter nught strain creduHty, unless taken to show the lengths

to which JFK went to deceive all around him. Newman cites

Schlesinger's justification in 1978 ofJFK's "decision to hide his plans"

(324), implying that the correct conclusion is (1)—^unless Schlesinger

had learned about these "secret plans" in the interim, which no one

claims, including Schlesinger himself. Hence Schlesinger too must be
adopting (1). Furthermore, he lauds Newman's book withno relevant

reservations, again suggesting that he regards (1) as accurate. One
would be interested to hear an explanation.

Similar questions arise in the case of another close associate,

Theodore Sorenson, who also published a history of the Administra-

tion in 1965. Sorenson was Kennedy's first appointed official, served

as his special counsel, and attended all NSC meetings. He stayed on
through the early months of the Johnson Administration. He devotes

Httle attention to Vietnam. No withdrawal plans are mentioned. Qmte
the contrary. Kennedy's "essential contribution" was to avoid the

extremes advocated "by those impatient to win or withdraw. His

strategy essentially was to avoid escalation, retreat or a choice limited

to these two, while seeking to buy time. .
." He opposed withdrawal

or "bargain[ing] away Vietnam's security at the conference table."

Sorenson notes Kennedy's view that the stakes were high: "free

world security," which would be severely compromised if Vietnam
were lost and Southeast Asia were to fall to "the hungry Chinese."

Kennedy's commitment to defend South Vietnam, Sorenson says,

"was not only carried out but...reinforced by a vast expansion of

effort." Impressed with Douglas MacArthur's opposition to sending

troops, Kennedy preferred "a major counterinsurgency effort,"

though he "never made a final negative decision on troops" and
"ordered the departments to be prepared for the introduction of

combat troops should they prove to be necessary." Meanwhile, he

"steadily expanded the size of the military assistance mission (2000 at

the end of 1961, 15,500 at the end of 1963)^ by sending in combat

support units, air combat and helicopter teams, still more military
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dvisers and instructors, and 600 of the green-hatted Special Forces
) train and lead the South Vietnamese in anti-guerrilla tactics."

Like Schlesinger, Sorenson highlights JFK's hopeful January
963 prediction that "the spear point of aggression has been blunted
1 Vietnam." But "In mid-1963 the picture worsened rapidly" with
\e repression of the Buddhists, Nhu's reported moves towards "a
2cret deal with the North," and his failure to heed US admonitions
) "get back to the war." Worse yet was Nhu's public statement that
there were too many US troops in Vietnam." Even after the over-
irow of the Diem-Nhu regime, "no early end to the Vietnam warwas
I sight" and "the struggle could well be, QFK] thought, this nation's
jverest test of endurance and patience":

He was simply going to weather it out, a nasty, untidy mess
to which there was no other acceptable solution. Talk of
abandoning so unstable an ally and so costly a commitment
"only makes it easy for the Communists," said the President.
"I think we should stay."

So Sorenson's account ends. Here too, there is no hint of any
itent to withdraw short of victory. Again, we may choose among the
une three conclusions.

No one was closer toJFK than his brother, the Attorney-General.
Drenson notes that as RFK fully acknowledged, his own role "was
tie of complete support for the U.S. commitment," which he had
cpressed in 1962: "The solution lies in our winning it. This is what
le President intends to do... We will remain here [in Saigon] imtil
e do." In a 1964 oral history, RFK said that the Administration had
?ver faced the possibilities of either withdrawal or escalation. Asked
hat JFK would have done if the South Vietnamese appeared
3omed, he said: "We'd face thatwhen we came to it." "Robert's own
nderstanding of his brother's position," his biographer Arthur
:hlesinger reports, was that "we should win the war" because of the
Dmino effect. RFK said further that by late 1963, the President had
icome "very unhappy" with his dovish adviser Averell Harriman,
ho was expressing skepticism about the optimistic reports from
ligon. JFK's annoyance was so great that Harriman "put on about
n years during that period...because he was so discouraged." If

deed JFK intended to withdraw without victory, he was fooling
)th Harriman and his brother, it appears. The problem with Diem,
FK added, was that we need "somebody that can win the war," and
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he wasn't the man for it. Accordingly, it is no surprise that RFK fullj

supported Johnson's continuation of what he understood to be his

brother's policies through the 1965 escalation. By niid-1965 he was

advocating negotiations while condemning withdrawal. Schlesinger

traces his break with Johnson's escalation policy to July 1965, Soren-

son to February 1966. He never proposed withdrawal, or indicated

that his brother had such a plan. According to Schlesinger, RFK's

position as of December 1965 was stated privately in these words: "I

don't believe in pulling out the troops. We've got to show China we
mean to stop them. If we can hold them for about 20 years, maybe

they will change the way Russia has."^

The last of the early accounts of the Kennedy Administration

was written by Roger Hilsman, a representative of the dovish faction

of the Administration (along with Harriman and Forrestal, he notes),

and a high-ranking official particularly well-placed to know about

Vietnam policy. He wrote shortly before the Tet offensive, when the

US troop level had peaked and protest against the war had reached a

substantial scale, and weU after severe doubts about the war were

raised at the highest levels, including McNamara. (The latest source

Hilsman cites is August 15, 1967.) Because of his position and the

timing, Hilsman's account is of particular interest.

Hilsman takes it for granted that the goal throughout was "to

defeat the Communist guerrillas," and speculates that the overthrow

ofDiem had offered "a second chance" to achieve this objective. Had
JFK lived, "he might well have intioduced United States ground

forces into South Vietnam—though I beUeve he would not have

ordered them to take over the war effort from the Vietnamese but

would have limited their mission to the task of occupying ports,

airfields, and military bases to demonstrate to the North Vietnamese

that thei/ could notwin the struggleby escalation either"—the enclave

strategy advocated by Ball and Taylor in early 1965, then pubUcly by

General Gavin and others. Hilsman feels that LBJ "sincerely even

desperately wanted to make the existing policy work," without US
combat forces, citing LBJ's statement of September 25, 1964 that "We
don't want our American boys to do the fighting for Asian boys"; to

emphasize its importance, Hilsman also gives this LBJ quote as one

of several opening his Vietnam section.^ As we have seen, his conclu-

sion about LBJ is supported by the internal record.

On withdrawal plans, Hilsman adds nothing of substance to

what was published in the press at the time. His only comment is that
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e optiinistic predic±ions on which withdrawal was conditioned
ould come "to haunt Secretary McNamara and the whole history of
merican involvement in Vietnam." The "real tragedy," Hilsman
rites, "is that many of the ranking American officers in Saigon and
e Pentagon beUeved it." He reports his feeling at the time that imless
e Diem regime responded to US pressure to dedicate itself to
ctory, or was replaced by generals who would, "in six months to a
ar the Viet Cong would control the country—or we would have to
ke over the war with American ground forces, which President
jnnedy was convinced would be a tragic error. But the real hell of
was that, even if something did happen [in Saigon], the situation
ight still come to that choice." The question of how to respond to a
llapse of the Saigon regime was delayed, in the hope that it would
t arise. "We'd face that whenwe came to it," as RFK put it in 1964.'

Hilsman's reservations about Johnson's war in this late 1967
:ount are subdued. He reports the objections he shared with Har-
nan and Forrestal to Rostow's "well-reasoned case for a gradual
:alation," mduding ultimate bombing of the North, the "funda-
mtal" objection being "that it probably would not work" (recall

rrestal's shift toward Rostow's position by March-May 1964). He
ites that theMarch 1964memo thathe sent LBJ "as a sort of poHtical
tament on my departure concentrated on wanung against the
mbing of North Vietnam," a highly contentious issue by late 1967.
is reference to the memo is not accurate. Bombing of the North is

sed in oiUy 3 of the 19 paragraphs. The memo concentrates on
interinsurgency, and secondarily, on ensuring "political stability"
Saigon, where talk of "neutralization" must be terminated and a
nine battalion might be dispatched to prevent another coup. With
jard to bombing of the North, Hilsman's memo raised only tactical
lections, calling for such bombing as a "useful supplement" to coun-
insurgency while repeating his recommendation of a year earlier
Itcovert actions against theNorthbe continued, "keeping the threat
eventual destruction alive in Hanoi's mind." He also suggested
lected attacks on their infiltration bases and training camps" after
ficient progress had been made in suppressing the southern insur-
icy.^

In short, four years after the assassination, this dovish Vietnam
icy insider has only limited objections to Johnson's akeady highly
popular war. He praises LBJ for his "sincere" and "desperate"
>rts to implement JFK's policies, and gives no indication that JFK
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planned to withdraw without victory, or had even considered witld

drawal beyond his (tepid) authorization of McNamara's recommen
dations, based on the precondition of victory. He considers the

withdrawal issue insignificant, so much so that he adds essentially

nothing to what had been prominently published before the assassi

nation. In retrospect, he feels that JITC might have made differen

choices than his senior advisers, but offers nothing to support tha

belief. Again, we face the same three alternatives, and are left onlj

with the third as a plausible contender: the President had no plan t(

withdraw short of victory.

The internal record of 1964 shows that Kennedy doves sav

matters much as described in the 1964-1967 memoirs, and therefon

continued to support Johnson's policies, some pressing for furthe

escalation, others (Ball, Mansfield) praising Johnson for choosing th(

middle course between escalation and withdrawal. All of this mate
rial adds further confirmation to the record of public statements anc

internal deliberations.

This completes the review of crucial evidence: the pre-Tetmem
oirs conform closely to the other sources of evidence. The conclusions

are unambiguous, surprisingly so on a matter of current history

President Kermedy was firmly committed to the policy of victory tha

he inherited and transmitted to his successor, and to the doctrina

framework that assigned enormous significance to that outcome; h<

had no plan or intention to withdraw without victory; he had appar

ently given littie thought to the matter altogether, and it was regardec

as of marginal interest by those closest to him. Furthermore, the basic

facts were prominently published at the time, with more detail thai

is provided by the early memoirs.

2. The Record Revised

By 1966, it was becoming clear that things were not going wel
in Vietnam. Arthur Schlesinger expressed concern that the US effor

to "suppress the resistance" by widening the war had dubious pros

pects, though "we may all be saluting the wisdom and statesmanship

of the American government" if Johnson's escalation succeeds, ever

if it leaves "the tragic country gutted and devastated by bombs
burned by napalm, turned into a wasteland by chemical defoliation

a land of ruin and wreck," with its "political and institiitional fabric'
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pulverized. "No thoughtful American can withhold sympathy as
'resident Johnson ponders the gloomy choices which lie ahead"

—

lympathy for the President, that is, not the victims. Referring to

oseph Alsop's predictions of victory, Schlesinger writes that "we all

)ray that Mr. Alsop will be right," though he doubts it. The only
[ualms are tactical: what will be the cost to us?

In this 1966 book, Schlesinger describes himself as keeping faith

vith JFK—plausibly enough. He proposes a "middle course": the
ndigenous resistance should surrender to the US and its client re-

lime, accepting a US-run political process, such as the "vaUant try at

elf-government" which "excited such idealistic hopes in the United
States"; he is referring to the 1966 elections, in which the entire
>pposition (Communists and neutraHsts) was excluded from the
•allot. Withdrawal, he says, is out of the question: it "would have
iminous reverberations throughout Asia" and be "himiiliating." We
:iust, rather, abide by our "moral obligations" to our clients, "a new
lass of nouveaux mandarins...pervaded by nepotism, corruption
nd cynicism," and lacking popiilar support.^

Again we have the same alternatives: (1) Schlesinger is still

oncealing JFK's intent to withdraw without victory; (2) JFK had
uccessfully concealed it from him; (3) There was there no such intent,

1 which case his later claims are false.

Twelve years later, Schlesinger wrote that on January 6, 1966,
:obert McNamara had privately informed him and other "New
rentier friends" that the US would have to seek "withdrawal with
onor" in Vietnam. A few months later, the friends "decided to do
^hat Uttle we could to stir public opinion." His own contribution, he
ays, was to write The Bitter Heritage —which prays for victory and
pposes withdrawal as unthinkable.®

After the Tet Offensive in January 1968, major domestic power
2ctors concluded that the enterprise was becoming too costly to
istain and called for it to be ended. Apart from the impact on the
lobal economy, unfavorable to the US, the mounting popular oppo-
tion to the war was of particular concern. One part of the Pentagon
apers record that has gained little attention reviews the concern in
igh places that further escalation might lead to protest even beyond
le "massive" demonstration at the Pentagon in October 1967, per-
aps also large-scale civil disobedience. In considering further troop
eployments, the Joint Chiefs wanted to ensure that "sufficient forces
ould still be available for civil disorder control," and the Defense
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Department feared that escalation might lead to "increased defiancs i

of the draft and growing unrest in the cities," running the risk ol

"provoking a domestic crisis of unprecedented proportions."'

President Johnson was, in effect, dismissed from office, and
policy was set towards disengagement.

The effect of the policy shift on the ideological system was
dramatic. Virtually everyone suddenly turned out to have been an:

"early opponent of the war"—in secret, since no record can be found.
In Cambridge, the home of the Kennedy "action intellectuals," it

became a standing joke. A more accurate picture is given by the

attitudes of the Massachusetts branch of Americans for Democratic
Action, at the "ultraliberal" extreme. In late 1967, its leadership would
not even accept membership appKcations from people they expected
would speak in favor of an anti-war resolution sponsored by a local

chapter that had fallen out of control.^" A few weeks later, after the.

Tet offensive, everything changed. By late 1969 the liberal press began
to move beyond tactical complaints to critical comment, though with
no serious deviation from state doctrine."

Without too much oversimplification, we can take the Tet offen-

sive ofJanuary 1968 to be the turning point for the cultural managers,
who now faced several challenging tasks. One was to defuse the

opposition, an interesting story, still untold. Another was to restore

the basic doctrines of the faith: The war must now be understood as

'

a noble effort gone astray, in part because of disruptive domestic
elements who had impeded the earnest efforts of "early opponents of

the war." At the outer limits, we may say that the war began with
"blundering efforts to do good," though "by 1969" it had become
"clear to most of the world—and most Americans—that the interven-
tion had been a disastrous mistake"; the argument against the war
"was that the United States had misunderstood the cultural and
political forces at work in Indochina—that it was in a position where
it could not impose a solution except at a price too costly to itself"

(Anthony Lewis).

Recall that the population never absorbed the lessons taught by
the extreme doves, continuing to believe that the war was "funda-
mentally wrong and immoral," not a "mistake."

It is misleading to cite only those who have scaled the peaks of

independent critical thought. More in the mainstream is Peter Kann
of the Wall Street Journal, who concedes that 30 years ago there might
have been an issue about "defending an often imperfect aUy; support-
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5 distant Asian dominoes; sowing democratic seeds in soil that

Kjuently seemed infertile; waging thewar with toomuch firepower,

too little." But today, "it is hard to think of any issue or any place
the world where hindsight offers a clearer spotlight in which to

stinguish right from wrong." When we compare "free, prosperous
d stable" coimtries like Indonesia that have been celebrating "per-

nal dignity" since 1965 with the horrors of Indochina after our
Teat, it is obvious to "common sense" that the hawks were right

d those who saw the Commimists as "groovy little people in the
igle" were dead wrong. That opponents of thewarwere supporters
Communism need not be argued. It follows at once from the basic
ctrine of the Gospel according to Kann and associates: since US
rfection is axiomatic and the concept of "US aggression and mass
irder" meaningless gibberish, it follows that opponents of US
licy are supporters ofthe hated enemy. As for the rest, putting aside
i exaltation of afrocity and oppression, one wonders whether in
ne dark comer ofRussia there remains some commissar so vile and
waidly as to proclaim the nobility of the Soviet cause in Afghani-
n, pointing to the people of Kabul terrorized by the rockets of the
)el armies. If so, he can apply for a position at any American journal
university.

Given thepower oftheUSpropaganda system, as well as shared
iues, loyalists elsewhere uncriticallyadopt its doctrinal verities. The
ishington bureau chief of the London Economist writes that 'The
ir was a fragedy, which did much damage inside and outside
lerica. But that is not at all the same thing as saying that it was
ong, and is very far from substantiating the view that those who
ieved the war was necessary were mistaken." The war may even
ve done a bit of damage to some heathen Indochinese, but the
leritors of centuries of British culture and experience do not tarry
sr such childish concerns. The editors of the Toronto Globe & Mail
ition the US not to overreach in its idealistic efforts to construct a
A^ world order of heavenly virtue: "to career around the globe on a
ite charger invites disaster. (Remember Vietnam?)"'^ The debate
iT "humanitarian intervention" in late 1992 may have reached even
/er depths of moral cowardice, with its musings on the "lessons of
ftnam," which showed how difficult such enterprises can be, how
tly to us.

Gorbachev's Russia could face up to its crimes in Afghanistan,
)king much self-righteous smirking here. But the intellectual class
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in the United States, and their associates elsewhere, must acknot^'

edge nothing and concede nothing. These are among the perquisiti

and responsibilities of power.

The dominant cast of mind was exhibited in the attempt
portray the media, which had always loyally supported the crusat

and continued to do so, as dangerously adversarial, even a threat

the survival of free institutions. This appUcation of the lesson taug
by Tacitus (see page 6) was spearheaded by a two-volume Freedo
House study of the Tet offensive purporting to show that in the

anti-establishment frenzy, the media had falsely portrayed an Am€
ican victory as a defeat for the forces of freedom, thus imderminii
morale at home; the same charge was levelled against the Sovi

media by the military and Communist Party hierarchy under Brez
nev, with no less merit. The conclusions of tMs "scholarly study" ha^

become established doctrine, though it was demonstrated at once
be a pathetic melange of falsehoods and fabrication, which reduci

finally to the claim that the media were too "pessimistic" in the

advocacy of the noble cause (though less pessimistic than US Intel]

gence, the Pentagon, and the President's top advisers, as the Freedo:
House scholars chose not to say)."

For the totalitarian mind, adherence to state propaganda do«

not suffice: one must display proper enthusiasm while marching i

the parade.

Interestingly, the media welcomed the Freedom House attac

on their integrity, far preferring it to the readily-established truth: th;

they generally did their work with professional competence, bi

rarely straying from doctrinal purity. The preferred self-image is n(

the competent though compliant professional, but rather the anti-e;

tablishment crusader, who may go too far in the courageous defianc
of power and institutions. Self-image aside, the crucial doctrinal go;

is thereby achieved: discussion is bounded by the hawks, who sa

that the noble cause could have succeeded with better tactics, moi
commitment, and proper control over the "anti-Americans" wh
undermined it; and the doves, who "all prayed that the hawks woul
be right" but now see that our "blundering efforts to do good" wer
misplaced, an "error" based on misunderstanding and naivete.

The high-level shift of policy after Tet called for a revision of th

earlier record. Since everyone was now an "early opponent of th

war," the same must have been true of the grand leader. The entei

prise had soured; the picture of John F. Kennedy must therefore b
'
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odified. The Kennedy Administration was unusual in the role
ayed by people sensitive to imagery and doctrine, and in a position
shape them. The love affair of the intellectual community with
imelot is in part a reaction to this imaccustomed whiff of (real or
lagined) power. The hberal intelligentsia naturally felt the "need to
sulate JFK from the disastrous consequences of the American ven-
re in Southeast Asia," Thomas Brown observes in his study of
imelot imagery. "Kennedy's role in the Vietnam war is un-
rprisingly.,.the aspect [of his public image and record! that has
en subjected to the greatest nimiber of revisions by Kennedy's
mirers. .

.
The important thing was that JFK be absolved of respon-

)ility for the Vietnam debacle; when the need for exculpation is so
gent, no obstacles—including morality and the truth—should
ind in the way."^"

No less important is another factor that Brown brings up in
jcussing the split among JFK's war managers over escalation: "The
)ves' in this debate," he notes, "were not advocates of complete
thdrawal from Vietnam but of greater reUance on counterinsur-
cicy measures." Termination of the attack against South Vietnam
IS unacceptable—indeed, imthiiikable, the concept of US aggres-
n being barred from the intellectual culture. To guard the faith, it

important to ensure that debate over the US war be constrained
thin the dove-hawk spectrum: the imaginable policy options lie

ween US-supported terror (allegedly JFK) and expansion of JFK's
^ression to a full-scale attack on all of Indochina (LBJ, most of the
nnedy advisers who stayed on). And all choices must be sanitized:

J are defense against "the assault from the inside" in JFK's
irds—the "assault" by indigenous guerrillas against a foreign-im-
sed terrorist regime that could not survive political competition. If

course is constrained within these boimds, the propaganda system
1 have done its duty.

Brown's comments on such obstacles as "morality and the
tti" relate specifically to one of the early post-Tet efforts to revise
image: WhiteHouse aide Kenneth O'Donnell's 1972 memoir. Two
O'Dormell's stories have assumed center stage in the post-Tet
onstruction.^^ The first is that Kennedy had informed Senator
nsfield that he agreed with him "on the need for a complete
itary withdrawal from Vietnam." But he explained "that if he
lounced a withdrawal of American military personnel from Viet-
n before the 1964 election, there would be a wild conservative
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outcry against returning him to the Presidency for a second term
The second is that afterwards, JFK made a private comment ti

O'Donnell that he presents verbatim:

In 1965, I'll become one of the most unpopular Presidents in

history. I'llbedamned everywhere as aCommunist appeaser.
But I don't care. If I tried to pull out completely now from
Vietnam, we would have another Joe McCarthy scare on our
hands, but I can do it after I'm reelected. So we had better

make damned sure that I am reelected.

In 1975, Mansfield told colimmist Jack Anderson that Kenned}
"was going to order a gradual withdrawal" but "neverhad the chanct

to put the plan into effect," though he had "definitely and unequivo
cally" made that decision; in 1978, Mansfield said further that Ken
nedy had informed him that troop withdrawal would begin ii:

January 1964.'^ Noting Mansfield's (partial) confirmation o<

O'Donnell's report. Brown points out that "one need not reject thi'

story out of hand. . .to doubt that it was a firm statement ofKenned/j
intentions in Vietnam. Like many politicians, JFK was inclined to tel

people what they wanted to hear." Every serious historian discount'

such reports for thesame reason: "Kennedy probably told [Mansfield;

what he wanted to hear," Thomas Paterson observes. The same holdi

for other recollections, authentic or not, by political figures and jour-

nalists.

Whatever else he may have been, Kennedy was a politica

animal, and knew enough to tell the Senate Majority Leader and othei

influential people what they wanted to hear. He was also keenl>

sensitive to the opposition to his poUdes among powerful Senators,

who saw them as harmful to US interests. The internal record reveals

that Kennedy left decisions on Vietnam largely in the hands of his

advisers. His own interventions express his "increasing concern" ovei

the "need to make [an] effective case with Congress for continued
prosecution of the war," and to ensure that congressional condemna-
tion of Diem's repression "not end up with a resolution requiring thai

we reduce aid" (September 1963). As for the media, "The way tc

confound the press is to win the war."^^

Kennedy was also aware that pubUc support for the war was
thin, as were McNamara, Hilsman, and others. A year later, LBJ won
the election largely because of his outspoken opposition to expanding
the war. But JFK never saw the general discontent among the public,
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>ress, and Congress as an opportunity to construct a popular base for
dthdrawal; rather, he sought to counter it with extremist rhetoric

bout the grand stakes. Like McNamara, he hoped to bring the war
a successful end before discontent interfered with this plan. Had

le intended to withdraw, he would also have leaped at the opportu-
ity provided by the GVN call for reduction of forces (even outright
/ithdrawal), and its moves toward political settlement. As for the
ight-wing, a President intent on withdrawal would have called upon
ighly-respected military figures for support, including the most
svered figures of the far right.

The post-Tet O'Donnell-Mansfield version is that JFK intended
) begin withdrawal in January 1964, but to complete it only after his
lection, so as to fend off "another Joe McCarthy scare." Even apart
•om the total lack of supporting evidence (and the ample coun-
jrevidence), this story is hardly credible. Nothing would have been
etter calculated to fan right-wing hysteria than inflammatory rheto-
c about the cosmic issues at stake, public commitment to stay the
Dursecombined with withdrawal from thatcommitment as the cUent
Jgime collapsed in 1964, election on the solemn promise to stand firm
Dme what may, and then completion of the withdrawal and betrayal,
hat plan would have been sheer stupidity. Had Kennedy intended
) withdraw, he would have at least considered, and probably pur-
led, the course just outlined. But there is no hint in the record that
B gave that possibihty a moment's thought. Rather, he chose to
iflame jingoist passions. The conclusions, again, seem rather dear.

The post-Tet recollections many years after the alleged conver-
itions are subject to further question. Mansfield had not called for
:omplete military withdrawal," so it is not possible for JFK to have
^eed with him on this. His actual advice was highly qualified: the
S should undertake a very limited withdrawal as a "symbolic ges-
ire" to warn Diem to get to business and win the war. And he
cphdtly opposed withdrawal as LBJ took over. Furthermore, JFK
jected Mansfield's major recorded advice: to desist from public
letoricabout the great stakes in Indochina. The post-Tet recollections
e not consistent with the internal record.

Far more credible, if one chooses to take such material seriously.
General Wheeler's recollection in 1964 (not years later, in a period
ideological reconstruction) that Kennedy was interested in extend-

g tiie war to North Vietnam.
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Furthermore, O'Donnell's and Mansfield's belated accounts are
virtually meaningless, even if taken at face value. JFK's qualified

endorsement of the McNamara-Taylor recommendations on with-
drawal was made public at once. Perhaps, years later, Mansfield and
O'Donnellhad forgotten the withdrawal plans thatwere prominently
published; recall that these seemed so insignificant to JFK's dose
associates and chroniclers that they scarcely mention them, if at all.

The only novelty in these private commimications would have been
if JFK had stated that he knew that the optimistic assessments were
false, and was going to withdraw anj^ay, which is, indeed, the way
these alleged communications are interpreted byNewman, Schlesin-
ger, and other post-Tet advocates of the withdrawal-without-victory
thesis. On a thread that thin, one can hang nothing.

Despite such obvious flaws, theO'Donnell-Mansfield stories are
taken very seriously by Kermedy hagiographers.

The Camelot memoirists proceeded to revise their earlier ver-
sions after Tet, separatingJFK (and by impUcation, themselves) ft-om
what had happened. Sorenson was the first. In the earlier version,
Kennedy was preparing for the introduction of combat troops if

necessary and intended to "weather it out" come what may, not
abandoning his ally, who would have collapsed without large-scale
US intervention. Withdrawal is not discussed. Diplomacy is consid-
ered a threat, successfully overcome by the overthrow of the Diem
government. But post-Tet, Sorenson is "convinced" that JFK would
have sought diplomatic alternatives in 1965—with the dient regime
in still worse straits, as he notes. Furthermore, for unexamined rea-
sons, JFKwould have made a more realistic cost-benefit analysis than
did his trusted assodates, who continued to run the war for LBJ as
they had for him. "I beUeve he would have devoted increasing
time.

.
.in the winter of 1963-1964 and found an answer" to the ques-

tion of how to get out of Vietnam, Sorenson says, not telling us what
this answer might have been as the US-GVN position rapidly deteri-
orated, and not recalling his own advice to LBJ while he was still on
the White House staff: to avoid any hint of wavering in the pursuit of
victory because of the enormous stakes (January 1964).

The October 1963 withdrawal plan, unmentioned in the old
version, assumes great significance in Sorenson's post-Tet revision.
Kennedy "did authorize, as an indication ofhis goal, the October 1963
statement by McNamara and Taylor predicting a witiidrawal of most
American military advisors by the end of 1965, beginning late in
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33/' Sorenson writes, failing to add that in 1965 he [Sorenson] had
md these steps unworthy of mention, that Kennedy refused to
limit himself to the plan, thatwithdrawal was expHdtly contingent
military success, and that the plan called for intensification of the
J and stood alongside the effort to replace Diem if he would not
>cus on winning the war" asJFKdemanded. Sorenson also says that
nnedy "made it very clear that any suggestion from the Saigon
i^ermnent that our forces were imwelcome would start them 'on
lir way home...the day after it was suggested'." That JFK made
±. statements is true; that he and his associates regarded such
jgestions with dismay and sought to block them in every way is

D true, as we have seen.^*

Arthur Schlesinger entered the lists in 1978 with his biography
5iobert Kennedy. Unlike Sorenson, he does not confine himself to
iculation about JFK's intent. Rather, he constructs a new history,
ically revising his own earlier version.^^

In the pre-Tet history. General MacArthur's views merit a pass-
phrase as an "opinion" offered the President. There is no indica-
i that JFK paid the slightest attention; they are not mentioned in
600 pages that follow. In the post-Tet version, we read:

In late April, Kennedy discovered an unexpected ally—Gen-
eral Douglas MacArthur, who assured him that it would
indeed be a "mistake" to fight in Southeast Asia. "He thinks,"
the President dictated in a rare aide-memoire, "our line should
be Japan, Formosa and the Philippines... He said that the
'chickens are coming home to roosf from Eisenhower's years
and I live in the chicken coop."

^

By April 1992, we discover that A Thousand Days had recorded
's "delight in General MacArthur's opposition to a land war in
a," a surprise to the reader of the earUer version.^"

Pre-Tet, itwasJFK and Arthur Schlesingerwho rejoiced over the
jat of "aggression" in Vietnam in 1962. Post-Tet, it is the New York
es^ that absurdly denounces "Communist 'aggression' in Viet-
\/' while "Kennedy was determined to stall." And though RFK
call for victory over the aggressors in 1962, he was deluded: he
following "the party line as imparted to him by McNamara and
lor," failing to understand the huge gap between the President's
vs and the McNamara-Taylor party line—which Schlesinger had
buted to the President, with his own endorsement, in the pre-Tet
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version. The post-Tet revision offers no explanation for these innova-
tions, or for JFK's decision to delegate responsibility to run the war to

one of the men who peddled the party line he so disdained, while
promoting the other to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs—a curious
reaction to their betrayal of the President's cause.

The doves are identified as Harriman, Hilsman, and Forrestal,

who called for coimterinsurgency and social reform, not escalation.

Nothing is said about their doctrine that "there are no quitters here"
or their actual role in the Kennedy Administration, reviewed earlier;

or their later thoughts as optimistic assessments changed. True, all the

details were not in the public domain in 1978, though enough was;
and it is hard to believe that an Administration insiderwould nothave
had at least the general picture.^^

In the post-Tet version, the Joint Chiefs join the New York Times,

McNamara, and Taylor as extremists undermining the President's

moderate policies. Commenting on JCS Chairman General Lyman
Lemnitzer's invocation of the "well-known commitment to take a
forthright stand against Commimism in Southeast Asia," Schlesinger
writes sardonically that "For the Chiefs the commitment may have
been 'well-known.' But they had thus far failed in their efforts to force
it on the President"—who regularly voiced it in still more stiident

terms. Many examples have been cited, including Schlesinger's own
report of tiie President's fears of upsetting "tiie whole world balance"
if the US were to retreat in Vietnam. Or, we may recall JFK's summer
1963 comment on the need to establish a "stable government" in

South Vietnam and to support its "struggle to maintain its national
independence": "for us to withdraw from that effort would mean a
collapse not only of South Vietiiam but Southeast Asia. So we are

going to stay there." These were "temperate words" in Schlesinger's
pre-Tet version. Compare Lemnitzer.

In his laudatory 1992 review of Newman's book, Schlesinger
joins Newman in casting blame on military crazies. Both cite what
Schlesinger caUs "a hysterical [January] 1962 memorandum" (and
Newman describes as "exti-aordinary") in which the Joint Chiefs
predict "that 'the fall of South Vietiiam to Communist conti-ol would
mean the eventiial Communist domination of all of the Southeast
Asian mainland' and that most of Asia would capitulate to what the

military still stubbornly called the 'Sino-Soviet Bloc'." "Such hyper-
bole confirmed Kennedy's low opinion of the military," Schlesinger
writes. Checking back to the pre-Tet version, we read tiiat it was JFK's
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te Department that babbled on about the "Sino-Soviet Bloc" while
nnedy in 1963 regarded China as the "long-term danger to the

ice"; the USSR, in contrast, was merely the "monolithic and ruth-

5 conspiracy" intent on world conquest. The Chiefs' "hyperbole"
)utSouthVietnam, furthermore, soimds prettytame incomparison
FK's own rhetoric, as we have seen.^

To illustrate Keimed/s moderation and concern for social re-

al in contrast to the military, Schlesinger dtes the 1956 speech
)ted earUer (page 45), excising its inflammatory content, which
Drge Ball described as "one of [JFK'sl more purple passages" with
Arhole bagful of well-worn metaphors" about dominos and huge

In Schlesinger's pre-Tet book on John F. Keimedy (1965, 1967),
rewas only a baremention ofwithdrawal plans, withno indication

t JFK had ever considered the matter (recall that the basic facts

:e public knowledge). There is no hint that anyone considered
hdrawal without victory. In his 1966 "anti-war" book The Bitter

itage, still pre-Tet, Schlesinger rejects withdrawal outright, up-
ling JFK's baimer, he claims.

The post-Tet biography of Robert Kennedy (1978) is radically
erent. Here JFK's alleged withdrawal plans merit a full chapter,
n though the book is not devoted to JFK but to his brother, whose
ralvement in Vietnam had been strictly limited before Dallas" and
is nonexistent" after, Schlesinger tells us. This startHng difference
Areen the pre- and post-Tet versions is not attributed to any signif-

it new information, indeed is not mentioned at all. Schlesinger's
lanation for the chapter on withdrawal is that "because [RFK] later

to struggle with his brother's Vietnam legacy, it is essential to
ierstandwhat that legacy was." Perhaps. But onewould then want
nowwhy the legacy appears nowhere in the pre-Tet pubUcations.
In 1992, Schlesinger went a step further, claiming that he had

forth the JFK withdrawal thesis all along.^
Post-Tet, the October 1963 decisions, emergingfrom their earlier

nirity, become "the first application of Kennedy's phased with-
Aral plan," as Kermedy masterfully withstands efforts by his aides
eepen the US commitment, to limit his flexibility, and to delete
reference to troop withdrawal (Schlesinger's sources are oral
)rts, with little relation to the documentary record, imaginative
lings apart; the New York Times accoimt of 1963 was more infor-

ive). JFK's plan to withdraw, unmentioned before, now serves as
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prime evidence that he had separated himself from the two maii
"schools": the advocates of coimterinsurgency and the purveyors oi

the McNamara-Taylor "party line." He was opposed to "both win-
the-war factions, . . .vaguely searching for a nonmilitary solution/' His
undeviating public call for winning the war is apparently to be
imderstood as a ploy to deflect the right-wing; his equally insistent

call for victory in the internal record is immentioned.
Overriding the objection ofthe Chiefs, Schlesinger writes, inJuly

1962 "Kennedy instructedMcNamara to start planning for the phased
withdrawal of American military personnel"; in the pre-Tet version,

we read only about the optimism of Harkins and McNamara in

mid-1962, with no mention of any withdrawal plan (896). Post-Tet,

the July 1962 instructions were the origin of the October 1963 plan,

which, for the President, put a limiton escalation and was "the reserve
plan for extrication," though the disruptive generals saw it only "as

a means of putting pressure on Diem"—as did Mansfield and other

doves, and Schlesinger in his marginal pre-Tet reference to

McNamara's recommendation.

As we have already seen, the July 1962 instructions were pred-
icated on the assumption that victory was within reach and that any
delay beyond 1965 would make it difficult to contain domestic oppo-
sition to the war. In short, JFK's goal was withdrawal after victory—by
mid-1965, McNamara thought, though to the end, JFK remained
unwilling to commit himself. The top military command disagreed
only in that they were more optimistic, expecting to wind it up in a

year. All this is omitted, though the basic facts were available in the

Pentagon Papers.

Continuing with the post-Tet version, Schlesinger writes that by
1963, withdrawal was turning from a "precaution...into a prefer-

ence." That is what "the evidence suggests." What the evidence
actually suggests is that withdrawal was always a preference, but only
after victory; and so it remained in 1963. The evidence that Schlesinger
dtes is the O'Donnell-Mansfield material, abeady discussed. His only
further evidence is Kennedy's public statement in September 1963
that "it is their war. They are the ones who have to win it or lose it. ..."

Recall that this point was made to the President by his top military

commander in Vietnam, General McGarr, in February 1962, and was
reiterated after the assassination by LBJ, McNamara, and Generals
Westmoreland and Taylor. By the same logic, they must have shared
JFK's secret intent.
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By late summer of 1963, the post-Tet version continues, "Ken-
edy was still playing out his public hand while secretly wondering
Dw to get out"—so secretly that no trace is left in the record and his
osest associates knew nothing about it; the "pubUc hand" was the
iflammatory rhetoric that could only serve to undermine with-
rawal. On November 14, Schlesinger reports, Kermedy told a press
)nference "somewhat confusedly" that the upcoming Honolulu con-
rence would focus on "how we can inteiisify the struggle, how we
in bring Americans out of there. Now that is our object, to bring
mericans home." The confusion results from "Keimedy's private
termination to begin, at whatever cost, a strategy of extrication," a
)ctrine for which not a particle of evidence has been adduced. With
at doctrine abandoned, JFK's statement unconfusedly reflects his
vareness of domestic discontent and his commitment to intensify
e war and withdraw after victory, explicit in the internal and public
cord.

Schlesinger notes that "InMay 1963Nhu proposed publicly that
e United States start vdthdrawing its troops," adding that "sooner
later we Vietnamese will settle our differences between us." He
ports inaccurately that Nhu's hints about treating with Hanoi were
)t "taken seriously in either Saigon or Washington" (citing William
mdy); the record shows that they were taken quite seriously, and
Bie a factor in the Kennedy Administration decision to overthrow
e government. "No one knew then whether the explorations had
y reality," Schlesinger adds correctly, without, however, giving the
ason: JFK and his advisers feared that these explorations had all too
uch reality, and acted to destroy the threat, another crucial fact that
idermines the withdrawal-without-victory thesis.A "Diem-Ho deal
uld have been the means of an American exit from Vietnam in
63," Schlesinger correctly observes, so that "An opportunity of
me sort was perhaps missed"—though not because of ignorance,
he suggests. Rather, it was understood that such a deal would force
3 US to withdraw without victory.

Post-Tet, Schlesinger adopts the thesis that the assassination of
B President led to a dramatic reversal of poUcy.^^ He argues that LBJ
andoned JFK's withdrawal plans at once, shifting to escalation. His
idence is the opening paragraph of NSAM 273 of November 26:

It remains the central objective of the United States in South
Vietnam to assist the people and Government of that country
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to win their contest against the externally directed and sup-
ported communist conspiracy.

Schlesinger highlights these words to show that LBJ was under-
taking "both the total commitment Kennedy had always refused and
the diagnosis of the conflict" that Kennedy had "never quite ac-
cepted." The highlighted words appear regularly in both the public
and private Kennedy record, as does the diagnosis; numerous exam-
ples have already been given, including JFK's own demand that
everyone must "focus on wiiming the war." The draft of NSAM 273
written before the assassination by Kennedy's top advisers, express-
ing his policies, opens with the same paragraph.^^ The October 2
WhiteHouse statement approving theMcNamara-Taylor recommen-
dations is hardly different. The hidden meanings and implications are
in the eye of the beholder.

Schlesinger also claims that by emphasizing that American
military programs "should be maintained at levels as high as those in
the time of the Diem regime," NSAM 273 "nullified Kennedy's extri-

cation intent." His source is the Pentagon Papers analysis (m, 18),

which makes clear that it is the aid programs that are being discussed
and that the statement "served to indicate continuance by the new
President of policies akeady agreed upon." Schlesinger's source con-
tinues: "The objectives of the United States with respect to the with-
drawal of U.S. military personnel remain as stated in the White House
statement of October 2, 1963." As noted, that White House pubUc
statement had also emphasized that "Major U.S. assistance" would
be maintained as long as needed by the cUent regime. The phrase
Schlesinger cites from NSAM 273 nullifies no "extrication intent," in
fact changes nothing,

Schlesinger's account of what followed is hardly more persua-
sive. Thus he cites a high-level Kennedy official as writing that the
Kennedy brothers "regarded Vietnam as a massive source of vexation and
concern but not as intrinsically important in itself—only as a counter in a
larger game." These words, which Schlesinger again highUghts, are
supposed to prove that "As civilized, well-educated Americans they
were totally devoid of the obsessive attitudes that characterized Pres-
ident Johnson under the influence of the 'hard-liners'"; the wording
expresses the boundless contempt of the Kennedy intellectuals for the
boorish Texas interloper defacing the elegance of Camelot. The cited
phrase is from 1970, post-Tet; a page earlier, Schlesinger had quoted
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jtter from RFK to Johnson in June 1964 in which he described
tnam as "obviously the most important problem facing the United
tes."^^ As for the "obsessive attitudes" expressed by JFK and his

advisers, enough has already been said. Finally, it was Kennedy's
sonally-chosen and trusted senior advisers who were influencing
and directing his war, with his brother's firm support, until things
an to go awry.

Schlesinger elaborates in his 1992 review of Newman's book,
lorsing Newman's "withdrawal without victory" thesis, Schlesin-
writes that he himself had made the same point in his A Thousand
'S, where he reported JFK's view that "it was a Vietnamese war. If

converted it into a white man's war, we would lose." He does not
ition that LBJ later made similar remarks: we do not want "our
erican boys to do the fighting for Asian boys," he proclaimed
ing the 1964 election campaign—not quite the same as the JFK-
lesinger version because for LBJ, it was a point of principle, while
FK-Schlesinger, itwas sheer expedience, a question ofhow to win.
thermore, as noted, the same point had been made by the military
imand before and after. The 5harp pre- vs. post-Tet contrast again
ses unexamined.

The third pre-Tet Kennedy memoirist, Roger Hilsman, has writ-
several letters to the press responding to critics of the withdrawal
is, in the course of its 1991-1992 revival. In them, he takes a
nger stand on JFK's intent to withdraw than in his pre-Tet discus-
.}^ But a close reading shows that Hilsman is careful to evade the
ial questions. He says that JFK wanted to withdraw, which is

eniable; so did Rostow and LeMay—after victory. He says also
JFK was determined not to let it become an American war. The
e is true generally of his advisers, who then did just that as
imstances drastically changed, leaving them no other choice, they
:luded, on the premises they shared with JFK. While serving in

LBJ Administration, Hilsman largely agreed, as we have seen,
man's current interventions skirt the issues, only clouding them
ler.

Consider Hilsman's latest intervention in the debate, as I write.^°

2 he addresses the charge that he waited until 1992 to make it

lie "that President Kennedy intended to withdraw from Viet-
." Not true, Hilsman responds. Kennedy himself had made this

: in his news conference of September 2, 1963, in which he said
"In the final analysis it is their war. They have to win it or lose
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it." After the assassination, he continues, Johnson "made it clear to

people in his administration deaUng with Vietnam that he had

dropped Kennedy's last three words": that is, he would not allow the

war to be lost. Hilsman then refers to his objections to LBJ's decision

to bomb North Vietnam, offered "most extensively" in his 1967 book.

He claims further that "it is difficult to make yourself heard," alleging

suppression by media and historians of Hilsman's efforts to inform

them "that Kennedy, before his death, had begun to implement a plan

to withdraw from Vietnam." Defense rests.

Note that Hilsman adduces no evidence that Kennedy intended

to withdraw from Vietnam without victory, the only point at issue.

The charge of suppression is not particularly convincing; surely Hils-

man could have found some journal willing to allow him a few words.
That aside, he had nothing to make pubUc: the initiation of the

withdrawal plan had been prominently reported in October 1963, less

fully in his 1967 book. Furthermore, his objections to LBJ's bombing
in that book are hardly "extensive." Indeed they are quite pallid, as

we have seen; hardly a surprise, since he himself had called for

measured escalation against the North while serving in the JFK and

LBJ Administrations. Finally, consider the claim that LBJ dropped the

last three words in JFK's statement that "They have to win it or lose

it." To claim on the basis of these three words that Kennedy intended

to withdraw without victory makes as much sense as to attribute the

same intention to LBJ on the basis of his statement, a year later,

opposing the dispatch ofUS troops. Or to attribute the same intention

to the top US military command throughout, on the basis of similar

statements. That is why Hilsman makes no such claim in his 1967

memoir, in which he emphasizes LBJ's statement that "We don't want
our American boys to do the fighting for Asian boys" to show his

"sincere" and "desperate" effort to carry out JFK's plans. Recall also

Hilsman's observation in his 1967 book that 10 days after the three-

word deletion on which he now hangs his case, JFK's pubUc commit-
ment to "win the war" and not "see a war lost" became "a policy

guideline," as, indeed, he had recognized a few days after in internal

planning (see pages 46 and 75).

However informative they may be with regard to the tasks of

cultural management, the post-Tet revisions by leading Kennedy
intellectuals have no value as history. Rather, they constitute a chapter

of cultural history, one that is of no slight interest, I believe.
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The post-Tet reconstruction is highly serviceable, therefore
ikely to endure irrespective of fact, at least in circles that derive their

Inspiration and imagery from Camelot. By early 1993, it was gaining
he status ofbackground information. Thus in reviewing a biography
)f Robert McNamara in the Boston Globe, Robert Kuttner writes that
houghMcNamarahad been "taken inby thebogus statistics supplied
)y Gen. Paul Harkins," by late 1963 his "powers of skepticism re-
dved." "With Keimedy, he embraced a plan to increase assistance but
urn the show over to the Vietnamese, win or lose, by 1965."

In the biography under review, Deborah Shapley is much more
lautious. McNamara told her that he and Kermedy had agreed to
withdraw without victory, Shapley writes, but she foimd herself
uspecting that "his sincere belief that Kennedy would have gotten
>ut of Vietnam was something he arrived at later when the war had
»ecome tragic and traumatic for him and the nation." His "reverence
orJohn Kennedy" might have led him "to self-deceive, to believe that
lis hero and mentor would have wisely guided them out." "No hard
vidence for McNamara's claim has come to Ught." "Hard evidence"
5 substantial, but as we have seen, it consistently imdermines the
laim. Shapley writes that McNamara and Kennedy "may have had
different, private agenda"; her sources are Newman and

chlesinger's "interesting theory" of 1978, concocted without a shred
f evidence or a word about the still more interesting pre-Tet silence.

Jl other sources dted are post-Tet, in part second-hand: private
^miniscences of 1970 (Gilpatric) and 1986 (McNamara), and current
iterviews.^^

In short, the belief remains pure faith, held in the face of abun-
ant counter-evidence from every relevant source.

. The Hero-Villain Scenario

The withdrawal-without-victory thesis is typically understood
) subsimie a second one: that LBJ immediately reversed policy from
dthdrawal to escalation; NSAM 263 (October 11) and NSAM 273
November 26, with a pre-assassination draft) are commonlyadduced
I evidence, but they sustain no such conclusion. The major effort to

Jtablish the dual thesis is John Newman's book. As noted, this "ten
^a^ study" received much attention and praise, over a broad spec-
um. It was the basis for the influential Oliver Stone film JFK, and is
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taken by much of the left to be a definitive demonstration of the twin

theses. The book was strongly endorsed by Arthur Schlesinger, who
describes it as a "solid contribution," with its "straightforward and

workmanlike, rather military...organization, tone and style" and

"meticulous and exhaustive examination ofdocuments." FormerCIA
Director William Colby, who headed the Far East division of the CIA
in 1963-1964, hailed Newman's study of these years as a "brilliant,

meticulously researched and fascinating accoimt ofthe decision-mak-

ing which led to America's long agony in Vietnam"; America's agony,

in accordance with approved doctrine.^^

Thebook is notwithout interest. It contains somenewdocumen-
tary evidence, which further undermines the Newman-Schlesinger

thesis when extricated from the chaotic jumble of materials inter-

larded with highlighted phrases that demonstrate nothing, confident

interpretations of private intentions and beliefs, tales of intrigue and

deception of extraordinary scale and complexity, so well-concealed

as to leave no trace in the record, and conclusions that become more
strident as the case collapses before the author's eyes. By the end, he

claims that the National Security Council meetings of 1 962 "more than
resolve the question" of whether Kennedy would have sent combat
troops under the radically different circumstances faced by his advis-

ers in 1965, a conclusion that captures accurately the level of argu-

ment.

Newman's basic contention seems to be that JFK was sur-

rounded by evil advisers who were trying to thwart his secret plan to

withdraw without victory, though unaccountably, he kept giving

them more authority and promoting them to higher positions, per-

haps because he didn't understand them. Thus JFK thought that

Taylor was "the one general. . .who shared his own views and that he

could, therefore, trust to carry out his bidding." Shamelessly de-

ceived, JFK therefore placed him in charge of the Special Group on
counterinsurgency, promoted him to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs,

and relied on him until the end, though Taylor was undermining him
at every turn; Taylor became "the second most powerful person in the

White House," Newman observes, making no attempt to resolve the

paradox. From the beginning, the "record leaves the reader with the

unforgettable image of a President pitted against his own advisors

and the bureaucracy that served under him."^

There are a few "good guys," but in the chaos, it is hard to be

sure who they are: perhaps Harriman, Forrestal, Hilsman, and
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VlcNamara, though even they joined the malefactors who beset our
tiero on every side (Harriman and Hilsman "mired Kennedy in a plot

:o overthrowDiem" [346], etc.). McNamara's role in these imaginative

:onstructions is particularly intriguing. On November 26, 1961, New-
nan explains, Kermedy tookcommand of officialdom in the 'Thanks-
jiving Day Massacre," carrying out "a sweeping change of

persormel" so that his own men would be in a position to implement
lis plans. 'The personwho emerged thatday as Kermed/s pointman
Dn the Vietnam War was Robert Strange McNamara"—^who, at a

neeting three weeks earUer, had taken a prominent role in favor of

leploying US military forces in Vietnam, and was "still anticipating

i decision to conrniit U.S. combat forces," as he advocated, on No-
vember 13. On November 26, McNamara was therefore made "per-

sonally responsible" for executing the President's poUcies. And so he
lid, we read: McNamara "was determined to execute the Com-
nander-in-Chiefs intent: a genuine withdrawal from Vietnam" (Oc-

;ober 1963). As in the case of Taylor's rise to the top, no explanation

s given for these curious shifts and decisions, or forMcNamara's role

inderLBJ.^

The withdrawal-without-victory thesis rests on the assumption
hat Kermedy realized that the optimistic military reports were incor-

•ect—or, as Newman claims, an elaborate effort to deceive the Presi-

ient. Newman's treatment of this issue is therefore central to the

Jtory.

Closely paraphrasing the account in the Pentagon Papers, re-

newed above, he describes the July 1962 events as the beginning of

'the lengthy paper trail on the Kennedy withdrawal plan for Viet-

lam." By then, he writes, 'The Americans were ready to declare

dctory and come home," and expected to bring "the Vietnam prob-

em 'to a successful conclusionwithin a reasonable time'." McNamara
jave Harkins ii\structions to "come up with a plan to wrap things up
md come home" (Newman). Harkins considered the war almost
)ver, but McNamara urged that "we must assimie the worst," taking

he "conservative view" that "it will take three years instead of one
^ear" and making plans accordingly. Unequivocally, the goal was
withdrawal after victory, by 1965.

Into the fall of 1962, Newman writes, "the deception was work-
ng, and Kennedy, hke McNamara, had come to believe the percep-

ion deUvered by the imintemipted string of false reports emanating
irom Vietnam." But by March 1963, JFK had "figured out...that the
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success story was a deception." There is "hard evidence" for this, he

claims, citing an NBC documentary eight months later that ques-

tioned the optimistic intelligence reports. The remainder of the evi-

dence is that "in his heart he must have known" that the Dfiilitary

program was a failure. Unlike his advisers (at least, those not in on

the various "deceptions"), Kennedy "had to notice when the military

myth was shaken by Bowles and Mendenhall in late 1962," and by

Mansfield's pessimism. "When the drama of the Wheeler versus

Hilsman-Forrestal match ended up in his office in February 1963, the

implication that the story of success was untrue could no longer be

overlooked" (by JFK, uniquely); the "drama" is the difference of judg-

ment as to the time scale for victory, already reviewed (see pages 69-71).

These conclusions are presented on faith. A closer look shaves

the sliver of evidence even further. Consider the timing. We read that

"By the fall of 1962 the deception was working," but JFK "had to

notice" the reports of Bowles and Mendenhall "in late 1962"—in fact,

in August 1962. Putting that problem aside, both of these reports are

ambiguous, and Mendenhall' s, as Newman notes, "did not go higher

than the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs";

it is imclear, then, how JFK "had to notice" it. As for Bowles, he had

been cut out ofpohcymaking sectors long before. Unmentioned is the

further fact that Bowles visited Vietnam in July 1963 and sent a highly

confidential report to McGeorge Bundy, which, in this case, the

President may have seen. Bowles wrote that "the miHtary situation is

steadily improving" although "the poHtical situation is rapidly dete-

riorating," repeating the standard view. He also warned that "We

caimot achieve our objectives in Southeast Asia as long as Diem and

his family run Vietnam." He recommended that the US support

someone who will "overthrow EHem" and send "U.S. special service

troops and advisors into Laos to beef up and train the best Laotian

troops," using Thai mercenaries and ARVN as well for this purpose;

he also appears to be calling for Thailand to occupy part of northwest-

em Laos, though some sentences are not declassified. With "a bit of

luck," we may "turn the tide" and "lay the basis for a far more

favorable situation in Southeast Asia than seemed possible a few

months ago."^

On these grounds, we are to conclude thatJFK alone understood

that official optimism was unwarranted.

Curiously, there actually is one bit of evidence that supports the

desired conclusion, butNewman and other advocates of the thesis do
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lot make use of it. Recall that at the NSC meeting considering the

VlcNamara-Taylor recommendations, Kennedy dissociated himself

Tom the plan to withdraw 1000 personnel because he did not want

:o be "accused of being over optimistic" in case the miHtary situation

lid not make withdrawal feasible. He allowed the sentence on with-

drawal to remain only if attributed toMcNamara and Taylor, without

lis acquiescence. In public too he was more hesitant about the with-

drawal plan than the military command, as we have seen. One might

argue, then, that JFK did not share the optimism of his advisers, and

^vas therefore unwilling to commit himself to withdrawal. This con-

zlusion has two merits not shared by the thesis we are examining: (1)

It has some evidence to support it; (2) it conforms to the general

picture of Keimedy's commitment to miUtary victory provided by the

internal record.

Newman takes a different course, however, asserting that JFK

"had disassociated himself from the optimistic McNamara-Taylor

timetable because he could not yet know whether his withdrawal

would be conducted imder a winning or a losing battlefield situa-

tion." Whatever this is supposed to mean, Newman ignores the

reason Kermedy actually gave: that "if we were not able to take this

action by the end of this year, we would be accused of being over

optimistic." This treatment of the evidence illustrates Newman's

technique precisely. Given the dogma that JFK planned to withdraw

without victory, all evidence to the contrary proves that he was being

"briUiant...and duplicitous," cleverly concealing from his top advis-

ers the truth about what was "in his heart." Adopting the same

procedure, Newman concludes that "Kennedy decided, appar-

ently...in February or March 1963, to get out of Vietnam even if it

meant the war would be lost." Evidence is lul, and counterevidence

substantial, but irrelevant, thanks to the analytic technique.

To establish his thesis, Newman ignores the internal record of

JFK's interventions and relies heavily (in the end, almost exclusively)

on O'DonneU's 1972 report and Mansfield's later comments (1975,

1978). O'Dormell's story, Newman writes, "makes it abundantly clear

that Kennedy knew the war was a lost cause, and that his problem

was how to disguise his intentions until after the election." Newman
declares further that "there is no doubt that Kermedy made these

confidential remarks" reported by Mansfield and O'Donnell. These

remarks must therefore be placed "side by side" with JFK's public

comments, which, Newman agrees, flatly contradict them. When we
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compare the public comments and the "confidential remarks" to

O'Donnell and Mansfield, Newman writes, "the purpose for his

remarks at these press conferences become [sic] dear: they were
calculated to throw off his political opponents and the supporters of

massive U.S. intervention."^

Contrary to this remarkable reasoning, there is ample reason to

be skeptical about these post-Tet reconstructions years after the al-

leged conversations. They are furthermore implausible and largely

meaningless, hence discounted by historians generally. They do not

begin to compare in significance with the extensive internal record

and the public statements of the President, which conform to the

internal record, a crucial fact missing from this study. In fact, they are

far less significant than the pre-Tet memoirs and oral history, which
Newman also ignores. As for the "calculation" on which the New-
man-Schlesinger thesis rests, that makes no sense at all, as already

discussed.

No more impressive is Newman's faith in a "riveting talk with

President Kennedy" described by Senator Wayne Morse ten years

later (reported verbatim in the press, and by Newman), in which JFK
allegedly told the Senate's leading opponent of the war that he agreed
with him. Whatever the plausibility of the story, it is devoid of

significance, for reasons understood by every historian: a President

may well tell an influential Senator in private what he would like to

hear, while heeding other voices .^^

Newman's tale is woven from dark hints and "intrigue," with

"webs of deception" at every level. Subtitles read: "A DECEPTION
WITHIN THE DECEPTION," "THE DEEPENING WEB OF DECEP-
TION," "THE DECEIVERSAND THE DECEIVED," etc. The mihtary

were deceiving Kennedy's associates who were deceiving Kennedy,
while he in turn was deceiving the public and his advisers, and many
were deceiving themselves. At least, I think that is what the story is

supposed to be; it is not easy to tell in this labyrinth of fancy.

LBJ is portrayed as one of the reallybad guys, in conformity with

the thesis of a sharp pohcy change after the assassination (or worse,

according to the darker version). The evidence? On intervention in

Laos, "ONLY LBJ SUPPORTED [Admiral] BURKE," a section head-

ing reads, supported only by Burke's recollection in oral history 6

years later that LBJ said "he thought I had something, but that was
because he spoke first, perhaps."^
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Later comes an "intrigue" too intricate to unravel that is sup-
>osed to show how LBJ put one over on the unsuspecting JFK,
dvancing the nefarious plan to introduce combat troops. The plot
nly thickens when we find that LBJ's recommendation was: "do not
;et bogged down, Mr. President, in a land war in Southeast Asia"
[ohnson's military aide Colonel Burris). There is an "inconsistency,"
lewman concedes, offering an explanation supported only by the
eed to establish LBJ's devious role. Complicating the matter further,
Johnson chose to distance himselffrom the combat troops idea while
imultaneously advocating a commitment that might well require
ley be sent in the future" (exactly like his boss), perhaps exploiting
:ennedy's "impulsive innocence." LBJ's written report to the Presi-
ent "finessed the ticklish problem of U.S. combat troops by saying
lis might have to be faced at 'some point'," Newman writes. LBJ
Tote that "Asian leaders do not want them 'at this time'...Combat
oops were not required or desirable..." A subtle rascal, "Johnson
len cleverly avoided a definitive statement on troops by framing the
uestion as a choice between U.S. support or complete disengage-
lent."

As a further complication, 'Johnson didn't really want to get
ivolved in Vietnam" in the first place (Colonel Burris).

In fact, Newman observes, LBJ played no role in Vietnam policy
ter May 1961. The reason, we are told with the usual confidence, is

lat he "went underground" because "He had his own aspirations for
le White House, and getting out of the limelight was the most
rudent thing to do." Maybe, maybe not. Before he went imder-
ound, he had been treated with utter contempt, simply ordered to
D to Vietnam (where he allegedly carried out his evil plot) over his
Dciferous objections.^'

LBJ enters the story again at a White House meeting of August
., 1963, where he complains that he is not being informed and
:presses doubts about the planned coup, "harsh and aggressive
marks" (actually, mild objections) that "had a chilling effect," as
ittested to by the fact that no one said anything in reply"—presimi-
)ly because the Kennedy intellectuals considered him a Texas lout."^

The picture of LBJ the sinister plotter is a fundamental part of
ewman's theory about the "reversal of intent with respect to combat
Dops" as LBJ took the reins after the assassination. Here is

ewman's crucial evidence:
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A comment that Lyndon Johnson made in December [1963]

underlines the far-reaching and profound nature of this re-

versal and demonstrates how the tragedy of Dallas affected

the course of the Vietnam War. While Kennedy had told

O'Dormell in the spring of 1963 that he could not pull out of

Vietnam until he was reelected, "So we had better make

damned sure I am reelected," at a White House reception on

Christmas eve, a month after he succeeded to the presidency,

Lyndon Johnson told the Joint Chiefs: "Just let me get elected

and then you can have your war."

Truly a dramatic demonstration of a historic reversal—imtil we

check the source, Stanley Kamow's popular book Vietnam, which is

"loosely sourced," Nev^rman observes elsewhere, disparaging itwhen

Kamow questioned the thesis of the Stone film. Putting aside doubts

about reliability and about "what Kennedy had told O'Dormell," here

is what Newman's source says about LBJ and the White House

reception:

[Johnson] knew that Pentagon lobbyists, among the best in

the business, could persuade conservatives in Congress to

sabotage his social legislation unless he satisfied their de-

mands. As he girded himself for the 1964 presidential cam-

paign, he was especially sensitive to the jingoists who might

brand him "soft on Communism" were he to back away from

the challenge in Vietnam. So, politician that he was, he as-

suaged the brass and the braid with promises he may have

never intended to keep. At a WhiteHouse reception on Christ-

mas eve 1963, for example, he told the joint chiefs of staff: "Just

let me get elected, and then you can have your war."

In short, Karnow attributes to Johnson very much what

O'Donnell attributes to Kermedy; assuage the right, get elected, and

then do what you choose. What LBJ chose was to drag his feet much

as JFK had done. That is Newman's evidence of the "far-reaching and

profound nature of this reversal" that changed the course of history.

Newman concedes thatJFK's public statements refute his thesis,

but that's easily handled, as we have seen: JFK was cleverly feinting

to delude the right by preaching about the high stakes to the general

public—who largely didn't care or were uneasy about the war, as JFK

and his advisers knew, and could only be aroused to oppose with-

drawal by this inflammatory rhetoric.
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As for the internal record, it reveals only JFK's advocacy of
withdrawal after victory is secure, and exhortations to everyone to

"focus on winning the war." It reveals further that the failure of the
Diem-Nhu regime to show sufficient enthusiasm for that task was a
factor in the effort of JFK and his advisers to overthrow it, only
enhanced by the Diem-Nhu gestures towards political settlement and
the increasingly insistent calls for US withdrawal. These were re-

garded as a dangerous threat, not an opportunity to carry out the
alleged intent to withdraw. Newman skirts these issues, and nowhere
considers their import. Nor does he consider the fact thatJFK refused
to exploit the high-level military opposition to the war to fend off the
jingoist right. The fact that JFK's closest associates either knew noth-
ing about his secret intentions, or were concealing them with remark-
able uniformity (pre-Tet, that is), also passes without mention. Nor is

there an explanation for the fact that the basic principles of JFK's
policies persisted after the assassination, with tactical modifications
as dictated by changing assessments, and implemented by Kenned/s
most trusted advisers, while the most extreme doves among them
lauded LBJ for his "wise caution" in rejecting the twin perils of

escalation and withdrawal (Mansfield, Ball).

The withdrawal policy, Newman contends, can be traced to a
JFK comment of April 1962 with "profound implications": he told

Harriman and Forrestal that "he wished us to be prepared to seize any
favorable moment to reduce our commitment, recognizing that the mo-
ment might yet be some time away" (Newman's emphasis). The
"implications" are virtually zero. Note that Newman disagrees with
advocates of the withdrawal thesis who trace JFK's secret plans to a
post-missile-crisis conversion. The "institutional origin" of JFK's se-

cret withdrawal plan came in May 1962, Newman continues, when
McNamara ordered General Harkins to initiate plans to turn "full

responsibility over to South Vietnam" and to reduce the US military

command—at a moment of great optimism over the prospects, as
Newman fully concedes, thus pulling the rug out from imder his

thesis."^

Newman's efforts to deal with that problem are not easy to

imravel. He asserts that the 1962 optimism was generated by con-
scious "deception within deception" byMACV. The militaryknew the

reports of progress were false, he claims, and were spinning "webs of

deception" to hide the failure of the war effort from McNamara and
the President. Evidence for all of this is zero.
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Newman's claim requires some interesting assumptions, given

the internal record surveyed earlier. Not only miistMACV have been

lying to McNamara and JFK, but the military were lying to one

anotiier from field officers on up, everyone was l)dng to the CIA who
were lying to everyone else. State was in on it, and so on. Discipline

has been so remarkable that no trace of this huge "web of deception"

appears in the record, and in 30 years no credible voice has come forth

to expose any part of it; unusual, to say the least. We also have to

assume extraordinary stupidity on the part of the Secretary of De-

fense, the Director of the CIA, the head of State Department intelli-

gence, and other top advisers of the President—^who, alone, "must

have known" the truth "in his heart." Newman finds the optimistic

projectionsby Harkins inexplicable (288), implying perhaps (it is hard

to be sure) that Harkinswas somewhere within thewebs of deception.

He ignores the explanation given by Krepinich, the military historian

on whom he relies throughout. Given the plausibility of ICrepinich's

explanation, Newman's theory of the evil military command conspir-

ing to deceive the isolated peacenik at the helm also fades away—not

to speak of the views of the military, which he never examines (see

chapter 1.13).

ThoughJFK allegedly put his secret plan in motion in early 1962,

as of August 26, 1963, Newman reports, "the most basic questions

remained imanswered," specifically, whether to "move our resources

out or to move our troops in" (Rusk) if the plans to overthrow the

Diem-Nhu regime fail. The alternatives, Newman observes, were

stark: "withdrawal while losing or massive American intervention."

The choice was notmade at theAugust 26 meeting, or even discussed.

JFK raised a few questions, nothing more. What "irresistibly im-

pressed itself on the President," Newman states, was "whether the

coup was necessary to win the war." In short, victory remained the

condition for withdrawal.

Newman does not report the follow-up meeting on August 28,

at which JFK gave his usual answer to the "most basic question."

Rejecting both horns of Newman's stark dilemma, JFK urged that

everything should be done in Washington and Vietnam to "maximize

the chances of the rebel generals" to overthrow the regime. The reason

was that without a coup, we "must withdraw" and "cannot win the

war" (JFK, Harriman, HUsman)—an unacceptable option for the Pres-

ident and his dovish advisers.^^
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We have now reached the end of August, 1963, with evidence

"or JFK's secret plan nonexistent. Continuing, we find that as of

Dctober 2, when the McNamara-Taylor withdrawal recommenda-
ions were presented, "So far, it had been couched in terms of battle-

ield success." Itwas not until after theNovember 1 coup that the truth

iltered to the top, with a "sudden turnabout of reporting in early

Niovember." "As the Honolulu meeting approached the tide turned

oward pessimism as suddenly and as swiftly as the optimistic inter-

ude had begim in early 1962," Newman writes. The participants in

he November 20 meeting received "shocking military news." "The

ipshot of the Honolulu meeting," he continues, "was that the shock-

ng deterioration of the war effort was presented in detail to those

issembled, along with a plan to widen the war, while the 1,000-man

/withdrawal was turned into a meaningless paper drill." The fact that

3rior to the "sudden turn toward pessimism" the entire discussion of

/vithdrawal had been "couched in terms of battlefield success" thor-

mghly undermines Newman's thesis, as becomes only more clear if

A^e introduce the internal record that he ignores.^

The way Newman handles these problems is again instructive,

instead of drawing the obvious conclusions, he marvels at "the irony

)f the elaborate deception story, begun in early 1962," "originally

iesigned" by the military to "forestall Kennedy from a precipitous

Adthdrawal," then reversed by JFK, "judo style—to justify just that."

FK's plan was "brilliant," "duplicitous," "imaginative"; to be more
iccurate, imaginary, since not a particle of evidence has been offered.

\s the slender case disappears into the mist, we find that O'Donnell's

nemoir and a few similar post-Tet recollections come to be the

definitive evidence that JFK intended to withdraw. That he intended

:o withdraw without victory is proven by his secret thoughts. LBJ's

sordid plots are demonstrated in the manner reviewed. The facts now
readily fall into place, whatever they may be: they simply illustrate

ayer upon layer of intrigue and deception.

A few examples illustiate: "what is particularly striking about

Kennedy's behavior is the length to which he went to disguise his

jntent, and the way in which he used the story of success—a fiction

:or which he had been the target—against its perpetrators"; "we
dready know that Kennedy planned to withdraw gradually..." and
hat his public pose was deception, knowledge granted to us by

stipulation; JFK's strident public call for victory and against with-

Irawal only "highlights the desperation of his dilemma and the
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poignancy of that moment," as he tries to "erect [an] alibi" for his

plans, secret from everyone, including his top advisers and closest

associates. And so on.

We then wander further along paths "shrouded in mystery and
intrigue," guided by confident assertions about what various partic-

ipants "knew," "pretended," "felt," "intended," etc. The facts, what-

ever they may be, are interpreted so as to conform to the central

dogma. Given the rules of the game (deceit, hidden intent, etc.), there

can be no coiinter-argument: evidence refuting the thesis merely
shows the depths of the mystery and intrigue."*^

Newman discusses the McNamara-Taylor withdrawal pro-

posal, the November 20 Honolulu conference, and the first Johnson
document (NSAM 273). Putting aside hidden "intents," "realiza-

tions," "apparent feelings," "webs of deception," etc., his accoimt

adds little to the record already reviewed from the Pentagon Papers

and the official history, and is factually inaccurate."^ I will not pursue
the convoluted interpretations—in particular, his effort to find a

"significant" difference between the draft ofNSAM 273 and the final

version, which falls apart when one examines the record, already

reviewed. Nothing lurks beneath the shrouds.

Newman's media role is hardly more impressive. Responding
to critics of the movie JFK in the New York Times, he claims that

"Kennedy's public comments in 1963 are sharply contradicted by his

private ones," which is false, if "private ones" are taken to be those in

the internal documentary record, not just the post-Tet reconstruc-

tions. He writes that "Recently declassified documents reveal" that

Kennedy was "privy to intelligence that exposed optimism about the

war to be unfounded." That could be true, as it certainly is true for

Kennedy's advisers. The question is whether anyone accepted these

more pessimistic reports, and if so, why they continued to profess

optimism in internal discussion; why, as Newman puts it, everything
was "couched in terms of battlefield success" until the "shocking"
revelations after the November 1963 coup. But whether true or not,

the statement is irrelevant without evidence that JFK imderstood
what all of his associates failed to see. None appears in the book,

beyond mystic insight.*^

In a Boston Globe op-ed, Newman denounces George Lardner of

the Washington Post, who wrote that NSAM 273 continued JFK's

withdrawal poUcy . Sneering at this "irresponsible journalistic fiction"

and "journalistic Hcense," Newman writes that NSAM 273 only re-
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ferred to "a slippery White House statement of October 3, 1963/'
which conditioned withdrawal on military progress, and "failed to
address the 1,000 man withdrawal specifically or Kennedy's top
secret order—NSAM-263—of October 11, 1963, which implemented
it." In reaUty, NSAM 263 referred to (and can charitably be taken as
calling for) the implementation of the military recommendations of
the McNamara-Taylor report of October 2, all conditioned on victory.
MSAM 273 refers to the White House statement of October 2 (not
October 3), already cited, which approves the very same proposal.
Furthermore, NSAM 273 is identical to the draft prepared for Ken-
nedy in this respect. In his book, goingbeyond the evidence, Newman
writes that in NSAM 263, "Kennedy actually implemented the [Mc-
Mamara-Taylorl plan, directing that 1,000 men be withdrawn before
:he end of the year." But, Newman adds correctly, the condition was
'that 'no further reductions in U.S. strength would be made until the
•equirements of the 1964 [military] campaigns were clear'." His accu-
•ate statement that, "So far, it had been couched in terms of battlefield
success," adequately refutes his own claims in the denunciation of
'joumaUstic license."

Continuing the denunciation, Newman claims again that
'Kennedy's public statements contradicted his private ones," citing
)nly the alleged statements to Congressmen and to O'Donnell, which,
NJewman asserts, made his intent to withdraw "abundantly clear."

<fewman falsely claims that the secret record "is more exphdt," citing
NiSAM 263, which "seems to buttress the case that Kennedy was
einting right while moving left," which it surely does not. He also
nakes the remarkable claim that in 1961 Kennedy rejected the dis-
)atch of combat troops to Vietnam "when all the arguments that
ould be mustered for sending them had been made—the same
irguments, incidentally, which led Johnson to approve sending com-
bat troops in 1965." The conditions were so radically different that the
omparison is meaningless; no one would claim that escalation on the
cale of JFK's 1961-1962 moves would have sufficed for military
ictory in 1965.

In a lengthy response to a detailed and accurate exposure by
dexander Cockbum of his misrepresentation of documentary evi-
lence, Newman evades the factual issues raised entirely, preferring
upercilious dismissal of this "loose cannon" who "knows little about
tiis subject" and therefore "has distinguished himself by poking fun
t serious scholars" with "ad hominem" charges: "it is time to stop
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joking around and get serious." We find the same appeal to the

"top-secretdocumentary record" and toJFK's alleged knowledge that

"the war was a lost cause." Cockburn is advised "to hit the books for

a while" and study the documents. Perhaps he would do better to

study with a good psychic, so he too might see into JFK's heart.''*

The hero-villain scenario, and the dual theses on which it rests,

are by no means definitively refuted, nor could they be; but

Newman's efforts diminish their plausibility still further. His injunc-

tion "to hit the books for a while" is well taken. When we follow it,

we find that his theses are undermined at every turn. The primary

value of his contribution is to reveal the extraordinary lengths to

which it is necessary to go to try tomake a case for the theses advanced

by Newman, Schlesinger, and a wide range of others.

Whatever genre this may be, concern for fact has been left far

behind. As in the case of the post-Tet memoirs, this strange perfor-

mance and its reception are of some interest, but not as a contribution

to history: rather, as a chapter of cultural history in the late 20th

century.

Perhaps a few words might be added on the latest episode, the

publication of a book by the man who served as the model for Oliver

Stone's "Deep Throat," the all-knowing "Man X" of his movie JFK,

whose work "provided vital parts of the movie's theme."^^ The au-

thor, Fletcher Prouty, has long been a central figure in the theories of

a "secret team" that has hijacked the state, "the crime of the century"

being only one feat. He shows. Stone writes in his introduction, that

the CIA killed John F. Kennedy because he was withdrawing from

Vietnam, failing to pursue the Cuba adventure with sufficient vigor,

and "fundamentally...affecting the economic might of this nation-

planet, U.S.A., Inc., and itsNew World Order"; also undermining the

Federal Reserve Board, "The CIA and its thousand-headed Medusa
of an economic system," and the entire global order run by the "High

Cabal" that rules the world. For this achievement, Prouty's "name
will go down in history."

Kennedy's October 1963 withdrawal plan was "a seismic

change that would have defused the Cold War," Prouty writes, a

consequence intolerable to the High Cabal, a global "super power
elite" that bases its thinking on "a quartet of the greatest propaganda

schemes ever put forth by man": Locke's philosophy of natural law,

the population theory of Malthus, Darwin's theory of evolution, and

Heisenberg's theory of indeterminacy, a collection of "errors and
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confusion" that underlie the "invisible war" called the Cold War. The
Cabal had already selected Vietnam as a "major battlegroimd" during
WorldWar II, when they shipped stockpiles intended for the invasion
of Japan to Vietnam, turning them over to Ho Chi Minh and his top
conunander Vo Nguyen Giap. "Decisions of such magnitude" could
only have been made by a "super power elite" standing above such
figures as FDR, Churchill, Stalin, and other official leaders. He sug-
gests Averell Harriman as the closest model.

The entire game was to be ended by JFK, the "bombshell" being
NSAM 263, a document so extraordinary that "many historians and
journalists" deny its existence, and the record leading to it "has been
savagely distorted in basic government documents," including "such
grandiose 'cover stor/ creations as the Pentagon Papers," with its

"subtle anti-Kennedy slant" and selection of documents that is "the
source of the anti-Kennedy forgeries." The State Department history,

reviewed earlier, is a complex effort "to further obfuscate this record"
in order to maintain "the cover story"; the proof is that documents are
presented in chronological order (as always in these publications),

requiring the reader to cross-check (following the precise instructions
given). NSAM 273 was "a total reversal of Kennedy's own policy."

Many other events of the past half-century have been "caused to

happen" in accord with the "game plan of the High Cabal," Prouty
relates.

Apart from some phrases from the docimientary record, the
evidence is anecdotal, based on the author's alleged direct participa-
tion in these awesome events.

Again, questions of contemporary cultural history arise, but
Uttle more.

4. Kennedy and the Political Norm
A methodological point is perhaps worth mention. Suppose that

we were to concoct a theory about historical events at random, while
permitting ourselves to assume arbitrary forms of deceit and falsifi-

cation. Then in the vast documentary record, we are sure to rind
scattered hints and other debris that could be made to conform to the
theory, while counter-evidence is nullified. By that method, one can
"prove" virtually anything. For example, we can prove thatJFK never
intended to withdraw any troops, citing the elusiveness ofNSAM 263
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and his unwillingness to commit himself to the withdrawal recom-

mended by his war managers. Or we can prove that the attempt to

assassinate Reagan was carried out by dark forces (Alexander Haig,

the CIA, etc.). After all, Reagan had backed away from usingUS forces

directly in Central America (unlike JFK in Vietnam); he was cozying

up to the Chicoms; he had already given intimations of the anti-nu-

clear passion that led him to offer to give away the store at Rejkjavik

and to join forces with the arch-fiend Gorbachev, whose perestroika

was a transparent plot to entrap us; his associates were planning

off-the-shelf international operations, bypassing intelligence and the

Pentagon. Obviously, he has to go. Or suppose there had been an

attempt to assassinate LBJ in late 1964, when he was refusing the call

of the military to stand up to the Commies in Vietnam, pursuing Great

Society and civil rights programs with a zeal well beyond Kennedy,

and about to defeat a real alternative, Barry Goldwater. Nothing is

easier than to construct a high-level conspiracy to get rid of this

"radical reformer." The task is only facilitated by a search for nuances

and variations of phrasing in the mountains of dociiments, usually

committee jobs put together hastily with many compromises.

This is not the way to learn about the world. In particular, the

widespread belief that JFK was a secret dove has to be explained on

some grounds other than his position on Vietnam.

Are there other grounds? Another favored idea is that JFK had
become a demon to the military-industrial complex because he was
going to end the Cold War. To assess the thesis, we may turn again to

the speech he was to give in Dallas on the day of the assassination,

with its proud boast about his vast increases in Polaris submarines,

Minuteman missiles, strategic bombers on 15-minute alert, nuclear

weapons in strategic alert forces, readiness of conventional forces,

procurement, naval construction and modernization, tactical aircraft,

and special forces. JFK military Keynesianism had raised Pentagon

spending from $45.3 billion in 1960 to $52.1 billion in 1962, along with

a huge increase in the space budget from $400 million in 1960 to $5

billion in 1965, much of it for the jingoist "man-on-the-moon" extrav-

aganza. By the end of JFK's term, over 78 percent of aU R&D was
funded by the federal government, overwhelmingly military and

space (barely distinguishable), almost all for the "private sector," a

huge increase in three years. Recall further that all of this had been

achieved on the pretext of a fabricated missile gap and other fantasies

about how Eisenhower was "frittering away" our wealth in "indul-
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gences, luximes, and frivolities" while the country faced "the possi-

bility of annihilation or humiliation" (senior Kennedy economic ad-
viser Walter Heller). At Dallas, JFK intended to call for more of the
same, because "we dare not weary of the task" of confronting "the
ambitions ofinternational commimism," his "monolithicand ruthless

conspiracy."^ Reagan could hardly claim more.

Perhaps the Dallas speech can be explained awayby the "delude
the right" gambit. More imagination would be required to deal with
some facts thatJFK did not intend to share with his audience: namely,
his knowledge that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev had under-
taken huge cuts in active Soviet military forces, verified by US intel-

ligence, including elimination of half the tactical air force (with
two-thirds reduction in light-bomber units) and removal of about
1500 aircraft from the Navy, half ofthem scrapped and the rest turned
over to air defense; that Khrushchev had withdrawn more than 15,000
troops from East Germany, calling on the US to undertake similar

reductions of the military budget and in military forces in Europe and
generally; and that in 1963 Khrushchev had proposed further recip-

rocal cuts—options privately discussed by Keimedy with high Soviet
officials, but dismissed by the President as he expanded his interven-

tion in Vietnam.^^

This does not seem too promising a path.

The 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT) is regularly invoked
in this connection. On its import, we may turn to McGeorge Bimdy,
hardly one given to downplay the achievements of the Keimedy
Administration, or its peaceful intent. The LTBT "was indeed lim-

ited," he writes, and did not impede the technological advance in

nuclear weaponry, which is what was important to US strategic

plaimers. Bimdy agrees with Glenn Seaborg, chairman of the Atomic
Energy Commission imder Keimedy and Johnson, that "what pro-
duced the treaty was steadily growing worldwide concern over the
radioactive fallout from testing," along with Kennedy's ability to

show "moderation" after facing down Khrushchev at the imrsile

crisis, and the latter's interest in appearing to be "on the same level"

as theUS after that demonstration of Sovietweakness. Thesame show
of strength enabled JFK to deliver a "peace speech" in 1963, Bundy
observes.^^

It also set off the next phase of the arms race, as the USSR tried

to compensate for the weakness that had been exposed by JFK's
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military biiild-up and uncompromising public posture, which helped

bring the world all too close to nuclear war.

Another common belief is that JFK was so incensed over the

failure of the CIA at the Bay of Pigs that he vowed to smash it to bits,

sowing the seeds for right-wing hatreds. Again, there are problems.

As historians of the Agency have pointed out, it was Lyndon Johnson
who treated the CIA "vdth contempt," while JFK's distress over the

Bay of Pigs "in no way undermined his firm faith in the principle of

covert operations, and in the CIA's mission to carry them out." JFK
promised to "redouble his efforts" and to "improve" covert opera-

tions. He fired the CIA's harshest critic (Chester Bowles) and ap-

pointed as Director the respected John McCone, who "revitalized the

intelligence process," though persistent failures kept theAgency from
returning to the "golden age." Nevertheless, the CIA was "reestab-

lished...in White House favor" and became a "significant voice in

policy making" imder Kennedy, particularly in 1963, "as covert ac-

tions multiplied in Cuba, Laos, Vietnam and Africa" (including new
instructions inJune 1963 to increase covert operations against Castro).

Under JFK, the CIA Director became "a principal participant in the

administration, on a par with the Secretary of State or of Defense."

The enthusiasm of the Kennedy brothers for counterinsurgency and
covert operations is, of course, notorious.^^

Roger Hilsman, Director of State Department Intelligence under

Kennedy, writes of the efforts of the Administration to streamline

intelligence operations and make them more "effective and appropri-

ate," overcoming the incompetence of recent operations so that later

ones would better serve US interests. The intent is well illustrated by
Hilsman's discussion of CIA Director Allen Dulles's defense of the

successful overthrow of the governments of Iran (Mossadegh) and
Guatemala (Arbenz). "Ehilles is fundamentally right," Hilsman states.

If the Communists remain "antagonistic" and use subversion, then

we have a right "to protect and defend ourselves"—^by overthrowing

a conservative parliamentary regime or a reformist democratic capi-

tahst government and imposing a murderous terror state.^

Furthermore, as Robert Spears points out, those most incensed

by JFK's efforts to improve the efficiency of the CIA after the Bay of

Pigs fiasco were not right-wing jingoists, but the "Bold Easterners," a

group not unlike the "action intellectuals" of the New Frontier. The

"decline in the reputation and standing of the CIA" paralleled the

"decline in the abundance and power of the Ivy Leaguers." LBJ



Interpretations I45

reduced their role in the decision-making process, and Nixon "con-
sciously sought to exclude the CIA from power" because of his
contempt for the "Ivy League Hberals" who stiU dominated the
Agency, he felt. The Nbcon years were "the nadir for the CLA."^^

Johnson and Nixon, then, should have been the targets for CIA
resentment and plots, not JFK. There seems to be Httle promise here.

Others have argued that Kennedy's threat was to the business
ehte and the wealthy, a position hard to square with fiscal poUcies
that overwhehningly benefited higher income groups, according to
an analysis in the National Tax Journal, including the 1962 investment
credit ("a bribe to capital formation," in Paul Samuelson's phrase) and
the Revenue Act of 1964 proposed by Kennedy just before his assas-
sination, which "provided for regressive personal and corporate in-
come tax cuts," economists Du Boff and Herman observe. Note also
that no poUcies relevant to the various theories about Kennedy-the-
reformer were reversed under LBJ; those most opposed by the right
were extended.^

Some havebrought forth LatinAmerica as the sign ofKennedy's
ndpient radicalism. Cuba poses a certain problem for that thesis,
lotably Kennedy's terrorist war after the Bay of Pigs, which broke
entirely new grounds in international terrorism. The threat of inva-
iion it posed also appears to have been a significant factor contribut-
ng to the missile crisis. It is often aUeged that Kennedy helped end
he crisis by committing the US not to invade Cuba. That is not true,
Raymond Garthoff pointed out in his authoritative insider's account.
:here was no such commitment, public or private; the "studied
ilence" on the matter was "a considered position maintained
hroughout the Kennedy and Johnson administrations," to be ended
n August 1970, "when for the first time American leaders unequivo-
ally accepted the mutual commitments" of 1962. After the crisis
nded, Kennedy initiated a new sabotage and terror program, and
tiU sought to "dig Castro out of there" (memorandum of private
onversation, March 1963). US-based terrorist operations continued
litil the assassination, according to reports from the FBI, which
lonitored them; though "with the assassination, ...the heartwent out
f the offensive," Michael McClintock observes, and the operations
^ere terminated in April 1964 by LBJ, who regarded them as "a
amned Murder, Inc. in the Caribbean."^^

One of the most significant legacies left by the Administration
^as its 1962 decision to shift the mission of the Latin American
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military from "hemispheric defense" to "internal secuiity," while

providing the means and training to ensure that the task would be

properly performed. As described by Charles Maechling, who led

counterinsurgency and internal defense planning from 1961 to 1966,

that historic decision led to a change from toleration "of the rapacity

and cruelty of the Latin American military" to "direct complicity" in

"the methods of Heinrich Himmler's extermination squads." The

aftermath is well known, including the establishment of the death

squads of Central America; the meeting of Central American presi-

dents in March 1963, chaired by P^, was "the landmark event in the

formation of the national security apparatus" in the region, Alan

Nairn comments.

These improved modes of repression were a central component

of Kennedy's Latin American policies, a companion to the Alliance

for Progress, which required effective population control because of

the dire impact of its development programs on much of the popula-

tion. Related projects helped subvert democracy andbringon brutally

repressive regimes in El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, Guate-

mala, British Guiana, Chile, BrazU, and elsewhere. The export-promo-

tion policies of the Alliance brought about comforting "economic

miracles" in the technical sense. Unemployment increased from 18 to

25 millionand agricultural production perperson declined during the

"decade of development." The "economic miracles" turned into the

crisis of the '70s, setting the stage for vastly increased US-backed

terror and forecasts of new "economic miracles" as the old policies

are reinstated. Six military coups overthrew popular regimes during

the Kennedy years, ten more later; in several cases, Kennedy Admin-

istration policies contributed materially to the outcome. In 1962-1963,

Kenned/s CIA initiated its (successful) program to subvert the 1964

election in Chile, because, as the NSC determined, "We are not

prepared to risk a Socialist or FRAP [Allende] victory, for fear of

nationalization ofU.S. investments" and "probableCommimist influ-

ence." The role of the Kennedy Administration in bringing about the

Brazilian military coup of 1964 was still more significant.

Putting aside the catastrophic investor-oriented economic poli-

cies, there is no serious question that "Through its recognition policy,

internal security initiatives, and military and economic aid programs,

the [Kennedy] Administration demonstrably bolstered regimes and

groups that were imdemocratic, conservative, and frequently repres-

sive. The short-term security that anti-Communist elites could pro-
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vide was purchased at the expense of long-term political and social

democracy" (Stephen Rabe).^

Without proceeding any further, it is not easy to make a case that

JFK represented some departure from the norm of business rule.

In fact, there are striking resemblances between the Kennedy
and Reagan Administrations. Both came into office with impassioned
denunciations of the wimps in power, who were presiding over
America's decline while the Evil Empire pursued its implacable
course towards world conquest. Bothwere "full ofbelligerence," "sort

of looking for a chance to prove their muscle" (Chester Bowles on
JFK); they warned the coimtry that "the complacent and the self-in-

dulgent, the soft societies are about to be swept away with the debris

of history. Only the strong...can possibly survive" (JFK). Both were
enthusiastic innovators in the art of international terrorism and state

terror. Both launched huge miUtary build-ups on fraudulent pretexts,

with the traditional twin aims of using their muscle abroad and
extending the taxpayer subsidy to high-tech industry. Both initiated

regressive fiscal programs for the benefit of investors. In both cases,

corporate and financial sectors called for limits on these Keynesian
excesses; rhetoric became more muted and conciliatory and military

spending levelled (though in the Kermedy-Johnson case, Vietnam
intervened).

There were also differences. In the early '60s, the US remained
the world's dominant power, and could afford to flaunt prospects of

"great societies at home and grand designs abroad" (Walter Heller);

20 years later, the great societies would have to go. Kennedy made a

play for the intellectual community, whom Reagan treated with con-

teim)t. The imagery, accordingly, is much different; the reahty, less

so.

It seems more than coincidental that fascination with tales of

intrigue about Camelot lost reached their peak in 1992 just as discon-

tent with all institutions reached historic peaks, along with a general

sense of powerlessness and gloom about the future, and the tradi-

tional one-party, two-faction candidate-producing mechanism was
challenged by a billionaire with a dubious past, a "blank slate" on
which one's favorite dreams could be inscribed. The audiences differ,

but the JFK-Perot movements share a millenarian cast, reminiscent of

the cargo cults ofSouth Sea islanders who await the return of the great

ships with their bounty. These developments tell us a good bit about
the state of American culture at a time of general malaise, unfocused
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anger and discontent, and effective dissolution of the means for the

public to become engaged in a constructive way in determining their

fate.^°
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