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at the same time they indicated a “bad conscience" and provided a poli-
tical vulnerability. .

3. The items were in an area where, virtually all Americans agreed,
the opponents "had no business" and their very presence was directly
challenging, whereas we had the tradition, supposed ‘"right," and
strategic necessity of intervening there.

4. The first violent U.S. move in Cuba (unless-—as briefly considered--

it were against the SAMs alone) wouldl decisively and quickly destroy

the offending items. (Thus, unless they were removed [irst under threat,
they could quickly be removed by force; and this by limited means that,

at worst, would not destroy the surrounding society).

5. Neither officials nor public in America doubted that the items were
wholly controlled and could be removed by the opposing leadership:

i.e., that our demand could be met.

6. The stakes appeared less than vital for the opponments—-i.e. they

could comply without sacrificing the survival of their regime or society--
and smaller than they were for us.2

7. Although the specific move had been a surprise, the opposing officieals

lIt was believed (but see earlier footnote).

2Though the retreat may have contributed to the downfall of
Krushchev himself, Many of our officials perceived the relative stakes
similarly in the case of North Vietnam. They were mistaken.
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vere known relatively well, and regular, relatively trusted channcls
of diplomatic cormunication existed between the heads of state.

Given some of the factors a2bove, within a few days of the opcuing
of the crisis, both NATO and OAS allies had indicated sywpathetic
support, and (by OAS action) U.S. intervention had been given the color
of international legitimacy.

Moreover, in the course of the week following the President's speech,
there was ample demonstration of support for the President's purposes—-
even to the extent of accepting comsiderable risks, or pressing him to go
further-—among Congress, press and public. Indeed, the reaction of Con-
gressional leaders to the President's revelations just before his speech
was unsettling to Kennedy in its "emotional criticism" of his moderate
initial steps; even Senator Fulbright “strongly advised military action
rather than such a weak step as the blockade."l But though the President
was "upset" by the meeting, which his brotheyr perceived as “a tremendous
strain" on him, this congressional mool--made publicly evident in the
course of the week——was; of course, a source of immense strength in the
coercive bargaining of the final day of the crisis. The unexpectedly
widespread and firm support for the President's leadership in the crisis,
at home and abroad, presented the Soviets with little opportunity oy
temptation to meake counterthreats.

None of this could have been foreseen with certainty. The support

lKennedy, op. cit., p. 54.
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might not have been there. To this extent Acheson's worries were rcason-
able; the decisive moves lie wanted might heve been forestalled, politi-
cally, in the coursc of the wveek. ! Yet if that had happened, it would

have exposed public and allied attitudes that should raise questions

about the fitness of the President's carrying out such an action at all.

If the public, or Congress, (or allies) did not, in fact, agree that the
risks for all were worth taking, should the President trust his own judgrent
to the extent of imposing such risks upon them? Did he have the right?

The question does not answer itself; but to say the least, the burden of
proof would be upon him, and upon thz advocates of such a course, to justify
it. Morcover, it would be far less prudent than otherwise to proceed, feor
in the event of initizl failure, his early, reluctant support would surely
fade quickly; which is to say that failure would be likely, since it would
pay his opponent to hold out till this happened.

In the event, Kennedy's ultimetum, delivered on Saturday might through
Robert Kennedy to Dobrynin, carried the utmost weight of credibility, far
more than it could have conveyed a week earlier. Though none of the "crescendo
of military measures" during the veek had, short of the ultimatum, slowed
the Russian installations of the missiles, they joined with the indications

of political support to make that final warning maximally believeable.?

1pcheson emphasizes the coming to operational status of the missiles
as imposing the time urgency; but this in itself did not call for a fait
accompli, either when the bases were discovered or a week later. Givea
Acheson's confidence in ‘reasonable" Soviet responses to wilitary action,
it is not clear why this should have made so much difference anyway. Ob-
viously, Acheson was concerned about queasiness in the masses, if not in the
President himself, especially after the missiles approached readiness.

2the shooting-dowm of a U-2 on Saturday morning added a crucial element
of Schelling's "threat that leaves something to chance," in a way that has
not yet been fully revealed. But that is another story.




Vhatever the realictic odds on the success of & process of “pressures"
and threat at the start of the week, they were vastly higher by week's
end.

This is not to'say that the remaining risks of the comnitment pro-
cess in Cuba II were prudent or worth taking.l Ted Scorensen notes at the
end bf Robert Kemnedy's memoir that, had he lived: "It was Senator Ken-
nedy's intention to add a discussion of the beasic ethical question in-
volved: what, if any, circumstance or justification gives this governmant
or any government the moral right to bring its people and possibly all

n2

people under the shadow of nuclear destruction? None of the memoirists of

the Kennedy or Johnson eras seem to have confronted this question (which is rost

relevant to the subject of this seminar). It is not easy to guess just
how Robert Kennedy would have answered it, if he had lived and changed a

few years longer.

1my ovn doubts on this score have grown steadily ever since: especially
as research such as Graham Allison's has brought to light the remarkably
high estimates among members of the ExCom of the risk of nuclear war, many
in the neighborhood of 1/3. Even for the stakes as they saw them, it would
seem culpably irvesponsible to have pressed the course they did in the light
of such expectations (which were not shared, rightly or wrongly, at lower
levels).

I can agree with Acheson on one score (Ibid., p. 46): "One should not
play one's luck so far too often." But I thank God his gamble was not tricd;
nor can I share his contemptuous inference that Khrushchev's retreat—-evi-
dently in the face of similar expectations--showed "befuddlement," "loss of
nerve," a "mavdlin" veaction (""He went to pieces when the military confronta-
tion seemed inevitable. But he need not have donme so0.") (on the other hand,
if i did share Acheson's disappointed appraisal, I would worry even more
than I do about the reliability of Acheson's earlier "trained lawyer's
analysis" of the low risks of a surprise attack on the missiles,since it
presumed that Khrushchev's response would have been coolly and rationally
restrained.

20p. cit., p. 128. ‘
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The points to be made here are simply that circumstances surrounding
Cuba 1Y did we'e it likely that political support would be fortheczming for
locally-decisive viclent action; that this support wes exhibited, during a
non-violent phase of threats and preparations, underpinning these threats and
indicatirg that political support would be mqintained, at least for some
pericd, if the threats feiled and violent action were necessary; and that
therefore, the threats were effective.

None of this could be expected with respect to the Rolling Tiunder
strategy against Rorth Vietnam. Nor did U.S. officials expect it.

Why did they not start with such forceful but non-violent pressures as a
blockade of Haiphong and Cambodia? 1In part, because this would not be even as
decisive as the blockade of Cuba. But more (since it would, nevertheless,
have been "pressure") because it would have raised immediately risks of direct
conflict with Russia or China (and coxmylaints from our zllies). And neither
the U.S. public nor the officials themselves really thought that this issue
was worth that: at least, if it could possible be avoided.

Why not scek Congressional support, a Resolution or debate, directly
on the larger issues of the war and the bombing strategy; rather than mislead-
ingly, on the essentially phony issue (or occasion) of "protecting U.S. combat
units"? Vhy not at least seek the support of Congressional leadership, at the
last momernt before launching the strikes (as in Cuba II)? Because it was
most unlikely that such support would be forthcoming, early or late: at least,
without simultaneously demonsérating great doubts and division.

Why, throughout 1964-065, were precise demands never spelled out to the
Hanoi leacdership or the VS, either publicly or privately? Internal analyses
in the Government did list ;uch specific hopes as DRV removal of cadres, re-

groupces, units; the ending of radio communications to the VC; ending of in-
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filtration end c:pply; public DRV directives to the VO to lay cown their

unicatced precisely?

arwe., Why were ©o such proposals

In part beccisze, in contrast to Cuba TT, our cocrcive reans did not in-
clude the capability to enforce such yecults unilaterally. Ve could punish
Vietnamese in Novth end South; and we could, with U.S. troops, block VC total
victory in the cities of South Vietnam. But two things we ccuvld not do
(the very two we could do, physically, in Cuba, wvhere the offeading items
were missiles, rnot people, brought ;n by sea): stop all infiltration from
North to South, or eliminate the Communist organization in ¥Yorth or South.

Nor vere cur officials surc that Hanoi could be brought to do these
things by zny pressures; not united on how much it would be worth to try.
¥or a number of advisors, it did not seem prudent to comnait the U.S. even
privately, much less publicly, to demands they wmight well want to compromise
later. {(Public demands would aiso have created public pressures for moni-
toring ard enforcement procedures, another area where "tacit compromise"
might prove desirable). Thus, the "progressive squeeze-and-talk" option
attracted support from a diverse coalition of advisqrs in lzte '64 in part
preciscly because it did not specify just what the "talk" would be about, or
when it vould start, or end.

The results of 21l these considerations, in 1964: threats and demonstrative
actions that were vague and contradictory; an overall pattern ambiguous with
respect to what was threatened, what was demanded, and the likelihood that any

ressure at all would be carried out.

The year started with public statements by both President Johnson and
Secretary Rusk in February thzt "those engaged in externzl direction and

supply" of guerrillas in South*Vietram "would do well to be reminded and to
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remember that this type of aggression is & deeply dangerous game."l During

the summzr the same warning was conveyed privotely to the Hanoi leadership.
Yet during -the year, while infiltration grew, AT suffered setbacks and
politics grew ever more unstable in Saigeon, no U.S. action resulted. There
was, to be sure, the Tonkin Gulf "reprisal“;Abut that was carefully (even
tendentiously) related to attacks on Americans, rot to supply of guerrillas;
and even this restricted criterion for retaliation was called into question
wvhen attacks on U.S. planes at Bien Hoa and on the Brink's BOQ brought no
respomnse.

2 the election.

Well, there was a reason for all this non-action:
Precisely.

It wvas perfectly obvious that the mood of the electorate promised the

greatest possible majority (the largest in history, in fact) to a campaign

platform opposing Goldwater's advocacy of various recklessnesses, including
bombing. The credibility of warnings to Hanoi had to yield to the political
benefits of implied promises not to send American boys or even planes to
fight in Southeast Asié.

Reportedly Johnson regrets, now, that he may have given Hanoi (along
with the U.S. electorate) a "misleading signal" about his own real intnetions
and determination in the campaign of '64. Probably he did not. But that
was not what they would mainly watch for. The signal they probably caught——and
they were not wrong-—was that it was pelitically rewarding for him in 1964 to im-—

ply to the public he was not leading them toward a large war in Asia. They

lDepartment of State Bulletin, March 16, 1954,

4
2pside from the fact, unnoticed by most high-level advisors, that
the coercive bombing strategy was a rotten idea.
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knew they could assure him a large, leng var, if ke chose to start one at
all. ) l
They may or may not have foreseen the precise impact of the resulting

“"eredibility gap." But the mood of the publiec, feretold by Johnson's tactics

and confirzed by his success, could only reassure them on the ultimate out- ’
' e

come: or at the very least, on the relative merits of holding on under pres- {
sure and prolonging the way, while raising its costs for America. 1

The reasons why it was hard for the Johknson Administration to send a clear ‘
and strong coercive message were undoubtedly evident to them, and they could
expectrthem to inhibit the escalation process itself, as well.

These reasons for failing tc express precise demands or threats or to
foretell unequivocally in word or deed the carrying out of threats, of course,
had nothing to do;witﬁ uhfamiliarity with the works of Kahn and Schelling.

They reflected reéervééioné and divisions about the conflict within and‘among
officials, but much more, within the public. And these, in turn, reflected
the simple facts of the situation, plus the fact that, as seern (quite reasonably)

by the public, not one of the characteristics of the Cuba IT confrontation listed

earlier applied in Vietnam. 1t was not that the American people, in just two

years, had turned “soft" or apathetic. There was just no way to convinte the

great majority of the public, over a proloaged period, that the issues and
stekes in Vietnam were equivaleat to those posed by Cuba II or Berlin.

This did not preclude a massive, ﬁrolonged conflict, given the unwillingness
of the American public to "lose" a violent contest, once started. Nor did it
preclude willingness or even pressure from part of the public and Cbngress to

accept utmost violence and risk im pursuit of victory, once frustration had
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built up. But that would te ceountered by Intensc opposition frowm another

part of an increasingly-pclarized public, if not by prudence and scruples

in the winds of high-level plicy-mizkers tiznselves.
There were other inl.’bitiens, es well, on the actual cscalation pro-

cess that had zlready showed vy clearly in 1964 as inhibitions oa the "signalling"

process. Instability of the GVX¥: fear thzt heavy pressure on North Viet-

nam might cause reprisals in the Scuth thzt would ‘crack ARVKN or the GVi. Pres-

sure by bhavks in the U.S. (if encouraged too much or too soon by publicly

adopting their viev of the challenge and cmilitary possibil#ties) for a war

effort in the South that would destroy tite Great Society budget, or for

attacks in the North that would risk general war with Russia or China and !

cause revulsion destroying the cchesion of our alliances and domestic society.
Even tactical considerations: 'with so few rewarding targets to threaten in

North Vietnam, one could be pressed into "destroying the hostages' too soon,

earlier than Hanoi's hopes of winning in the South could be frustrated.

All of these did operate once the bombing started. Hanoi and Haiphong
(in contrast, say, to Pyongyang) were nect destroyed, nor was Haiphong mined.
The dikes were not destroyed. There was no mobilization of U.S. reserves,
hence no invasion of North Vietnem. Till 1970, neither Cambodia nor Laos

were invaded. No nuclear weapons were used, or threatened.

11 have always suspected that one reason vhy the recommendations of
the JCS for unrestricted bozbing of North Vietnam were never followed--
quite apart from fear of Cornunist China or Russia, or even of public re-
action~-was that President Johnson and his main advisors did not personally
feel justified in doing to the cities, towns and population of North Vietnzm
what we had done to Germany, Japan, or even North Korea. Perhaps I am wrong,
in guessing they did not fecl it would be right, or that they had a right,
to do this. A hypothetical test would be to speculate what might have hap-
pened to the North Vietnamesé if all ncws of their fate could have reliably
been suppressed.
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Intelligence analyses had indicetcd only two ways in vhich pressure on
North Vietnam might bring the kinds cf conczcsicns U.S. officials had (pii-

vately ) in mind. Tirst, a high likelihood, or th= ewxperience, of the exireme

measures mentioned above, for a sustained piricld. Second, lesser pressures on

the North (of the sort actually carrizd out, cozbined vith the certainty of.

being blocked from victory by U.S. presence in the South for an indefinite

period.
But from a ccercive poinit of vicw, it was virtually impcssible to convince
the Hanoi leaders either that the U.S. could sustain maxzimally brutal attacks

1

upon their population (even though the U.S. President could uvndoubtedly
commence such a program) or that the U.S. could certainly bear the costs they
were capable of imposing in North and Soutk indefinitely. And that was not
because they were blinded by ignorance or ideonlegy, but because they were not
blind to realities of U.S. politics.

Moreover, they knew oneAthing that U.S. intelligence analysts were not
able to teach their superiors, who--almost totally ignorant of their opponents
and the history of the conflict--had to lezrn it from experience: that there
was essentially no chance that they, the Central Committee of the Lao Dong
Party in Hanoi would cave in, or lose control, or even make significant con-
cessions in what was, for their Party aﬁd themselves, a vital struggle, in
response to bombing of the sort the U.S. did coanduct, let alone to less, or to
mere threats of more, or to the temporary presence of massive U.S. forces in
the South, So U.S. politics would have time to become relevant.

They could have been wrong about the ultimate restraints that U.S. poli-

tics implied in a prolonged war. They could yet be proved wrong. But, adver-
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saries worthy of Dean Achecon's rQSpCCtl, thoy were not oncs to '‘go to pieces"
before a military confrontetion with the U.S.; they couvld be counicld on to
“"play it cool." For this contrast with Khrechchev in Cube 11, their country-—
men paid.

The Cuban Missile Crisis, then, was a poor school for the confiict with
North Vietnam and the Viet Cong. Would thz strategic enalysts have been
better teachers to our statesmen?

No. Briefly, their aﬁalyseé embody as premises or limitations nearly all
of the peculiar characteristics of the Miscile Crisis (as it is cenventionally
perceived) tha£ make that crisis a misleading and over-simplified paradigm for
most conflicts, including Vietnam. Conflicts are presented almost invariably
as a duel, between the President and a personalized foe. Totally omitted are
elements of structure, diversity and conflict within the opposing governments
and societies. This includes not only the political considerations discussed
above, but the bureaucratic aspects that have increasingly received attention
from such analysts as Andrew Marshzall, Richard Neustadt, Crzham Allison and
Morton Halperin.

Among results of this abstraction from bureaucracy -and politics are
(1) greatly over-simplified notions of the aims, objectives, interests, in-
fluencing diplomatic and military behavicr on both sides (only a few of those
bearing on the bombing of North Vietnam have been mentioned here); (2) greatly
exaggerated conficence in the likelihood or possibility of sending clear, un-
ambiguous “signals" to"an oppovent," or to rcad signzl~like meaning in opposing

military behavior. Moreover, in the light of U.S./Vietnam relationé, the

1 . .

In contrast, Acheson makes it clear, he would no sooner sit down to
a serious crisis with Nikita Khrushchev again than play high-stakes poker
with an hysterical woman.
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act of simole ignorance of the adversaries (cna

scope and imp

countrymen) secns far underrated in these writings. 11 of this temco to

make national “eoercion & grossly jmprecise and uncertain Processt and 1o
failing, O partly succeeding, @ fay crucler and more dangeross

analyses hint.

onc than shese




