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PREFACE

This book emerges from a new research program on "Theory and

Practice in International Relations/' which is under the direction

of Alexander George at Stanford University. The objective of the

research program is to examine fundamental problems in inter-

national relations in a way that will contribute both to better

foreign policy-making and to the development of international

relations theory. To achieve both purposes requires us to bridge

the gap between the perspectives of the academically oriented

investigator and those of the policy-maker. This requires a special

research approach which we outline in the Introduction and apply

in our study of coercive diplomacy. The strategy of coercive diplo-

macy, of long-standing interest to both the policy-maker and the

academic scholar, has been adequately understood by neither. We
hope we have added new illumination to this subject by combining

scholarly rigor and policy relevance in our study of it.

While each chapter of the book represents the effort and views

of its individual author, we have read each other's drafts and have

gained valuable ideas from the interchange. In addition, we want

to express appreciation for the help and encouragement we have

received from others. The senior author's interest in this topic

began while he was a member of the Social Science Department

of The RAND Corporation. He wishes to express his appreciation

to Gabriel A. Almond, Bernard C. Cohen, and Stanlev Hoffmann
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for their reading of the manuscript and for their encouragement.

Helpful suggestions for clarifying the analytical structure and

conclusions of the study, presented in Chapters One and Five,

were given by Scott Flanagan, Ole R. Holsti, Robert Jervis, Rich-

ard Smoke, Raymond Tanter, and Robert G. Weinland.

The chapter on Laos was read by Michael V. Forrestal, Kath-

erine P. Hall, Roger Hilsman, David Mozingo, James C. Thomson,

Jr., Richard Smoke, Charles Stevenson, and Allen S. Whiting.

The chapter on Cuba was read by Seyom Brown, Herbert S. Diner-

stein, Thomas Ehrlich, Ole R. Holsti, Robert Jervis, Richard

Smoke, Hans Speier, and Robert G. Weinland. The chapter on

Vietnam was read by Alfred Goldberg, Melvin Gurtov, Hans Hey-

mann, Konrad Kellen, David Mozingo, Frederick Sallagar, and

William Stewart.

For financial support in preparing their contributions to this

book Alexander George and David Hall express their appreciation

to the Committee on International Studies at Stanford University.

Colonel William Simons expresses his appreciation to The RAND
Corporation for making possible his research and writing of the

chapter on Vietnam. We are, of course, solely responsible for the

views expressed in this book.
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INTRODUCTION

I. THE NEED FOR POLICY-RELEVANT THEORY

The distinguished historian of the Renaissance, Jacob Burckhardt,

once remarked that the true use of history is not to make men
more clever for the next time but to make them wiser for ever.

Following Burckhardt's advice in world politics has proven particu-

larly difficult. Admittedly, it is not easy to learn from history,

though almost every statesman and general has professed to have

done so. In the first place, people often disagree on the lessons

of a particular historical event. Second, even if they agree on the

correct lessons, they often misapply these lessons to a new situa-

tion that differs from the past one in important respects. Clearly,

attempting to draw lessons on an ad hoc basis from a single his-

torical case is dangerous, and a more systematic way of stating

lessons from a broad range of historical experience is needed. This

is a challenging task for theory.

Developing a policy-relevant theory is one way in which schol-

arly research can contribute to better foreign policy making. But
theory cannot absorb and transmit the "lessons" of history unless

it employs a framework that identifies the many variables at play

* This Introduction draws upon an earlier paper by Alexander George
presented at a conference on "Research on American Foreign Policy," spon-

sored by the Graduate School of International Studies and the Social Science

Foundation, held in May 1968 at the University of Denver.

ix



X Introduction

to indicate the possibilities for influencing the course of events in

different types of situations. Progress in developing this kind of

policy-relevant theory has lagged for several reasons. The most sig-

nificant of these reasons is that this approach requires the investi-

gator to draw upon the perspectives and special methods of both

the historian and the political scientist. Such a synthesis is pos-

sible, but historians and political scientists have traditionally either

disparaged its potential value or exaggerated its difficulty and have

set various other barriers in its way.

This book demonstrates how such a synthesis can be achieved.

The scope of the theory developed here is deliberately circum-

scribed and is confined to the use of coercive diplomacy. As noted

in Chapter One, coercive diplomacy is one of several alternative

strategies for employing force as an instrument of diplomacy.*

Certainly, the difficulties of learning from history and the danger

of misapplying its lessons are all too painfully evident in recent

American efforts to make use of coercive diplomacy. The Cuban
missile crisis was hardly over in late October 1962 when some

members of the administration, including President Kennedy him-

self, cautioned against the temptation to generalize from its suc-

cessful outcome. Commentators and scholars joined in warning

that unique features of the Cuban case could not be expected to

recur in many future situations. Their observations were frequently

perceptive but did not constitute a comprehensive analysis of the

conditions that had favored Kennedy's success or an adequate

description of the strategy and tactics he had employed to capital-

ize upon these conditions. Yet, a clear statement along these lines

was necessary in order to ensure that the lessons of the Cuban case

were not improperly drawn and to safeguard against the danger

than the formula that had worked in this case would be misapplied

to a rather different new situation in the future.

The task of placing the success achieved in the Cuban missile

crisis within a systematic theoretical framework was particularly

important since some members of the administration and other

observers were drawing a quite different, less sober set of lessons

from the crisis. For them, Kennedy's success in forcing Khrushchev

* It would certainly be possible to construct a more general theory that

would cover the entire domain of force and diplomacy. A broad theory of

this kind, however, is likely to remain at a level of generality that would reduce

its value for the formulation or evaluation of policy. To achieve greater policy

relevance, theory must be differentiated and focussed on well-defined problems,

strategies, and classes of international behavior.
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to remove the missiles demonstrated the potentialities of a coer-

cive strategy that had been all too seldom employed in defense of

American interests throughout the world. The major lesson, as

they saw it, was that the Cuban case showed that success in such

international crises was largely a matter of national guts; if the

president could convey resolution firmly and cleady, the opponent

would back down in the face of superior American military capa-

bilities. The failure to comprehend the special characteristics of the

Cuban crisis may well have contributed, as some critics have

charged, to the errors of policy planning and, even more so, of

judgment that accompanied the Johnson administration's decision

to use air power as a coercive instrument against North Vietnam

in 1%5.

This book provides the first systematic description of the ill-

defined, elusive strategy of coercive diplomacy that Kennedy

managed — but only with great difficulty — to apply successfully

in the Cuban missile crisis and that boomeranged when Johnson

attempted to use airpower to coerce Hanoi in 1965. Systematic

comparison of these two cases and a third — Kennedy's handhng

of the Laos crisis of 1961 — enables us to formulate a theory re-

garding the uses and limitations of coercive diplomacy. We find

that this strategy is a viable one only when a special set of condi-

tions is present in the situation. But even when these "favoring"

conditions are present, policy-makers will encounter difficult prob-

lems tning to tailor the strategy of coercive diplomacy to the

specific configuration of the case at hand. These problems of

"operationalizing" the strategy emerge in clear focus in the his-

torical case studies.

II. THE RELATION OF THEORY TO ACTION

We have spoken of the need for policy-relevant theon' and our

effort to develop such a theory for coercive diplomacy. The prior

questions, however, are whether such a theory is a feasible under-

taking, how useful it would be to the policy-maker, and how we
would expect him to use it. These are familiar questions in the

long-standing discussion of the relation of theory to action. The
answers to these questions are by no means self-evident; in fact,

they generate considerable controversy. Misconceptions about

"theon" often prevent better communication between scholars

and policy-makers. Many of these misconceptions can be dis-
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covered in the sharply critical review that Richard Goodwin, a

former policy adviser in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations,

wrote about the book Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 1966), written by Thomas Schelling, a leading

strategic theorist.*

Goodwin states that Schelling's book "raises troubling questions

about the growing body of social-science literature devoted to mili-

tary' theor}-." GoodN^-in then asks, somewhat rhetorically, whether

what Schelling calls " 'the diplomacy of \iolence' can be the subject

of systematic theory." Goodwin answers this question negatively

and marshals many familiar arguments to buttress his conclu-

sion. He reminds us that history is sui generis and that to gen-

erahze from one historical crisis to another is dangerous and "al-

most guarantees error." To recognize this is not enough, Goodwin

adds, for if the researcher wants to have a theory at all "he cannot

escape the necessity of drawing general conclusions from particular

episodes."

The task of developing valid generalizations is virtually insuper-

able, according to Good\\in, because "the variables in a moment
of danger are so numerous that they elude analysis. ... It is this

fact that makes it necessar}- to qualify almost every assertion to

the point where its value virtually disappears." In Goodwin's view,

theor\'-building is also st}'mied because in almost ever}' situation

the decision-maker must act without knowing all the relevant

facts and with even more uncertaint}' as to how other political

actors perceive them. All these problems lead to a sober warning:

"The most profound objection to this kind of strategic theory is

not its limited usefulness but its danger, for it can lead us to be-

lieve we have an understanding of events and a control over their

flow which we do not have."

Goodwin is wrong in concluding that a "systematic theory" is

impossible; on the other hand, though overargued, most of his

concerns are germane. Let us consider his objections in greater

detail.

Goodwin misunderstands the nature of "systematic theory" as

something that seeks, or ought to seek, to provide the decision-

maker with detailed, high-confidence prescriptions for action in

each contingency that may arise. If this is what is meant by a

"systematic theory" on the subject of force and diplomacy, then

indeed such a theor\ is not feasible.

* Goodwin's re\ie\v appears in the New Yorker, February 17, 1968.
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For Goodwin's rhetorical question as to whether a systematic

theon' is possible, we must substitute three different questions: (1

)

What is the relation of theory to action? (2) What kind of theon'

is most relevant for guiding the decision-maker? (3) How can this

kind of theory be developed?

The last of these questions is the most relevant since there are

a variety of ways to theorize about international relations, some

of which are more rele\ant to policy than others. It is useful in this

connection to regard the decision-maker himself as being an ad

hoc intuitive theorist — just as he is also an intuitive statistician

and an intuitive logician. We need to know more about how the

decision-maker uses theory and what kinds of theory he needs for

different purposes. We can make several observations regarding the

use of theory:

1. A primary requirement for good policy-making is the ability

to make discriminating diagnoses of specific situations. The
decision-maker is interested in theories that will help him make
such diagnoses. Many of the theories offered the decision-maker by

political scientists, however, do not cover the major relevant

variables critical to policy-making; as a result, these theories have

relati\'eh- low diagnostic power when applied to a single case. This

is partly due to the fact that in theory-building political scientists

often do not attempt to develop a rich, sufficiently differentiated

typology of situations.

2. It is often assumed that policy-makers do not make use of

generalizations in diagnosing and prescribing. This view is mis-

taken. Indeed, one of the major tasks of policy-oriented scholars

is to discourage the decision-maker from applying oversimplified or

dangerously irrelevant generalizations for purposes of policy-

making. It is not only academic researchers — mostly now of an

earlier era — with a passion for correlating only two variables who
can be charged with engaging in "crude empiricism." The policy-

maker, too, is often a crude empiricist. He, too, can make highlv

dubious use of univariate propositions of the form: if A, then B —
for example: "If appeasement, then W^orld War III."

3. The decision-maker does not always operate as a crude

empiricist. Rather, he "goes beyond" available generalizations to

note, in addition, what is "special" about the case at hand. We
need to study and learn more about what a person does when he

"goes beyond" available generalizations in order to deal with a
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single case. Evidently he is trying to assess other relevant variables

— not included in the generalizations — and the possible interac-

tions among these many variables in order to make a judgment

about the present case that goes beyond a crude probabilistic treat-

ment of it.

The methodology of historical explanation is relevant and in-

structive. As Patrick Gardiner has pointed out, the historian does

indeed use generalizations in trying to explain a single case, but

the fact that he does so often is obscured because the explanatory

power of the generalizations he employs is weak and, therefore, he

doesn't rely heavily on them. It is for this reason — the weak ex-

planatory power of the generahzations — that Gardiner regards the

historian's generalizations as being typically "loose" and "porous."

Carl Hempel, like Gardiner, thinks that the historian's generaliza-

tions provide at best an "explanation sketch" which has to be

"filled out." The process of "filling out" takes the form of dealing

with and attempting a detailed reconstruction of the action-

sequence or set of intervening events that lie between the two

variables in the simple generalization that is available.* Perhaps

what the historian does, therefore, can be usefully regarded, in

the language of statistics, as an ad hoc effort at multivariate analy-

sis of a single time series.

4. The historian's procedure of "filling out" his explanation of

the single case is highly suggestive of what the decision-maker

does when he "goes beyond" the available broad generalizations

that are only loosely relevant for diagnosing and prescribing for a

single case. In doing this, both the historian and the policy-maker

employ additional theories and generalizations of a narrower and

more particular character — for example, a theoretical model of

how a particular political opponent behaves, rather than a theory

that purports to describe how all political actors in world politics

tend to behave. Therefore, for purposes of single-clase analysis and

for policy-making, general theory must be supplemented with more

particular theories. Political scientists interested in developing

broad-gauged theory and generalizations are often not sufficiently

interested in relating them systematically to lower-level theories

and generalizations of narrower scope.

* See Patrick Gardiner, The Nature of Historical Explanation (London:

Oxford University Press, 1952); and Carl G. Hempel, "The Function of Gen-

eral Laws in History," in H. Feigl and W. Sellars, eds.. Readings in Philo-

sophical Analysis (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1949).
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5. It is true, as the historian never tires of reminding us, that

history does not repeat itself and that each case possesses unique

features. The usual rebuttal by the scientifically oriented political

scientist is that, nonetheless, one can deal with unique cases by

treating them as members of a "class" — the class being defined to

encompass only some of the interesting features common to cases

that are different in other respects. This approach to the study of

historical cases helps, but it will not suffice. It is useful because

the policy-maker is indeed interested — or should be — in knowing

how the case with which he must deal is similar to past cases.

But the policy-maker is also interested — or should be — in how
the present case differs from past cases.

6. To develop a policy-oriented theory, therefore, we must take

systematic account of at least some of the differences between

otherwise similar cases — not all the differences but certainly

those that are likely to be particularly relevant to policy. We must

supplement the usual conception of theory-building as an enter-

prise that aims to produce broad-spanning generalizations with

more attention to developing a differentiated theory that attempts

to account for the policy-relevant variation among particular cases.

(This approach to theory-building characterizes our analysis of

the case studies of coercive diplomacy in this book.) It is useful to

recognize that the sophisticated policy-maker tries in his own way

to become an expert at ad hoc multivariate analysis. That is, he

is interested in all the things he can do to increase the probability

of a desired outcome and to reduce and control the probability

of a distasteful outcome.

Sophisticated policy-makers are often explicit about their need

for information about the critical variables in a situation and go

at least halfway to meet the academic theorist. Dean Acheson, for

example, advanced a theory of the ''missing component" in describ-

ing how he adapted the problem-solving approach to policy-making.

Acheson believed that many problems can be solved provided

the statesman discovers the ''missing component," the introduc-

tion of which would make a difficult situation manageable. The
art of finding the "missing component" lies in mastering a knowl-

edge of all the present and potential elements in a situation and

determining what new increment, if added by United States policy,

would make a critical difference in making the difficult situation

more manageable. Acheson tried to apply his theory of the "miss-
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ing component" to the perennial question of whether to give

economic and military aid to underdeveloped countries. He recom-

mended against it in those instances in which United States aid

could not provide the local governments in question with the other

necessary elements they lacked; namely, the loyalty of their people

and honest and efficient administration.*

What, then, can we conclude regarding the kind of theory that

is likely to be particularly useful for policy-making? A ''rich" theory

— one that tries to encompass many policy-relevant variables — is

better than a simpler theory of narrow scope — i.e. one that en-

compasses fewer variables. A ''rich" theory is preferable even

though it is likely to have been subjected to fewer rigorous assess-

ments than a simpler theory. There is a tradeoff here between the

richness-complexity of theories on the one hand and their level

of verification on the other. Because scholars and policy-makers

have different interests and priorities, they are likely to resolve

this tradeoff question somewhat differently. The policy-maker,

who has to deal with any one of a number of different contin-

gencies to which a theory is relevant, gets more help from a "rich"

theory even though it enjoys only modest verification than from

a simple theory that establishes a hnkage between a few variables

in many cases, t

A ''rich" theory that embraces policy-relevant variables is useful

to the policy-maker with two caveats: its contents must be at least

plausible, and it must contain indications of the special conditions

under which its propositions are likely to be true or false. Such

a theory is useful to the policy-maker for reducing the gap between

theory and action. But the policy-maker must "go beyond" avail-

able theory in any case in order to diagnose and deal with the

specific case at hand. (That a simple theory enjoys relatively good

verification does not reheve the policy-maker of this necessity.)

* David S. McLellan, "Comparative 'Operational Codes' of Recent U.S.

Secretaries of State: Dean Acheson/' paper delivered to American Political

Science Association, September 1969, pp. 18, 28. Professor McLellan's paper

will be published in a forthcoming book on comparative operational codes of

political leaders, which I am editing.

t A different kind of question may be raised about a certain kind of mathe-

matically oriented theory in which the independent variables are constructs

of the mathematical model and, as such, do not explain the process by means

of which the outcome of the dependent variable is produced. While often

useful for prediction, such theories are of limited utility to the policy-maker

insofar as they do not deal with those independent variables over which he

can exercise some control.
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TTius, in any case, the policy-maker must apply available theory

in the light of his detailed, though imperfect, knowledge of the

case at hand. This is what we mean when we say that in order to

diagnose and deal with a specific situation the policy-maker en-

gages in creative problem-solving — he does so, that is, to the ex-

tent that he recognizes and attempts to cope with what is novel

and different about the present situation. ("Routine" decision-

making is, of course, a different matter in that it consists of select-

ing one of a given number of standardized response patterns from

an existing repertoire.) This discussion of **rich" and ''simple"

theories, of course, does not imply that they are mutually exclu-

sive or that we must settle for one or the other.

Theory-building that attempts to encompass the variables that

are of concern to the policy-maker will reduce the gap between

theory and action. But it cannot eliminate the gap. No matter

how policy-oriented theory becomes, an irreducible gap will re-

main between what theory offers and what the decision-maker

must consider in deciding what action to take. The role of judg-

ment in decision-making is crucial. Some years ago George Ball,

then undersecretary of state, offered a useful reminder of its im-

portance in describing the complexity of the problem that had

faced policy-makers during the Cuban missile crisis

:

We were presented, therefore, with an equation of com-

pound variables and multiple unknowns. No one has yet

devised a computer that will digest such raw data as was

available to us and promptly print out a recommended
course of action.*

We conclude, therefore, that efforts to produce theory that is

more policy-relevant need to be supplemented with analytical

studies of the role of judgment and the nature of different kinds

of judgment. By careful observation, we may be able to **de-

compose" complex judgments and diagnose their ingredients and

perhaps begin to say something useful by identifying the condi-

tions, procedures, and analytical devices that favor better perfor-

mance in this respect. This, of course, is another way that scholarly

research can contribute to better foreign policy-making. Studies

* George Ball, "Lawyers and Diplomats," address before the New York
Lawyers' Association, New York City, December 13, 1962; reprinted in De-
partment of State, Bulletin, December 31, 1962, pp. 987-99

L
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of organizations can identify structures and processes that enable

policy-makers to make better use of available knowledge and theory

and, going beyond that, to exercise better judgment in making

difficult decisions.*

* See, for example, the discussion of organizational "pathologies" in Harold

L. Wilensky, Organizational Intelligence (New York: Basic Books, 1967);
Keith C. Clark and Laurence J. Legere, eds.. The President and the Manage-
ment of National Security (New York: Praeger, 1969); Thomas E. Cronin

and Sanford D. Greenberg, eds.. The Presidential Advisory System (New
York: Harper & Row, 1969); Raymond A. Bauer and Kenneth J. Gergen, eds.,

The Study of Policy Formation (New York: Free Press, 1968); Austin Ran-

ney, ed.. Political Science and Public Policy (Chicago: Markham, 1968).
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Alexander L. George

THE DEVELOPMENT OF
DOCTRINE AND STRATEGY

I. PRESIDENTIAL CONTROL OF FORCE

The Korean War, which broke out in late June 1950, was the first

major American experience with limited warfare under modern

conditions. Until this time the predominant American view re-

garding the role of force in international relations had been hostile

to the idea of limiting the use of available force once a conflict

was joined. Rather, conditioned by World Wars I and II, many
Americans viewed war, when it was justified or became necessary,

as a moral crusade against an aggressor. There was little room in

such an image of war for limiting one's objectives or limiting the

means one employed to achieve them. Americans regarded war

and peace as two separate and distinct states and, therefore, think-

ing in terms of Clausewitz's dictum that war was a continuation

of policy by other means was not congenial.

This traditional American view of war had other implications

and consequences that are of particular relevance to the present

discussion of presidential control of force. The image of war as a

moral crusade encouraged the belief that when war broke out

military factors and military judgment should have great weight,

1
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if indeed not dominate, in shapii^ policies for die condacl: of the

war.

It is not smprising, flieiefoie; diat President Tnnnan slioiild

have faced oneiqpected and novel probkms in Korea when he
attonpted to use force on behalf of Hmited objectives and to do so

in ways that did not risk transfonning that conflict into a modi
bigger war. In this respect the Korean situation differed from the

sitaation when the United States became a combatant in Wodd
War n, foi httk possibility remained at that point in the war of

farther ma)or escalation. In Korea, the potential for escalation

was substantial and was necessarily a dominant policy consideia'

tion. Moreover, the danger of escalation affected not onfy the

United States, bot allies and nentrals as welL Thorefore, in at-

tempting to deal with the Korean conflict the president and his

national security advisers w^e cang^t in a morass of domestic and

international political oonsidecations to a far greater extent than

in WoM War II. Mot only strategic decisions affecting the war

in Korea bat occasionally tactical opoations as well were cang^t

ap in the conflict between the local military commanders jndg-

ment of what was required and Washington's desire to limit the

rides of a major enlargement of the war. As a result the necessity

onerged for a form of detailed control over military operations

from Washington that went oon^derably beyond the traditional

wartime relationship between the civilian heads of government

and a theatre commander. The ensuing conflicts culminated dra-

matical in April 1951 when President Truman relieved General

MacArthur of his command. Reviewing quiddy some of these

events and their consequences mig^t be usefuL^

At a time when Chinese intervention in the Korean War was

stifl a hypothetical possibilit}% Truman delegated to MacArthur a

degree of control over military operations that proved to be in-

compatible with the imperfectly understood requirement for de

tailed presidential control. In early October 1950, the United

States, badced b> the United Nations, adopted the aim of unifying

Korea and authorized ^lacArtfaur to pursue the defeated North

Korean forces into North Korea. Truman approved new directives

to MacArthur that gave him far-readiing discretion:

Hereafter in the event of open or covert employment any-

where in Korea of major Oiinese Commanist units, without

pdor announcement, yon should continue the action as kmg
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as, in your judgment, action by your forces now under your

control offers a reasonable chance of success .2

Tlius, as Neustadt points out, the definition of a ''reasonable

chance of success" was delegated to the judgment of MacArthur.

"In the weeks to come he would misjudge with tragic consequences,

but it cannot be charged that he exceeded his instructions. . . .

The discretion given to MacArthur in October contributed di-

rectly to disaster in November." ^

By the end of October and early in November the Chinese

Communists had entered North Korea with substantial forces and

had engaged United Nations forces in sharp tactical combat.

Truman w^s now confronted with the need to reestablish direct

presidential control over the risks of the new situation. But he

could do so only by taking back the discretionan' power he had

earlier delegated to MacArthur for it soon became clear that the

General could not be persuaded to see the new development in the

war through the more cautious eyes of the administration. Tru-

man's failure to recognize this dilemma and to change MacArthur's

directives resulted in a severe maldeplo\Tnent of MacArthur's

forces which, in turn, substantially increased their vulnerability to

the Chinese forces when they struck in full force in late November.

Thus, in mid-November 1950, taking full advantage of his broad

directives, MaCx\rthur undertook the questionable strategy of

marching to the Yalu in the face of evidence that large Chinese

Communist forces had entered the war. A more prudent course of

action was suggested to him by Washington but he was free

under the existing directive to use his owti judgment. On Novem-
ber 25 the Chinese command unleashed its all-out offensive that

sent United States forces reeling. A militaiy catastrophe was barely

averted by the longest retreat in American military history.

Truman incurred this disaster as a result of following the tradi-

tional presidential practice of giving the theatre commander a

broad delegation of control over military operations within the

framework of directives specifying objectives, missions, and forces.

Truman's viewpoint and rationale for doing so was expressed some

years later:

We knew the Chinese had close to a million men on the

border and all that. . . . But [MacArthur] was commander
in the field. You pick your man, you've got to back him up.

That's the only way a militan organization can work. I got
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the best ad\ice I could and the man on the spot said this

was the thing to do. ... So I agreed. That was my deci-

sion—no matter what hindsight shows.*

Trumans retrospective justification of his error nots\ithstanding,

at the time he had drawn the proper lessons from his failure to

exert closer control over MacArthur, and he was prompt in apply-

ing those lessons. For the remainder of the Korean War Truman
monitored mihtan' operations closely and exerted a new measure

of control over the strategy and tactics the theatre commander
was allowed to employ.

Indeed, the Korean \\'ar taught not only Truman but all suc-

ceeding administrations as well that the president's responsibility"

does not stop with establishing the objectives to be pursued in a

conflict; he must also maintain firm control o\er the le\el of costs

and risks that are acceptable in pursuing those objectives. To exert

control over costs and risks requires that the president be willing

to control mihtar}- strategy and tactics. Moreover, the responsibil-

ity for keeping the costs and risks of a military conflict at an

acceptable level is exclusively the president's. He must not delegate

it to the theatre commander, as Truman did in effect when he

left it up to MacArthur to judge how best to react in case the

Chinese Communists intenened.

In contrast to the practice in some other armies. United States

theatre commanders had always been given considerable freedom

to decide on tactical operations in the field. As a result, the tradi-

tional viewpoint of the theatre commander was that once he was

allocated his forces he should be allowed to use them in those ways

which his professional military judgment indicated were likely to

be most effective. Accordingly, when civilian heads of government

or his mihtan- superiors in Washington imposed constraints on

his conduct of mihtaiy operations in the name of political con-

siderations, the theatre military- commander was hkely to regard

them as undue ''interference," especially if they made accomplish-

ment of his mission more diflBcult and costly.

Much has changed since the events and controversies of the

Korean War. Traditional practices and attitudes have been con-

siderably modified. Both civilian and militar\ leaders have under-

stood that the president must retain control over all decisions and

developments affecting the nature, scope, and termination of hm-

ited conflicts. At the same time, however, the president is not all-
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powerful and seldom imposes a decision arbitrarily. Military

leaders have a strong advocate's role in determining policies, and

once a diplomatic crisis erupts into warfare their bargaining posi-

tion within the policy-making arena becomes even stronger. As a

result, even though the president retains control over critical deci-

sions of strateg} and tactics, he may feel obliged to negotiate and

bargain with his militan' advisers before making these decisions.

In any case, the president's retention of close control of mihtary

operations does not by itself guarantee either success in limited

war or control over its potential for escalation. Critical in this

respect are the strategic concepts on behalf of which the president

exerts his control of military forces and, hence, the need to under-

stand better the nature of strategies such as coercive diplomacy.

Moreover, the problem remains of understanding the implica-

tions of the acknowledged requirement of presidential control for

the composition of military forces, military strategy, and crisis

management. Since the Kennedy administration gave particular

attention to these three problems, we shall turn now to some of

the new concepts and doctrines it introduced into defense plan-

ning.

II. KENNEDY'S DOCTRINE OF FLEXIBLE,

CONTROLLED RESPONSE

Interest in controlled use of force and in what we shall call "coer-

cive diplomacy" was heightened with Kennedy's accession to the

presidency. Many of the Kennedy administration's new defense

concepts and priorities stemmed from the vigorous criticism which

the Eisenhower administration's doctrine of "massive retaliation"

had received in preceding years. WTien John Foster Dulles an-

nounced massive retaliation as the administration's policy in Janu-

ary- 1954, he seemed to imply that the United States would

respond to any low-le\el aggression with a strategic nuclear attack

against the homeland of the aggressor — i.e., Soviet Russia or

Communist China. The possibility that the United States might

convert any local war into a general war alarmed responsible

United States and Allied opinion, and this in turn led Dulles into

a series of efforts to clarify his meaning in a more specific and
moderate direction. He was not entirely successful in this respect,

and indeed could not afford to be. For massive retaliation was pri-

marily a declaratory policy intended to deter various kinds of possi-
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ble aggressions against members of the free world. In effect, Dulles

was using the slogan massive retaliation in an attempt to general-

ize and apply more widely the threat to expand the war that he

had directed at Communist China follo\Wng the conclusion of the

Korean cease-fire in 1953 in order to warn it against resumption of

that war.

Dulles believed that a frequent cause of past wars, including

both world wars, had been miscalculation by an aggressor power

of the conditions under which the war would be fought. Accord-

ingly, Dulles chose the threat of massi\e retaliation as a means of

warning any would-be aggressor that the United States would not

necessarily allow him the choice of conditions. Rather, as Dulles

put it, the United States would respond *'at places and with means

of its own choosing."

Massive retaliation, therefore, threatened substantial escalation

of any conflict imposed on the United States or its alHes. Beyond

that, howe\er, the declaraton" policy was deliberately vague, pre-

sumably, in part at least, to take advantage of the element of

uncertaint}- it attempted to introduce into the aggressor's calcula-

tions.

Dulles and other members of the administration made threats of

massive retaliation during several crises, particularly in Asian con-

flicts such as the Dien Bien Phu crisis of 1954 in Indochina. But, in

fact, a striking divergence occurred between the slogan of massive

retaliation and the Eisenhower administration's actual behavior in

dealing with challenges in Third \\^orld areas. As one obsener has

said, when ''war threatened over Indochina, Lebanon, the offshore

islands of Quemoy and Matsu, and Berlin, the [Eisenhower] Ad-

ministration either refrained from action or desperately sought the

conventional forces \\ith which to manage the situation." ^ As a

matter of fact, although adherents of Kennedy's defense doctrine

rarely acknowledged it, the prudent practice of the Eisenhower

administration in dealing with crises was entirely consonant with

what came to be called ''flexible, controlled response" by the new

administration.

The Kennedy administration's interest in controlled use of force

sprang as well from other elements of the critique of massive

retaliation advanced by defense intellectuals and by members of

the opposition party during the Eisenhower era.^ Massive retalia-

tion and its cornerstone, United States strategic superiority, they

pointed out, had not prevented the occurrence of many limited
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conflicts. Deterrence had failed and would fail again in the future

because the threat of "massive retaliation" (i.e., a strategic nuclear

response against the homeland of the aggressor) was simply not a

credible response to low-level aggression, particularly when Soviet

forces were not involved. Massive retaliation would become even

less credible in the future as the strategic superiority on which it

rested gradually declined as the Soviet Union acquired larger

strategic forces of its own. Sooner or later. United States strategic

superiority would be replaced by strategic parity with the Soviet

Union. Then a state of mutual deterrence would emerge between

the United States and the Soviet Union on the strategic level

which, critics of Eisenhower's defense policies predicted, would

render United States allies much more vulnerable to Communist
encroachments. Moreover, for various reasons the United States

could not rely on tactical use of nuclear weapons in local conflicts

as a substitute for its declining strategic superiority. The Soviet

Union, too, was acquiring nuclear weapons for tactical use; hence

the possibility arose of a two-sided tactical use of nuclear weapons,

carrying with it the danger of uncontrollable escalation. Therefore,

most critics of massive retaliation concluded that to deter and deal

with lower-level threats to the security of free world allies, the

United States would need much stronger, conventional, limited

war forces.

For all these reasons the major thrust of Kennedy's defense

policies was the acquisition of a fuller array of military capabilities

that would permit the development of a larger, more diversified

set of military options along the entire spectrum of violence. This

was expected to open the way for many more discriminating and

effective uses of limited force on behalf of a variety of foreign

policy objectives. This expectation has not been fully realized,

however, for reasons that deserve careful analysis.

In his ''Special Message on the Defense Budget," submitted to

Congress on March 28, 1961, Kennedy asserted that a new doc-

trine of flexible, controlled response would guide his administra-

tion's defense policies. Response to attacks against any part of the

free world, he said, would be ''suitable, selective" as well as "swift

and effective." The president also stated some general guidelines

for the design and use of military force: "Our weapons systems

must be usable in a manner permitting deliberation and discrimi-

nation as to timing, scope and targets in response to civilian au-

thority." (Italics added.)
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Kennedy's statement on this occasion foreshadowed manv of the

criteria applied later in formulating and exaluating militan op-

tions for possible use in international crises. Plans for the use of

militan capabilities that did not meet the complex criteria implied

in these general guidelines, as we shall see, would prove to be less

acceptable to the president parricularly at the critical opening

stages of a crisis. The Kennedy administration was attempting to

develop a concept of force that would enable it to be employed as

a highly refined instrument of diplomacy. Force and threats of

force would unfortunately continue to be necessan* even in the

dangerous world of nuclear weapons; therefore, the administration

gave greater emphasis than e\er before to ensuring controlled, dis-

criminating use of force. Wliat gradually emerged from this con-

ception during the Kennedy years \\-as a set of principles for the

careful management of militan -diplomatic crises. It is to this

aspect of the doctrine of flexible, controlled response that vre now
turn.

III. PRINCIPLES OF CRISIS MANAGEMENT

The task of adapting militan' capabilities to presidential use in

hmited, controlled crises can be highlighted by drawing a distinc-

tion between gross militan capabilities and usable options. There

can be a substantial difference between gross militan capabihties

to attack and destroy mihtan targets — capabihties that may be

plentiful and readily available — and usable options which, as the

quotation from Kennedy's special message suggested, are mihtan-

capabilities the president is wilHng to use in a crisis only if the\'

accomphsh his whole purpose, diplomatic as well as mihtan, the

way he thinks appropriate and necessary. From this standpoint,

mihtan capabihties do not necessarily provide usable options for

the president; they are, rather, the ingredients from which planners

must de\ elop usable options of a more refined, discriminating char-

acter, if possible.

Military capabihties must meet sexeral special pohtical-militar\

requirements in order to constitute usable options in controlled

crises. More than any preceding crisis, the Cuban missile case

forced leading members of the Kennedy administration to deter-

mine what their general doctrine of controlled, flexible response

meant in terms of specific design criteria for formulating usable
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options for the president out of the ample gross militan capabili-

ties available in the United States arsenal.

From the available accounts of the Cuban missile crisis we can

identify- as many as seven criteria that were evidently in the minds

of Kennedy and his advisers when they were comparing and evalu-

ating various possible military options. Some of these criteria can

be detected also in the planning that entered into Kennedy's

handling of the intricate Laos situation in 1961 and Johnson's use

of air power against North \'ietnam in 1965, although they were

not all systematically articulated by policy-makers and planners

at the time. These criteria or requirements for controlled, mea-

sured use of force and effective crisis management are interrelated

but are listed separately here:

1. Presidential control of military options: The president must

authorize each military- option in an unfolding sequence of events.

Moreover, he or those to whom he delegates his authority — when

he feels he can do so — must be able to monitor the developing

crisis very- closely so that they can modify political and military-

plans and improvise new, appropriate actions as needed.

2. Pauses in military operations: The momentum of events must

be slowed do\^-n. Military options must be devised and selected

that lend themselves to this requirement; military action must be

programmed in such ways as to create significant pauses in the

momentum of military operations. Time must be provided for the

opponent at each point to assess the actions alreadv taken, to

receive and reflect upon the signals and proposals addressed to

him, and to decide whether he will call a halt or open up negotia-

tions. Furthermore, the opponent must be given an opportunity to

do this without being subjected to too much "noise" from other,

seemingly contradictory signals and actions which are coming to

his attention, whether or not they are intended for him. To this

end the president and his advisors must control and eliminate

actions and statements that might gi\e confusing signals regarding

his demands and offers, and how he proposes to act if the oppo-

nent rejects them.

3. Clear and appropriate demonstrations: Military- options must

provide a clear and appropriate demonstration of the president's

resolution and of his crisis objectives. Militarv and other actions

taken should together constitute a consistent signal. None of the
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actions taken, or not taken, should be capable of being interpreted

by the opponent as being at variance with the specific demand the

president has made on him. Tliat is, they should not suggest that

the president is really seeking objectives more ambitious than

those he has proclaimed or that he will really settle for much
less.*^

4. Military action coordinated with political-diplomatic action:

Mihtary and political-diplomatic actions must be closely coordi-

nated. Military actions should be coupled with — that is, preceded,

accompanied, or followed by — those political and diplomatic ac-

tions, communications, consultations, and proposals that are an

essential part of the overall strategy for persuading the opponent

to alter his policy and behavior in the desired direction. In order to

satisfy this requirement the president needs military options that,

as we have already noted, are discrete, separable, and under his

personal control.

5. Confidence in the effectiveness and discriminating character

of military options: The president also must use military options

that will be militarily effective in accomplishing their specific tac-

tical objective. From the president's standpoint, moreover, it is

often preferable that tactical objectives be accomplished with rela-

tively small increments of force and with weapon systems that

operate against assigned targets accurately and with low collateral

damage to surrounding areas. Otherwise the attempt to convey a

clear and appropriate demonstration of resolution and of objec-

tives may backfire, either by demonstrating military ineffectiveness

or by damaging the wrong targets. It is perhaps unnecessary to add

that carrying out military measures that are both effective and dis-

criminating is difficult and may not always be regarded as essential

for crisis management.

6. Military options that avoid motivating the opponent to esca-

late: In addition to satisfying the other criteria noted, the military

options needed for crisis management must not confront the

opponent with an urgent requirement to escalate the conflict him-

self in order to avoid or compensate for the military or political

damage inflicted upon him. A demonstrative use of force may be

self-defeating if it punishes the opponent to the extent that it

requires an immediate strong military reaction on his part. Since

it is difficult to avoid altogether motivating the opponent to es-

calate, crisis management also requires the ability to deter him

from engaging in the more dangerous forms of escalation.
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7. Avoidance of impression of resort to large-scale warfare:

Finally, the president requires military options that can be em-

ployed without giving the opponent the impression that large-scale

warfare is being initiated. For this would indicate to him that the

president is abandoning efforts to resolve the dispute by diplo-

matic means and is relying largely on a military strategy to achieve

his objectives.

The importance of these criteria was recognized by Kennedy and

Johnson and played an important role in their efforts to manage

crises in Laos, Cuba, and Vietnam. These criteria were also rele-

vant in some earlier crises, even though they were not always well

understood and their importance not exphcitly recognized by

policy-makers. This lack of understanding emerges in a striking

manner if we examine the ineptness of the Truman administra-

tion's handling of the threat of Chinese Communist intervention

in the Korean War with the special hindsight that the more recent

theory of crisis management affords.

In early November 1950 Truman's National Security Council

recognized that, given the now unmistakable intervention of sub-

stantial Chinese Communist forces into the war, the task of ac-

complishing the war aim of unifying Korea by force of arms was

no longer feasible without enlarging the conflict. Since the Na-

tional Security Council opposed this, it recognized the necessity

for negotiations with Peking in order to salvage as much as possi-

ble of the objective of a unified Korea. Reliance would no longer

be placed on military force to accomplish the objective. Rather,

more so than before, force and threats of force would have to be-

come part of, and subordinate to, a new diplomatic strategy which

had now to be quickly improvised. The war entered a new phase,

therefore, in which the requirements of crisis management listed

above would become more pertinent and more critical.

Discussions to explore a negotiated settlement were initiated at

the United Nations, but for various reasons they were slow in get-

ting under way. Obviously considerable time would be needed for

the processes of diplomacy and negotiations to take hold. One of

the principle requirements of crisis management in a situation of

this kind is that the momentum of events on the battlefield be

restrained, if necessary, to enable diplomatic communications to

be exchanged and weighed — the second of the criteria listed

above. Equally important, military actions must be closely coordi-
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nated with the diplomatic strategy being relied upon to secure the

objective in question — the fourth criterion; and, further, any

military actions taken should be consistent with the emphasis on

a diplomatic approach for settling the conflict and should consti-

tute signals to the opponent that are clearly consonant with the

president's objectives and his search for a negotiated, compromise

settlement — the third criterion. And, most certainly, military

actions that confront the opponent with an urgent requirement to

escalate the war should be avoided — the sixth criterion.

As it turned out, all of these four criteria for crisis management
were in effect violated when Washington proved unable or unwill-

ing to control MacArthur's actions in the interests of the new
diplomatic strategy it was beginning to evolve. Negotiations would

require time. The possibility that the other side might be inter-

ested had to be explored. The Chinese Communist forces broke

contact with United States and South Korean forces after the

sharp tactical engagements of late October and early November.

Days and weeks passed without important battlefield contact be-

ing reestablished. Whether the Chinese leaders were merely

implementing their guerrilla warfare doctrine of melting away

following a military action or whether they were also waiting to

see what political effects their military actions would have on

United States and United Nations policies is one of the intriguing

mysteries of the war. We cannot exclude the possibility that the

Chinese were employing military force as an instrument of a

poHtical-diplomatic strategy and that they, at least, were adhering

to the necessary principles of crisis management. The sharp mili-

tary engagements they had inflicted on South Korean and Ameri-

can forces in North Korea had conveyed the message intended by

the Chinese — namely that they had intervened with substantial

forces and would and could fight — and had the desired shock

effect on United States military and political leaders. Perhaps the

Chinese disengaged their forces, deliberately creating a prolonged

pause on the battlefield, in order to give time for their signal to be

weighed by United States and United Nations policy-makers, and

to see whether the demonstration of the Chinese intervention and

willingness to fight would force a fundamental recalculation and

modification of American war policy.

As we have noted, such a recalculation of United States policy

and a shift in strategy toward a diplomatic solution was indeed

set into motion in early November. But within a few weeks Mac-
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Arthur was allowed to resume his march toward the Yalu with

the proclaimed intention of ending the war.

If the administration thought that the diplomatic track it had

set into motion at the United Nations required additional battle-

field pressure on tlie Chinese, then Washington might indeed have

authorized MacArthur to undertake appropriate military actions.

But in this event, MacArthur's military moves would have had to

have been carefully coordinated with and made to serve the new
negotiating strategy being developed at home. But this was clearly

not the rationale for MacArthur's resumption of the offensive. In

fact, MacArthur was employing a different strategy; indeed, his

march to the Yalu in mid-November was in pursuit of the original

war aim of unifying Korea by force. MacArthur's offensive was

not intended by either MacArthur or Washington to support the

new strategy, recommended by the National Security Council on

November 9, of relying on negotiations with the Chinese to sal-

vage as much of the war objective as possible. The administration

was aware of this discrepancy, but it allowed itself in the last

analysis to follow an inconsistent course, wavering between the

perceived necessity for pursuing a negotiated, compromise solution

and the hope that MacArthur's gamble might work after all.

Both MacArthur's gamble and Washington's failure to coordi-

nate his actions with the requirements of the new diplomatic

strategy can be traced partly to their inability to perceive the sig-

nificance of the Chinese Communist withdrawal from battlefield

contact. As the days went by during November without any

further significant contact with or sign of large-scale Chinese

volunteers, apparently MacArthur and Washington both began to

feel that the marked apprehension each had experienced in early

November had been misplaced. Perhaps the Chinese Communists

had now had second thoughts and were withdrawing from North

Korea or could be induced to; or perhaps their actions indicated

that their objectives in North Korea were quite limited. This

miscalculation of Chinese motivation was reinforced in turn by a

tendency to seriously underestimate Chinese military capabilities.

Thus, if the Chinese had disengaged in early November in order

to give time for their intervention to bring about a possible change

in United States war policy, they received an unmistakable answer

when MacArthur was allowed to resume his march to the Yalu in

mid-November. Under the circumstances, the Chinese could

hardly be expected to credit earlier indications that Washington
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was interested in working out a compromise settlement. Whether
or not W^ashington realized it, it had behaved in such a way as to

confirm the Chinese Communist image of its insincerit}' and

duplicity. TTie Chinese then launched their all-out offensive of

November 25, beginning a long and bitter war. \\^atever the

opportunity had been for avoiding it earlier in November it was

now irretrievably lost because of Washington's indeciveness, its

wavering and inconsistent attitude toward the alternative militan'

and diplomatic strategies before it, and its gross ineptness at crisis

management. Instead of creating the time needed for developing

its new diplomatic strategy by halting the momentum of action

on the battlefield or, at least, ensuring that militan' actions would

be consistent with its new strategy, the administration wavered in

its adherence to the new diplomatic strategy and allowed Mac-

Arthur to revert to the earlier military strategy for unifying Korea

by force.

As this indicates, Truman's effort to apply novel crisis manage-

ment principles was severely handicapped by his failure to define

his objectives clearly and to relate them to a consistent strategy.

But we should note, also, that the seven criteria for crisis manage-

ment are indeed stringent requirements to impose on the use of

military force. It is not easy to adapt mihtan^ capabilities to meet

these exacting criteria unless weapons systems possess flexible char-

acteristics and planners are ingenious in contriving somewhat novel

uses of existing forces. As a result, providing the president with

many usable options that meet his special requirements for crisis

management has often been difficult in past crises. Moreover, op-

tions that meet these criteria tend to be quickly used up in a pro-

longed crisis. A president \\ho is determined to retain control will

search for ways of subdividing his options into smaller, discrete

steps. He jealously safeguards these options and uses them spar-

ingly, spacing them out over a period of time in order not to reach

the point at which the momentum of events and the lack of addi-

tional controllable options will defeat his efforts to maintain con-

trol of the conflict.

Also, efforts to impose the requirements of careful crisis man-

agement on the use of military force often exacerbate the latent

tension between competing political and military' considerations in

limited warfare. Crisis management requires novel concepts of

mihtarv planning, operations, and control that strain the experi-

ence, imagination, and patience of military professionals. The
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civilian's effort to transform military force into a highly refined,

discriminating instrument suitable for effective management of

crises eventually breaks down if pushed too far. The refinements

of modern military technology can only moderate, not eliminate,

the transformation of force into a crude, blunt instrument of

coercion. The policy-maker must remember this when deciding

whether and to what extent to involve himself and the nation in

international crises.

IV. FOUR STRATEGIES FOR THE
USE OF FORCE

We have pointed out that Kennedy's doctrine of flexible, con-

trolled response relied upon crisis management and escalation

control to make possible the use of limited force to achieve

limited objectives. But flexible, controlled response offers no basis

for gauging whether and to what extent the national interest is at

stake in a particular crisis. In advancing this new doctrine in 1961

Kennedy was not clarifying the national interest or offering guide-

lines for applying this ambiguous criterion in crisis situations.*

Rather, he was reasserting the basic principle, seemingly lost sight

of in the preceding administration's rhetorical emphasis on mas-

sive retaliation, that force and threats of force should be tailored

more closely to what is at stake in a crisis.

Thus, while crisis management is of undoubted importance for

the conduct of foreign policy, the prior question of whether the

national interest is sufficiently engaged in a particular situation to

warrant some form of United States military intervention is always

present. To be sure, before deciding upon intervention, policy-

makers do attempt to determine the nature and magnitude

of expected damage to United States national interests. Pre-

sumably they also attempt to judge the level of costs and risks

that would be warranted in an effort to limit or prevent that

expected damage. Judgments of this kind, however, are typically

made in the face of multiple uncertainties, inadequate knowledge

* Many writers have discussed the ambiguity of the concept "national in-

terest" and the difficulties of applying this criterion in policy-making or for

explaining decisions. James N. Rosenau summarizes this problem and draws

sober conclusions in his article, "National Interest," in the International

Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (New York: Macmillan, 1968), XI, pp.
34-40.
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and information, and under the pressures of the situation. The
requirements for a rational, well-calculated decision whether or

not to intervene are indeed difficult to meet in practice. Not sur-

prisingly, such decisions have a strong subjective element and may
be influenced by doctrines and general beliefs that fill the vacuum
left by the inability to make more refined calculations.

Belief in the virtues of flexible, controlled response and in the

feasibility of crisis management possibly exercised a beguiling

effect on attitudes toward intervention in the Kennedy and

Johnson administrations. These beliefs — when coupled with the

ample conventional military capabilities obtained by the Kennedy

administration — may have encouraged initial involvements in

conflicts that were not based on a sober calculation of whether

what was at stake from the national standpoint really warranted

accepting the risks of further involvement, should the initial at-

tempt to deal with such conflicts by means of limited force and

careful crisis management break down.

If ''flexible, controlled response" and ''crisis management" did

not provide sufficient guidelines for answering the all-important

question of whether the national interest was sufficiently at stake

in a particular situation to warrant any form of American inter-

vention, neither did these doctrines constitute a well-defined or

complete strategy. Elements of strategy were implicit, to be sure,

in their emphasis on the necessity for tailoring the use of force

for achieving limited objectives and in the notion, however vague,

that force was to be employed with constraint for coercive pur-

poses. But these considerations do not add up to a theory of

coercion, nor do they describe the strategy by means of which

force and threats of force may be employed coercively. We must

turn, therefore, to a brief discussion of alternative strategies — of

which coercive diplomacy is one — for using force as an instrument

of foreign policy. Traditionally force and threats of force have

been used in several ways in order to influence the calculations

and behavior of opponents in world politics. We can identify at

least four general strategies.

1. The Quick, Decisive Military Strategy

The first of these approaches, traditionally favored by military

strategists, attempts to alter an opponent's will by a quick, de-

cisive use of force against him. Tliis strategy calls for ample force

to be applied promptly in an effort to destroy a significant portion
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of the opponent's military capability to contest what is at stake

in the conflict. Accordingly, this strategy largely dispenses with

threats, diplomacy, or subtle modes of persuasion to alter the op-

ponent's policy. It relies, rather, on military force to provide a

''war winning" strategy.

The quick, decisive strategy, however, can be and has been

employed to achieve limited political objectives; it is not cotermi-

nous, that is, with unlimited war aims, total war, or unconditional

surrender.* Nonetheless, if negotiations and bargaining do occur

together with the employment of this strategy, they take place

after the effort to apply force in the quick, decisive mode has been

made, whether or not it achieved its military objectives.

On behalf of this strategy the familiar argument has been ad-

vanced that if ample force is used quickly and in a militarily

efficient manner, i.e. unhobbled by too many political constraints,

it offers the possibility of terminating the conflict before it spreads

or develops into a prolonged war of attrition. For this reason,

among others, this strategy- is generally preferred by militar)' lead-

ers and, on occasion, by political leaders as well.

The strategy- of quick, decisive use of force has been employed

successfully, at least in the military sense of the word, on many
occasions. Examples are by no means confined to Hitler's success-

ful uses of blitzkrieg but include, more recently, the crushing of

the Hungarian revolution in 1956 by massive Soviet forces and the

Israeli war against Egypt and its Arab allies in 1967. But the "quick,

decisive" strategy has also failed or back-fired — for example, the

all-out North Korean effort to overrun South Korea in 1950 and

the abortive Anglo-French-Israeli attack on Egypt in 1956.

t

At the same time, on numerous occasions the political leaders

of a country have been reluctant or unwilling to resort to the

quick, decisive military option. If, nonetheless, they believe that

* Thus, in one significant variation of this strategy, force is employed
to achieve a quick fait accompli seizure of territory before the opponent,

or a protecting power on his behalf, can react effectively. The territory seized

may be held permanently or used for bargaining purposes to secure conces-

sions on other issues.

+ Mention should also be made of an interesting \ariant of the quick, de-

cisive strateg\' in which large forces are employed not to attack the military

capabilities of the opponent but, by threatening them directly, to induce

compliance or passivity. Examples of this kind of preemptive use of the quick,

decisive strateg>' include the large-scale deployment of American forces into

Lebanon in 1958 and into the Dominican Republic in 1965, and, of course,

the sudden massi\e inter\ention of Soviet forces into Czechoslovakia in 1968.
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the stake in a conflict is important enough to warrant resort to

force or the risk of war, they will consider some alternative

strategy.

2. Coercive Diplomacy

One such alternative strategy is what we shall refer to here as

coercive diplomacy. This strategy has a number of variants; they

are similar, however, because, in contrast to the traditional military

strategy we have just discussed, the coercive strategy focusses upon
affecting the enemy's will rather than upon negating his cap-

abilities. It does not rely on ample or quick use of force to achieve

political objectives. Rather, if threats alone do not suffice and force

is actually used, it is employed in a more limited, selective manner

than in the quick, decisive strategy. That is, force is used in an

exemplary, demonstrative manner, in discrete and controlled incre-

ments, to induce the opponent to revise his calculations and agree

to a mutually acceptable termination of the conflict. In this

strategy force plays a modest, and often an inconspicuous, role.

And, again unlike the traditional mihtary strategy, force and

threats of force may become part of a carrot and stick approach

to the opponent. Hence, force is subordinated to what is essen-

tially not a military strategy at all but rather a political-diplomatic

strategy for resolving or reconciling a conflict of interests with

the opponent. This is why coercive diplomacy is an apt way of

describing the strategy.

The strategy of the coercive diplomacy, then, calls for using just

enough force of an appropriate kind — if indeed one passes beyond

threats of force — to demonstrate resolution to protect well-defined

interests and also to demonstrate the credibility of one's determi-

nation to use more force if necessary. To this end, the employment

of force is coupled with — i.e. preceded, accompanied, or followed

by — appropriate communications to the opponent. The coercive

strategy, therefore, has a signalling, bargaining, negotiating charac-

ter that is built into the conceptualization and conduct of military

operations, a feature that is absent in the traditional military

strategy.

Coercive diplomacy seeks to make force a much more flexible,

refined, psychological instrument of policy; in contrast, the quick,

decisive strategy uses force as a blunt, crude instrument of policy.

Coercive diplomacy seeks to persuade the opponent to do some-



The Development of Doctrine and Strategy 19

thing, or to stop doing something, instead of bludgeoning him

into doing it, or physically preventing him from doing it.

For several reasons a state would prefer to employ coercion

rather than a purely military approach for achieving a resolution

of limited conflicts with other states. The coercive strategy offers

the possibility of achieving one's objectives economically, with

little bloodshed, for fewer psychological and political costs, and

often with much less risk of escalation. As a result, a crisis resolved

by means of coercive diplomacy is also less likely to contaminate

future relations between the two sides than the quick, decisive

strategy. If the coercive strategy can be made to work successfully,

it is a less costly, less risky way of achieving one's objectives than

the traditional military strategy. This strategy, however, is viable

only under special conditions and, moreover, is quite difficult to

implement successfully.

3. Strategy of Attrition

A third way in which force may be used as an instrument of for-

eign policy is one which both of the strategies already discussed

seek to avoid. This is the alternative of prolonged warfare under a

set of conditions or limitations on military operations that give

neither side a clear advantage. Some conflicts may degenerate

into wars of severe mutual attrition with physical and psychologi-

cal exhaustion of one or both sides the only avenue to eventual

termination. As in the case of the Korean War, a recent historical

example of this kind of limited war, the outcome may be incon-

clusive and frustrating, particularly in comparison to the costs

incurred.

Both the quick, decisive military strategy and coercive diplomacy

promise a more economical and effective alternative to the strategy

of attrition. But the failure of either of these two preferred strate-

gies may result in reluctant acceptance of the third approach,

its costs and frustrations notwithstanding. TTiis is a risk which

the leaders of a country must soberly weigh before embarking

on either of the two preferred strategies.

Under special conditions we can regard the strategy of attrition

as a preferred strateg}'. We have in mind, of course, the form of

attrition strategy employed in guerrilla warfare. A highly moti-

vated but relatively weak adversary can adopt a guerrilla form

of attrition strategy in an effort to wear out an opponent who
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is much stronger militarily but not so highly motivated to con-

tinue the war if his losses become excessive, compared to the

stakes. Typically, the attrition strategy is the preferred strategy

for the weaker side in part because it lacks the capabilities needed

for the other strategies. Also, a stronger power with enough

motivation may also choose to pursue an attrition strateg}' against

a weak adversary when alternative strategies are not feasible. A
possible example of this is the Nigerian war against Biafra.

4. Test of Capabilities Within

Very Restrictive Ground Rules

The leaders of a country may resort to another strategy when
they are confronted with a low-level challenge to which they

cannot or do not wish to respond by means of either the quick,

decisive or the coercive strategy. Caught in this predicament the

defending power may decide, however reluctantly, to accept a test

of capabilities within the narrow framework of limitations and

ground rules implied by the carefully chosen opening action of

its opponent. Even though these initial ground rules are clearly

disadvantageous, the defending power accepts the challenge with-

out, for the time being, escalating the conflict.

An example of this occurred in 1948 when the United States

attempted to cope with the Soviet blockade of ground access to

West Berlin by means of a hastily organized airlift even though its

estimated maximum capability was expected to fall far short of the

minimum needs of the West Berlin population. Thus the Allied air-

lift was initially intended merely to buy some time for negotiations

which, however, failed to resolve the dispute. In time, hard work,

skill at improvisation, and use of increasingly larger resources

eventually transformed the airlift into an effective weapon for

breaking the ground blockade. The defending power thus suc-

ceeded in reversing the expected outcome of the test of capabilities

without having to escalate the conflict, thereby transferring back to

its opponent the onerous decision whether to engage in a risky

escalation or to accept defeat.

Essentially the same strategy was employed by the United States

— again successfully — in the Quemoy crisis of 1958 against the

Chinese Communist artillery blockade. With indirect, limited

United States naval assistance, the Chinese Nationalist Navy was

finally able to re-supply the garrison on Quemoy. The next move
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was up to the opponent, who decided to curtail and abandon the

artillery shelling rather than to escalate its tactics.

This strategy is clearly more conservative than either the quick,

decisive military option or coercive diplomacy. However, accepting

a test of capabilities under the invidious ground rules defined by

the opponent does not exclude resort to one of the other two

strategies later on, should it become necessary to do so in order

to avoid defeat.*

What is clear in both the Berlin blockade crisis and the

Quemoy case is that United States leaders decided not to embark

on a policy of limited escalation backed by threats of additional

escalation in order to force the opponent to call off his blockade

actions. To have done so would have been to choose the strategy

of coercive diplomacy. In that event, neither of these two crises

would have been a test of capabilities under well-defined and

stable ground rules but would have been converted into a test of

resolution. TTie coercive strategy emphasizes a test of the op-

ponent's resolution via threats of escalation rather than a test of

his capabilities within an established situation. We turn, now, to

a more detailed consideration of the theory of coercive diplomacy.

V. THE STRATEGY OF COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

The theory of coercive diplomacy is not esoteric or difficult to

understand. Indeed, it is readily comprehensible in common sense

terms. However, it must be defined as fully and explicitly as

possible since, unfortunately, it has been seriously oversimplified

in recent times. The essentials of this strategy and some of the

problems of applying it have long been known, although the co-

ercive diplomacy of an earlier era, so far as I have been able to

establish, was not articulated systematically. Rather, it was part

of the conventional wisdom of those who engaged in statecraft

and diplomacy, implicit in what they did and occasionally dis-

cussed in memoirs rather than explicated in scholarly works.

In the modern era theorizing about these matters has taken on

an ahistorical, abstract character. Those who have attempted to

construct a theory of coercion have drawn primarily upon game

* On the other hand, accepting for a period of time the ground rules defined

by the opponent makes it more difficult to escalate later on since then one
has to accept the onus of violating a stable pattern of limitations.
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theory and bargaining theory. They have used historical experience

with coercive diplomacy sparingly, employing it as a source of

ad hoc illustrations rather than as material for further develop-

ment of the theory. As a result, modern theorists have had to

rediscover many things that were known to decision-makers of an
earlier era. This is unfortunate, for properly analyzed, historical

cases of the kind presented later can contribute usefully to the

further development of the theory in two respects. First, they en-

able us to identify in greater detail the key variables of the

strategy of coercive diplomacy and to formulate it in more com-

prehensive terms. Second, study of historical cases enables us to

contrast the theory of coercive diplomacy with its practice. As a

result, we can understand better the difficulties policy-makers are

likely to encounter when they attempt to employ the strategy of

coercive diplomacy in a variety of concrete situations.

The distinction between theory and practice is a critical one

for evaluating the uses and limitations of the strategy of coercive

diplomacy. We shall draw lessons from this distinction in the

three case studies to be presented and we shall attempt to pull

these lessons together in Chapter Five. Here we shall confine our-

selves to stating the theory of coercive diplomacy in richer detail

and more systematically than has heretofore been the case, pro-

viding the analytical framework with which we shall approach our

three case studies in the next chapters.

Two variables that have not always been clearly identified in

theory determine what is necessary to successfully coerce an op-

ponent: first, what is demanded of the opponent and, second, how
strongly disinclined the opponent is to comply. These two var-

iables are not independent and must not be treated by the coerc-

ing power as if they were. Rather, the strength of the opponent's

motivation not to comply is highly dependent on what is de-

manded of him. In order to determine how difficult the task of

coercive diplomacy will be in any specific situation the coercing

power must take into account the strength of the opponent's

disinclination to yield. But this cannot be calculated without

reference to what precisely the coercing power is demanding or

plans to demand of its opponent, and how the opponent perceives

the demand.

Two types of demands can be made on the opponent. The op-

ponent may be asked to stop what he is doing; or he may be asked
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to undo what he has been doing or to reverse what he has already

accomphshed.^ This distinction apphes to many, though not all,

types of behavior to which the defending power may decide to re-

spond by means of coercive diplomacy. The distinction is of

considerable importance for the theory and practice of coercive

diplomacy in view of the fact that the first type of demand asks

appreciably less of the opponent than the second type. To ask the

opponent to stop the encroachment in which he is engaged con-

stitutes a more modest objective for the strategy of coercive

diplomacy than to ask him to undo what he has already done.

Because it asks less of the opponent, the first type of demand is

easier to comply with and easier to enforce. The opponent's dis-

inclination to yield is maximized, on the other hand, by a demand
that he undo whatever his action has already accomplished — for

example, to give up territory he has occupied. Stronger threats

and greater pressure may be needed, therefore, to enforce the

second type of demand.

This distinction has been found useful in our case studies. In

Laos, as we shall see, Kennedy demanded merely that the oppos-

ing forces halt their forward progress against vital Royal Lao ter-

ritory. He was also interested, it is true, in obtaining a reversal of

some of the gains already made by the Pathet Lao, but, and this is

critical, he left this question to be taken up later via negotiations

at the conference table. His coercive diplomacy in this case

focussed exclusively on the more modest and easier objective of

getting the opponent to halt his forward progress and agree to

negotiations. In the Cuban missile crisis, on the other hand, Ken-

nedy made both types of demands on Khrushchev. Tlie blockade,

an example of the first type of demand, was designed to halt

Soviet moves in progress, i.e. the shipment of additional missiles

and bombers to Cuba. In addition, Kennedy also demanded that

Khrushchev undo the fait accompli he had already accomplished

by removing the missiles already in Cuba. The same distinction,

while logically applicable in the Vietnam case, was blurred some-

what because of the nature of the situation and the way in which

Johnson chose to formulate his demands on Hanoi.

We can argue that the first type of demand is similar to deter-

rence, insofar as it is a matter of persuading the opponent not to

do something he has not yet done. Thus, we might say, Kennedy's

demand in the Laos case was perhaps as much an example of de-

terrence strategy as it was an example of coercive diplomacy. It
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seems preferable, however, to limit the concept of deterrence

strategy to its original and more familiar meaning, namely the

effort to dissuade an opponent from doing something he has not

yet started to do. What emerges, then, is a continuum in which

deterrence may be attempted before the opponent has initiated an

action, and coercive diplomacy employed afterwards either to

persuade him merely to halt or to undo his action. This is de-

picted in Figure 1

.

So far we have depicted only the defensive uses of coercive

diplomacy in which it is employed to persuade an opponent to

stop doing something he is already doing that is distasteful or

harmful to the defender, or to undo what he has already ac-

complished. In contrast to this defensive use of the strategy, co-

ercion may also be employed offensively to get the opponent to do

something he has not done and does not want to do — to make
him pay a price, give up territory — in order to avoid the

threatened sanctions. An analogy here is the robber who per-

suades his victim to turn over his money peacefully. The term

''diplomatic blackmail" is often applied to this offensive use of

the strategy. This study considers only defensive uses of coercive

diplomacy.

What we have been emphasizing, essentially, is that the task

of coercion is determined or set by the magnitude of the op-

ponent's motivation not to comply and that this, in turn, is a

function of his perception of what is demanded of him. Thus, ask-

ing very little of an opponent makes it easier for him to permit

FIGURE 1

Deterrence

persuade opponent not

to initiate an action

Coercive Diplomacy

Type A

persuade opponent

to stop short of

his goal

TypeB

persuade opponent

to undo his action

(increasing difficulty from standpoint of the "defender,"

in terms of pressure on "aggressor" necessary to achieve

the desired effect)
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himself to be coerced. Conversely, demanding a great deal of an

opponent — and even asking him merely to stop may be asking a

great deal — makes the task of coercing him all the more difficult.*

In this event, it may be difficult for the coercing power to

threaten sanctions Sufficiently potent and sufficiently credible to

overcome the opponent's strong disinclination to comply with

what is demanded of him.

This leads to another major proposition in the theory of co-

ercive diplomacy. The feasibility of this strategy in any particular

case may depend on whether one relies solely on negative sanc-

tions or whether one combines threats with positive inducements

in order to reduce the opponent's disinclination to comply with

what is demanded of him. This point is of considerable practical

as well as theoretical significance. Some theorists and practitioners

subscribe to an oversimplified, crude notion of coercive strategy

that relies exclusively on threats. Their version of coercive

diplomacy makes no provision for use of the carrot as well as

the stick. Or, to put it somewhat differently, their theory envis-

ages that one offers an opponent only face-saving gestures on

trivial or peripheral matters. This theory overlooks the possibility

that coercive diplomacy in any given situation may be facilitated

by, if indeed it does not require, genuine concessions to an op
ponent as part of a quid pro quo that secures one's essential

demands. Coercive diplomacy, therefore, needs to be distinguished

from pure coercion; it includes the possibility of bargains, nego-

tiations, and compromises as well as coercive threats.

What the stick cannot achieve by itself, unless it is a very

formidable one, can possibly be achieved by combining a carrot

with the stick. Thus, a proper reading either of Kennedy's modest

success in Laos or of his more spectacular success in coercing the

Soviets to withdraw the missiles from Cuba would call attention

not only to the threats Kennedy made but also to the willingness

he conveyed to give the opponent a substantial quid pro quo.

Thus, the inducement offered the opponent for this purpose must

be viewed as credible by him. Finding a way of making the quid

pro quo offered the opponent plausible and binding, of com-

* Demanding "a great deal" of the opponent can mean either "a great

deal" in material or real terms or "a great deal" in psychological or symbolic

terms. What is critical here, as we have emphasized, is the opponent's percep-

tion of what is demanded of him, which may be at variance with what the

coercing power thinks it is demanding.
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mitting oneself to it in a way that removes the suspicion that it

will not be honored after the crisis is over, is very important.^

Earlier we pointed out that in devising a coercive strategy the

defending power must calculate the strength of the opponent's

motivation to resist what is demanded of him. We emphasized

that the opponent's motivation is a variable that is dependent

upon his perception of the nature and magnitude of what is

demanded of him. The coercing power's own motivation is also

an important factor that must enter into the calculus of a coercive

strategy. Moreover, the coercing power's motivation, too, is a vari-

able that is affected by the nature and magnitude of the demand
it chooses to make on the opponent.

The choice of the demand to be made on the opponent, therefore,

affects the strength of motivation of both sides. This takes on special

importance because the relative motivation of the two sides in a con-

flict can exert critical leverage on the outcome.^^ There is often an

important strategic dimension, therefore, to the choice of the ob-

jective on behalf of which coercive diplomacy will be employed.

The chances that coercive diplomacy will be successful will

be appreciably greater if the objective selected — and the demand

made — by the coercing power reflects only the most important of

its interests that are at stake,* for this is more likely to create an

asymmetry of motivation favoring the coercing power. Thus, for

example, if Kennedy had chosen as his objective in the Cuban

missile crisis the removal of all Soviet military and political in-

fluence from Cuba, the Soviet motivation to resist would have

been appreciably greater than it was. Instead, Kennedy limited his

objective — and his demand on the Soviets — to the removal of

offensive missiles. Such a limited, focussed objective not only

concentrated and maximized motivation on the United States

side; it also delimited what was at stake for the Soviets and helped

to create an asymmetry of motivation favoring the United States.

This facilitated the president's effort to exert unrelenting, even-

tually successful pressure on behalf of his demand on Khrushchev.

Let us turn now to the central task of a coercive strategy: how

to create in the opponent the expectation of unacceptable costs

* The credibility of the threatened force, too, as David Hall points out,

will be greater in the opponent's eyes under these circumstances.
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of sufficient magnitude to erode his motivation to continue what

he is doing. Success may depend upon whether the initial military

action directed towards the opponent stands by itself or is part

of a credible threat to escalate the conflict further, if necessary,

and to do so within a short period of time. Even without this

additional threat, a quite limited military action or even a mere

alert or deployment of one's forces may suffice to alter the op-

ponent's expectations and his policy. But against a determined

opponent or one who feels he is on the verge of an important

success, even a stronger coercive threat may not be effective.

This leads us to introduce an important distinction in the

theory of coercive diplomacy between weaker and stronger var-

iants of the strategy. Oversimplifying to make the point, we can

distinguish between two basic variants of coercive strategy:

1. The try-and-see approach, the weak variant, and

2. The tacit-ultimatum, the strong variant.

These two variants represent the endpoints of a continuum; inter-

mediate variants are also possible.

In the try-and-see approach, the defending power in an attempt

to persuade its opponent to call off or curtail its encroachment

takes only one step at a time. It deliberately postpones the de-

cision to take additional action until it becomes clear whether the

steps already taken will have a sufficient coercive impact on the

opponent. When employing a try-and-see approach, the coercing

power may make a more or less specific demand on the opponent

to stop his encroachment or to pull back altogether; but it does

not create a sense of urgency for his compliance with the demand.

In contrast, in the tacit-ultimatum variant of the strategy, at the

same time the defending power takes its initial actions it com-

municates to the opponent that other, more damaging steps will

follow in short order if he does not comply with the demand
made on him.

*'Tacit-ultimatum" ^^ is an appropriate designation for the

strong variant of coercive diplomacy, for it utilizes all three ele-

ments of a classical ultimatum:

1

.

a specific demand on the opponent;

2. a time limit (explicit or implicit) for compliance;
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3. a threat of punishment for non-compliance that is sufficiently

strong and credible."^

To the extent that one or more of these three elements of an

ultimatum are not conveyed by the power that is attempting to

coerce, the coercive impact of what it says and does on the op-

ponent is weakened. Nonetheless, coercive diplomacy may succeed

in the absence of a full-fledged ultimatum, and a weaker variant

of the strategy, resembling the try-and-see approach, may suffice

in some circumstances. Still another possibility, as we shall see, is

that the coercing power may start with the try-and-see approach

and resort at some point to an ultimatum.

Even a relatively small increment of force can have a dispro-

portionately large coercive impact if it is part of the tacit-ultima-

tum rather than the try-and-see approach. The coercive effect of

what little is actually done can be magnified substantially by

hnking it with a credible threat of additional action. This is the

essence of any form of intimidation.

Intimidation, of course, does not always require a formal, ex-

plicit ultimatum. Coercive diplomacy may succeed without it in

some situations. The defending power may not need to state a

specific time limit or define the threat of punishment for non-

compliance to reinforce its demand on the opponent. Either or

both may be sufficiently implicit in the structure of a situation

and, in particular, in the way that situation is developing. Thus, a

sense of urgency may spring from the way events unfold to lead

one or both sides to believe that the crisis is approaching a

critical threshold. That the opponent is continuing his activity and

thereby threatening to create a fait accompli may imbue the de-

fending power with an increasing sense of urgency to act or to

accept the consequences. In this kind of developing situation the

defender may not need to articulate a full-fledged ultimatum. A
demand that the opponent stop or undo what he is doing may

generate sufficient pressure, especially if the defender also makes

visible preparations to employ the sanctions at his disposal. As a

result, the opponent may believe that the situation will now head

* What is threatened by way of punishment for non-compliance need not

be spelled out. But, in any case, the credibility of the threat is generally en-

hanced by, or may require, an alert or deployment of appropriate military

forces.
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towards a clearly identifiable climax unless he halts or slows down
the activity to which the defending power is objecting. The time

limit for compliance with the defender's demand may spring

from the structure of the situation itself, from the actions and pos-

tures being taken by one or both sides that point them towards

a possible collision within a short period of time unless one or

both alter their behavior.^^

Certain similarities exist between what has been described here

and the game of chicken. Some writers have drawn upon the

model of this game to illuminate a class of real-life crisis situa-

tions.^^ But the model ignores both the importance and intricacy

of crisis management in many international crises. It also overlooks

the flexibility inherent in the strategy of coercive diplomacy that

makes it possible to adapt to a variety of situations. The game of

chicken, in brief, encompasses only the crudest form and extreme

methods of intimidation; it shrinks the role of diplomacy in this

strategy to the vanishing point and ignores the possibiHty (and,

oftentimes, the necessity) of combining a carrot with the stick.

TTie analogy of the game of chicken, therefore, is imperfect as either

a description or an explanation of the behavior of the two sides

in the historical crises we examine here. Moreover the analogy

with the game of chicken would be positively dangerous if used

as a basis for offering advice on how a defending power may em-

ploy coercive diplomacy to halt the opponent's encroachment.

This is not to deny that elements of an externally imposed time

limit, or sense of urgency, were present in both the Laos crisis of

1961 and the Cuban missile case. In both crises, the structure of

the developing situation that was set into motion by the actions

of the opponent generated a sense of urgency for the defender

which he then managed to transmit back to the advancing op-

ponent. In neither case, however, did Kennedy rely exclusively on

the structure of the situation itself to transmit a sense of urgency

and the threat of credible punishment for non-compliance. Par-

ticularly in the Cuban crisis, Kennedy eventually felt himself

obliged to reinforce the message implicit in the structure of the

situation by delivering a verbal ultimatum which contained a time

Hmit and a threat of punishment for non-compliance.

As the preceding discussion has indicated, coercive diplomacy

may operate on two levels of communication; in addition to what

is said, significant non-verbal communication may emerge from
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the structure of the developing situation. Therefore, analysis of

coercive diplomacy cannot be restricted to the verbal communi-
cations that the defending power transmits to the opponent. Co-

ercive persuasion depends not merely on whether the defending

power includes all three components of a classical ultimatum in

its verbal messages to the opponent. The structure of the situation,

as it develops and is expected to develop, must also be taken into

account. The defending power can shape the opponent's expec-

tations in this respect by means other than, or in addition to, a

verbal ultimatum. The actions it takes — for example, deploying

and alerting its militaw forces, making political and diplomatic

preparations of the kind needed to back its demand and enforce

it, if necessary — can reinforce and make credible the verbal com-

munications employed to coerce the opponent.

Actions, then, may reinforce strong words and make them

more credible. But, as we have suggested, actions may also com-

pensate for weak words; that is, something less than a classical

explicit ultimatum may be strengthened by the actions the de-

fender is taking. Still another aspect of the relationship between

words and actions should be described. Contrary to the conven-

tional wisdom on these matters, actions do not always speak

louder than words. Actions may be perceived by the opponent as

equivocal, as not excluding the possibility that the coercing power

is bluffing and is not prepared to act if its demand is not accepted.

Words, then, may be needed in some situations to clarify the

meaning of the actions taken and to reinforce the credibility of

the threat implied by the preparatory actions. If, then, actions may
be needed in some situations to reinforce strong words, in other sit-

uations strong words, explicit ultimata, may be needed to reinforce

and to define the meaning and credibility of the threatening ac-

tions the defender is taking as part of his attempt to make coercive

diplomacy work.

We conclude, therefore, that while the relationship between

words and actions — the two levels of communication — is likely

to be very important in the strategy of coercive diplomacy, there is

no single way of stating what that relationship must be to ensure

the success of this strategy-. Accordingly, such situations are re-

plete with opportunities for miscommunication and miscalcula-

tion. This, then, is another aspect of coercive diplomacy that

makes it an elusive, problematical strategy to employ effectively

as an instrument of foreign policy.
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This chapter has stated a theory of coercive diplomacy that

identifies critical variables and depicts their relationships. Any
theory is necessarily somewhat general and abstract, and this

theory is particularly so because coercion is highly context-

dependent. Such a text-book model of coercive diplomacy does

not enable us to say very much about the feasibility of strategy

in particular cases. Nor does it clarify what it will take in a par-

ticular situation on the part of the defending power to persuade

an opponent to cease, curtail, or undo altogether its encroach-

ment.

It is necessary to emphasize the limited utility of a theory of

this kind because of the tendency to assume that a strategy can

be operationalized in practice more easily and effectively than in

fact is the case. A theory rarely identifies all the difficulties a

strategy may encounter in concrete situations. Or, if it identifies

some of these practical difficulties, the theory rarely goes beyond

general observations to the effect that overcoming these potential

pitfalls is a matter of skill or art that varies with the practitioner.

Of course, no theory can provide blueprints to ensure skillful

implementation of a strategy such as coercive diplomacy in the

variety of complex situations in which it may be tried. The most

that can be done is to call attention to the specific problems — all

of them difficult ones — of operationalizing the strategy of co-

ercive diplomacy in practice. For this purpose we turn now to our

historical case studies.

Before proceeding, the reader should be aware that we shall be

undertaking two separate, though related, tasks in our analysis of

these cases. We want to describe as best we can, given the lim-

itations of available historical data, the policies and strategies the

president formulated and implemented in each case. But we also

want to explicate what he did and conceptualize it in strategic

terms. In all three cases — which, indeed, were chosen for this

purpose — we find that the president's ad hoc, improvised con-

duct of the crisis constitutes an example of a general strategy

which we call coercive diplomacy. This is by no means to say that

coercive diplomacy was a well-defined strategy at the time it was

used. It was not. Both in the Laos crisis of 1961 and again in the

Cuban missile crisis the following year. President Kennedy impro-

vised a coercive policy. In neither case, that is, did he implement a

pre-existing strategy — coercive diplomacy or whatever else it

might have been called. It is true, as pointed out at the be-
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ginning of this chapter, that the Cuban missile crisis did encour-

age later efforts to articulate theories and strategies of coercion.

But, despite this, Johnson's effort to use airpower in early 1965 to

coerce Hanoi was only partly influenced by such theories. To a

considerable extent, Johnson's policy in this case was also an ad

hoc improvisation. Nonetheless, in each of our case studies, and

particularly in the concluding chapter, we shall examine the

president's improvised poHcies from the standpoint of the strategy

of coercive diplomacy which we have explicated. This we will do

because it enables us to make a more incisive and didactic analysis

of the difficulties of tailoring this strateg}' to a particular situation.

Unless the reader keeps this in mind, however, he may con-

clude that we are erroneously implying that the administration

was attempting to apply a well-defined strateg}- to the situation at

hand and was experiencing the difficulties of implementation we
allude to in exactly the terms in which we have described them.

Since our purpose is to learn from history- and to draw the lessons

of several different cases into a comprehensive and systematic

framework, we have added an explicit theoretical interest to the

way in which a historian would attempt to describe and explain

these three crises.

NOTES

1 No wholly satisfactory scholarly analysis of American policy-maldng vis-^yis

the threat of Chinese Communist inter\ention in the Korean \\'ar exists. The
explanation for the American miscalculation of Chinese intentions and, par-

ticularly, for the failure to take steps to reduce the risks of that miscalcularion

in November 1950 remains somewhat clouded and, certainly, controversial.

See, for example, Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power (New York: ^^'ile^•,

1960), pp. 12^151; Martin Lichterman. 'To the Yalu and Back," m Harold

Stein, ed., American Ci\il-Military Decisions: A Book of Case Studies (Uni-

versity-, Ala.: Universit>- of .Mabama Press, 1963 i; Trumbull Higgins, Korea

and the Fall of MacArthur (London: Oxford Universit\- Press, 1960); Allen

S. WTiiting, China Crosses the Yalu, (New York: Macmillan, 1960); David S.

McLellan, "Dean .\cheson and the Korean War," Political Science Quarterly,

LXXXIII (March 1968) pp. 16-39; Walter Zelman, "Chinese Inter\ention

in the Korean War," Securit\- Studies Paper, UCLA, 1968; Dean .^cheson,

Present at the Creation (New York: Norton, 1969); J. Lawton Collins, War
in Peacetime: The History and Lessons of Korea (Boston: Houghton MifBin

Co., 1969); John W. Spanier, The Truman-MacArthur Controxersy and the

Korean War (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Universitv- Press, 1959); David

Rees, Korea: The Limited War (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1964); Roy
Appleman, United States Army in the Korean War (W^ashington, D.C.:
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Office of Chief of Military History, Dept. of Army, 1961). I have utilized

these and other sources in a study of this case that will appear in a forth-

coming volume on the theory and practice of deterrence in recent American
foreign policy.

2 Harry S Truman, Memoirs: Years of Trial and Hope, II (Garden City:

Doubleday, 1956), p. 362. Italics added.
3 Neustadt, Presidential Power, p. 138; see also Lichterman, 'To the Yalu

and Back," pp. 594, 611.
** Interview with Richard Neustadt, in Neustadt, Presidential Power, p. 128.

5 William W. Kaufmann, The McNamara Strategy (New York: Harper

& Row, 1964), p. 27.

6 For statements and summaries of the critique of massive retaliation, see,

for example, William W. Kaufmann, "The Requirements of Deterrence," in

Military Policy and National Security, ed. W. Kaufmann (Princeton: Prince-

ton University Press, 1956); Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959), pp. 248-263.

7 Cf. Thomas Schelling's related remarks on what he calls the "connected-

ness" of military options, that is, features that help communicate the intended

threat more effectively and also help to show the limits of what one is de-

manding in order to avoid unnecessary spiralling of the conflict. (Arms and
Influence [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966], pp. 87-88.)

The concept of "signalling," essential to the requirements of crisis manage-

ment, is the subject of a forthcoming major analytical study by Robert Jervis,

The Logic of Images in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton Univer-

sity Press, 1970).
8 Both types of demands, it may be noted, satisfy Thomas Schelling's

definition of "compellance" and indeed are discussed by him without being

explicitly differentiated. {Arms and Influence, pp. 72, 77.) I am indebted to

David Hall for pointing out the value of distinguishing between them and for

the major points made in the discussion here.

9 I am indebted to David Hall for calling attention to the fact that the

requirements of credibility and potency apply to the carrot as well as the

stick.

^^ Hie importance of relative motivation has been emphasized recently by
several writers, for example by Stephen Maxwell "Rationality in Deterrence,"

Adelphi Paper No. 50, Institute of Strategic Studies, London; and Jervis's

The Logic of Images.
11 Although many have attempted to define the Latin word "ultimatum,"

past definitions have been noted for either their narrowness or their overly

general assertions about the nature of ultimata. Definitional shortcomings,

however, have not prevented ultimata from being incorporated into the

strategy of coerci\e diplomacy and into the rules of war and international

law. The Hague Convention III (1907), for example, intending to prevent

"surprise" and "equivocation" in the beginning of war, provided in Article I

that the Contracting Powers "recognize that hostilities between them are

not to commence without a previous unequivocal warning, which shall take

the form either of a declaration of war, gi\ing reasons, or of an ultimatum
with a conditional declaration of war." Yet, now under the United Nations

Charter such threats of war are legal only in self defense or in collective de-

fense of the Charter, which, under other circumstances, prohibits not only

acts of force but also threats of force. See H. Lauten^acht, ed., Oppenheim's
International Law, A Treatise (7th ed.) (London: Longmans, Green and
Co.,) Vol. II, Disputes, War, and Neutrality (London: Longmans, Green
and Co., 1952), pp. 133 and 295-297; Sir Ernest Satow, A Guide to Diplo-
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matic Practice (4th ed.) (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1957), pp.
105-107; James Brown Scott (ed.), Proceedings of the Hague Peace Con-
ference of 1907, Vol. Ill (New York: Oxford University Press, 1921), p. 43;

Norman Hill, "Was There an Ultimatum Before Pearl Harbor?" in The
American Journal of International Law, Vol. XLII (1948), pp. 355-367; Dic-

tionnaire Diplomatique, Academic Diplomatique Internationale, Vol. II

(Paris: Associates, Academic Diplomatique Internationale, 1933), pp. 999-
1000; and Hans Asbeck, Das Ultimatum im modernen Volkerrecht (Berlin:

Walter Rothchild, 1933). In preparing this footnote I have drawn on the

valuable paper on the nature and uses of ultimata since the middle of the

nineteenth century written for my seminar by Paul Gordon Lauren, a gradu-

ate student in the History Department, Stanford University.
12 Discussions with Robert Jervis and Robert Weinland have helped me to

clarify the importance of the structure of the situation in which coercive

diplomacy takes place.
13 See, for example, Herman Kahn, On Escalation (New York: Praeger,

1965); Anatol Rapoport, Fights, Games, and Debates (Ann Arbor: Univer-

sity of Michigan Press, 1960); and Karl W. Deutsch. The Analysis of In-

ternational Relations (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1968).
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David K. Hall

THE LAOS CRISIS, 1960-61

Biographers of the Kennedy administration portray the Laotian

crisis of 1960-1961 as the most worrisome and time-consuming

problem confronting the president during his first few months in

ofEce. During the waning days of his presidency, Eisenhower had

confided to Kennedy that the most difficult and dangerous situa-

tion he was passing on was the crisis in Laos.^ That the Russians

also perceived Laos as a dangerous confrontation of Soviet-Ameri-

can interests is apparent. G. M. Pushkin, the Soviet Deputy For-

eign Minister at the time, told Arthur Schlesinger that aside from

World War II, the Soviet airlift of arms and ammunition to the

Pathet Lao during 1960-1961 was the highest priority supply oper-

ation since the Russian Revolution.^ Yet less than five months

after the inauguration of John F. Kennedy, a moderately effective

cease-fire had been arranged in Laos, and the probability of

Russian-American confrontation in that small nation had been

reduced considerably. Laos, 1960-61, is one of only a handful of

instances in recent history where two great powers actively en-

gaged in a Third World country have so quickly and peacefully

resolved, or at least ''tabled," their differing interests in that na-

tion. For this reason, the case of Laos can be particularly im-

36
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portant in increasing our understanding of the decisions which

facilitate such desirable outcomes and the conditions which favor

such successes.

I. THE HISTORICAL SETTING

To appreciate the significance of the 1960-61 Laotian crisis for

United States interests in Southeast Asia, it is necessary to review

the relations of that small nation with the United States between

1954 and 1960. The Indochina War terminated in July 1954 with

the negotiation of the Geneva accords. With respect to Laos, the

accords called for complete withdrawal of the Viet Minh to North

Vietnam and the regroupment of the indigenous Communist
force, the Pathet Lao, in the two northernmost provinces of the

country while it negotiated an agreement with the new inde-

pendent government concerning its integration into the Royal Lao

Army.^ All foreign nations except France were proscribed from

establishing or maintaining military bases on Laotian territory,

while France was entrusted with the training of the Royal Lao

Army. An International Commission for Supervision and Control

in Laos (ICC) composed of members from India (chairman),

Canada, and Poland was created to guarantee the fulfillment of

these agreements. The Geneva accords did not, however, affect

prior aid agreements negotiated between the United States and

Laotian governments, so the United States was able legally to

continue these economic and military programs.

With the end of the Indochina War and the departure of the

French army, the Eisenhower administration hurried to forge

an effective alliance of Southeast Asian governments against the

further encroachment of communism. On September 6, 1954, the

Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) was founded with

the prime intention of deterring any Korean-type invasion of

Southeast Asia. The charter members of the organization were

the United States, Great Britain, France, Thailand, Pakistan, the

Philippines, Australia, and New Zealand, and with the consent of

the Laotian, Cambodian, and South Vietnamese governments, a

protocol was attached to the security pact unilaterally extending

its military and economic provisions to these three nations.

As a part of the Dulles plan for Southeast Asian defense, the

State Department provided the funds necessary to increase the
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Royal Lao Army from its wartime strength of 15,000 in 1954 to

25,000, despite persistent Defense Department recommendations
that the Lao army be reduced to the level needed for only routine

internal policing.^ Between 1955 and 1960, $300 milhon of

United States aid in the form of budgetary support and technical

and military assistance flowed into Laos. This equaled $150 for

every inhabitant — an amount double the annual per capita in-

come of Laos and more American aid per capita than granted

any other country during the same period.^

Attempting to protect this sizable investment, the State De-

partment and the CIA covertly supported those Lao politicians

who promoted close national ties with the United States. Addi-

tionally, secret agents worked to undermine all indigenous poli-

ticians and movements neutralist or leftist in appearance.^ A
constant victim of such American intrigue was Prince Souvanna

Phouma.

In November 1957 while serving as Laotian prime minister,

Souvanna signed an agreement with the Pathet Lao establishing

procedures for the reunification of the country. The political arm of

the Pathet Lao, the Neo Lao Hak Xat (NLHX), was recognized

as a legal political party, two Communist leaders were seated in

the national cabinet, the Pathet Lao were to be integrated into

the Royal Lao Army, and special elections were to be held in four

months. Of twenty-one National Assembly seats contested in the

special elections, the Neo Lao Hak Xat and an allied party cap-

tured thirteen. Souvanna viewed the elections as marking a suc-

cessful reintegration of Lao political elements into a national

community and a fulfillment of the obligations which Laos had

assumed at Geneva in 1954. Therefore, in July 1958 he asked that

the ICC discontinue its activities in Laos, and this request was

acted on favorably by the three-member commission.*^

Some United States officials and Lao leaders were unwilling to

accept the election results or the neutralist foreign policy which

Souvanna intended to pursue. The United States government had

aided the Laotian government since 1954 on the assumption that

the Pathet Lao would eventually be deprived of any significant

voice within the reintegrated national community. Instead, the

Communists' electoral success was an ominous sign of increasing

Pathet Lao power and the failure of American economic and ad-

ministrative assistance. In the face of growing congressional
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criticism of the loosely administered and politically unsuccessful

aid program in Laos, the Eisenhower administration decided to

hold up the monthly American aid payment to the Lao govern-

ment on the pretext of corruption. Tlie strong anti-Communist

elements in Laos took advantage of this opportunity to foment

a parliamentary crisis and succeeded in ousting Souvanna from

office on a vote of no confidence.^

In an effort to prevent further Communist gains and to secure

resumption of United States assistance, the new government re-

moved the two Pathet Lao ministers appointed by Souvanna,

sought legal means of dismembering the NLHX, and made it clear

that it regarded the Pathet Lao as agents of the North Viet-

namese. The Pathet Lao, with Viet Minh assistance, began to

drive government forces and officials out of the two northeastern

provinces. The Lao government, in turn, claimed that elements of

the North Vietnamese army had invaded the northern provinces

of Laos and appealed for assistance from both the United States

and United Nations. The United States responded by increasing

the size of its furtive military training mission, the Programs

Evaluation Office (PEO), by one hundred advisers and boosting

military aid by 30 per cent.^ The United Nations investigated

the charges but was unable to document the movement of regular

troops from the Democratic Republic of Vietnam into Laos.

Growing fear of civil war, counsel from United Nations Secre-

tary General Hammarskjold in favor of future Laotian neutrality,

and disappointment at the failure of the United States to take

decisive action against the alleged invaders led to a moderation in

the Laotian government's policy toward the Pathet Lao. Strict

anti-communism was reestablished in December 1959 following

a military coup by General Phoumi Nosavan, only to be reversed

once again in August 1960 when Phoumi was removed from power

by Captain Kong Le, commander of the Second Paratroop

Battalion, Kong Le viewed the Laotian government's departure

from neutrality as the source of the growing civil strife and cor-

ruption, and he called on the king to appoint Souvanna Phouma
as prime minister. In August 1960, Souvanna formed a new gov-

ernment, and the ousted Phoumi departed for southern Laos.^^

Souvanna once again opened negotiations with the Pathet Lao

and permitted the Soviet Union to establish an embassy in Laos.

The decisions precipitated another crisis in Washington. A deal

was concluded with the new prime minister whereby he would
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continue to receive American financial support but would agree to

allow Phoumi to receive deliveries of United States military as-

sistance. Souvanna was told that Phoumi promised not to use this

aid against Kong Le, and thus bring down the new government,

but would only use it against the Pathet Lao.^^

Phoumi never intended to live up to this agreement. Immedi-
ately following his ouster, he began soliciting support for a counter-

coup from his cousin, the benevolent dictator of Thailand, Marshal

Sarit, and from United States agencies sympathetic to his cause.

Soon Thailand had imposed an unofficial blockade on goods go-

ing to the Laotian capital, Vientiane. In a test of American

support for his government, Souvanna asked for rice and oil to

relieve the shortages created by the Thai blockade, but by this

time the State and Defense departments had agreed that the

prime minister had to be removed. When Washington refused to

deliver the supplies, Souvanna turned to the Soviet Union, which

instituted an airlift of rice and oil from Hanoi on December 3}^

At the same time. General Phoumi's forces in southern Laos

started north along the Mekong River toward Vientiane. Realizing

that Phoumi was massing for an attack on the capital, Souvanna

called on the United States to honor its pledge to prevent the

general from using American aid to overthrow the government.

Receiving no satisfaction, Souvanna again turned to the Soviet

Union, which this time began arms and ammunition shipments to

Vientiane on December 11 in exchange for an alliance between

Kong Le's neutralist troops and the Pathet Lao. Russian aid

proved to be too late, and Souvanna's supporters were driven north

from the capital on December 16, and the prime minister fled to

Cambodia. A new government consisting of Prince Bonn Oum as

prime minister and General Phoumi as deputy prime minister and

minister of defense was approved by the Lao National Assembly,

but the Soviet Union and other Communist states continued to

recognize Souvanna Phouma as the legal ruler of Laos. The United

States and other Western countries quickly granted recognition to

the new Laotian government. ^-^

Despite his capture of Vientiane, General Phoumi was slow to

pursue Kong Le's forces. Each passing day decreased Phoumi's

chances of overtaking his opponent who was receiving arms, am-

munition, and food parachuted from Soviet planes. American in-

telligence estimated that 184 Soviet cargo missions were flown into

Laos between December 15 and January 2. In addition, Viet-
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namese and Lao advisers and officers were constantly ferried in

small planes between Hanoi and northern Laos. Kong Lc retreated

north toward the all-weather landing field at the strategic Plain of

Jars and, on December 31, in combined attack with the Pathet

Lao, he seized the airfield and surrounding villages from the sur-

prised Phoumists and French advisers guarding the Plain. Quickly

the area was transformed into a fortress-like staging point, with

forty-five tons of Soviet supplies arriving daily from Hanoi. ^'^

With the militar}' initiative shifting to the neutralist-Communist

forces, the Eisenhower administration sought to spur Phoumi
into renewed action. Six AT-6 aircraft equipped to carr\' machine

guns, rockets, and bombs were sent to Laos in early January, and

the original three hundred infantrymen of the Programs Evalua-

tion Office were replaced by four hundred Special Forces person-

nel from United States guerrilla training schools.^^ Additionally,

the United States Seventh Fleet was redeployed to bring it within

striking range of Laos, and an extraordinary session of the SEATO
Council was convened in Bangkok. ^^ But the new American sup-

port did little to invigorate the Royal Lao forces and only suc-

ceeded in prompting a strong protest from the Soviet Union. Thus,

the United States and the Communist bloc supported opposite

sides in an increasingly explosive Asian civil war as John F. Ken-

nedy assumed office as president.

II. IMAGE OF THE OPPOSITION

The crisis facing the new administration was complicated because

the threat to the American position came from more than one

source. Although the Soviet Union served as the major purveyor

of arms and ammunition to the neutralist-Pathet Lao forces.

North Vietnam and Communist China were also important actors.

Viet Minh advisers had served as cadres within the Pathet Lao

forces since 1951, and with the establishment of a central supply

area on the Plain of Jars, the North Vietnamese began delivering

supplies to the rebels in truck convoys originating in North Viet-

nam. In January 1961, a number of regular North \^ietnamese

units were identified by the United States government as having

entered northern Laos.* Communist China was not activelv in-

* A u ell-documented study of the relationship between the North Viet-

namese and Pathet Lao concludes that "the Lao revolutionary movement
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volved in the fighting, but it publicly commended and encouraged

Hanoi's efforts. Furthermore, any American decision regarding

involvement in Laos had to be made with the Korean War in

mind, for history had shown that the Chinese were not willing to

sit idly by while the United States Army occupied a neighboring

state.!*^

The Kennedy administration's perception of these three actors'

objectives and risk calculations is somewhat uncertain since we
have only one detailed account of these facts, that of Roger Hils-

man.^^ However, one point is rather clear: during its first few

months in office, the Kennedy administration was ambivalent in its

evaluation of Russian behavior and intentions throughout the

worid and in Laos in particular. In his dealings with the Soviet

Union, Kennedy had hoped to straddle the "realist" and ''idealist"

positions through adoption of, to use use Schlesinger's words, "a

policy of reasoned firmness accompanied by a determination to

explore all possibilities of reasonable accommodation." ^^ But the

new president found the establishment of a consistent and optimal

balance between firmness and accommodation extremely difficult

as the Russians turned seemingly contradictory faces toward the

new administration. In his New Year's Day address, Khrushchev

hailed Kennedy's election as a repudiation of the Eisenhower Cold

War policy. The Soviet premier announced that the U.S.S.R.

would drop its demand for a review of the U-2 incident by the

United Nations and ordered the release of two United States

RB-47 reconnaissance pilots shot down over the North Sea. But at

the same time, Khrushchev's January 6 speech was taken by Ken-

nedy as an authoritative pronouncement of Soviet intentions to

expand operational support for Communist insurgencies and "wars

of national liberation." The president instructed all members of

the new administration to read the speech, discussed it with his

owes its existence to the direct initiative, guidance, and support of the Viet

Minh movement and its leaders, and ... it has remained heavily de-

pendent on Vietnamese assistance and direction." Paul Langer and Joseph

Zasloff, Revolution in Laos: The North Vietnamese and the Pathet Lao
(Santa Monica: TTie RAND Corporation, 1969), p. v. At the same time,

it must be emphasized that the level of North Vietnamese involvement in

Laos has often been exaggerated by the Laotian government, as for example

during July 1959, January 1961, and May 1962, so as to induce increased

American support. See Arthur Dommen, Conflict in Laos (New York:

Praeger, 1964), pp. 119-124; Time, January 13, 1961, p. 20; and Bernard

Fall, The New Republic, June 18, 1962, pp. 19-20.
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staff, and quoted excerpts from it to the National Security Coun-
cil.2o

The Russians' behavior in Laos seemed particularly inconsistent

to the new administration. In the words of James Reston, Kennedy

and his advisers wondered "why Moscow — which is far from South-

east Asia — rather than Communist China — which has a com-

mon frontier with Laos — has led the Communist intervention."

One explanation popular within the Kennedy administration was

that ''Moscow feared that a Peiping intervention in Laos might

lead to a major war." ^^ According to this viewpoint, the Russians

were trying primarily to control and moderate the tempo of the

Laotian crisis through exclusion of the reckless Chinese rather

than exploit a political opportunity presented them by American

bungling. However, as the fighting dragged on and hopes of a

quick diplomatic settlement faded, this interpretation of Russian

motives was increasingly questioned. It was no longer clear

whether the Soviet Union was stalling on the diplomatic front so

that it might further explain its position to Peking and Hanoi or

whether it was delaying so that the Pathet Lao and Viet Minh
might pursue their war of national liberation under direct Russian

sponsorship.

This analysis reflected the Kennedy administration's cautious

reappraisal of the notion of a monolithic Communist bloc, and

its attempt to use the discernible differences among the Com-
munists to explain their behavior with respect to Laos. According

to Hilsman, the administration believed the Soviet Union, Com-
munist China, and North Vietnam were in basic agreement on

the desirability of making Laos a Communist satellite, but it

thought there were important differences in the three nations'

willingness to assume costs and risks on behalf of this goal. It

believed the Soviet Union to have only modest interest in South-

east Asia and much greater commitments in Europe, the Mid-

dle East, and Africa. It did not expect the Soviet Union to be

willing to pay a high price for the immediate communization of

Laos and thought the Soviet Union interested in keeping the risk

of war with the United States as low as possible — particularly

over such a non-vital nation as Laos.^^ This expectation, in turn,

suggested the supposition that the Soviet Union had intervened

in Laos only to forestall a greater risk such as the intrusion of

Chinese forces and expansion of the war beyond the borders of

Laos.
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The Kennedy administration's analysis of Soviet motivation re-

jected the notion of Russian-Chinese collaboration, but it was a

conservative interpretation of the developing Sino-Soviet split

which failed to encompass the notion of actual competition and

antagonism between the two Communist powers.* It did not see

that Russia directly feared the expansion of Communist China's

power into Southeast Asia but only that it feared the possibility

of China's provocation of an East-West confrontation which

could endanger Soviet plans and interests. However, subsequent

research has indicated that the former of the two is the more

accurate interpretation of the Soviet Union's motivation. As

Dommen has expressed it, "The Soviet Union was acting out of the

imperative need to retain the allegiance of North Vietnam in the

developing quarrel with China." ^^ Oliver Clubb has drawn a

similar conclusion: "Had the Soviet Union remained aloof while

Laos was being drawn forcibly into the Western camp, the hand

of the pro-Chinese element in Hanoi would have been strength-

ened." 2^ The Soviet Union began its campaign to lure North

Vietnam away from China in August 1960 by extending large

credits for Vietnamese industrial expansion,^^ but the Kennedy

administration was probably not aware of this competition for

Vietnamese favor. The American image of the Communist bloc,

while less than monolithic, still failed to comprehend the full

magnitude of its fragmentation.

Washington saw the Viet Minh as the most motivated of the

three opponents, having held the domination of Laos as a primary

goal for fifteen years. But there were two costs which Washington

believed Hanoi was unwilling to pay in behalf of this goal. First,

Hanoi could not allow the capture of Laos to interfere with the

even more immediate aim of communizing South Vietnam. Sec-

ond, Laos could not be purchased at the expense of political

subordination to Peking. The provocation of a large-scale Ameri-

can intervention in Laos might result in either or both of these

occurrences, so Washington assumed Hanoi to be particularly in-

terested in controlling the risk of such an event. According to

Hilsman, the administration believed the Chinese Communists

* In his first visit with de Gaulle on May 31, 1961, Kennedy downgraded

the immediate impact of Russian-Chinese diflFerences, saying that the affair

reminded him of Caesar and Pompey, who did not discover their dislike

for each other until after they had vanquished their common enemy. Hugh
Sidey, John F. Kennedy, President (New York: Atheneum, 1963), p. 181.
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feared the costs of American intervention and were acutely inter-

ested in avoiding war with the United States but also had a higher

estimate than the Russians of the losses which the United States

would tolerate before launching on a war policy.^^ The failure of

China's Great Leap Forward, which McNamara has written was

"clearly evident by 1960-61," was undoubtedly an important rea-

son for American expectations of Chinese restraint.^^ But this ap-

pears to have been only part of the Kennedy administration's

view of the Communist Chinese, for a more ominous set of calcu-

lations underlay much discussion of the crisis. Arguments in sup-

port of deploying American troops in Laos were often rebutted on

the grounds that China would not permit American occupation of

a bordering buffer state and would feel compelled to intervene as

it had under similar circumstances during the Korean War. This

argument was particularly popular within the military for refuting

the feasibility of limited intervention, but with some civilian ad-

visers utilizing it to oppose intervention in any form, Kennedy was

bound to give it full consideration. In conversation with Nixon in

April, the president commented, *'I just don't think we ought to

get involved in Laos, particularly where we might find ourselves

fighting millions of Chinese troops in the jungles." ^^

III. ASSESSING THE POSSIBLE DAMAGE

From the viewpoint of Kennedy and his advisers, important na-

tional interests were endangered by the Communist thrust in

Laos. Laos itself was of little intrinsic value, but as a nation pro-

tected under the SEATO protocol and bordering non-Communist

Thailand, South Vietnam, Cambodia, and Burma, it had substan-

tial psychological and strategic importance for the American posi-

tion in Southeast Asia and future United States relations with

other members of SEATO. American policy in Laos was particu-

larly crucial to continued cooperation with Thailand, the most

important Asian member of SEATO.* The Thai government had

long felt that its relationship with Laos was ''of a special charac-

ter," that its neighbor to the northeast must serve as Thailand's

* As Fred Greene notes, "The SEATO system itself is very Thai-oriented;

its headquarters are in Bangkok, and many of the ablest Thai officers partici-

pate actively in planning and other staff work. Moreover, Thailand takes part

in frequent SEATO combat exercises." U.S. Policy and the Security of Asia

(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968), p. 116.
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buffer against Communist power in Asia. Should Laos fall to the

Communists, the Mekong River border between the two countries

would offer unlimited opportunities for infiltration into Thailand.

As a result, throughout 1960-61, the Thai government made it

unmistakably clear to Washington that United States support for

an anti-Communist Laotian regime, even to the point of military

intervention, was the touchstone by which it chose to judge the

worth of its continued affiliation with SEATO and alignment with

the West.^^ Such Thai pressures as the commencement of dis-

cussions with the Soviet Union regarding trade expansion and

cultural exchanges appear to have been important in bringing the

Eisenhower administration to support the military overthrow of

Souvanna in December 1960. Similarly, as the Pathet Lao position

improved during the first months of 1961, Thailand began to ques-

tion publicly the value of collective security and increased its

pressure on the Kennedy administration for United States inter-

vention.

Of comparable consequence in weighing the importance of Laos

was the apparent interrelationship between that nation and the

developing crisis in South Vietnam. As Kennedy entered office, he

was briefed on Communist efforts to establish control over Laotian

territory bordering on South Vietnam and was informed by the

CIA that the Communists' road improvement program from Laos

into South Vietnam ''was obviously preparatory to stepped-up

military activity." ^^ To this was soon added General Edward

Lansdale's special report to the president on the already precarious

and deteriorating state of the South Vietnamese government and

the increasingly successful operations of the Viet Cong.^^ Under

these circumstances a decision to abandon the American commit-

ment in Laos appeared equivalent to demoralizing an already

embattled Vietnamese government and permitting unimpeded

Communist infiltration into South Vietnam.

Thus, conditions in Southeast Asia did seem to suggest the

truth of the ''domino theory," i.e. the loss of Laos would result in

the increased probability — perhaps even inevitability — of the

loss of neighboring Thailand and South Vietnam and the need to

increase defense expenditures in these proximal nations so as to

counteract their heightened vulnerability. This highly interrelated

image of Southeast Asian politics found a receptive audience in

the new president. As early as March 1954, Kennedy had professed

that partition of Indochina and withdrawal of the French would
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merely be "the first step toward the seizure of eomplete control in

that area by Communist forces."'^- Later, in his March 23, 1961,

news conference on Laos, the president would assert that ''the

security of all Southeast Asia will be endangered if Laos loses its

neutral independence." *

Perhaps as important, Kennedy's opinion was never seriously

challenged by members of the outgoing administration or his own
chief advisers. In his final pre-inaugural meeting with Eisenhower,

Kennedy was told by the former general that if the Communists

gained Laos, they would bring ''unbelievable pressure" against

Thailand, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. '^•'^ Sorensen recalls:

In general, the Joint Chiefs (and most other advisers) ac-

cepted without reservation the ''falling domino" theory—the

premise that an absence of American military intervention

would lose Laos, which would move Thailand toward the

Communist orbit, which would jeopardize SEATO, which

in five or six years would lose all Southeast Asia, and so on

down a trail of disaster.^^

But even given this attitude, Kennedy might have had greater

freedom in interpreting Laos's value to American national interest

had it not been for the extraordinary degree of United States in-

volvement in that small nation prior to 1961. Whatever wishful

thinking there might have been in the Eisenhower-Dulles attempt

to transform Laos into a strong and loyal ally, a "bastion of free-

dom," the effort had been made and by the time Kennedy as-

sumed oflEce the prestige of the United States, particularly in

Asia, was closely associated with the future of Laos. Kennedy was

a politician extremely sensitive to matters of appearance and

prestige, and on March 20 he told Arthur Schlesinger and Walter

* "The Situation in Laos," Department of State Bulletin, April 17, 1961,

p. 544. Kennedy would reaffirm his belief in the "domino theory" in his atti-

tude toward \^ietnam. When asked if he had "any reason to doubt this

so-called 'domino theor\'' that if South Vietnam falls, the rest of Southeast

Asia will go behind it" in a televised interA'iew with Huntley and Brinkley on

September 9, 1963, Kennedy responded: "No, I believe it. I believe it . . .

China is so large, looms so high just beyond the frontiers, that if South Viet-

Nam went, it would not only give an improved geographic position for a

guerrilla assault on Malaya, but would also give the impression that the wave
of the future in Southeast Asia was China and the Communists. So I believe

it." Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: John F. Kennedy,
1963 (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1964),
p. 659.
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Lippmann that "we cannot and will not accept any visible humili-

ation over Laos/' ^^ Thus, while complaining from time to time

about the United States' "overcommitment" in Southeast Asia,

the president would in the same breath confess that he felt com-

pelled to operate within this framework of inherited obligations.^^

Finally, Kennedy's view of the importance of Laos was subtly

but significantly influenced by his interpretation of the inter-

national system and the ground rules within which Soviet-American

relations were to be conducted during his presidency. The world

through Kennedy's eyes was a precariously balanced bipolar system

which could be easily destabilized by additions to one side or the

other. Consequently, political and social change had to take place

without involving the prestige or commitments of the United

States or Russia, "without transferring power from one bloc to the

other," and "without making either side feel threatened and con-

strained to resist change by force." ^"^ Laos was a case where these

guidelines were being ignored : the crisis was perceived as a threat

to American prestige and commitments in Southeast Asia and a

menace to the existing balance of power in that region. To Ken-

nedy this made abandonment of Laos impossible and the situa-

tion extremely dangerous.

IV. CONSTRAINTS ON PRESIDENTIAL ACTION

While all these factors pressed toward a firm American stand in

Laos, Kennedy and his advisers learned quickly of the multiple

human and environmental constraints within which they had to

operate. A primary frustration was the overall weakness of Ameri-

can conventional forces. The previous administration's reliance

upon air power and nuclear deterrence had been so great that by

the end of 1960 there were only eleven army divisions ready for

combat. Schlesinger recalls how "Kennedy was appalled to discover

a few weeks after the inauguration that, if he sent 10,000 men to

Southeast Asia, he would deplete the strategic reserve and have

virtually nothing left for emergencies elsewhere." ^^ But Laos was

only one of several international trouble spots inherited by the

president wherein the United States might conceivably be forced

to exercise mihtary power. The Congo crisis was at its peak, the

Berlin conflict was simmering and likely to erupt once more, South

Vietnam might soon require military support, and Cuba consti-

tuted a persistent irritant. Kennedy had to ration his available
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forces among these global responsibilities, and this alone made a

heavy deployment of American troops in or around Laos, if only

as a bluff, extremely risky.

But while lack of conventional preparedness and the volatile

international situation militated against any massive show of force

in Laos, the use of more delicate — and what Kennedy and some

of his civilian advisers considered to be more valuable — levels of

military force would meet resistance from the president's top mili-

tary advisers. While generally in support of some military response

in Laos, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) were quick to point up

the immense problems which any American contingent would face

there. Northern and eastern Laos was a mountainous terrain cov-

ered with dense rain forest, and the tropical climate of the region

spawned seasonal floods and quagmires and debihtating parasites

and diseases. It was a landlocked nation with few roads, no rail-

roads, no telephone system, no national radio system, and no air-

fields capable of accommodating jets.^^ Moreover, JCS force-level

recommendations took into account the risks of provocation and

escalation entailed in deploying American soldiers so close to the

Chinese and North Vietnamese borders. To deter counter-inter-

vention by either or both of these Communist countries, the Joint

Chiefs advised that any United States entry into Laos be accom-

panied by the threat to bomb such key cities as Canton and Hanoi.

Considering all of these factors, the Joint Chiefs approved inter-

vention in Laos with no less than 60,000 soldiers, supporting air

cover, and, if necessary, nuclear weapons.^*' In late April, after the

Pathet Lao and their Viet Minh supporters had demonstrated a

surprising level of strength, the JCS would revise its minimum
force level upward to 140,000 soldiers.^^

If accounts by Schlesinger and Hilsman are accurate,^^ several

of Kennedy's foreign policy advisers were impatient with this

standard military approach emphasizing preparedness for all possi-

ble contingencies, and the president himself was disturbed by the

Joint Chiefs implied request for a blank check permitting escala-

tion to whatever level field commanders thought necessary. Some
civilian advisers argued for a more limited troop commitment
requiring less disruption of United States forces around the world

and aimed rather exclusively at the psychological task of enhanc-

ing the American commitment in the eyes of both the Commu-
nists and allied forces. But as Schlesinger notes, the Joint Chiefs'

warnings and opposition to limited intervention did have a power-
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ful constraining influence.'*^ And later that year Kennedy told

Arthur Krock that ''United States troops should not be involved

on the Asian mainland, especially in a countn- with the difficult

terrain of Laos." ^

A further constraint on American policy was the lack of una-

nimit}- within the Southeast Asia Treah Organization. Thailand,

the member nation most directly threatened, Pakistan, and the

Philippines were in favor of military- intervention, although only

the former two were willing to make promises of substantial mili-

tary support.^^ From New Zealand and Australia would come
token support at best. The true strength of the organization lay

with its North Atlantic members, but France and Great Britain

privateh- refused to offer assistance and instead urged the United

States to support a neutraUst Laos with a coalition government

that included the Pathet Lao. France was resolutely unwilling to

embark upon another Indochina War, while Great Britain, al-

though somewhat more sympathetic to the American position, had

itself been burned before in a ten-year jungle campaign against

guerrillas in Malaya.**' With France and Great Britain cool toward

intervention, the deterrent value of SEATO inter\'ention was

unquestionably diluted, any American attempt to glorif\- its intru-

sion as a multi-national poHce action was only imperfectly possible,

and the preponderance of any mihtar\' costs was destined to fall

squarely on the United States government.

As a successful domestic politician, Kennedy was acutely sensitive

to public opinion, but with respect to foreign polic\' the presi-

dent sensed — as he told Chalmers Roberts early in 1%1 — contra-

dictor}- attitudes in American society : both an extensive desire to

stand up to the Communists and a strong reluctance to become

involved in any military- action. Tliis meant that Kennedy could

expect httle clear-cut guidance for foreign policy from the general

public, but it also required that — as a president narrowly elected

and deeply conscious of old Republican charges of "Democratic

wars" — he move ver} cautiously so as not to de\iate from that

treacherous pohtical path between these contradictory- .\merican

attitudes.*" As a result, the general public's reaction as anticipated

bv Kennedv would serve as an additional constraint on decisive

United States action during the Laos crisis. Unfortunately, such a

cautious attempt to maintain maximum public support was ca-

pable of degenerating into prolonged ambivalence and indecision,

and during certain stages of the crisis, Kennedy drifted dangerously
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close to this state of mind. At one point he said to Schlesinger,

"If I decided to do nothing, I could be an exceedingly popular

President." Hilsman has mildly criticized the president for hold-

ing such an attitude during the crisis.^^

Yet, Kennedy's public support during the crisis was never in

doubt. His popularity, as measured by the monthly Gallup Poll,

was higher during April 1961 — the month during which the Lao-

tian crisis peaked and he was required to make his most difficult

decisions — than at any other time in his administration. The 83

per cent approval which he received from the general public in

April was a figure 4 per cent higher than Eisenhower ever received

during his eight years in office.^^

Kennedy was fortunate in that the first few months of his ad-

ministration were marked by the rather traditional nonpartisan

atmosphere which accompanies the inauguration of a new national

leader. He was "given a chance" to formulate his Laos policy in

comparative isolation from political attack, and except for a few

minor exceptions, actually received strong Republican support

throughout the crisis. In late April, when American losses in Laos

were becoming increasingly apparent, some opposition surfaced in

both Congress and the press against any attempts at negotiation

with the Communists and the formation of a coalition govern-

ment in Laos. But when Kennedy privately consulted with leaders

of both political parties on the possibility of committing United

States troops to Laos, he found them to be solidly opposed to

such action.^^

V. THE "QUIET DIPLOMACY" PHASE

As Kennedy assumed official responsibility for United States pol-

icy in Laos, several proposals for dampening the crisis were already

in existence. On December 15, India had addressed a special

message to the co-chairmen of the 1954 Geneva Conference, Great

Britain and the Soviet Union, calling on them to reconvene the

International Control Commission in Laos. Anxious to avoid in-

volvement in a major conflict, Britain placed Nehru's proposal on

the December agenda of the NATO council, but the United

States rejected it as counter to its full commitment to the Boun

Oum government. While the Communist bloc publicly supported

reconvening the ICC, it proposed that a new and enlarged Geneva

Conference first be called. 1 he proposal to reconvene the Geneva
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Conference had previously been made by the Soviet Union on
September 14, renewed by Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia on De-

cember 19, and been endorsed by Peking in a note to the confer-

ence co-chairmen on December 28.^^ The United States had
remained unresponsive to this proposal as well.

During its first week in office, the Kennedy administration took

two actions which indicated an important change in the American

objective from the previous administration. Tlie first of these ac-

tions came on January 22 in the form of a United States-backed

plan handed to the Soviets by the British ambassador which called

for the resumption of the ICC to supervise a cease-fire.^^ In agree-

ing to Nehru's original suggestion, the United States indicated

that at least for the moment its immediate objective had been re-

duced to a simple discontinuation of hostilities at the status quo.

While this proposal did not preclude the possibility of eventual

United States intervention on behalf of this goal, it did suggest a

significant change from the Eisenhower conviction, expressed on

January 2 at a White House briefing, that ''if we ever have to

resort to force [in Laos], there's just one thing to do: clear up the

problem completely." ^^ As Eisenhower left office he was con-

vinced that force should be used in Laos only with the intent of

undoing all Communist gains. Whatever Kennedy's ultimate ob-

jective, for the present he was suggesting that the Communists be

granted their territorial gains on condition that they stop fighting.

The Kennedy administration's approach to the Laotian problem

was further revealed at the president's first press conference on

January 25 when he stated that ''the United States is anxious that

there be established in Laos a peaceful country — an independent

country not dominated by either side." ^"^ The statement strongly

implied reduction of the American political objective from the

establishment of a pro-Western government, as consistently pur-

sued during the Eisenhower administration, to a truly neutralist

government as privately recommended by the French and British.

In all probability, these first decisions regarding Laos did not

require a great deal of soul-searching by Kennedy. As already noted,

the United States was ill-prepared to intervene in Laos, and the

hoped-for results of the British diplomatic initiative did not seem

unfavorable to the American-backed regime. The Royal Lao Army,

while not quick to pursue the enemy northward, nevertheless did

control the vital Mekong River basin and many important out-

posts in the northern and eastern mountains. A cease-fire would
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insure continuance of this situation. The earlier a semblance of

neutrality was restored, the earlier Russian and Vietnamese aid

would be discontinued. This would guarantee that the American-

backed troops, who outnumbered their neutralist and Pathet Lao

opponents approximately five to one,^^ would maintain their ap-

parent superiority. And even should the Communists fail to accept

an immediate cease-fire, Kennedy had little worry. The chairman

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Lyman Lemnitzer, had assured the

president that Phoumi Nosavan's troops were launching a major

offensive which would recapture the Plain of Jars.^^

After his initial flurry of diplomatic activity, Kennedy paused

for further developments in Laos and Moscow, and the events

which unfolded were not to his liking. The Soviets rebuffed the

American call for activation of the ICC and instead reiterated

their proposal that an enlarged Geneva Conference on Indochina

be reconvened to settle the conflict.^^ An unrelenting stream of

Russian supplies poured into Laos, and the Royal Lao Army pro-

ceeded north so slowly that it was late February before it came

within striking distance of the Pathet Lao.^^ Finally, Phoumi's

ineflFectiveness and Moscow's obstinacy motivated an American

alternative to the earlier ICC proposal. On February 19, the king

of Laos read a statement drafted in the State Department declar-

ing a policy of Laotian non-alignment and asking Burma, Cam-
bodia, and Malaya to serve as supervisors and guarantors of his

nation's independence and neutrality.^^

The new initiative was immediately denounced by Moscow,
Peking, and Hanoi, and the three neutralist nations which were

to comprise the international commission declined to participate

as well. Perhaps more significantly, the American offer was gener-

ally interpreted by diplomats as a sign of weakness. The New York

Times described it as "amounting to a decision not to be drawn

into a Laotian jungle war" which was "based on the reluctance of

Britain, France and other United States allies to go along with a

hard line and doubts as to the practicability of waging a campaign

in land-locked Laos." ^^ Such an American posture hardly gave the

Communists any incentive to decrease their support for the Pathet

Lao and only tended to confirm Chinese allegations that the

United States was a "paper tiger."

Perhaps not coincidentally, the neutralist and Pathet Lao forces

soon commenced their major offensive. During the first days of

March, they struck west from the Plain of Jars toward the highway



54 David K. Hall

which Hnked the administrative capital, Vientiane, with the royal

capital, Luang Prabang. After a few minor clashes with Phoumi's

advancing troops, they sent the Royal army in disorderly retreat

south toward Vientiane. On March 9, the neutralist-Pathet Lao
troops captured the vital road junction between Luang Prabang

and Vientiane, thus threatening the safety of the nation's two

major cities.^^

This turn of events now presented Kennedy with the possibility

of a complete loss of Laos, and according to Sorensen, it was dur-

ing these first days of March that the president commenced a re-

view of his alternatives and a reappraisal of American policy.^^

Kennedy decided that he had to choose one of four options. First,

he could do nothing and allow what appeared to be an increas-

ingly Pathet Lao-Vietnamese-dominated force to overrun the

country. He quickly concluded that American national interest

precluded this decision as it would risk the destruction of United

States prestige in Asia and its Asian allies' faith in the American

commitment. It might precipitate a ''domino effect," which Ken-

nedy thought would eventually necessitate a more costly stand

against communism somewhere else in Southeast Asia.

Second, he could send whatever troops were necessary to insure

victory by the pro-American government. But the United States

was unlikely to receive even minimal support from its European

allies for such an endeavor. Furthermore, such a policy would

contain all the risks of a Korean-type conflict, perhaps including

confrontation with China, in a country whose government was un-

popular, whose army lacked the will to fight, whose terrain was

treacherous, and whose internal transportation and communica-

tions structure was totally inadequate for modern warfare.

Third, he could settle for a partition of the country as in

Korea and Vietnam. But these two earlier divisions had revealed

the problems of defending such artificial frontiers, and the result

might be a prolonged stationing of many American troops in Laos.

Furthermore, he would face criticism at home for his appeasement

of Communist aggression.

Fourth, and Kennedy's ultimate choice, he could continue to

seek negotiations with the Communists toward the restoration of

an independent and neutral government. Through this offer he

could maintain the United States objective at its reduced level and

ameliorate the expected damage to United States interests by non-

military means. This alternative would mean, Kennedy hoped, the



The Laos Crisis, 1960-61 55

denial of Laos to the Soviet Union, Coniinunist China, or North

Vietnam and would allow for a gradual disengagement from that

country which would be less damaging to American prestige than

a blatant military defeat. This would not threaten the vital

interest of either the Soviet Union or the United States and might

be a stable solution acceptable to both the North Vietnamese and

the Chinese.

Even in January neutralization had not been an inexpensive pol-

icy to pursue. It had required a willingness to negotiate at the

same table with Red China, which the United States did not even

recognize. It had necessitated a willingness to withdraw the Amer-

ican military mission and throw support behind Souvanna Phouma,

whom many State Department, CIA, and Pentagon officials still

regarded as a Communist. It had meant an acceptance of Com-
munist participation in a coalition government, something which

many analysts viewed as tantamount to accepting eventual Com-
munist control.

But Kennedy's March reaffirmation of a neutralization pohey

required a willingness to accept additional damage to American

interest. He might have to wait patiently for the development of a

pohtical solution despite continuous military victories by the

Pathet Lao. He might have to accept growing estrangement from

Thailand and South Vietnam. It would mean all the dangers of

negotiating with the Communists, who could exploit their oppo-

nents with ''talk and fight" procedures, as the Korean peace talks

had demonstrated.

According to Sorensen, this last point particularly bothered Ken-

nedy. He recalled the weakness of the French bargaining position

at the 1954 Geneva Conference which opened on the day Dien

Bien Phu fell to the Viet Minh. In his determination not to let

this happen to the United States, he decided to attach to the

American offer of neutralization the uncompromisable stipulation

that talks could not begin until a cease-fire had gone into effect.

Should these ''terms of compliance" prove unacceptable to the

Communists, Kennedy was reluctantly willing to intervene mili-

tarily.

Given the Kennedy administration's perception of the opposi-

tion, it was logical that it would consider the Soviet Union as

pivotal to any hopes for neutralization. Of course, desertion of the

Pathet Lao at a time when military success was beginning to run

with the Communists would not be typical Soviet behavior.
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Furthermore, what started as a hmited and reversible response to

low-level American intervention in Laos could soon reach the

status of a permanent commitment, thus seriously complicating

the termination of Soviet aid. But if Russian involvement in Laos

was an attempt to control the tempo of the crisis, then given the

proper circumstances the Kremlin might be seriously interested in

a viable neutrahzation of Laos as a device to take the pressure off

it to intervene. Assuming this to be true, the general requirements

of a coercive diplomatic strategy were apparent, and Kennedy was

in a position to develop a plan aimed at securing agreement to a

cease-fire.

First, the United States commitment to prevent the Commu-
nists from overrunning Laos had to be communicated convinc-

ingly to Moscow, Hanoi, and Peking so that each would appreciate

the dire consequences of forcing a military confrontation with the

United States. Second, the American offer of a neutralized Laos

had to be reafhrmed so that Moscow could be certain neither the

United States nor Red China would dominate Southeast Asia.

This would be compatible with longer-range Communist goals

since all three Communist governments could appease themselves

with the thought that political conditions could be exploited to

bring all of Laos eventually within the Communist orbit.

Basically, then, the strategy was to reaffirm the reduced United

States objective of a neutralized Laos, and hence what was de-

manded of the opposition, but to increase the pressure on its be-

half.^'^ However, to make the offer of a neutralized Laos appear

genuine, the administration recognized that the steps taken to

establish the authenticity of its commitment to the defense of

Laos could not be so substantial or heavy handed as to prompt

fears of an American occupation of that country. Both the Pathet

Lao and Hanoi would not agree to a cease-fire if such an event

appeared probable, and China would be forced to consider an

assault on the United States position. The military threat had to

be employed delicately, with enough strength to make the Ameri-

can commitment credible yet not so much as to make the promise

of neutralization appear fraudulent.^'^ Neither the carrot nor the

stick could dominate strategy. Following all of this, of course,

would be the task of getting the various Lao political factions to

agree on the composition of a coalition government, but as Brown

has commented, ''at the time this was viewed as a subordinate
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problem to that of bringing tlic intentions of the superpowers to-

gether on the neutralization outcome." ^•'"'

On March 9, the same day that Laos's main highway fell to the

Communists, Kennedy met with his chief policy advisers on the

deteriorating situation. As Sorensen recalls, "preparations were

initiated for a seventeen-part, step-by-step plan of increasing mili-

tary action, moving from military advisers to a token unit to all-

out force." ^*' For the present, a program of more and better supplies

and improved troop training and deployment was approved.^"^ On
the same day in Siberia, American Ambassador Llewellyn Thomp-
son was meeting with Khrushchev. TTiompson conveyed Kennedy's

desire for neutralization of Laos and his utmost resolve to prevent

a Communist takeover. Specifically, the American ambassador in-

formed Khrushchev of the willingness of the United States to

withdraw completely its military mission from Laos, to channel

all aid through an international body acceptable to both sides, and

to declare publicly and in writing acceptance of a truly neutral

Laos provided the Communists were willing to reciprocate. Mes-

sages of a similar nature were to be carried to the Red Chinese

through the ambassadorial channel in Warsaw and to the North

Vietnamese through Moscow's channels of communication.^^ In

addition, Thompson attempted to use Khrushchev's professed

desire for improved Soviet-American relations to United States

advantage by telling the Soviet premier that he could not have

both a lessening of the Cold War and advances in Laos. He also

inquired whether Khrushchev was prepared to underwrite Com-
munist China's concurrence to a Soviet-American settlement of

the crisis.^^

The Soviet Union failed to respond to the new American offer,

and meanwhile the Laotian government's militarv position con-

tinued to worsen daily. Kennedy temporized before deciding that

Rusk should speak with Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko,

who was visiting the United Nations in New York, to make one

last diplomatic appeal for a neutralized Laos.''^ On March 18,

Rusk held a five-hour meeting with Gromyko during which he

emphasized the now standard American position: the United

States sincerely desired Laos to be independent and neutral, and

the United States was resolved not to let Communist forces

overrun Laos. He also reiterated the threat that improved Soviet-

American relations hinged on settling the Laos crisis."^ Gromyko
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man unit was dispatdied to set op a hdioc^iter Tepair base

at Udom, the aiifidd in Hiatland nearest Laos, and an 26-

\'ance flight of hdioopters arrnTd sborthr thereafter. Stock-

piles of applies and eqaipoient woe sent to bases near the

LxR bolder.^

This action represented a compromise bet\n'een the somevv-hat con-

tradictor\ recommendations of Kenned\'s mihtarv and d\ihan

ad\'isers. By prq>ahng for a possible limited deployment of troops

into Laos, the president partially accepted the advice of his crvilian

appointees. At the sanoe time, by leaving himself one more escab-

ton signal— tbe actual movement of troop»s into Thaibnd — prior

to intervention in Laos he mitigated the more inmiediate fears of

tbe Joint Chiefs of Staff.

At the same March 21 meeting, a press conference v^-as sched-

uled for March 2x and the president's advisers set to work on

tbe statement he \nx)uld present at that time. On the evening of

March 2x Kennedy appeared on national television to deliver his

short address, ansv^er qoestions pertaining to the crisis, and hope-

fulh convex to the Communists his mounting concern and resolu-

tion. Kennedy's presentation contained a subtle bleixi of tbe

elements in a classical ultimatum. His demand v^-as once again

made dear: 'Tf there is to be a peaceful solution, there must be a

cessation of the present armed attacks by externally supported

Communists." "* Action to enhance the perceived potencv of his

threats had commenced the previous day with troop preparations

and movements, but the televised address increased the credibilitv'

of these acts. Troop movements were noncommittal, and Eisen-

hov^'er had taken similar, although less extensive, measures in earh

Januar\\ The press conference had more elements of a binding

pubhc commitment: rK)t only was it scheduled at 6:00 p.m., maxi-

mum-audience time in the L^nited States; it was also the first such

neu-s conference to be broadcast live around the v^x)rld by X^oice

of .\merica.~ Kennedv s prepared statement made no mention of a

time limit for compliance, but in response to a question concern-

ing this point he commented, "I think the matter, of course, be-

comes increasingh serious as the days go by." '^^ While Kennedy's

speech stopped short of an exphcit ultimatum, it can be con-

sidered a tacit one.

\Miile increasing his pressure on the Communists, Kennedv

both enhanced the credibilitv of his original positive inducement

and increased the attractiveness of the presently offered settle-
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ment by making yet another major diplomatic concession. On the

same day as the news conference, a British-American proposal was

handed to the Soviet Union which called for an immediate cease-

fire, and the reconvening of an enlarged Geneva Conference to

work out a permanent settlement. Thus, for the first time had

the United States conceded to the Communist demand for a

fourteen-nation conference on Laos but only on Kennedy's terms,

i.e., after a verified cease-fire. Many officials had hoped to avoid

such a conference since it would give the Soviet Union and Com-
munist China substantial influence over the composition of the

new Laotian regime and provide Communist China with an in-

ternational platform from which it would undoubtedh' condemn
American operations in Southeast Asia in strident termsJ^ The
American peace proposal was also conciliator}- in that it did not

demand that the Soviet Union suspend its arms airlift to the

Pathet Lao-\^iet Minh forces as a precondition to the international

conference. The president's continuing concern for crisis manage-

ment also manifested itself, this time in his final, personal revision

of the press conference statement which had been prepared for

him by Charles Bohlen and McGeorge Bundy. According to

Joseph Alsop, Kennedy felt their draft was "too crisp and clear,

and might therefore sound bellicose. It would suffice for the Krem-

lin, he believed, to send the ships and troops quietly on their

way, and to make a quiet but earnest statement of warning." ^^

Despite his stern words, Kennedy refused to make public the

nature of the Communist provocation which would trigger a

decision to intenene. There appear to have been at least two

reasons for his not having done so. First, while Kennedy remained

willing, if necessar\-, to accept further losses in Laos in order to

avoid inten'cntion, he could hardly admit this publicly because of

the "soft on communism" attacks which would be levelled against

him.* Second, by leaving the limits of his patience somewhat

* TTie length to which the Kennedy administration went in order to protect

itself from such attacks is suggested by Bernard Fall's statement that "the three

maps shou-n by President Kennedy at his press conference . . . which pur-

ported to show the progressively worsening situation in Laos, were so grossly

inaccurate in their optimism as to be completely meaningless. At a time

when most of the Laotian uplands were more or less under Communist
control, the map purporting to show the 'present' situation gave the Com-
munists credit for holding only parts of three provinces and one small iso-

lated spot around Kam Khuet." (Anatomy of a Crisis, pp. 246-247.; I have

concluded that the inaccuracy was a dehberate attempt to head off public
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ambigDCNis, Kcnnedf hc^ied die Commiiiiists would inteqvet his

sense of mgency and uillin^iness to intovene as hi^ier dnn tlie>'

actually woe.
The picsideiifs true intentioas can he infened from conveisa-

tion at a March 20 hmdicon reported hy Schlesmger. At that

tune Kennedy eqvesscd die opiruon diat it was indispensahk to

pievcnt "^an immediate Communist takeover." The pro-American

forces had to hold Vientiane in order to have a hasis for negotia-

tion with the c^iposition. Kennedy was almost fatalistic ahout the

eventual outcome in Laos^ ^ivilhng to concede it to the Pathet Lao
but for domestic and iotemationa] reasons unable to afford a

blatant and humiliating military defeat He felt he had to defend

a bargaining position which would allow for slow American dis-

engagement and the extraction of some concessions from the

Communists.'^

Of course^ Kennedy's belief as to what would constitute pro-

vocation necessitating American intervention was not ocxnmuni-

cated direcdy to die Communists, but it does aj^iear that some
official agency attempted to inform die Pathet Lao of the exact

limits of American patience. A New Ycfrk Times correqmndent

covering the SEATO military advisers conference in Bang^sol:

v%Tote on March 23 that ^die critical area is the plain along the

Mekong^ induding Vientiane and Luang Prabang.^ The United

States and its allies were thought to be inclined to fix the river

basLu as the area in whidi Pathet Lao encroadiment would be met
with intervention^ but "^^the treaty group would retrain from an-

nouncing any such final line of resistance, since to do so mi^t
be constraed as an invitation to the Omimunists to envelop less

critical areas of Laos.*^ ^ With leaks sudi as dus to die press, a

forma] announcement of this position would hardly seem neces-

sary. It is important to note, however, that this ^final fine of

resistance'^ encompassed mudi territory which Kennedv^ was ap-

parently willing to give up. This more extensive area confonns

rather weD widi what the State Department considered \itaL

ciilkiMu and not a icsnlt of die iDtdUgcnce cwnmimity's fuhne to knov the

txat cslIoiI of Commimist giuns. Tlus mar hd^ csi^aon why Hihinan. nicn

diicctor of the State Dcpaitmeofs Bmcan of IntclKgciicc and Rcseaidi. las

cwiettly iqMMtcJ tfie extent of CdaunimBt control as of l^faidi 23 bat in-

coficctlf drsTTibcd tins as baving been depicted on Keunedjr's lliifd map
(p. 91). For pctmes of tiie tbicc maps mcd m d»e netn confocnce; see

Srw York Timn. Maich Z4 1Q61 n S
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indicating perhaps that the release of this opinion to the press

came on the initiative of that agency.

The March 23 news conference and militan^ preparations had

almost immediate impact on the Soviet Union. The next day at a

luncheon in New York, Foreign Minister Gromvko asked United

Nations Ambassador Adlai Stevenson if he could arrange an

appointment for him with Kennedy. He had a message to deliver

from Premier Khrushchev. Gromyko went on to express his

country's desire for a neutralized Laos and hope that such a solu-

tion could be reached peacefully. Stevenson called Washington,

and an appointment was quickly set for March 27.^'^ At the same

time, however, Russian attempts to undermine the Kennedy ad-

ministration's resolve were also proceeding. According to Joseph

^Alsop, the Soviet Union "planted 'authoritative' warnings, sent

through satellite sources . . . that a cease-fire was unthinkable

and that President Kennedy could have a war if he wanted one.

These reached the American policy makers . . . almost concur-

rently with the news that Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gro-

myko wished to be received by the President.*' ^

Kennedv's new approach was not exhausted with the comple-

tion of his press conference; rather, it was followed by a highly

coordinated set of diplomatic moves designed to keep the political

pressure on the Communist bloc and in particular the SoNiet

Union. First, Kenned\- tried to increase Khrushche\'s perceived

costs of militai}^ support for the Pathet Lao by presenting him

with the possibility- of alienating neutral India should SoNiet

intervention continue. On March 24, roving Ambassador Averell

Harriman handed Nehru a personal letter from the president

which called on the Indian prime minister to assume a leading

role in arranging a cease-fire in Laos.^^^ Kennedy's note reempha-

sized the intention of the United States to withdraw completely

from that nation pro\ided neutrality should be restored but

warned that SEATO would be forced to inter\ene if this did not

develop. Pleased with the neutralist policy of the United States,

and concerned that it might be provoked into escalating the war,

Nehru sent an urgent personal note to Khrushchev that ver\-

day asking the premier to help end the fighting.^^^ He also in-

structed the Indian ambassador to Moscow, Krishna Menon, to

inform the Soviets of the urgency of a truce and the reactivation

of the International Control Commission.^'

On March 25, details were quickly worked out for Kennedy to
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fly to Florida to meet with British Prime Minister MacMillan, who
was in Bermuda at the time.^*^ On March 26, MacMillan re-

luctantly agreed to commit some units of a Commonwealth bri-

gade in Malaya should limited intenention in Laos become

necessary. It is probable that the Soviet Union was not left in

ignorance of this decision by Great Britain. Meanwhile, on

March 23, Secretary of State Rusk had departed for the SEATO
foreign ministers conference in Bangkok. Rusk was not as suc-

cessful as Kennedy, for the French refused to bind themselves to

any military intervention. But while the March 28 SEATO reso-

lution published at the conference's conclusion referred to "ap-

propriate retaliatory action if diplomatic efforts fail to restore

peace," a private and blunter United States warning to the Soviet

Union was reported by several sources to have been attached

to the document leaving no doubt that ''appropriate action" in-

cluded American militarv intervention.^^

March 27 brought Kennedy better understanding of how much
his new approach had budged the Russians. In his talk with

Gromyko, Kennedy received assurances of Soviet interest in a

neutral Laos, but the meeting failed to produce any agreement as

to how this could be achieved. The Soviet leader's change had

been primarily one in attitude. Schlesinger recalls, "Chip Bohlen

told me that night that Gromyko was 'serious' this time, as he had

not been in his talk with Rusk nine days earlier." ^^ A shift in

Soviet policy was hinted at in a Pravda editorial of the same day.

The editorial commenced by complaining that the Kennedy warn-

ing "actually means presenting an ultimatum to the Laotian

people," an important clue as to how the president's remarks had

been perceived by the Kremlin. It then went on to state:

It is quite evident that the realistic way to the solution of

the Laos problem lies not in aggravating the situation in the

area of Laos, not in preparing military' inter\'ention, but in

peace talks and in the calling of an international conference

and the renewal of the work of the ICC.^^

It was becoming obvious that Khrushchev was caught in the

middle. On the one hand, he was faced with the increasingly hos-

tile demand of the United States for an immediate cease-fire. On
the other, he was confronted with Peking's strenuous opposition

to any cease-fire prior to an international conference and its eager-

ness to exploit any sign of weakness in Moscow's revolutionary
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dedication. On December 28, I960, Peking had called for reacti-

vation of the ICC in Laos but only on condition that it deal with

"the legal government of Laos" — that of Prime Minister Sou-

vanna Phouma — and did not have "any contact with the illegal

Bonn Oum-Nosavan government fostered by United States armed
intervention." ^^ Qf course, this was unacceptable to the United

States, and it soon became clear that, in fact, Peking opposed

reactivation of the ICC. According to Brian Crozier,

It is known that the Chinese fiercely opposed the reactiva-

tion of the Commission in the weeks that followed the

recapture of Vientiane by the right-wing forces, that is,

while the "neutralist" and Pathet Lao forces were preparing,

with Communist help, the counteroffensive which they

launched at the beginning of March .^^

When the Pathet Lao March offensive proved a brilliant success,

the Chinese press and radio became increasingly aggressive, urging

the Laotians to "step up their struggle and further develop the

great victory recently achieved." ^* It was clear in late March that

Peking was sticking with the policy previously enunciated in Feb-

ruary by Premier Chou En-Lai

:

The Chinese Government is, in general, not against reac-

tivating the International Commission for Supervision and

Control in Laos, but it is against reactivating it in the pres-

ent conditions in Laos. ... It is necessary first to convene

an international conference of the countries concerned,

which will make new provisions on the tasks and functions

of the Commission in light of the new situation .^^

With the United States and China demanding diametrically

opposite phasing of the cease-fire and the international conference,

Khrushchev's policy began to reflect an attempt to anger neither

Washington nor Peking. On April 1, he responded to an earlier

British proposal for the activation of the ICC followed by an

international conference with the suggestion that Great Britain

and the Soviet Union should issue an appeal for a cease-fire in

Laos simultaneously with the commencement of a new interna-

tional conferences^ Then two days later, the Soviet Union con-

ceded almost totally to the United States demand. It agreed in

private talks with Britain that an end to the fighting in Laos must



The Laos Crisis, 1960-61 65

precede negotiations on the future of that nation, but it failed

to consent to ICC verification of the cease-fire prior to the inter-

national conference.^"^ Prospects for a negotiated settlement of the

crisis were improving, but Kennedy remained adamant as to the

''terms of compliance" he demanded from the Russians.

On April 4, evidence increased that the Soviet Union fully ap-

preciated and was willing to accept what was demanded of it by

the United States provided it could obtain modest support for this

from its Asian allies. On that day, the Soviets beamed a program

to Southeast Asia in Vietnamese only — declaring that while the

Soviet Union did not consider a cease-fire in Laos as a precondi-

tion to an international conference, it would ''help to create a fav-

orable atmosphere for negotiations." Dommen notes that "this

was tantamount to a direct appeal to North Vietnam, and to an

admission that the Soviets recognized that only the North Viet-

namese had the power to control the ground fighting in Laos

and thus to call a cease-fire." ^^ At this time it was also becoming

clear to Western diplomats, and in particular to British repre-

sentatives involved in continuous negotiations with Russian dip-

lomats in London, that the Chinese Communists were deeply

involved in Soviet policy in Laos and had been exercising con-

siderable influence over Soviet responses to British-American

proposals.^^ TTierefore, the Russian radio program also represented

an important breakdown in what had been, in light of recent Sino-

Soviet diflPerences, surprisingly close cooperation between the So-

viet Union and Communist China. The Russians were apparently

attempting to circumvent Chinese resistance to a verified pre-

conference cease-fire b}- means of a covert appeal to Hanoi and the

Viet Minh. At the same time, the Soviet Union could not afford

to jeopardize its campaign for Hanoi's favor and risk loss of power

over events in Laos by quickly terminating its support for the war,

so the airlift to the Pathet Lao continued unabated.

Now that the Soviet Union had furtively appealed for a cease-

fire and the United States had increased its diplomatic and mil-

itary' pressure, there was little more that Kennedy and Klirushchev

believed could be done immediately. They paused to obser\'e the

effect of their efforts on events in Laos. Out of deference to the

limits of American patience and perhaps the "final line of re-

sistance" suggested by the SEATO military advisers, the Pathet

Lao during the first weeks of April carefully avoided attacking
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towns and cities in the Mekong Valley. Instead, they relentlessly

extended and consolidated their control over the hills and moun-
tains in northern and eastern Laos.^^^ It soon became apparent

that the Soviet and American cease-fire appeals were having no
measurable effect.

The failure of the Pathet Lao to respond to the president's

diplomatic-military signaling and the Soviet Union's continued

refusal to appeal publicly for a verified cease-fire prior to an in-

ternational conference were sobering developments to many
Washington officials who during the last days of March were pri-

vately expressing confidence in the eventual success of the United

States tougher action. Worry mounted that the Russians might

be purposefully stalling on the diplomatic front while on the

battlefield the Pathet Lao and the Viet Minh resorted to a

''creeping" tactic which steadily eroded the Laotian government's

defenses but avoided large offensives that might unite SEATO
and trigger a Western intervention. ^^^

The inadequacy of American action was also suggested by the

increasingly obvious relationship between the Communist drive

in Laos and Viet Cong gains in South Vietnam. On April 14 Time

reported that during the preceding week the Communists in Laos

had devoted almost as much effort to sending supplies and rein-

forcements into South Vietnam via the Ho Chi Minh trail in

eastern Laos as they had to expanding their territorial holdings.

The Viet Cong reign of terror against the Diem regime was

reaching a peak of 500 killings a month as the Communists at-

tempted to terrorize the rural Vietnamese into voting against

Diem in the April 9 elections. Furthermore, as a result of

Communist gains in Laos, the Thai government was becoming in-

creasingly alarmed that the United States might agree to either a

coalition government which included strong Pathet Lao repre-

sentation or a partition of Laos. Thailand felt that the only

way to halt the Pathet Lao-Viet Minh offensive and to achieve

the non-Communist coalition government in Laos which it con-

sidered vital to its security was to station SEATO troops along

the Mekong River in Laos. During the second week in April, as

the Communists pushed close to the Mekong in central Laos,

Prime Minister Sarit sent a personal letter to Kennedy expressing

the Thai government's position. ^^^

It was against this background of Russian delay and Pathet



The Laos Crisis, 1960-61 67

Lao success that the Bay of Pigs occurred. By April 18 it had
become obvious in Washington that the invasion had been a dis-

aster.i^^ Kennedy became worried that his decision not to back

up the invaders with troops might be interpreted as a sign of his

irresolution everywhere, including Laos, and further erode the

credibility of United States military action in defense of its in-

terests. That same day, he ordered the four hundred "civilian"

advisers in Laos attached to the Programs Evaluation Office to

put on their military uniforms and accompany the Royal Lao

Army to the front line combat zones. Although this change in

orders meant relatively minor alterations in the advisers' actual

duties, the State Department's announcement of this escalation

had ominous implications for Communist policy-makers in distant

capitals. It implied that the United States was now bold enough

to admit its intervention, that United States casualties would

soon jump and American honor be more deeply engaged, and that

Washington might be taking the first step in a series leading to-

ward greater American participation. These possibilities enhanced

the urgency of the situation.

The new move does appear to have had significant effect. On
April 20 the North Vietnamese government called upon the Soviet

Union and Great Britain to help prevent the United States from

sending its advisers with the Royal army.^^^* The next day, the

New China News Agency accused the United States of expanding

the war, and on April 23 Chinese Premier Chou En-lai stated

that announcement of the military assistance advisory group was

a "serious step taken by the United States in preparation for direct

participation in the civil war in Laos." ^^^ Then on April 24,

the Soviet Union and Great Britain announced that as the

original co-chairmen of the 1954 Geneva Conference, they were

reactivating the ICC and dispatching it to Laos to verify a cease-

fire. They also announced that invitations were being sent to thir-

teen nations to convene at Geneva on May 12 for consideration

of the Laos problem. ^^^ Peking and Hanoi quickly acknowledged

their acceptance of the British-Russian plan.

Communist fear of further United States escalation was not the

only factor which had helped move the crisis closer to a political

settlement. During the week prior to April 24, Souvanna Phouma

and Pathet Lao leader Souphanouvong had both visited Moscow,

Peking, and Hanoi in efforts to iron out remaining differences over
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principles of the cease-fire, and these consultations undoubtedly
played some part in bringing about unanimous Communist con-

sent to the American terms of compliance.* Still, whatever the

importance of these consultations, it is reasonably clear that the

American military action had enhanced the Communists' in-

centive to resolve their differences and was viewed by the Com-
munists as an unjustified intrusion on behind-the-scene bargaining.

The Chinese People's Daily complained that

when the Co-Chairmen of the Geneva Conference were
negotiating on the convocation of an enlarged Geneva Con-
ference and a ceasefire in Laos, the U.S. government hastily

announced the establishment of a so-called "military as-

sistance advisory group" in Laos to enable the civilian-dressed

U.S. officers who have all the time been in Laos, to put on
their uniforms and personally direct the operations of the

rebel forces .^^^

In the Soviet paper Trud, the official commentator deplored that

when the governments of the Soviet Union and Great

Britain . . . had virtually agreed to appeal to the contend-

ing sides in Laos for a cease-fire, Washington adopted a

decision directed at expanding U.S. participation in the hos-

tilities on the rebels' side.^^^

But even though agreement on the phasing of the cease-fire

and conference had now been reached, the level of violence in

Laos was in fact increasing. As Schlesinger recalls, "according to

reports reaching Washington, April 26, the Pathet Lao were at-

tacking in force, as if to overrun the country before the cease-fire

could take effect." ^^^ The accelerated Communist offensive

brought the United States to the brink of intervention. On April

27 Kennedy convened the first in a series of National Security

Council meetings to consider action necessary to strengthen the

deteriorating American position in Laos and bordering countries.

The interim Southeast Asia task force which the president had es-

tablished in February now recommended a limited commitment of

one or two American combat divisions to the Mekong Valley in

Laos and Thailand and additional military assistance, including

* I am indebted to Charles Stevenson of Hau'ard University for sug-

gesting these conferences as a possible explanation for Communist concessions

at this time.
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combat troops, for South Vietnam.* These deployments would

hopefully rejuvenate the hapless Laotian army and deter the ad-

vancing Pathet Lao-Viet Minh force, provide badly needed tech-

nical assistance to the South Vietnamese army, and help repair

seriously damaged relations between Tliailand and the United

States. The task force proposal was strongly supported by Walt
Rostow, chief White House assistant covering Southeast Asian

problems, and by Harriman, who was in Laos conducting an

emergency inspection.^^^

At the same April 27 meeting the Joint Chiefs of Staff pre-

sented their own revised plan for intervention in Laos. While now
divided among themselves on the desirability of intervening, they

basically agreed on a plan which called for 100,000 to 150,000

soldiers to be deployed in Thailand, South Vietnam, and the

non-Communist portions of southern Laos. If this did not bring

a cease-fire, the Joint Chiefs recommended an air attack on Pathet

Lao positions and the use of tactical nuclear weapons on the

ground. Any counter-invasion by North Vietnam or Communist
China would be met by United States bombing of the invaders'

homeland. The Joint Chiefs' strong opposition to the limited in-

tervention plan proposed by Kennedy's civilian advisers resulted

in a long, heated meeting which Rostow later described as the

worst White House conference he attended during the entire

Kennedy administration. ^^^

With the Communist offensive continuing, the National Se-

curity Council met again on April 29 and May 1. While these

meetings brought a reaffirmation of the importance of Southeast

Asia to United States security, Kennedy devoted most of his en-

* This interim task force, which met through April 1961, consisted of

Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatrik (chairman), Secretary of State

Dean Rusk, CIA director Allen Dulles, USIA director Edward Murrow, and
subordinate personnel from other agencies.

Sidey has described a 'Tlan Five" which called for troops from the United

States, Tliailand, the Philippines, Pakistan, and Great Britain to move into

positions in the Mekong Valley to release Laotian army units for duty in the

forward battle areas. This proposed operation is also synonymous with what

some government officials at the time were referring to as Track One. What-
ever the nomenclature, this apparently was the portion of the task force recom-

mendation pertaining to Laos, and Murphy reports that it was favored not

only by task force chairman Gilpatrick but by Secretary of Defense McNamara
as well. See Sidey, Kennedy, p. 84, and Charles Murphy, "Cuba: The Record

Set Straight," Fortune (September 1961), pp. 94-95.
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ergy to challenging the soundness of both the Joint Chiefs' and
the task force's recommendations which he had now had the

opportunity to study carefully. Having asked each of the chiefs to

submit his views on intervention in writing, the president was sur-

prised to discover that each military adviser held quite different

opinions as to which allies would assist, the Communists' likely

response, and the probability of success. What written plans were

provided Kennedy considered to be too sketchy. He also rejected

his task force's proposal; he found it to rest upon too many un-

verified assumptions and to be lacking in cost and time esti-

mates.^^^ As an alternative to his advisers' recommendations,

Kennedy once again placed a division of Marines at Okinawa on

alert, ready to move into Thailand should the Communists ad-

vance dangerously close to Vientiane. Meanwhile, he would con-

tinue to rely upon increased diplomatic pressure on the Soviet

Union in hopes that the cease-fire would become effective before

the rest of Laos was lost. It was clear that the president had de-

cided to make a military stand against the Communists some-

where other than Laos.

Once again Kennedy had consulted his top advisers, and once

again he had decided against intervening in Laos. An event which

strongly influenced the president's decision was the recent Bay

of Pigs debacle. While Kennedy's immediate response to the Bay

of Pigs had been to order the American advisers in Laos to put

on their uniforms and accompany the Lao army to the front lines,

this was not an integral part of a strategy of increased resistance

but rather a temporary face-saving gesture.* The president was

now unsure whether it would be strategically and politically wise

to invade Laos after having just declined such action in Cuba. As

he said to Nixon on April 20, ''I don't see how we can make any

move in Laos, which is 5000 miles away, if we don't make a move

in Cuba, which is only 90 miles away." ^'^^ Furthermore, as many

of Kennedy's confidants have reported, his confidence in the

military-intelligence community had been badly shaken. He en-

tered the last days of April ''far more skeptical of the experts,

* However, while the "surfacing" of American advisers in Laos was inter-

preted by Kennedy and his advisers as a weak response to Communist prov-

ocation, this does not negate the possibility that this move was interpreted

quite differently by Communist leaders on the battlefield and in distant

capitals. See pp. 67-68.
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their reputations, their recommendations, their promises, premises

and faets." ^^'^ His highly critical approach to the intervention

plans laid before him was reflective of this attitude.

Kennedy did not reject out of hand everything now suggested

by the military-intelligence community. He merely used what as-

pects of its advice he could to buttress his own inclination against

intervention. On April 28 the president solicited the views of

General MacArthur on the crisis. While the battle-scarred veteran

of the Korean War rather predictably opposed the commitment
of American soldiers in Asia, Sorensen reports that "the President

never forgot this advice." ^^^ By contrast, General Lemnitzer

travelled to Laos in early May and once on the spot cabled Ken-

nedy his support for the task force's more limited intervention

plan. When Schlesinger saw Kennedy on May 3, the president

waved Lemnitzer's cables in the air and said, "If it hadn't been

for Cuba ... I might have taken this advice seriously." ^^^

Equally important in shaping Kennedy's decision was the in-

eptitude of the Laotian army. While resisting the temptation to

criticize publicly the performance of the Laotians, privately the

president asked why the United States should be expected to

fight for the Boun Oum government when the Laotian army was

unwilling to do the same. If the United States were to make a

military stand somewhere in Southeast Asia, much better he

felt to make it in a country like Thailand or South Vietnam where

the indigenous armed forces seemed willing to defend themselves.

The president's attitude in this regard was seconded by most con-

gressional leaders with whom he privately discussed the situation

in late April. ^^^

Finally, the president had a much more modest conception of

what constituted unacceptable Pathet Lao provocation than did

most of his advisers. While Sidey reports that "Kennedy in the

weeks of April concluded that he might have to commit fighting

troops in Laos if the Communists swept on dangerously toward

Vientiane, the only city which the president felt could not fall,"

this was, in fact, a mere reaffirmation of the position he had ex-

pressed to Schlesinger on March 20.^^^ By comparison, the State

Department believed that all of the Mekong basin in Laos had to

be defended in order to deny the Communists infiltration routes

into TTiailand and Cambodia and prevent demoralization of the

United States' Asian allies.^^^
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Kennedy undertook to make the best of his tentative decision

not to intervene through moves designed to limit expected inter-

national and domestic repercussions. During the first week in May
he approved a program to double the amount of military aid for

South Vietnam and triple the number of men assigned to the

American military advisory group in that country.^^o q^ jyj^y 9

Vice President Johnson left on a tour of Asia during which he

reassured the governments of Thailand, South Vietnam, the Phil-

ippines, Nationalist China, and Pakistan of continued American

defense and support. In Saigon, Johnson and Diem reached agree-

ment on the details of the military assistance program approved

by Kennedy.^2^ In Bangkok, the vice president offered Prime

Minister Sarit greater military and economic assistance to

strengthen Thailand's resistance against Communist subversion. ^2-

Thus Johnson's trip served not only to enhance faith in the

American commitment but also to implement military and eco-

nomic steps which would impede the ''domino effect."

At the domestic level, Kennedy began to establish a rationale

for non-intervention. At a dinner in Chicago on April 28, the

president stated: ''We have committed ourselves to the defense

of dozens of countries stretched around the globe . . . but we

can only defend the freedom of those who are determined to be

free themselves." ^^^ The Kennedy administration's claim that it

would not stand by while Laos was overrun by the Communists

was now being modified by the proviso that to receive American

support a government must demonstrate a readiness to defend

itself. On May 7 a similar argument was used by congressional

leaders from both political parties, as senators Mansfield, Bridges,

Morse, Javits, and Aiken publicly voiced their opposition to the use

of American troops in Laos.^^^

To the great relief of the Kennedy administration, word arrived

in Washington on May 3 that representatives of the Pathet Lao

and Laotian government had reached agreement on the terms of

a cease-fire. The level of fighting diminished to sporadic clashes

and shellings along the cease-fire line, and the onset of the mon-

soon season put a damper on further large-scale action. With

the International Control Commission's announcement on May
11 of "a general and obvious discontinuance of hostilities," the

path was clear for the reconvening of the Geneva Conference on

May 16. However, the Pathet Lao continued to refuse the ICC

permission to travel into areas where cease-fire violations were re-
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ported, and United States Ambassador Harriman presented a list

of thirty violations to the delegates in Geneva and threatened an

American withdrawal from the talks if an effective truce were not

established. ^2^

When Kennedy arrived in Vienna June 3 for talks with Khru-

shchev, one of his prime objectives was to elicit from the Soviet

premier strong support for an effective ceasefire in Laos. During

their first day of discussions, Kennedy exacted from Khrushchev

a promise to put renewed pressure on the Pathet Lao to cooper-

ate with the ICC.^2^ When their talks resumed the morning of

June 4, Kennedy again returned to the topic of Laos. He suggested

that both the United States and Soviet Union needed to decrease

their commitment in Laos. Khrushchev agreed, but he questioned

the willingness of the United States to do so in light of Kennedy's

decisions to put the American military advisers in uniform and

prepare Marines for a possible landing. It was clear that the pre-

mier had been carefully monitoring United States military action

over the past three months. The two leaders concluded their dis-

cussion of Laos by agreeing to make the cease-fire a priority con-

cern.*

Khrushchev apparently abided by his agreement, despite the

influence in North Vietnam and China it might have cost him.

Over the next months, the Pathet Lao attacks decreased and the

cease-fire became effective. ^^"^ The next major violation was a

Communist attack on the provincial town of Nam Tha in May
1962 which came largely as a result of the provocative massing of

Royal Lao troops at that garrison by General Phoumi. Responding

to spurious reports of Pathet Lao and Viet Minh advances toward

the Thai border, Washington initiated a large-scale movement of

United States troops, planes, and ships to Thailand. ^^^ But as dur-

ing the previous spring, the American decision was marked by

Kennedy's hesitancy to accept his advisers' recommendations for

strong action. Hilsman and Harriman proposed dispatching the

Marines to Thailand to halt the supposed Communist drive.

According to Schlesinger, "Kennedy was at first reluctant, fearing

that once the Marines were installed in Thailand it would be dif-

* Schlesinger, A Thousand DaySy pp. 342-343. During this discussion, Khru-

shchev wryly obser\ed that the West was better than the Communists in

making refined militar\' threats such as those employed by Kennedy. This

comment suggests that Klirushchev was aware Kennedy had successfully,

however subtly, coerced the Communist side during the Laos crisis.
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ficult to find an occasion to withdraw them, but decided to go

ahead." ^-^ The atmosphere at the Geneva Conference soon im-

proved, and on July 23, 1962, after almost fifteen months of

negotiation, the Declaration and Protocol on the Neutrality of

Laos was signed by the parties in attendance.

While the declaration established a troika government in

\^ientiane and called for the withdrawal of all foreign troops, it

also in principle ratified the de facto partition of the country.^^^

The Communists continued to hold the mountains while the

Royal Lao government held the Mekong lowlands. The original

Kennedy objective had been a negotiated neutral coalition which

would preclude loss of, intervention in, or partition of Laos. In-

stead, the result was a tacitly accepted partition arrived at through

negotiations and presided over by a tenuous coalition government.

This left the Ho Chi Minh trails and South \^ietnam accessible

to the Communists and thus negated one of the original American

purposes for supporting neutralization of Laos. At the same time,

however, it denied the Communists the Mekong River basin in

Laos and thus blocked direct access to Thailand — much more

than Kennedv's minimal objective of spring 1961. Both
\\

Washing-

ton and Hanoi were willing to settle for the half of Laos which

was felt to be most vital to its immediate national interest.

VII. LESSONS AND CONCLUSIONS

A week after he had taken office, John Kennedy had lowered the

militan- and political objectives of the United States to the estab-

lishment of a cease-fire and the creation of a neutral Laos. In do-

ing so he implicitly acknowledged a cardinal principle of coercive

diplomacy, namely that both the opposition's as well as one's

own level of motivation are highly dependent upon the nature of

the objectives sought. Kennedy's decision amounted to a substan-

tial reduction of the goal pursued by the Eisenhower administra-

tion, but the compromise which Kennedy was willing to settle

for was in fact consonant with the limited militan- means that the

previous administration had been willing to employ. Eisenhower

had committed the United States to defeating the Pathet Lao, but

during the last days of his tenure he showed considerably less than

the level of motivation necessan- to undo the gains which the

Communists achieved beginning in late December. It is doubtful

that Eisenhower would have reacted differently even had it not
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been the waning moments of his presidency; during a comparable

crisis in 1954 he had declined to send United States forces to

Indochina. The Communists were clearly more motivated to pre-

vent a pro-Western military victory in Laos than Eisenhower or

Kennedy were motivated to achieve one. By reducing the Ameri-

can military objective to the denial of the Mekong basin — or

perhaps only Vientiane — to the Pathet Lao, Kennedy eroded the

opposition's motivation to resist his demand, enhanced his own
level of motivation, and thus established a goal with respect to

which there was no clear motivational asymmetry favoring the

opposition. Of course, this reduced objective was compatible with

Hanoi's immediate aim of communizing South Vietnam since it

left eastern Laos in the hands of the Viet Minh, but the Pathet

Lao's ambition extended to all of Laos.

As we have observed, however, Kennedy's decision to reduce the

United States military objective in Laos did not bring about the

cease-fire which he requested. Prior to his shift toward a "tacit-

ultimatum" approach in late March, only Kennedy's positive in-

ducement of a promised neutralization served as incentive for the

Communists to comply, and this incentive proved to be insuf-

ficient. On the other hand, during the month of January the

Eisenhower administration had attempted to intimidate the Com-
munists with many of the same military preparations which

Kennedy would eventually employ but without clearly specifying

the nature of its demand and without any firm offer of positive

diplomatic inducement. It was not until late March, then, that the

United States confronted the Communists with both substantial

diplomatic inducements and a strong variant of coercive dip-

lomacy simultaneously. That this combination proved reasonably

effective where Eisenhower and Kennedy's previous efforts had

failed suggests the truth of the proposition that what neither the

"carrot" nor the "stick" can achieve alone may be obtainable by

combining the two.

As stated in Chapter One, the "tacit-ultimatum" approach to

coercion entails (1) a specific demand on the opponent, (2) an

implicit or explicit time limit for compliance, and (3) a strong

and credible threat of punishment for non-compliance. Of par-

ticular interest in the Laos crisis are the second and third ele-

ments. Kennedy's initial threat of punishment as expressed

through military movements and international consultation proved

sufficiently strong and credible to erode the Soviet Union's moti-
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vation, but it failed to influence significantly the Pathet Lao and

North Vietnamese. Only with the assignment of United States ad-

visers to the combat zones does it appear that Kennedy's threat

became sufficiently convincing to these forces. This case illustrates,

therefore, that when an attempt is made to coerce a multi-national

opposition, a threat sufficiently strong and credible for one mem-
ber of the opposition may be insufficient for the other. Also note-

worthy is that the case successfully illustrates a significant

potentiality of the tacit-ultimatum approach to coercion. Thus,

even a relatively minor change in military posture, such as the

official assignment of a few hundred advisers to the front lines

in this case, may have disproportionate impact if it is viewed by

the opponent as being part of a strong tacit-ultimatum rather

than a weak "try-and-see" approach.

The coercive impact of the United States military action during

late March was probably diminished by Kennedy's failure to con-

vey an explicit time limit for compliance, but to have established

an explicit deadline might have seriously hindered the develop-

ment of a negotiated settlement. An important requirement of

crisis management is that military and diplomatic initiatives be

followed by pauses sufficient to allow the decision-makers on the

other side to receive and assess the signals and proposals addressed

to them and to formulate and initiate a response. Given the un-

certainties and intricacies of Russian-Chinese-Vietnamese relations,

a hard and fast deadline for compliance might have been less

rational and less effective than Kennedy's groping adaptation to

new developments as they arose. Furthermore, to establish a time

limit would have entailed increased risk of an eventual ''put-up-or-

shut-up" phase leaving the president few acceptable alternatives.

This itself might have negated the intent of Kennedy's coercive

strategy, which was to achieve a political objective with minimal

— if any — use of force. The Laos case thus highlights that the

requirements of rational crisis management and those of maxi-

mum coercive impact may at times conflict and necessitate the

policy-maker to devise an acceptable trade-off or compromise be-

tween the two.

The problem of achieving an acceptable trade-off between the

requirements of crisis management and those of maximum co-

ercive impact was a daily preoccupation for Kennedy, and only he

could decide how best to resolve the contradictions between these

two considerations. Kennedy's differences of opinion with the



The Laos Crisis, 1960-61 77

Joint Chiefs tended to center about this problem. Whereas the

military suggested the deployment of no less than 60,000 United

States troops to provide maximum intimidation of the Viet Minh,

Chinese, and Pathet Lao, the president feared that such a large

movement might be interpreted by the Communists as a prelude

to undoing, not stopping, the Pathet Lao drive and thus as con-

tradictory to his avowed offer of neutralization. It was also for this

reason, among others, that Kennedy chose the announcement of a

military assistance advisory group instead of the more ambitious

proposals recommended to him during the harrowing days of late

April. Such a move, in and of itself, could not give the impres-

sion that large-scale warfare was being initiated.

It was in the field of crisis management, too, that many of the

Kennedy administration's diplomatic communications, consulta-

tions, and proposals played an important role. In the president's

news conferences; in each British-American proposal; in consulta-

tions with Khrushchev, Gromyko, and Nehru; in meetings with

the Red Chinese at Warsaw; and in communications to Hanoi,

one point was consistently and repetitiously driven home: the

United States seeks only neutralization of Laos. It was this type of

diplomatic redundancy which was useful in precluding Communist
misinterpretation of and overreaction to Kennedy's increasing

military pressure. This is not to say, however, that United States

diplomatic action served only in a crisis management capacity for,

in fact, it was instrumental in creating the sense of urgency nec-

essary to gain compliance from the Communists. This very ability

to carry out the crisis management objective of specifying the

limited demand for which pressure was being increased while at

the same time enhancing that coercive pressure made the Kennedy

administration's diplomatic campaign an effective but unprovoca-

tive instrument of coercive diplomacy.

Despite Kennedy's apparent success at coercive diplomacy, we
must be cautious in interpreting the results for at least two reasons.

First, Kennedy's victory was only a modest one. It did not ap-

proach the order of that achieved, for instance, during the Cuban
missile crisis nor was it something about which the new ad-

ministration cared to brag publicly. In a most difficult political

and military situation, the United States government had been

forced to concede much and salvage what it could. Despite criticism

from some elements of Congress and the press, the president was

forced to agree to a negotiated settlement and a neutralist coali-
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tion government. Despite knowledge of Viet Minh movement into

South \^ietnam through Laos, Kennedy was compelled to forego

any attempt to seal the Ho Chi Minh trails by force. Only a

president willing to tolerate partial success and public criticism

can exercise coercive diplomacy at these prices.

Second, only a special set of conditions surrounding the crisis

made possible even this moderate success. While Kennedy was
able to alter the balance between the opposition's and his own
level of motivation by reducing and clarifving the United States

objective in Laos, this proved to be an important contribution to

achieving an acceptable outcome only because Moscow, Peking,

and Hanoi in fact assigned a low priority to the immediate com-

munization of all Laos. Moreover, the Communists were generally

fearful of escalation. Given North \^ietnam's greater involvement

and interest in South \^ietnam, it was unwilling to risk war with

the United States in Laos. The Soviet Union had no interests in

Southeast Asia worth a confrontation with the United States, and

Communist China refrained from any action other than vague and

highly conditional threats of intervention — perhaps because of

its economic weakness following the Great Leap Forward. For-

tunately for Kennedy, too, the Soviet Union, Communist China,

North Vietnam, and the Pathet Lao all had reasons to favor some

form of neutralization over previous United States policy. The
clarit}^ with which the United States was able to communicate

this new political objective and its specific terms of compliance,

an effective and verified cease-fire, was clearly influential in the

achievement of a negotiated settlement. But again, the diplomatic

machinery established by the 1954 Geneva Conference, the In-

ternational Control Commission and the Soviet-British co-chair-

manship of the Conference, made formulation, communication,

and negotiation of these objectives much easier.

\\^hile the factors enumerated above enhanced the probability

that Kennedy's strategy would succeed, the intriguing question

remains as to what Kennedy would have done had he been unable

to arrange a cease-fire. Evidently even the president's closest ad-

visers did not know and were never to know — perhaps because

Kennedy did not know himself — the answer to this question.

Sorensen writes that Kennedy's posture ''combined bluff with real

determination in proportions he made known to no one." ^^^ Fur-

ther complicating any speculation, and perhaps one of the more

impressive aspects of Kennedy's management of the United States
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policy during the crisis, was the president's ability to keep his

future options open. Prior to the achievement of a cease-fire, Ken-

nedy had prepared the way for negotiation, intervention, or

further retreat, and his final choice would presumably have de-

pended upon the manner in which his bluff was called, the Lao-

tian government's response, and the existing global situation.

Kennedy had taken extreme care to avoid any behavior which

would obligate him to intervene. When pressed by his advisers at

least to introduce troops into Thailand, he instead initiated the

preparations necessary for such a commitment. When faced with

the need for an additional show of force, he utilized the American

advisers already present in Laos rather than send troops to Thai-

land, Laos, or South Vietnam. He skillfully avoided a rhetorical

oversell to the American public or Congress. His March 23 news

conference produced no atmosphere of war, no belligerent threats,

and no national debate over the pros and cons of United States

intervention. The failure of the State Department's maps to depict

the true extent of Pathet Lao gains, if deliberate, can be inter-

preted as additional precaution against arousing undue public and

congressional pressure toward intervention. During the last days of

the crisis, misgivings about intervening to save an ineffectual gov-

ernment and army were being transformed into a public rationale

for deciding not to augment United States forces in Laos.

On the other hand, Kennedy tried — rather unsuccessfully — to

prepare the way for possible multilateral intervention. He received

firm commitments from Thailand and Pakistan but only highly

conditional offers of support from Great Britain and the Philip-

pines. While this fell far short of broad international support, it

nevertheless represents one of the few attempts at multi-lateralism

prior to actual intervention in recent United States foreign pohcy.

Kennedy also had the foresight to approach Nehru about the

crisis, and should the president have ordered troops into Laos, it

would have been received by the Indian prime minister as an

American response to Soviet provocation.

Finally, whatever military action might have been undertaken,

it would have been limited in size and geared strictly toward acti-

vation of the diplomatic agenda. Kennedy gave little thought to

the immediate withdrawal of enemy troops or the achievement of

a military victory, his only demand being the establishment of a

cease-fire. The objective which he proposed to achieve by threat-

ening military force was highly limited in nature.
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Alexander L. George

THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS, 1962

I. THE DECISION TO TRY COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

''If we had to act on Wednesday in the first twenty-four hours"

of the crisis, the president said later, ''I don't think we would

have chosen as prudently as we finally did/' It was indeed for-

tunate that the high-level decision of September 10, 1962, to

avoid overflights of western Cuba was finally set aside, permitting

a U-2 photo reconnaissance flight on Sunday, October 14, which

revealed secret Soviet preparations of medium range (MRBM)
missile sites in that part of the island.^ The discovery came before

the Soviet missiles achieved operational readiness. Thus, Kennedy

could deliberate at some length with his advisers as to how to

respond to this unexpected development. It would be about ten

days, intelligence specialists estimated, before the missiles would

be ready for firing.^

One of the president's first decisions was that he would not

be hurried into action but would take full advantage of the time

available to consider the problem facing his administration from

every standpoint. This decision, as the president's reflection on the

crisis we have quoted suggests, was possibly momentous in its

86
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consequences. For at first most of the members of the group of

advisers Kennedy quickly assembled, which came to be known as

ExCom (Executive Committee of the National Security Council),

thought that the president would have to resort to an air strike in

order to remove the missiles. ''A so-called 'surgical' strike,"

Sorensen reports, appealed ''to almost everyone first considering

the matter, including President Kennedy on Tuesday and Wednes-

day." ^ The president had been convinced from the beginning,

upon being shown the photographs and given the interpretation

of their significance, that he would have to act, that the United

States would have to bring the threat to an end one way or an-

other.^

The belief that an air strike should be undertaken persisted

several days though the number of advisers favoring it gradually

declined. The strength and depth of this belief among its staunch-

est proponents is indicated by the fact that as late as 1969 Dean
Acheson still believed that an air strike confined to the missile

sites "was the necessary and only effective method of achieving

our purpose." ^ Only remarkable luck, Acheson holds, enabled

Kennedy to get the missiles removed without an air strike.

Though leaning toward an air strike, the president wanted to

consider thoroughly all alternatives. He was careful not to let his

own thoughts influence his advisers; and he encouraged them to

try to think of other alternatives when for a moment on Tuesday

the choice seemed to lie between an air strike and acquiescence.^

On Wednesday McNamara developed the idea of a blockade,

which had been briefly mentioned the preceding day.

We shall pass over the details of the debate within ExCom
concerning the air strike and blockade options."^ The president's

interest in the blockade option was soon caught by the possibility

that it might rescue him from the many-horned dilemma confront-

ing him. He had quickly rejected acquiescence to the missile de-

ployment in Cuba; to do nothing seemed to him the worst of all

options. A purely diplomatic overture to Khrushchev — that is,

words without action — would be not only ineffectual but danger-

ous. It could precipitate a crash effort by the Soviets to capitalize

on their missile deployment. An air strike or invasion, on the other

hand, would result in heavy casualties; moreover it carried grave

risks of a strong Soviet response and the danger of war. Might a

blockade somehow enable Kennedy to obtain removal of the mis-

siles without having to take direct military action?
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From the ven- beginning the idea of a blockade raised the ques-

tion whether Khrushchev could be induced to remove the missiles.

No one believed that Khrushchev would lightly forgo the con-

siderable advantages he expected to obtain from his covert missile

deplo\ ment or that he would tolerantly accept the loss of domestic

and international prestige which would be associated with a bla-

tant retreat. Pressure would be necessan^ But were Khrushchev

and other members of the Soviet government coercible on this

matter? Were they capable of ''retreating/' as their doctrine en-

joined them to do when faced with o\'erwhelming danger? ^ Or
were the Soviet leaders so committed to the daring venture on

which they had embarked that, for them, there could be no turn-

ing back? This was indeed a critical question, but available ac-

counts of the ExCom meetings hardly refer to it. An affirmative

answer to the question was implicit in ExCom's analysis of the

calculations of the Soviet decision to deploy the missiles. Most of

Kennedy's advisers felt that the Soviet leaders had miscalculated

the risks of their action and that once made aware of these risks

they would be capable of retreating, at least in principle. But a

theoretical answer to the question, while not without value, did

not suffice. The more difficult question was the practical one:

Could a way be found to induce the Soviet leaders to retreat?

Adherents of the air strike, particularly those who remained com-

mitted to it, appear to have answered this question negatively.

They did not see how the blockade option could generate enough

pressure to achieve this result, certainly not before the missiles had

been made operational, which everyone seemed to agree would

drastically alter the situation in Khrushchev's favor.

In the end, however, the president's image of Khrushchev was

decisive. 'The President believed from the start," his brother re-

ported "that the Soviet Chairman was a rational, intelligent man
who, if given sufficient time and shown determination, would alter

his position." ^ TTie president's answer, therefore, was that Khru-

shchev was capable of retreating and that an effort should be

made to induce him to do so. At the same time, Kennedy was

keenly aware of the danger of backing his opponent into a corner

without leaving open a line of retreat.

Thus, Kennedy chose to try coercive diplomacy instead of opt-

ing immediately for the "quick, decisive" military strategy repre-

sented by the air strike. Kennedy chose this strategy even though

he realized that its success would be jeopardized because a block-
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ade — indeed any public demand for removal of the missiles —
would inevitably engage Khrushchev's prestige. In fact, a blockade

could well push both sides into "rigid postures of simultaneous

commitment with regard to a specific and highly visible point of

confrontation." ^^ Kennedy was by no means oblivious of this

danger. He felt he had no choice but to challenge Khrushchev's

prestige if he wanted to get the missiles out before they became

operational. Any diplomatic action by the United States that did

not involve Khrushchev's authority was likely to be ineffectual. A
blockade would at least engage his prestige less than an air strike.

And, besides, as we shall see, Kennedy was prepared to help make it

easier for Khrushchev to retreat, not merely by cooperating in per-

functory face-saving gestures but also by making a meaningful

contribution of his own to a quid pro quo that would secure re-

moval of the missiles.

II. KENNEDY'S VIEW OF THE STAKES

The president quickly perceived the multiple dangers implicit in

Khrushchev's bold move. Robert Kennedy reported that his brother

''knew he would have to act. The U.S. could not accept what the

Russians had done. What that action would be was still to be

determined. But he was convinced from the beginning that he

would have to do something." ^^ We need not exclude the possi-

bility that the president momentarily wavered and wondered

whether a strong response was necessary or feasible, or might even

be postponed.* This possibility, however, is less important than his

considered judgment that the stakes were very high indeed and

that time was all-important.

Kennedy's motivation was complex. It was obvious to him and

to others that, if allowed to succeed, Khrushchev's move could

have a variety of damaging consequences for the United States

position in the world, for Kennedy's foreign and domestic policies,

and also for his ability to provide leadership thereafter. Not merely

his personal prestige and his political future, but also the prestige

and interests of the United States were at stake. It is idle to at-

tempt to sort out and weigh separately, as some critics have tried

to do, these two dimensions of the president's motivation. ^^ A

* One story has it that, when the president was told by McGeorge Bundy
that the missiles had been discoxered, his initial response was to ask whether
action could be deferred until after the congressional elections.
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leader's sense of his personal stakes usually enters in some way
into his judgment of his country's interests. And often, though not

always, there is in fact some basis in reality to encourage the

tendency to identify personal stakes in an issue with those of

party or country.

Khrushchev could hardly have thought of a better way to ensure

that both dimensions of Kennedy's motivation would be strongly

aroused and, indeed, so fused as to become virtually inseparable.

However hard the president might have tried in this situation, he

could not have found a way to accept damage to his personal

political stakes without also accepting damage to major United

States interests. The kind of personal and political humiliation

that the covert deployment of missiles would inflict upon the presi-

dent could hardly have escaped Khrushchev's attention altogether

when he planned and carried it out. Of those several aspects of

Khrushchev's bold move that reflect bad judgment and miscalcu-

lation, his willingness to inflict personal and political humiliation

upon Kennedy is by far the most irresponsible. If Eisenhower had

inadvertently embarrassed Khrushchev personally and politically

by his clumsy handling of the U-2 affair in May 1960, Khrushchev

foolishly repaid Kennedy tenfold and under far more dangerous

circumstances.

After the Bay of Pigs fiasco of April 1961 the administration had

settled upon the indirect approach of attempting to isolate Castro

diplomatically and of applying economic pressures. To many this

policy seemed to underestimate the danger of allowing a Commu-
nist base to exist in the Caribbean from which revolution could

be exported to other Latin American countries. As the Soviet mili-

tary build-up in Cuba that began in July 1962 took on an ominous

character during the summer, domestic discontent with Kennedy's

Cuban policy was severely exacerbated and generated pressure for

stronger measures. The Republicans announced that Cuba would

be the dominant issue in the congressional elections in November.

The administration, in turn, mobilized itself to reassure the voters

that the danger was being exaggerated and that there was no rea-

son for war-like measures. Administration spokesmen, including

Vice President Johnson, rejected the call for blockade measures

against Cuba on the ground that this would constitute an ''act of

war" against the Soviet Union. The administration disclosed con-

siderable intelligence information at its disposal concerning the

character of the Soviet military supplies and personnel flowing into
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Cuba, hoping thereby to assure the public that it was well in-

formed as to what the Soviets were and were not doing.

As much to calm the war psychosis encouraged by critics such

as senators Keating and Goldwater as to deter the Soviets, Ken-

nedy made his position explicitly clear on September 4 and again

on September 13. He warned the Soviets that his administration

would not tolerate the introduction of "offensive" weapons into

Cuba.* The president thereby publicly pledged himself to act if

missiles were introduced into Cuba. Kennedy did so perhaps

largely, though certainly not exclusively, for domestic political pur-

poses, for he thought it most unlikely that the Soviets would un-

dertake such action. But once he had taken his stand on this issue,

his public pledge to act thereafter if challenged was irrevocable.^^

Also, the president had become particularly vulnerable since he

personally, as well as members of his administration, had per-

sistently deemphasized the danger of a missile deployment in order

to counter charges by Senator Keating and others that the Soviets

were already secretly moving missiles into Cuba. When the mis-

siles were finally discovered in mid-October, therefore, "the United

States might not be in mortal danger but the Administration most

certainly was." ^^

Even without the added impetus of Kennedy's personal political

stakes, the need to find a way to remove the missiles before they

became operational was compelling, but not because the missiles

being placed in Cuba would shift the strategic military balance in

Russia's favor. Had the Soviet deployment been of that magni-

tude, which it clearly was not, Kennedy's motivation would have

been even stronger. Rather, initial intelligence on the Soviet mis-

sile deployment was such that it was possible for Secretary of

Defense McNamara to argue that "a missile is a missile," and to

suggest that the administration try to accept Soviet missiles in

Cuba without creating a major international crisis.^^ Some critics

of Kennedy's handling of the crisis have used the fact that the

secretary of defense himself was not upset by the military signifi-

* Kennedy also warned the Soviets against taking other actions in Cuba as

well that would "endanger or interfere" with United States security, "includ-

ing our base at Guantanamo, our passage to the Panama Canal, our missile

and space acti\ities at Cape Cana\eral, or the lives of American citizens in the

country." American action was threatened also in case Cuba attempted "to ex-

port its aggressi\e purposes by force or the threat of force against any country
in this hemisphere," or became "an offensive base of significant capacity for

the Soviet Union."
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cance of the Soviet missiles in Cuba to charge that the president

created a dangerous crisis quite unnecessarily in order to preserve

his personal political interests. Among the important factors this

thesis overlooks is that McNamara's initial judgment of the mili-

tary significance of the missiles was overly sanguine, that he ini-

tially ignored the political-diplomatic significance of the missiles,

and that he shortly changed his mind regarding the importance of

what was at stake.

Among those who quickly disagreed with McNamara's initial

view of the military significance of the Cuban missiles was Paul

Nitze, his assistant secretary of defense for international security

affairs. Nitze felt that the missiles in Cuba would expose a large

part of the American strategic bomber force, based in the south-

eastern states, to sudden attack by reducing the warning time from

fifteen to two or three minutes.^^ The forty-two MRBMs and the

twenty-four to thirty-two IRBMs that were already in Cuba or on

the way, it was later estimated, did not give the Soviets a good first

strike capability, but they did increase the destructive power that

the Soviets could deliver on United States targets by about 50 per

cent. Moreover, one could not ignore the possibiilty that Moscow
might decide later to send still more medium-range missiles to

Cuba. Even now, with additional time and the benefit of hind-

sight, efforts to assess the real military significance of the missiles

quickly lead to intricate technical considerations. We forgo further

discussion of this here, because the president and his advisers were

swayed not by the mihtary threat but largely by the important

political-diplomatic advantages they saw accruing to Khrushchev

if the missiles remained in Cuba.^' As the president himself said

later, after discounting the immediate military threat of the

Cuban-based missiles, ''It would have politically changed the bal-

ance of power. It would have appeared to, and appearances con-

tribute to reahty." ^^

No one could be certain what the Soviet leaders intended to do

with their Cuban-based missiles. Many possibilities suggested them-

selves, and ExCom and the president gave considerable weight to

the theory, supported by circumstantial evidence, that Khrushchev

hoped his Cuban missiles would radically redefine the setting in

which the Berlin problem could be reopened after the elections in

November. Indeed, before the missiles were discovered, Khrushchev

had indirectly warned that the Berlin problem would once again



The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962 93

come to the forefront after the United States mid-term congres-

sional elections. The threat was severe enough to lead Kennedy to

obtain authorization from Congress in early September for a

call-up of reserves.

The administration's specialists on Soviet behavior foresaw that

Khrushchev would be able, if he wished, to draw many important

advantages from the missiles in Cuba.* Khrushchev in effect was

asking Kennedy to accept his assurance that this large missile force

would be used only to deter an American attack on Cuba, that it

would not be used psychologically, politically, and diplomatically

to enhance other, even more important Soviet foreign policy objec-

tives at the expense of the United States and its allies. That was

an extraordinary thing to ask Kennedy to believe! ^^

Moreover, for the president to retreat from the explicit public

commitment given as recently as September that he would not tol-

erate "offensive" missiles in Cuba would have eroded all United

States commitments and invited Khrushchev and others to ques-

tion Kennedy's future credibility in the most painful and danger-

ous way. To the familiar criticism that Kennedy over-reacted to

what was really only a matter of prestige, Charles Burton Marshall

later replied, "Why only? Prestige is the faculty enabling a great

power to avoid final, miserable choices between surrender and war.

Prestige is the ingredient of authority in international affairs. . . .

The quality that demands being listened to is prestige — and a na-

tion suffers loss of it at great peril." ^o

Finally, an important, long-range goal of the president's foreign

policy was at stake. He came to office believing that the Cold War
should be modified, that a mutually acceptable form of coexistence

with the Soviet Union could be worked out through negotiation

and serious exploration of each other's interests. "Braving criticism

* Hilsman, To Move a Nation, pp. 161, 164, reports that one group of

Sovietologists in the State Department concluded that the decision to put mis-

siles into Cuba was best \iewed as "a generalized, strategic response to a

whole set of problems, military, economic, and political" facing Soviet leader-

ship in 1962. "A general improvement in the Soviet military position would
affect the entire political context, strengthening their hand for dealing with

the whole range of problems facing them. ... If the move in Cuba were

successful and the over-all Soviet position strengthened, their leverage on
Berlin would indeed be improved. NATO would surely be shaken and the

chances of the U.S. successfully creating a multilateral nuclear force reduced.

In Latin America, other potential 'Castros' would be encouraged. American
power would be less impressi\e and American protection less desirable."



94 Alexander L. George

from allies abroad and enemies at home," Pachter notes, Kennedy

had made at least a start in this direction, seeking solutions for the

Congo, Berlin, a test-ban treaty. The Cuban missile deployment

was a blow at the very foundation of this policy aspiration. "He
knew that, were he humiliated a second time in Cuba, he would

lose all hopes for a stable world peace." 21

Having characterized the multifaccted nature of Kennedy's per-

ception of what was at stake, we should also mention some con-

straints and limits on his otherwise strong motivation to secure

removal of the missiles. The question of motivation cannot be

discussed independently of the objectives toward which it might

be channeled. Kennedy's motivation was strong particularly insofar

as it was focused and concentrated upon the limited objective he

clearly set for his response and consistently followed — namely the

removal of the missiles, no more and no less. His motivation was

not oriented toward the objective of seizing the occasion to top-

ple Castro and drive out Soviet influence from Cuba altogether.

The probable costs and risks of tliis objective were perceived by

him to be excessive and the strength of his motivation would not

suffice if it were linked to this more ambitious goal.

Finally, even with respect to the removal of the missiles, we do

not know for certain whether the value the president attached to

this objective would have been strong enough to lead him to order

an air strike in the event that his ultimatum of Saturday, October

27, failed to produce Klirushchev's compliance. Kennedy was mov-

ing toward that decision but had not yet committed himself to it

when the crisis ended, lliercfore, the possible limits of his motiva-

tion were not in fact fully tested. Tliat the missiles were not yet

operational offered Kennedy an opportunit}' to initiate action

without war. In doing so, to be sure, he accepted the risk of war;

but he did not behave recklessly to increase its probability. We
can also say that there is nothing in the available materials to sug-

gest that the president's judgment was distorted by an emotional

response to being deceived by Khrushchev, by adherence to an

extreme Cold War image of the Soviets, or by a desire to punish

Klirushchev for his misbehavior—although certainly the president

did feel it necessary to correct his opponent's mistaken notion that

he lacked determination. Finally, while Kennedy was out to "win"

the confrontation, "defeating Klirushchev," as Pachter states, "was

not a final goal but a milestone beyond which lay war and

peace. ^"
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III. CHOICE OF THE BLOCKADE: ITS

USES AND LIMITATIONS FOR
COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

Despite tlic acconiplishiiients of the FxConi during seven days of

feverish planning, the administration entered tlie overt phase of

the crisis on October 22 without having resoKed a critical am-

biguity in its strategy. The president cliose the blockade option

because it enabled him to postpone and control the risk of a major

war better than an air strike would have. In this respect the block-

ade had advantages that the air strike option lacked altogether: it

enabled the president to initiate the showdown with Khrushchev

without immediate resort to force; it permitted him to retain per-

sonal control over United States actions and to be immediately

responsive to changes in the situation; and it offered at least the

possibility of coercing and persuading Khrushchev to remove the

missiles \'oluntaril\-. The president still had to find a way of utiliz-

ing the blockade for this purpose, however.

Herein lay the critical gap in the ExCom's deliberations of the

first seven days. The weakness and lack of relevance of the block-

ade for obtaining the withdrawal of missiles alreadv in Cuba had

been argued very cogently indeed by those ExCom members who
advocated an air strike. The limitations of the blockade had been

perceived and conceded also by those who opposed an immediate

air strike and favored a blockade. But the advocates of the block-

ade had failed to come up with a specific plan for utilizing the

blockade in order to obtain removal of the missiles, and they had

only a vague and inadequate concept of how this might be done.

Aware of this gap in ExCom's planning, the president nonethe-

less decided to give priority for the time being to the imperatives

of crisis management in order to avoid war if possible. He chose to

employ a strategy of coercive diplomacy despite its ambiguities and

uncertainties and to hold in resenc the military solution to the

problem of the missiles. Notwithstanding the administration's suc-

cessful application of coercive diplomacy earlier in Laos in 1961, it

still lacked a clear concept of the nature of this strategy and an

adequate understanding of its complex requirements.

As a result, the president entered the showdown with Khru-

shchev on October 22 with a serious disadvantage. He was

caught squarely between the conflicting requirements of crisis

control and those of coercive diplomacy. Eortunately he under-
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stood at least the first set of requirements quite well. Indeed, the

president and his key advisers made imaginative use of the inher-

ent flexibility of the blockade option to control its conflict poten-

tial. In contrast, the requirements of coercive diplomacy were less

well understood and were given less weight in Kennedy's actions

until Friday, October 25. Until then the president relied essentially

upon a weak form of coercive strategy for persuading Khrushchev

to remove the missiles * — what we have labeled the "try-and-see"

approach. Then, driven by circumstances at the end of the week,

Kennedy was forced to improvise a much stronger variant of coer-

cive diplomacy, namely what we have called the "tacit-ultimatum"

approach.

With these distinctions in mind, let us review ExCom's delib-

erations during the seven-day planning period preceding Kennedy's

speech of October 22. The possibility of an ultimatum was con-

sidered only in connection with the air strike; it was never tied

into or related to the blockade option. Even the idea of a private

ultimatum threatening Khrushchev with an immediate air strike if

he did not agree to withdraw the missiles was soon abandoned

within ExCom, evidently because no feasible way of translating it

into action could be envisaged. As Sorensen reports, **Many of

those originally attracted to the air-strike course had favored it in

the hope that a warning would suffice, and that the Soviets would

then withdraw their missiles. But no one could devise any method

of warning that would not enable Khrushchev either to tie us into

knots or force us into obloquy." t

* As noted in Chapter One, while the blockade was a relatively weak strat-

egy for persuading the opponent to undo or reverse what he had already

done — remo\'e the missiles in Cuba — it was a much stronger coercive strat-

egy for persuading him to stop sending more missiles to Cuba. We focus our

remarks here on the more ambitious and more difficult of these two objec-

tives of Kennedy's coerci\'e policy.

t Sorensen adds: "I tried my hand, for example, at an airtight letter to be

carried out from the President to the Soviet Chairman by a high-level personal

envoy. The letter would inform Khrushchev that only if he agreed in his con-

ference with that courier (and such others as he called in) to order the mis-

siles dismantled would U.S. military action be withheld while our suneillance

oversaw their remo\al. But no matter how many references I put in to a

summit, to peaceful intentions and to previous warnings and pledges, the letter

still constituted the kind of ultimatum which no great power could accept,

and a justification for either a preemptive strike against this country or our in-

dictment in the court of history. From that point on, I veered away from the

air-strike course." (Sorensen, Kennedy, p. 685)
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Proponents of the blockade option were unable to envisage

more than a try-and-see use of it. This was true even of McNamara's

now celebrated argument of Thursday, October 18, in which he

held that a blockade would ''maintain the options." If the block-

ade failed, McNamara reasoned, the president would then have a

choice of responses. He could decide to deny the Cubans other

kinds of cargo — petroleum, for example — or he could move up

the scale to an air strike. If one form of pressure failed in its pur-

pose, then another, more severe pressure could be applied. Far

from attempting to show how the threat of an air strike could be

used to increase the coercive impact of the blockade, McNamara's

concept of ''maintaining the options" served merely to remind

everyone that the blockade could be applied without losing the

option to launch an air strike later.^^

Insofar as McNamara's concept of "maintaining the options"

had a strategic dimension, the strategy he had in mind was that of

graduated escalation. But in the ensuing policy discussions of the

next few days it became evident that there were two divergent,

competing notions of how escalation strategy ought to be applied,

should the blockade fail to persuade Khrushchev to remove the

missiles. Some members of ExCom believed that, in that event,

the president should proceed immediately to an air strike without

going through many additional escalatory steps. ^^ Others picked up

and elaborated McNamara's image of a more gradual, step-by-step

escalation with many intermediate steps before resorting to an air

strike.^^ These competing images of gradual and abrupt escalation

contained sharply different implications for policy, but the dis-

agreement was not thrashed out in the ExCom meetings. In fact,

this latent policy conflict remained unresolved throughout the en-

tire crisis. The competing views as to escalation strategy were re-

vived at the end of the week, but Khrushchev's acceptance on

October 28 of Kennedy's formula for ending the crisis served to

forestall a major clash over this issue. Both of these competing

views of the blockade as the initial step in graduated escalation fell

into the category of what we have called the "try-and-see" approach

to coercive diplomacy. TTierc is no indication that the proponents

of either of these two concepts suggested that the coercive poten-

tial of gradual escalation could be enhanced by adding a time limit

for compliance with the demand for removing the missiles, using

the threat of an air strike to motivate Khrushchev's compliance.
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Rather, the eventual conversion of the ''try-and-see" approach into

an ultimatum seems to have been entirely improvised at the last

minute by President Kennedy himself.

IV. THE PRESIDENT'S PROBLEM: SIGNAL
DETERMINATION WITHOUT RISKING WAR

The evidence indicates that for Kennedy, too, the attractiveness

of the blockade option lay not in some prevision of how he could

make it part of a tacit-ultimatum. Rather, he preferred the block-

ade for other reasons, some of which we have already indicated

and one which deserves to be singled out before proceeding.

From the very beginning of the crisis the president, probably

more so than most of his advisers, was deeply impressed — indeed,

perhaps haunted — by the feeling that Khrushchev's missile gambit

could be explained only in terms of a long-standing problem that

had plagued Kennedy. Almost from the day he entered office the

president had wrestled with the problem of how to convey his

determination to the Soviet leader in order to prevent him from

attempting dangerous encroachments on the world position of the

United States. The disaster of the Bay of Pigs and Khrushchev's

performance at the summit meeting at Vienna severely exacer-

bated Kennedy's problem and his concern. As the tension over

Berlin mounted once again in the summer of 1961, the president

unburdened himself to James Wechsler of the New York Post:

What worried [Kennedy] was that Khrushchev might in-

terpret his reluctance to wage nuclear war as a symptom of

an American loss of nerve. Some day, he said, the time

might come when he would have to run the supreme risk

to convince Khrushchev that conciliation did not mean hu-

miliation. "If Khrushchev wants to rub my nose in the dirt,"

he told Wechsler, "it's all over." But how to convince Khru-

shchev short of a showdown? "That son of a bitch won't pay

attention to words," the President said bitterly on another

occasion. "He has to see you move." ^6

As the prolonged negotiations over Berlin ground to an incon-

clusive halt during the summer of 1962, the administration readied

itself for new Soviet pressure against West Berlin. Many indica-

tions pointed to the likelihood that Khrushchev was preparing

another major challenge. Some of them were imbedded in his

curiously juxtaposed assurances of September and October that
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Soviet military assistance to Cuba was for purely "defensive" pur-

poses and that he would not embarrass the president by raising the

Berlin issue again until after the forthcoming congressional elec-

tions of November. In other ways, too, Khrushchev was suggesting

a linkage between Cuba and Berlin. This was not lost upon the

administration, but Kennedy and his advisers failed to penetrate

the deception and to guess the linkage — and the trap — that

Khrushchev was preparing. Even in September, Sorensen reports,

Kennedy was concerned over the possibility that Khrushchev was

giving increasing military assistance to Cuba in order to provoke

Washington into another invasion of Cuba that would make a

martyr out of Castro and wreck United States relations with Latin

America, while the Soviets moved in on West Berlin. This suspi-

cion was revived briefly after the missiles were discovered and is

contained in one of the early theories, the ''Diverting Trap" the-

ory, that ExCom entertained when mulling over the motives be-

hind the missile deployment.^*^

For many months, therefore, as Pachter puts it, ''Kennedy had

worried that Khrushchev might underestimate his determination

and present him with an ultimatum [on the Berlin problem] he

might have to reject. War might break out unless Khrushchev

modified his overconfidence, or someone did it for him." ^^

This, then, was the president's mental set when he learned on

October 16 that Khrushchev had been secretly putting missiles

into Cuba even while systematically deceiving him with false as-

surances. Recovering from the shock, the president realized at once

that the development he had long feared had now materialized,

though not in the guise he had expected and not with immediate

reference to Berlin. He realized, too, that — as he had expressed to

Wechsler earlier — the time had come when he had no choice but

to face "the supreme risk." Words alone would not suffice with

Khrushchev; "he has to see you move."

Almost intuitively, the president saw that in the dangerous situa-

tion created by Khrushchev's miscalculation the only chance of

getting the missiles out of Cuba without war lay in finding a way
of impressing Khrushchev, as never before, with his determination.

We may suppose that this perceived requirement contributed to

Kennedy's instinctive decision not to disclose his knowledge of the

missile deployment until he was ready to act and to seize the ini-

tiative. The same objective of correcting Khrushchev's image of

his weak determination, it is clear, entered into other decisions and
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judgments the president was called upon to make throughout the

crisis. It contributed, for example, to Kennedy's rejection of the

advice that he start not with the blockade but with a purely diplo-

matic approach to Khrushchev. If Kennedy gave serious thought

to the idea, noted above, of beginning the crisis by sending a

private ultimatum to Khrushchev, he also probably wondered

whether Khrushchev, still prone to question his determination,

might conclude he was only bluffing.

The point we wish to emphasize here is that, in addition to the

reasons already noted, the blockade option appealed to Kennedy

because it offered him a badly needed opportunity to correct

Khrushchev's misjudgment of his determination by means short of

more dangerous, irreversible military- actions. This was a tactical

objective of an essentially psychological nature.* For Kennedy it

was a necessary first step for achieving a peaceful and acceptable

resolution of the crisis. Therefore, it assumed a priority* of a special

kind in Kennedy's calculations. It helped shape his strategy and

tactics, both of which reflected a strong element of improvisation

to be sure but one that was guided by a search for means of im-

pressing Khrushchev with his strong motivation and by careful

attention to indications of whether or not this message was getting

through.

V. NEGOTIATIONS: THE IMPORTANCE OF TIMING

Having emphasized the importance to Kennedy of finding a way

of impressing Khrushchev with his determination, let us now

consider how this tactical requirement fitted into Kennedy's con-

ception of the role that negotiation would eventually play in

terminating the crisis. The president did not have a clearly de-

fined image of the negotiating phase of the crisis that lay before

him when he disclosed his knowledge of the missiles in Cuba and

announced the blockade; rather, his view of negotiation was dom-

inated by the conviction that he must impress Khrushchev with

his determination before entering into the process of bargaining.

The timing of negotiations was critical in this respect for, as the

* As Hugh Sidey puts it, Kennedy ordered the blockade of Cuba "not to

stop ships from bringing in missiles — that did not matter in the time which

the U.S. had to act — but as a device to send the message of our determina-

tion through clearlv to Nikita Khrushche\ ." Life magazine, November 22,

1968.
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president correctly perceived, if he tried to bargain with Khru-

shchev before correcting the Soviet leader's mistaken view of his

determination, Khrushchev's appetite and expectations might well

remain excessive and unrealistic. In that event either Kennedy

would have to pay too high a price to secure removal of the mis-

siles, or else the negotiations would become prolonged or break

down and the president would be forced to take further actions

that would risk war.

We must recall at this point our earlier remarks on the theory

and art of coercive diplomacy. In Chapter One we emphasized

that the feasibility of this strategy depends among other things on

whether one combines threats with positive inducements. The
addition of a ''carrot" may make possible something the ''stick"

cannot achieve by itself, unless it is a very formidable one. Thus,

a proper reading of Kennedy's success in coercing the Soviets to

\vithdraw their missiles from Cuba must call attention not only to

the president's threats but also to his willingness to give Khru-

shchev a substantial quid pro quo. Kennedy eventually offered not

only a conditional pledge not to invade Cuba but — as his

brother's posthumous account has now made clear — he also gave

Khrushchev a private assurance that the Jupiter missiles in Turkey

would be removed soon. (That Kennedy added the stipulation

that the Turkish missile bases could not be considered to be part

of the formal quid pro quo for settling the crisis substantially re-

duced but did not altogether eliminate their value as part of the

"carrot.")
*

It is clear that the "carrot" offered by Kennedy was a genuine

payment, not merely an inconsequential concession to permit

Khrushchev to save face. But it is also clear that this payment

would not have been sufficient by itself — that is, the "carrot"

alone without the "stick" — to induce Khrushchev to take the

missiles out.

Of course, Kennedy might have tried to buy his way out of the

* Not only were the United States Jupiter missiles in Turkey few in number
— far fewer than the number of missiles the Soviets deployed into Cuba — they

were also an obsolescent first-generation missile that President Kennedy had
already directed be dismantled and remo\ed. Abel, The Missile Crisis, pp.

189-190. It can be safely assumed the Soviets knew that the Jupiters were few

in number and of low quality-. Therefore, the value of Kennedy's concession in

removing them lay not in reducing the militan- threat to the Soviet Union
but in the political significance of offering them as an open payment for re-

moval of Soviet missiles from Cuba.
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crisis without making a serious effort at coercion. A careful read-

ing of the record, however, indicates that Kennedy was certain

that Khrushchev's price tag in that event would be too large. Ac-

cordingly. Kennedx relied on coercion to reduce substantialh his

part of the quid pro quo. He did not rely on coercion exclusively to

secure removal of the missiles. This point is critical both for

understanding Kennedy's strategy" and for tempering the tempta-

tion to misread the lessons of this case as supporting a simple-

minded and overly optimistic view of the utilit} and feasibilit}- of

coercion as an instrument of foreign poliqr.

It may come as a surprise e\en to those who have followed

closely the literature on the Cuban missile crisis if we assert that

from an early stage the president belie\ ed he would probably ha\ e

to pay a price to get the missiles out. Xot only the president him-

self but others within the ExCom as well belie\ed this. The

president's rejection of Adlai Ste\ enson's more explicit and more

extreme views regarding what the United States ought to be pre-

pared to contribute to a quid pro quo and the notoriety- that

Ste\ enson's \ie\vs achie\ed thereafter have obscured the fact that

others, too, entertained the belief that the United States might

have to, and ought to be willing to, make concessions in return for

the removal of the missiles. Even before Stevenson joined the late

afternoon meeting of the ExCom on Friday, October IS, "some-

one observed that the United States would ha\ e to pay a price to

get them out: perhaps we should throw in our now obsolescent

and vulnerable Jupiter missile bases in Turkey and Italy, whose

removal the Joint Congressional Committee on Atomic Energ\- as

well as the Secretary of Defense had recommended in 1961."^

The president gave an early hint of his view that a delay in the

timing of the offer of a quid pro quo was all-important. In the

ExCom planning session at which Stevenson outUned his thoughts

the president expressed the beUef that such talk of negotiating

formulas was "premature." Rather, the president wanted to concen-

trate in his signaling and communications to Khrushchev "on a

single issue — the enormit} of the introduction of the missiles and

the absolute necessity- for their removal." ^'

The president's awareness of the eventual necessity- of a t^\o-

sided quid pro quo was conveyed more expHcitly by his brother.

Schlesinger reports that after the president, Robert Kennedy,

Rusk, and others had finished going over the draft of the initial

speech on the crisis to be delivered h\ Ambassador Stevenson
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before the United Nations, "The Attorney General drew me aside

to say, 'we're counting on you to watch things in New York. . . .

We will have to make a deal at the end, but we must stand abso-

lutely firm now. Concessions must come at the end of negotia-

tionSy not at the beginning! " ^^

The need to avoid being drawn into serious bargaining until he

had impressed Khrushchev with his determination and developed

important bargaining assets remained with the president as the

crisis unfolded. We see this consideration at work when he and a

few advisers were going over a draft of the important October 22

speech. Discussion turned to the question of what the president

should say about negotiation in the speech. President Kennedy's

answer, Sorensen reports, was in effect, "Nothing that would tie

our hands, anything that would strengthen our stand." Further-

more, ''the President deleted from my [Sorensen's] original draft a

call for a summit meeting,'' preferring to state simply, in the words

of the speech as given, that "this nation is prepared to present

its case against the Soviet threat to peace, and our own proposals

for a peaceful world, at any time and in any forum . . .
—

without limiting our freedom of action!' ^^

Later on, when he became depressed and worried by signs that

the Russians were about to challenge the quarantine, the president

controlled his impulse to rush into negotiations prematurely. On
Tuesday evening, October 23, his brother relayed a private conver-

sation with the Soviet ambassador in which Dobrynin said he

knew of no change in instructions in Soviet vessels nearing the

blockade line and expected that they would attempt to go through

to Cuba. The president, evidently agitated at hearing this, spoke

at once about the possibility of arranging an immediate summit

with Khrushchev, "but finally dismissed the idea, concluding that

such a meeting would be useless until Khrushchev first accepted,

as a result of our deeds as well as our statements, the U.S. de-

termination in this matter. Before a summit took place, and it

should, the President wanted to have some cards in his own
hands." ^^

VI. IMPLEMENTATION OF THE BLOCKADE

During the three and a half days following his address of Monday,
October 22, the president's actions were dominated by the pri-

ority he gave to the requirements of careful crisis management.
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He was embarked on an effort to secure his objective, the removal

of the missiles, by means of coercive diplomacy. But the bite and

impact of this coercive strategv' were diluted by the priority Ken-

nedy gave to managing the crisis to avoid dangerous incidents.

Kennedy took one small step at a time; when he saw that would

not suffice he reluctantly took another step. There was, indeed, a

strong element of improvisation in Kennedy's effort to devise a

coercive strategy.

Missing, or only present in weak form, were two of the three

components of the stronger, ''ultimatum" variant of the strategy.

In seizing the initiative on October 22, Kennedv stated clearly

his demand for removal of the missiles. He also announced his

intention to impose a naval quarantine on vessels bringing offen-

sive weapons and related components to Cuba. But his speech of

October 22 was considerably \'aguer with respect to laying down
a time limit for compliance with his demand and threatening a

credible and potent punishment for non-compliance. These two

components of the classical ultimatum were hinted but not

sharply conveyed in Kennedy's opening speech. True, the president

did state that "these actions may only be the beginning," and he

emphasized that the quarantine and other actions he was an-

nouncing were ''initial steps." He added, "Should these offensive

military preparations continue, thus increasing the threat to the

hemisphere, further action will be justified. I have directed the

Armed Forces to prepare for all eventualities; and I trust that, in

the interest of both the Cuban people and the Soviet technicians

at the sites, the hazards to all concerned of continuing this threat

will be recognized."

Here we have a clear reference to the possibility of further esca-

lation and a veiled threat of an air strike against the missile sites.

But, at the same time, the notion of a time limit or sense of

urgency for compliance with the demand for removal of the

missiles is lacking. Moreover, Kennedy by no means threatened

that air action against the missile sites would be the next or even

an early step in his threatened escalation. Rather, a quite different

impression was given by his statement that the quarantine would

be extended, "if needed, to other types of cargo and carriers," thus

clearly implying a gradual, piecemeal escalation rather than an

abrupt jump to the air strike. This image of a prolonged, slowly

developing crisis could only be reinforced by the statement,

toward the end of the speech, intended particularly for American
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listeners but, of course, heard also by Soviet leaders that ''many

months of sacrifice and self-discipline lie ahead — months in which

both our patience and our will will be tested, months in which

many threats and denunciations will keep us aware of our

dangers."

Therefore, notwithstanding the clear hints and warnings of fur-

ther actions, including a possible air strike, included in the speech,

it fell far short of an ultimatum.* Moreover, there is nothing in

the record to indicate that Kennedy strengthened the speech by

coupling it with a private, informal ultimatum to Khrushchev, as

he was to do later in the case of his October 27 letter.

That the speech of October 22 did not go further in specifying

a time limit of some kind and a threat of punishment for non-

compliance, we may assume, was deliberate on Kennedy's part.

We have noted that there had been some discussion earlier in

ExCom of the possibility of giving a private ultimatum to Khru-

shchev and that this idea was discarded on the grounds that it was

impossible to implement properly as well as being risky. We also

know that on October 22 the president vetoed a passage in a draft

speech to be given by Stevenson at the United Nations that

explicitly threatened an American strike if the Soviet build-up in

Cuba continued .^^ t Kennedy's private letters to Khrushchev during

the week, so far as we know, contained no wording suggestive of

an ultimatum regarding the demand for removal of the missiles,

though in these private communications as well as in most of his

public statements on the issue Kennedy consistently portrayed this

matter to be urgent or as having priority over other matters. Also,

as the days passed, Kennedy and other administration spokesmen

repeatedly pointed out that work on the missile sites was still

proceeding.

Kennedy was undoubtedly right in believing that the tough, de-

termined opponent he faced would not be particularly impressed

by words alone but would be watching to see what Kennedy was

* We do not take up here other important aspects of the October 22

speech that do not bear on the points being made. Thus, for example, the

speech included a threat of massive retaliation against the Soviet Union if any

missiles were fired from Cuba against any country in the Western Hemisphere.
This was a deterrent threat, not directly employed to coerce Khrushchev into

removing the missiles. Kennedy did not repeat it during the crisis. Of course,

Kennedy's statement was also a bid for hemispheric solidarity.

t Schlesinger, who was present, adds that Kennedy implied or stated that

he preferred to leaxe the possibility of an American strike to Moscow's imagi-

nation.
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doing. Indeed, the president did a great deal, both before and after

his opening speech of October 22. He put into effect a full

strategic alert and conducted an unprecedented mobilization of

tactical forces poised for action in the Caribbean.

But much ^-2$ at stake for the So\iet Union, too, and it quicklv

became e\-ident that its leaders, though taken by surprise, were not

going to conduct a hast} retreat. They might have to take out the

missiles, but they would attempt to salvage as much as possible

from their Cuban venture. The time afforded them by Kennedy's

pradent approach to crisis management offered them useful op
portunities to exert counter-pressure against his stance, to test the

depth and scope of his determination, and to mobilize world

opinion roused by the danger of war to undermine and soften, if

possible, the American position. It became clear rather soon,

therefore, that the mere announcement of a blockade would not

suflBce and that its implementation would ha\e to play an im-

portant role in Kennedy's strategy-. His opponent would not cave

in merely because of the impressive build-up of United States

strategic and tactical forces. Wc must examine more closely, there-

fore, the way in which Kennedy chose to implement the blockade

and the effect this had on the So\iet government's beha\ior.

In the ExCom dehberations the blockade was favored as the

initial step, to be followed by others as necessar}-. As it turned out,

howe\"er, w hen Kennedy turned his attention to implementing the

blockade option he began his actions many rungs of the ladder

below the final act of blockade. WTiy he did so is important.

The president foresaw that the critical and most dangerous point

in the blockade scenario would be reached when American naval

vessels would be called upon to stop and inspect a SoN-iet vessel.

Unless one or the other side backed away from this confrontation,

or unless So\iet \essels bound for Cuba submitted to the United

States Nav}^'s procedures for boarding and inspecting, the con

frontation would result in a dangerous military clash.

WTule such a confrontation would indeed display United States

determination, Kennedy W3S mindful of its risks and shied away

from it. All accounts indicate that he thought it quite likely that

Khrushchev would feel himself obliged to retaliate, most likely by

some action against West Berlin. Accordingly, the president felt

it necessary- to give Khrushchev time to consider what he would do

and time to issue new orders to the captains of the vessels bound
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for Cuba. And he hoped desperately that something short of ac-

tually boarding and inspecting a Soviet vessel would suffice to

signal his determination sufficiently to persuade Khrushchev not

to attempt to force the blockade. What that lesser action might

be, and even whether a lesser action would suffice, remained to be

seen.

Kennedy inserted several discrete steps into his implementation

of the blockade to put off a direct, possibly fateful confrontation

on the high seas. As the Wohlstetters have observed, Kennedy's

behavior in this respect shows that "where the alternative is to be

ruled by events with such enormous consequences, the head of a

great state is likeh' to examine his acts of choice in crisis and

during it to subdivide these possible acts in ways that make it

feasible to continue exercising choice." ^^

The logic of . Kennedy's tactic of subdividing the blockade

option, we may add, grew out of his recognition that the possi-

bility for careful presidential control of the conflict would decline

rapidly once a military incident occurred. He was concerned

throughout the crisis that it would reach the dangerous point of

no return toward war; he spoke movingly of his fear that, as had

happened at the outset of World War I, the momentum of events

would at some point sweep aside efforts to maintain control of the

conflict. Accordingly, the president jealously safeguarded his op-

tions and withheld use of them as long as possible to avoid reach-

ing that dangerous threshold too soon and perhaps unnecessarily.

At the same time he was imaginative in subdividing one option

into several smaller ones so as to slow up the momentum of the

unfolding crisis and retain personal control of it. Ironically, the

desperate feeling that he was about to lose control over the mo-

mentum of events at the end of the week forced him to pass from

the careful ''try-and-see" approach to an ultimatum. Let us review

quickly the way in which Kennedy introduced the blockade in a

deliberately slow, piecemeal fashion.

In his speech of Monday, October 22, Kennedy announced his

intention to impose a quarantine. He waited until after obtaining

approval from the Organization of American States on Tuesday, to

issue the official proclamation of the quarantine. In turn, the proc-

lamation stated that the interdiction of vessels bound for Cuba
would begin on the following day, at 2 p.m. Greenwich time,

Wednesdav, October 24.
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Late Tuesday evening the president moved the original blockade

hne that stretched out 800 miles around Cuba back to 500 miles.

The circumstances and motivation for this decision are a revealing

example of the way in which political desiderata in crisis manage-

ment can dominate militan- considerations. Earlier in the evening

the president and his advisers had learned that an extraordinan-

number of coded messages had been sent to all the Russian ships

on their way to Cuba. "What they said," Robert Kennedy reported,

"we did not know then, nor do we know now." But it was clear

that the Soviet vessels as of that moment were still on a straight

course for Cuba. Information about the coded messages came to

Kennedy's attention some hours after he had received a private

letter from Khrushchev in which the Soviet leader asserted in un-

mistakable language that the Soviet Union would not observe the

blockade. Khrushchev added that the Soviet Union would not

give instructions to the captains of the vessels bound for Cuba to

obey the orders of American naval forces. To this he added the

threat that if any effort were made to interfere with Soviet ships,

"we would then be forced for our part to take measures which we

deem necessarv and adequate in order to protect our rights. For

this we have all that is necessar\ ." ^^ Khrushchev's threat was

similar to other efforts being made at this time by Soviet dip-

lomatic and military- personnel to convey a hard, "burned bridges"

Soviet posture vis-a-vis the blockade.^'

The president immediately composed a letter to Khrushchev

asking him to observe the quarantine and making it clear that the

United States did not wish to fire on Soviet vessels. Other deci-

sions then taken in the Tuesday evening meeting reveal the presi-

dent's heightening concern to find ways of reducing and controlling

the risks of an untoward incident. If a confrontation took place

with a vessel refusing to cooperate with the interdiction pro-

cedures, the navy was to shoot at the rudders and propellers of

the vessel in order to avoid loss of life or the sinking of the ship.

The ExCom also considered ways and means whereby vessels

clearly not carrying military' equipment might be let through with-

out being boarded and searched.

At the close of this ExCom meeting, the president sent his

brother to see Soviet Ambassador Dobrvnin, among other reasons

to find out the import of the coded messages of a few hours ago

from Moscow to the Russian vessels en route to Cuba. At the end
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of their conversation Robert Kennedy asked Dobrynin if the

Soviet vessels were going to go through to Cuba. Dobrynin replied

that that had been their instructions and he knew of no changes.^^

According to another account, Robert Kennedy reported back to

the president late that evening that Dobrynin had "seemed very

shaken, out of the picture and unaware of any instructions," and

that ''this meant the imposition of the quarantine the next day

might well bring a clash." ^^

Then British Ambassador Ormsby-Gore, a close friend of the

president who was present when Robert Kennedy relayed his

account of the conversation with Dobrynin, suggested that the

line of interception for the blockade might be shortened. Other-

wise an interception might take place within a few hours. ''Why

not give them more time," he asked, "to analyze their position?"

Thereupon the president, fearful that the Soviets were still moving

to confront the quarantine, called McNamara and shortened the

interdiction line to 500 miles.^^ This action was taken before the

quarantine was scheduled to go into effect the following day, il-

lustrating the recurring tension in crisis management between

political and military requirements for use and control of forces,

to which we called attention in Chapter One. The navy had

wanted the interdiction line 800 miles out from Cuba in order

to reduce the vulnerability of its warships to MIG's stationed on

Cuba. This military consideration gave way to the over-riding

political consideration though not, it is reported, without adding

to the tension between military and civilian chiefs in the Depart-

ment of Defense.^^

The next morning, Wednesday, the quarantine went into effect.

Tension immediately mounted in the ExCom as reports came in

that Russian vessels were approaching the blockade barrier. The

moment had arrived when the president could no longer find a

way of postponing further confrontation and the necessity of

impressing Khrushchev with his determination. "We either had to

intercept them or announce we were withdrawing," the president's

brother reported later.**^

As is well known, Khrushchev pulled back at the last moment.

At 10:25 A.M. a preliminary report indicated that some of the

Russian ships had stopped dead in the water. Shortly thereafter,

this report was confirmed and amplified. The twenty Russian ves-

sels closest to the interdiction barrier had stopped dead in the
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water or turned around.* Later that day it emerged that fourteen

of the Soviet ships had stopped or turned back. Most of those

continuing were tankers. One of them, the Bucharest, reached the

barrier during the day. After identifying itself it was allowed,

because it was a tanker, to pass without being boarded and in-

spected. This evidently followed from an instruction issued hur-

riedly by the president when he learned that some Soviet vessels

were turning back; he directed that no ships should be stopped or

intercepted for the time being in order to give them a further

opportunity to turn back. The president's decision was sharply

challenged by other ExCom members who felt that the Bucharest

should be stopped and boarded, so that Khrushchev would not be

misled as to the administration's intent and will. The president

postponed a final decision and ordered the Bucharest shadowed by

American warships after it had passed the quarantine line.^^

In the following days an East German passenger ship was al-

lowed to go through, again after strong arguments against doing so

within the administration; and finally on Friday morning, October

26, the first vessel was stopped and boarded. This vessel, the

Marucla, was carefully selected by the president for this purpose.

Since it was not a Soviet vessel but a Panamanian-owned, Lebanese-

registered vessel under Soviet charter, it could be stopped without

offering a direct affront to the Soviets. At the same time, by stop-

ping and searching a vessel carrying Soviet cargo the president

would demonstrate to Khrushchev that he was going to enforce

the quarantine fully.

But by Friday, when the Marucla was boarded, it had become

somewhat less urgent and certainly far less risky to stage this con-

frontation. For Khrushchev had already been impressed with

Kennedy's determination. The Soviet leader had stopped many of

his vessels that were bound for Guba — presumably those carrying

weapons. He had already accepted conditionally U Thant's first

proposal of Wednesday, October 24, coupling a "voluntary suspen-

sion of all arms shipments to Guba" with ''the voluntary suspen-

sion of the quarantine measures involving the searching of ships

bound for Guba."

U Thant's first proposal in effect clearly favored Khrushchev

* The significance of this Soviet action was not immediately evident. Some

of Kennedy's advisers thought that the So\iet ships were changing course or

waiting in order to join up with So\iet submarines before challenging the

blockade.
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since it would relax the blockade in return for suspension of

further arms shipments without any reference to those already in

Cuba. Thus, it would have hampered Kennedy in his effort to use

the blockade to increase pressure and a sense of urgency with

respect to his demand for removal of missiles already in Cuba. For

this reason it was quickly turned down by the president.

U Thant's first appeal of October 24 to Khrushchev contained

no reference at all to the importance of stopping work on the mis-

sile sites. Instead, U Thant directed such an appeal to Castro

simultaneously with his joint proposal to the United States and

Soviet leaders. Khrushchev's reply accepting U Thant's proposal

made no reference to the appeal to Castro or, indeed, to the con-

tinuation of work on the missile sites in Cuba.*

When the Marucla was boarded on Friday morning Khrushchev

had before him a new proposal from U Thant, received on the pre-

ceding day. In it the United Nations secretary general diluted his

first proposal in order to make it more acceptable to Kennedy.

U Thant now called upon Khrushchev ''to instruct the Soviet

ships already on their way to Cuba to stay away from the intercep-

tion area for a limited time only." In return, Kennedy was ''to do

everything possible to avoid direct confrontation with Soviet ships

in the next few days in order to minimize the risk of any un-

toward incident." In effect, U Thant's new proposal asked

Khrushchev to formalize and accept openly what he had already ac-

cepted in fact on Wednesday in the first dramatic turning point

of the crisis when he ordered Soviet vessels to turn back. Still,

Khrushchev's acceptance of the proposal would be of considerable

value for it would constitute Moscow's first formal acceptance of

the quarantine and offer some assurance against a resumption of a

direct Soviet challenge of the blockade.

U Thant's second proposal was valuable also because it offered

Khrushchev a quick face-saving formula for reducing embarrass-

* In the absence of a reply from Castro, U Thant renewed his appeal to

him on Friday, October 26, and requested an affirmative reply "very urgently."

Castro replied on the following day indicating he "would be prepared to

accept the compromises you request as efforts in favor of peace, provided that

at the same time, while negotiations are in progress, the United States Gov-
ernment desists from threats and aggressi\e actions against Cuba, including

the naval blockade of our country." (The relevant documents are reproduced

in Pachter, Collision Course, and also in David L. Larson, ed.. The ''Cuban

Crisis' of 1962: Selected Documents and Chronology [Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1963].) But by then, Khrushchev had already set into motion his

feelers regarding a quid pro quo for removal of the missiles.
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ment caused by the retreat forced upon him on the high seas by

Kennedy's determined application of the blockade the preceding

day. U Thant's constructive, well-timed second proposal may have

been influenced by United States diplomacy.* Certainly U TTiant's

second proposal received prompt attention and immediate accep-

tance by the president on the ven' same day it was made. And
Khrushchev accepted it the following day, Friday, October 26.

t

We have suggested that the boarding and inspection of the

Marucla on Friday was not the decisive point of the confrontation.

Let us consider in more detail now earlier actions that may have

impressed Khrushchev with the strength of Kennedv's determina-

tion and caused him to pull back vessels earning weapons to

Cuba. We can only speculate on the basis of available facts.

Despite disclosures regarding the events of \\^ednesday made by

United States sources on various occasions and, in particular by

Robert Kennedy in Thirteen Days, important details are still lack-

ing. It appears likely that the decisive action that convinced Khru-

shchev to pull back was the American navy's actions against Soviet

submarines that were leading and attempting to shield the mer-

chant vessels approaching the interdiction line.*^

On Tuesday Kennedy learned that Russian submarines were be-

ginning to operate in the Caribbean. ''The President ordered the

Navv to give the highest priority to tracking the submarines and

to put into effect the greatest possible safety measures to protect

our own aircraft carriers and other vessels." ^^ On \\
Wednesday

morning when two So\iet ships, the Gagarin and the Komilies,

were \\-ithin a few miles of the quarantine barrier, it was reported

that a Soviet submarine had moved into position between them.

Robert Kennedy's account of the response to this new threat is

revealing:

It had originally been planned to have a cruiser make the

first interception, but, because of the increased danger, it was

decided in the past few hours to send in an aircraft carrier,

supported bv helicopters, canying antisubmarine equipment,

* This h\pothesis is supported by Elie Abel's report that on Wednesday

night Undersecretan- of State Ball asked Stevenson to suggest to U Thant

that he issue an appeal to the Russians to stop their ships for a while. Steven-

son finally agreed, after a second call from Ball, to wake U Thant and to put

the time-buying proposition before him. Abel, The Missile Crisis, p. 138.

+ Knowledge of Khrushchev's acceptance of the second U Thant proposal

probably amved m Washington after the decision made ver>- early Friday

morning to board the Marucla.
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hovering overhead. Tlie carrier Essex w-as to signal the sub-

marine by sonar to surface and identih' itself. If it refused,

said Secretary' McNamara, depth charges with a small explo-

sive would be used until the submarine surfaced.**

Robert Kennedy does not report explicitly what then happened.

He implies that the submarine was forced to surface, but whether

depth charges were dropped is not clear. He further impHes that

action against the submarine or submarines preceded the turning

point already referred to, namely the turning back of the Soviet

vessels. Tlie United States Navy conrinued its harassment of the

Soviet submarines: ''All six Russian submarines then in the area or

moving toward Cuba from the Atlantic were followed and harassed,

and at one time or another, forced to surface in the presence of

U.S. military ships." "*' * Details are lacking as to the nature of the

harassment and the precise time at which these events, particularly

the important inirial encounter, took place.*^

Robert Kennedy does not explicitly say so, but it would appear

from his account that the president's quest for a means of im-

pressing Khrushchev with his determination was provided — rather

unexpectedly, it would seem — by United States naval harassment

of the Soviet submarines. This may well have impressed Khru-

shchev and his military- chieftains with Kennedy's willingness to

use his superiority in convenrional forces to enforce the blockade.

Of course the na\y's action against the Soviet submarines took

place in the context of a highly menacing build-up of United

States strategic and tactical forces.

If this interpretation regarding the significance of the navy's

action against the submarines is correct, it is ironic that the presi-

* Similarly in an early account of the Cuban missile crisis two journalists.

James Daniel and John G. Hubbell, reported that "the Russian subs were

'found' immediately. \Mierever the>- moved, the>- were followed. .\\»-are.

through their oun sonar devices, that the>- were being tracked on the surface,

cat-and-mouse fashion, the Russians could only go on as long as possible while

submerged, then prepare to come face to face with .\merican ^^•arshlps as the>'

surfaced to charge their batteries." Strike in the \X'esf (New York: Holt.

Rinehart and Winston. 1963), p. 1965. An article by Commander Andrew*-

J. X'alentine ( U.S.N. ). "R.\: Quarantine," US. Sa\al Institute Proceedings

(May 1963), u-as accomf)anied by a photograph of a United States Na\-y

CH 19-E helicopter ho\ering over a Large .\ttack Type Russian F Class sub-

marine during the Cuban quarantine operations. This information accom-

panied the photoeraph; there u-as no discussion of the subject m the article

itself. The Se^ York Times, November 10, 1962. also published a photograph

of a United States helicopter obser\ ing a Soviet submarine, which vrzs cruising

on the surface in Caribbean u-aters during the quarantine operations.
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dent wavered at the last minute and was inclined to avoid the

confrontation with the Soviet submarine on Wednesday morning.

*'Isn't there some way we can avoid having our first exchange with

a Russian submarine — almost anything but that?" McNamara
held the President firm. ''No, there's too much danger to our ships.

There is no alternative," said McNamara. ''Our commanders have

been instructed to avoid hostilities if at all possible, but this is

what we must be prepared for, and this is what we must expect." ^^

Some minutes later the preliminary report arrived stating that

some Russian ships had apparently stopped dead in the water.

In reflecting on this phase of the crisis it is worth observing that

the blockade, while initiated and implemented on a "try-and-see"

basis, always contained the latent threat of a de facto ultimatum .^^

Thus, Kennedy demanded that Khrushchev stop doing something

he was already doing, namely sending vessels with "offensive weap-

ons" to Cuba. In case of non-compliance with this demand, Ken-

nedy threatened to stop Soviet vessels and prevent those carrying

such cargo from proceeding. The other component of an ulti-

matum — a time limit for compliance — was less obvious, but also

present in the situation since the United States Navy interposed

itself between the Soviet vessels and Cuba. There need be no ex-

plicit time limit for compliance since the blockade was self-

enforcing in this respect. Not only was Khrushchev forced to

judge whether Kennedy was bluffing but, because of the structure

of the situation, he was forced to initiate risky actions — i.e. al-

lowing Soviet vessels to reach and attempt to pass the interception

line — in order to find out. As we have seen, Khrushchev made

some efforts to test and weaken Kennedy's resolution and to find

out whether Kennedy's threat was credible; but the Soviet leader

did not call Kennedy's bluff in the most direct and also the most

risky manner by attempting to send the vessels carrying "offensive

weapons" through the interception barrier. Perhaps, as we sug-

gested earlier, Kennedy's threat of preventing such vessels from

proceeding had gained the final necessary credibility in Khru-

shchev's eyes as a result of the harassment of Soviet submarines.

On the other hand, given the fragmentary information available,

we cannot exclude the possibility that the Soviet leaders would

have turned back these vessels even in the absence of the harass-

ment of their submarines.

Clearly, Khrushchev accepted the blockade and was presumably

impressed with Kennedy's determination. But most of the missiles
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were already in Cuba and the effort to bring them to operational

readiness was proceeding at a rapid pace. Would a continuation

of the blockade help coerce Khrushchev into removing them? Or
would Kennedy have to step up pressure in a more substantial

manner?

VII. FROM "TRY-AND-SEE" TO ULTIMATUM

The successful boarding of the Marucla notwithstanding, a feeling

of gloom began to settle over the ExCom on Friday morning, and

for good reason. Soviet acquiescence to the blockade did indeed

cut off the flow of missiles and related weapons to Cuba, but

United States intelligence reported that at least thirty MRBM's
were already in Cuba. (In fact, as was learned later, forty-two had

already arrived.). True, the blockade had enabled Kennedy to

really impress Khrushchev with his determination. This was an

important achievement that would contribute eventually to the

termination of the crisis, perhaps even more than Kennedy could

perceive on Friday morning. But the determination which Ken-

nedy had conveyed and the successful imposition of the blockade

still did not add up to the leverage needed to secure the president's

irreducible objective: the removal of the missiles. And every suc-

cessive intelligence report had indicated that work on the missile

sites was continuing at a rapid pace and that they would soon be

operational.

As seen by the president and his advisers, therefore, the situa-

tion on Friday morning was a most difficult one and would rapidly

get worse. Khrushchev was still in a position to gain the upper

hand without having to directly challenge the blockade. For three

and a half days, Kennedy had adhered faithfully to his conviction

that he must slow up events leading to a confrontation in order to

give Khrushchev time to reflect, time to reconsider and alter his

policy, time to issue new directives to his vessels approaching the

blockade line. Thereby, a possibly dangerous confrontation on the

high seas had been avoided. But the same time given Khrushchev

for this purpose had also enabled the Russians to rush the missiles

already in Cuba toward completion and to devise and put into

effect a counter-strategy for salvaging as many gains as possible.

Thus the president had paid a price — how large and serious it

would turn out to be no one yet knew — for his faithful adherence

thus far to prudent crisis management principles. He had know-
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ingly decided to do so a week earlier when in the ExCom planning

sessions he had listened carefully to the arguments against the

blockade option, accepted their validity, and decided nonetheless

that the blockade was preferable to the air strike. And since then

he and other members of the ExCom had seen the predicted dis-

adx-antages of the blockade option begin to materialize one by

one. Indeed, sober forecasts by ExCom of the blockade's chief

limitations and risks had been remarkably prescient. "At first there

had been vtry little support of a blockade," Sorensen recalls, for

"it appeared almost irrelevant to the problem of missiles. . . .

The greatest single drawback to the blockade was time. Instead of

presenting Khrushche\- and the world with a fait accompliy it

offered a prolonged and agonizing approach, uncertain in its effect,

indefinite in its duration, enabling the missiles to become opera-

tional, subjecting us to counter-threats from Khrushchev . . . and

in all these w^ys making more diflBcult a subsequent air strike if

the missiles remained." ^^ Nonetheless, the president had finally

chosen the blockade option because the disadvantages and risks

of the alternatives to it seemed even worse.

\Mien he announced his choice of the blockade to the ExCom,
the president striving to pull together the badly divided group,

had said half jokingly that those whose advice on what to do had

been rejected were the truly fortunate ones since they would be

able later to say they had been right! ^^ That time was at hand on

Friday, October 26, and even more so the following day. Now the

fact that e\en a successful blockade would not remove the missiles

from Cuba, and the additional fact that the Russians were rap-

idly bringing the missiles to a state of readiness reactivated the

powerful voices of the air strike advocates. Their arguments took

on new force and relevance that could not be turned aside so eas-

ily as before. TTieir pressure on Kennedy mounted with ever}' pass-

ing hour, with e\'er\ new disturbing development that Friday and

especially Saturday brought.

During these two days, as a matter of fact, two distinct phases

can be detected in Kennedy's response to the situation. On Friday

morning, when he began to tighten the screws, he distinctly con-

fined his actions to a "gradual increase in pressure." ^^ There is no

indication at this stage that the president was thinking of mo\ing

beyond gradual increase in pressure to an ultimatum. He ordered

more low-le\el flights and, significantly, as evidence of the gradual

escalation he had in mind at this stage he asked the State and
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Defense departments to prepare to add petroleum and lubricants

to the embargo list.

"But privately/' his brother reports, "the President was not san-

guine about the results of even these efforts. Each hour the situa-

tion grew steadily more serious." ^"* Recognizing this and looking

ahead to actions he might be forced to take, the president also

ordered the State Department to proceed with prepararions for a

"crash program" on civil government in Cuba after a United

States invasion.

On Friday, even while stepping up the pressure, the president

was srill tr\ing to retain some of his earlier allegiance to ultra-

prudent crisis management principles. Lincoln White, the State

Department press officer, went somewhat beyond his instructions

in threatening additional acrion by calling attention to that sen-

tence in the president's speech of October 22 which stated that

further acrion will be justified" if work on the missile sites did

not stop. This triggered headlines that an invasion was imminent.

Kennedy immediately rebuked WTiite and made his displeasure

known also to Rusk and others.* His major interest at this rime

was to communicate, which he did in various ways, the American

sense of urgency that work on the missile sites must stop ver\- soon.

But added to the signal that emerged, whether or not the presi-

dent fully intended it, was the widespread interpretation that the

United States could hold off its next step for no more than a few-

days. Wliilc members of the administration may have fostered

rumors and leaks to this effect, the president was not officially

committed thereby even though he may have instigated some of

these reports himself. Kennedy was moving toward a full-fledged

ultimatum, but he had still to formulate it explicitly and give it to

the So\iet government directly.

A step in this direction occurred when Rusk took advantage of

an unexpected opportunity- on Friday afternoon. John Scali, a

State Department correspondent, received a telephone call from

* An interesting indication that even at this stage in the crisis the president

en\isaged the possibilitv- that it might drag on for a considerable period is

contained in his rebuke to the State Department for White's press conference.

According to Sorensen. Kcnned\. p. "12. the president argued that "this v,tls

going to be a prolonged struggle . . . requiring caution, patience and as

httle public pressure on him as possible." But in the next t\vent>-four hours

the president joked about WTiite's unauthorized statement saving that it

may ha\e helped the So\iets reahze how urgent the situation really was.

Hilsman, To Sioxe a y*ation, p. 2H.
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Aleksander Fomin, a counselor at the Soviet Embassy, requesting

an immediate meeting. When they met shortly thereafter Fomin
urged Scali to find out whether the administration would be inter-

ested in a solution to the crisis whereby the Soviet government
would remove the missiles, with United Nations inspection, in

return for a public pledge by the United States not to invade

Cuba. Rusk, after discussion with other members of the ExCom
including the president, authorized Scali to reply that the United
States was interested, but that it was his [Scali's] ''impression"

that "time is very urgent." ^^

Khrushchev now resolved an important question the president

had not yet faced. Kennedy had refused, as we observed earlier, to

begin serious bargaining with Khrushchev over the terms of a

quid pro quo for ending the crisis until he had succeeded in im-

pressing the Soviet leader with his determination and accumulated

some bargaining assets. So far as can be established from available

materials, Kennedy had not developed a formula of his own for a

quid pro quo which he was holding back to introduce at the right

moment. The subject had not been discussed much in the ExCom
— indeed the president had actively discouraged discussion of

whether the United States should pay a price to secure voluntary

removal of the missiles. Lack of preparation on the subject is evi-

denced in accounts of ExCom's somewhat desperate last-minute

efforts on Saturday to consider how the Turkish bases might be

offered up as part of the quid pro quo.^^ Very conveniently for

Kennedy, Khrushchev took the initiative in signaling on Friday,

October 26, that the time for serious bargaining was at hand.*

Some time before Fomin's call to Scali at 1:30 p.m. — how much
before is critical for reconstructing and explaining more fully the

factors and events that influenced the Soviet decision, but this is

not known — Khrushchev evidently decided that it was time to

begin a serious exploration of how to bring the crisis to an end and

to find out how much he could hope to salvage out of it.

The interpretation advanced here is that Khrushchev opened

the bargaining without having made a firm decision to end the

* Khrushchev employed multiple channels for this purpose. At about the

same time that Fomin was talking to Scali, Schlesinger, A Thousand Days,

p. 827, reports, "in New York ... we heard that Zorin had advanced the

same proposal to U Thant, and that the Cubans at the UN were beginning to

hint to unaligned delegates that the bases might be dismantled and removed

if the United States would guarantee the territorial integrity of Cuba."
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crisis immediately and without a fixed view as to the terms of an

acceptable settlement. It is possible, as some commentators ha\'e

suggested, that Khrushchex's decision early on October 26, or even

on October 25, went beyond this, that he and his associates ''de-

cided that the game was up: the U.S.S.R. \\x)uld \ield." ^" Such

an interpretation, however, is too simple a post hoc explanation; it

reads back from Khrushchev's later actions that a clear-cut deci-

sion to \-ield must ha\ e been made earlier and it leaves out inter-

vening events. It also overlooks the possible imjjact on Soviet

policy of the increase in Kennedy's pressure on Friday and Satur-

dav. and it ignores the fact that work on the missile sites continued

while Khrushche\ opened the bargaining. This latter point — that

Khrushchev continued work on the missile sites — is critical. Evi-

dently, for the time being, Moscow preferred the bargaining ad-

vantages expected from bringing the missiles to a state of readiness

to the calming effect a cessation of work on the missile sites

would have imposed on Kennedy and the more haviteh of his

advisers.

Had Khrushchev's top prioritv been to de-fuse the danger that

the crisis might suddenly and uncontrollably erupt into war, he

had only to stop Mork on the niis:sile sites. For it was this, obvi-

ously, that was driving the president, otherwise reluctant to es-

calate, to increase pressure. Here was an option of considerable

potential utilitv to Khrushchev. At some point he could hav'C

stopped further work on the missile sites without beginmno to

dismantle them; and then, after waiting for the steam behind

Kennedy's momentum to dissipate, as it surely would have if

work on the missile sites stopped, he could have renewed the bar-

gaining in a more leisurely fashion in order to extract as high a

price as possible for an agreement to dismantle and remove the

missiles. Such a bargaining strategv would have capitalized more

effectively on the widespread support at the United Nations and

throughout the world for the proposal the Soviets finally unveiled

on Saturdav , October 27, for a swap of Turkish and Cuban bases.

Instead, the Soviet leaders, perhaps divided on this issue, chose to

couple this bid for a bigger pxay-off with a decision to continue

work on the missile sites, gambling that this would pressure Ken-

nedy to cave in and agree to remove his Jupiters from Turkey as

well as pledge himself not to invade Cuba.

Some indirect evidence indicates that the Soviet government

finallv decided to call off work on the missile sites, just when they
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were becoming operational,^® but without agreeing as yet to dis-

mantle and remove them. Khrushchev's letter of Sunday morning,

October 28, which accepted Kennedy's formula for removing the

missiles, contained a cnptic reference to ''earlier instructions on

the discontinuation of further work on weapons constructions

sites" in addition to which, Khrushchev added, he had now "given

a new order to dismantle the arms which you described as offen-

sive, and to crate and return them to the Soviet Union." It is pos-

sible, of course, that Khrushchev's reference to an earlier order was

contrived so as to present as a matter of his own decision what was

in fact forced upon him by Kennedy.

Available materials do not indicate that Khrushchev attempted

to bring such an earlier order to Kennedy's attention. Indeed,

none of the commentaries and analyses of the crisis that I am
familiar with have taken note of this passage in Khrushchev's let-

ter. If the Soviet government finally resorted to this option be-

cause it was suddenly impressed with the danger of an American

attack — before or after receiving Dobnnin's account of Kennedy's

ultimatum — then it had waited too long to put into effect the

attractive bargaining strategy described in the preceding para-

graphs. At this late stage Khrushchev could no longer be sure that

an offer to stop work on the missile sites would de-fuse the mo-

mentum of Kennedy's ultimatum.* We note, finally, without be-

ing able to clarify it, the possible link between Castro's belated

reply to U TTiant eadier on Saturday in which he conditionally

agreed to a cessation of work on the missiles, and Khrushchev's

reference to such an order as having been given in his letter to

Kennedy. Castro's acquiescence may have been considered as

desirable, if not necessary, before ordering work to stop on the

missile sites; but this in itself does not clarify the other compo-

nents of the Soviet decision.

Whatever Khrushchev's reasons for opening the bargaining on

Friday, it is likely that his initial calculations shifted in response

to new developments. It is also possible that disagreements divided

Soviet leaders so badly as the crisis intensified that they no longer

followed a consistent, well-integrated policy. Whatever the calcula-

tions of Soviet policy-makers, however, events themselves make

clear that two coercive processes were going on simultaneously on

Friday and Saturday, one in each direction. Tlie president was

* The details of Kennedy's ultimatum are presented below.
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stepping up pressure for getting the missiles out and was still try-

ing, as he had all week, to keep down the price he knew he would

probably have to pay as his contribution to an eventual quid pro

quo. At the same time, however, Soviet leaders were engaged in a

crash effort to blackmail Kennedy into paying as much as possible,

even while cooperating in the essential aspects of crisis manage-

ment in order to avoid war.

Before we turn to the often confused bargaining that occurred,

particularly on Saturday, we should make several additional ob-

servations. Earlier in the week, as various commentators have

noted, tacit cooperation in careful crisis management had devel-

oped between Kennedy and Khrushchev. Even while the Soviet

leader blustered and exerted pressure of his own in order to under-

mine Kennedy's resolve and his ability to implement a coercive

strategy, Khrushchev nonetheless also '\vent to great lengths to

guarantee the avoidance of a clash at sea. Submarines were not

used to interfere with the blockade and no attempt was made to

break it with surface vessels." Instead, he ''abided by the American

rules for the blockade and submitted to all the demands of the

American Navy." ^^

Once the confrontation on the high seas was safely accom-

plished, however, United States and Soviet cooperation in man-

aging the crisis began to break down on Friday as Kennedy

deliberately stepped up pressure and the Soviet government insisted

nonetheless on rushing the missile sites to completion. As a result,

the tempo of events speeded up and a startling lack of synchroni-

zation began to characterize the interaction between the two sides.

The context and meaning of certain possibly critical moves and

communications that one side was making became confusing to

the other. Deciphering the intentions and calculations behind the

specific moves of the opponent became difficult. We know that

Kennedy experienced this problem acutely and we have to assume

that his adversary felt the same unsettling phenomenon in Mos-

cow. There was real danger in this, but the disturbing sensation

that things were getting out of control and the mounting fear that

one side or the other might miscalculate was probably not without

value in helping to bring the crisis to a sudden halt on early Sun-

day morning.

United States policy-makers and those writing about the crisis

since then have found it difficult to explain the discrepancy be-

tween Khrushchev's more personal and more emotional private
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letter of Friday evening, in which he suggested removal of the

missiles in return for a pledge of non-invasion of Cuba, and the

more formal and composed letter which he issued publicly on Sat-

urday morning demanding that the United States remove its mis-

siles from Turkey as well. Various interpretations were entertained

at the time and have been offered since. One interpretation that

attracted considerable support initially is Henry Pachter's inge-

nious and plausibly argued thesis that Khrushchev's second letter

was written first but was delayed because of Soviet clearance pro-

cedures or because it was timed for release on Saturday morning in

order to secure maximum impact at the United Nations.^*^ Pachter

interprets Khrushchev's Friday night letter as being a hurried im-

provisation by a man who was responding desperately to growing

signs earlier in the day that Kennedy was getting ready for a major

escalation of the crisis. Consistent with Pachter's interpretation is

that the Friday night letter asked less of Kennedy by way of a

quid pro quo than did the Saturday morning letter. Presumably

Khrushchev made a quick decision to lower the price because he

feared that the situation was about to get out of hand. That the

Saturday letter was then issued, even though it was out of date,

can be explained variously: either Khrushchev and his aides ne-

glected to cancel the delayed release of the first letter or perhaps

the ''hawks" in the Kremlin insisted it, too, should go out.

Pachter's interpretation is weakened, however, when we consider

additional facts, not available to him when he wrote in 1963. Not

knowing of Fomin's approach to Scali early Friday afternoon and

similar Soviet initiatives in the United Nations corridors, Pachter

did not know that Khrushchev's Friday evening letter contained

essentially the same feelers that Fomin and Soviet diplomats had

unveiled earlier in the day before the burden of Kennedy's new

pressure was felt. Thus the decision to probe Kennedy's bargaining

position had been made much earlier, no later than Friday morn-

ing. The Friday night letter, then, was not as hurried and belated

an improvisation as Pachter believes and this, in turn, weakens the

thesis that Khrushchev suddenly wrote it on Friday night because

he was responding to signs during the day that Kennedy was get-

ting ready to escalate.

A slightly different interpretation holds, more simply, that the

hawks in the Kremlin, learning of and disapproving Khrushchev's

personal initiative of Friday night, overruled him and wrote a new

letter that demanded more. This thought occurred to members of



The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962 123

the ExCom at the time and was an additional source of confusion

and anxiety.^^

Still another interpretation, somewhat different from each of the

preceding, seems worth considering. Having learned from their

probe on Friday via the Fomin-Scali exchange that the president

was immediately willing to pledge the United States not to invade

Cuba in order to get the missiles out, Soviet leaders may have

decided to bargain harder in order to find out whether Kennedy

would be willing to contribute more than that to a quid pro quo.

The tactic of raising the price after an opponent has agreed to

your first proposition, in effect trying to get him to pay twice for

the concession made to him, is a familiar aspect of Soviet and

other negotiating styles. In any case, we can assume that upon

learning of Kennedy's immediately favorable response to their

first overture, Khrushchev and his colleagues wondered whether

the president was prepared to pay an even bigger price for removal

of the missiles. The more modest quid pro quo offered the presi-

dent on Friday could be expected — and perhaps was intended —
to calm down the pressure building up in the administration for

further escalation. Perhaps it was safe now to try to raise the price.

Was it so unlikely that the president would agree to throw in re-

moval of the obsolescent Jupiter bases in Turkey? There was, after

all, Walter Lippmann's article of Thursday, October 25, suggest-

ing that the president do so. Soviet leaders might well have

thought this was a trial balloon inspired by the more dovish mem-
bers of the administration and, additionally, they might have

noticed that the administration did not disassociate itself from

Lippmann's position.

Even before Lippmann's article appeared, the Soviet govern-

ment had been preparing the ground for a demand for a "sym-

metrical" trade of United States and Soviet overseas bases. Thus,

although the Soviet government had carefully refrained from

threatening action in Berlin in response to the blockade, it had

been exerting counter-pressure with regard to United States bases

in Turkey.* Removal of the Jupiter missiles from Turkey would

* As early as Tuesday, October 23, Soviet Defense Minister Malinosky, in

a conversation with a Western diplomat, had compared Cuba and Turkey.

In the middle of the week, according to unconfirmed sources, the Soviet

ambassador in Ankara had threatened annihilation of Turkish cities in case

the American bases there were not soon dismantled. On Friday the Red Army
paper. Red Star, referred to the idea of a trade of the Cuban and Turkish

bases. (Pachter, Collision Course, pp. 49-52.) The idea of such a base swap
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not constitute the large gains Khrushchev had expected when he
deployed missiles secretly into Cuba, but his problem now was to

salvage as much as he could. Besides, to force Kennedy into agree-

ing to remove the bases in Turkey would by no means constitute

an insignificant prize — not because of the military significance of

the Jupiters to either the United States or the Soviet Union but

because such a concession under duress would have damaging

political-diplomatic consequences for the American position in

NATO.
According to this interpretation, some of the disturbing Soviet

actions of Saturday constituted a deliberate increase of pressure

designed to motivate Kennedy to accept the latest base swap
proposal. A U-2 was shot down over Cuba; two other reconnais-

sance planes were shot at as they swooped low over the missile sites

Saturday morning; outside the quarantine line a single Soviet ship

detached itself from the others and headed for the blockade line.

In Washington these actions were interpreted, not surprisingly,

as grim indications that the Soviets had decided to test United

States determination. Some ExCom members reasoned that since

the Soviets must have realized shooting down U-2s would force

the United States to take direct action against the SAMs, ''their

action seemed to mean that they had decided on a showdown." ^^

There was speculation as to whether Khrushchev was still in

charge in the Kremlin, and contradictory speculation that Khru-

shchev was trying to extract a higher price. The president would

have to decide what to do next under the burden of considerable

uncertainty and confusion as to what was going on in the Kremlin.

Whether or not the shooting down of the U-2 was a calculated

part of Soviet bargaining strategy,* it served as the critical trigger

that pushed the president before the day was over into giving

Khrushchev a tacit ultimatum. ^"^ Kennedy withstood pressure from

had received sympathetic mention in the British press early in the week and
attracted widespread support in the United Nations where to many rep-

resentatives it appeared to be a natural and reasonable way to end the dreadful

danger of war.
* Other possibilities are that the U-2 was shot down by the Soviet SAM

crew on the initiative of local Soviet commanders in Cuba without authoriza-

tion from higher authorities, or that the timing of the incident was fortuitous,

with Soviet forces having orders to use the SAMs as soon as they became
operational. Hilsman, To Move a Nation, p. 183, states that the SAMS and

their associated radar nets did not become operational as a system until about

October 27, when the U-2 was shot down, or at most a day or two earlier.
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his advisers to put into effect contingency plans calling for a re-

taliatory air strike against one SAM site in Cuba, but it was clear

that the reconnaissance flights would have to continue and that if

another one were shot down he could not hold off a reprisal attack

against SAM sites. What would happen, thereafter, he feared

could lead to uncontrollable escalation.*^ An immediate effort to

end the crisis before it went out of control was necessary. Moti-

vated as never before — not merely by a desire to get the missiles

removed but by a desperate need to try to end the crisis before it

resulted in war — Kennedy was finally ready to give Khrushchev

an ultimatum.*

He accepted his brother's suggestion to reply to Khrushchev's

contradictory two letters by ignoring the Saturday morning de-

mand for an exchange of bases and "accepting" Khrushchev's

earlier suggestion of a quid pro quo linking removal of the missiles

with a United States pledge not to invade Cuba. Kennedy's formal

letter to Khrushchev did not hint at an ultimatum, though it con-

veyed a sense of urgency. The ultimatum was transmitted orally

by his brother when he gave the letter to Soviet Ambassador

Dobrynin in the early evening of Saturday, October 27. Robert

Kennedy summarized what he told Dobrynin: "We had to have a

commitment by tomorrow that those bases [missiles in Cuba]

would be removed. I was not giving them an ultimatum but a

statement of fact. He should understand that if they did not re-

move those bases, we would remove them. . . . Time was running

out. We had only a few more hours — we needed an answer im-

mediately from the Soviet Union. I said we must have it the next

day." «5

Thus, to his long-standing demand for removal of the missiles

the president had finally added the two missing elements of a

classical ultimatum — a time limit for compliance and a credible

threat of punishment for non-compliance. On the next day, Sun-

day, October 28, Khrushchev accepted Kennedy's formula — taken

from Khrushchev's feelers of the preceding Friday — for settling

the crisis. A few months later, on December 12, 1962, Khrushchev

* As Richard Smoke has noted (in a personal communication), Kennedy
was evidently led to escalate from try-and-see to ultimatum at this point quite

paradoxically by both coercive-diplomatic and crisis-managerial considerations.

This state of affairs is rather odd and unexpected since one expects that crisis-

management considerations normally encourage the more cautious try-and-see

strategy.
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defended his conduct of the Cuban venture in a major speech to

the Supreme Soviet. He did not mention or allude to an ultima-

tum per se. However, he did go very far toward indicating the

urgent pressure under which he had been placed:

In the morning of October 27 we received infomiation from
our Cuban comrades and from other sources which directly

stated that this attack would be carried out within the next

two or three days. We regarded the telegrams received as a

signal of utmost alarm, and this alarm was justified. Im-

mediate actions were required in order to prevent an attack

against Cuba and preserve the peace.^^

VIII. WHAT IF?

What would Kennedy have done if Khrushchev had not accepted

the ultimatum of Saturday, October 27? Would he have then or-

dered the air strike or would he have tried to find still other ways

of persuading Khrushchev to remove the missiles? While an an-

swer to this question is necessarily speculative, the available evi-

dence strongly suggests that the president would not have resorted

immediately to the air strike option.

Before we review the material bearing on this question, let us

recall that during the planning period an important spht had

emerged among members of the ExCom regarding the way in

which graduated escalation should be applied. Some felt that there

should be relatively few, if any, intermediate steps between the

blockade and an air strike. Others thought in terms of a series of

intervening steps or options which would permit the president to

increase pressure more gradually in the hope that at some point

short of an air strike Khrushchev would agree to remove the mis-

siles. A more finely graduated escalation appealed to them also

because it would enable the president to retain control over the

momentum of events for as long as possible.

Disagreement on this critical issue among Kennedy's advisers

during the ExCom planning sessions had not been resolved; rather,

it was set aside when Kennedy chose to start with the blockade

option. The issue was coming to the fore again at the end of the

week, however, for it was now clear that the partial success of the

blockade notwithstanding, more pressure would have to be applied

to get Khrushchev to remove his missiles. The issue was further
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sharpened by the possibility that continued SAM attacks against

United States reconnaissance planes flying over Cuba might force

the president to put into effect the contingency plan for retaliatory

attacks against the SAM sites which, in turn, could have set off an

escalatory spiral.

On Saturday afternoon and evening, even while the tacit ulti-

matum to Khrushchev was being planned and delivered, Sorensen

reports, ''the Executive Committee was somewhat heatedly dis-

cussing plans for the next step. . . . The POL [petroleum prod-

ucts] blockade, air-strike and invasion advocates differed over what

to do when." ^"^ Consistent with his earlier advocacy of the grad-

ual, slow approach to escalation, McNamara was now in favor of

tightening the blockade rather than going immediately to the air

strike. The secretary of defense later recalled that while the air

strike would have been ready to go in thirty hours, it "would not

have been my next recommendation. I had told Ros Gilpatric

[Deputy Secretary of Defense] that I would recommend deferring

the air-strike option. I would have added POL to the contraband

list and tightened the blockade instead." ^^ The next morning,

Sunday, McNamara rose early to draw up a list of "steps to take

short of invasion." ^^

The Joint Chiefs of Staff and others in ExCom who had fav-

ored the air strike earlier were now pressing the case for it with

renewed vigor.* Since the sense of urgency behind Kennedy's

pressure on Khrushchev had always been geared to the expectation

that the missiles would soon be operational, what the latest intelli-

gence estimates were saying on this critical question is quite rele-

vant. The information available on this point is fragmentary and

by no means provides the detailed picture we would like. On Fri-

day morning, October 26, the latest aerial photographs indicated

that the Russians were racing to put the missile sites into opera-

tion. "Time was running out," Elie Abel states in his account of

the ExCom meeting that morning. "In a matter of hours, the

Soviet missiles could be ready to fire. Some said the lesser danger

was to knock them out before they could threaten the United

States." "^^ Essentially the same intelligence picture was reported

to the ExCom the following morning, Saturday, October 27."^

* On Saturday night, Sorensen recalls, the president adjourned the ExCom
meeting "as the hawks began to dominate the discussion and to urge an im-

mediate air strike." (Theodore Sorensen, The Kennedy Legacy [New York:

Macmillan, 1969], p. 190.)
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Ho\vc\'er, Hilsman flatlv states that "all the MRBMs were opera-

tional by October ZS." the day on which Khrushchc%- agreed to

the president's formula."-

Indeed, if all or many of the missiles were thought to be opera-

tional on October 25. the question arises whether Kennedy would

have been inhibited thereafter from ordering an air strike out of

fear that some missiles would survive and be fired against American

cities. X'^arious other arguments against an air strike could also

hzve been raised at this juncture by those \v^o favored a tighten-

ing of the blockade. McNamara, for example, believed that the

fact that the So\iet air defense missiles (SAMs) were operational

made the air strike riskier than a tightening of the blockade. He
said. "I would rather have sunk a Russian ship than bombed the

missile sites." '^ Moreover, by this time intelligence had estab-

lished that the missile sites were guarded by Soviet ground combat

units equipped ^^ith tactical nuclear weapons. Under these circum-

stances an American air strike and invasion, as Hilsman remarks.

would have been awesome to contemplate.^*

Kennedy's advisers later ofiFered other predictions as to what he

would have done next had Khrashchev^ turned down the ulti-

matum or temporized. Robert Kennedy states that on Saturday

night neither the president nor he u'as optimistic as to Khru-

shchev's acceptance of the ultimatum they had just passed on to

him; rather, their expectation \\:as that events were moving to *'a

militan- showdo\Mi by Tuesday and possibly tomorrow." Yet, on

Sunday morning the attorney general took his daughters to a horse

show — hardly the action of a man who expected an important

decision to be made momentarily— where at 10:00 a.m. he re-

cei%ed a call from Secretaiy of State Rusk sa\ing that Khrushche\

had agreed to remove the missiles. As for Sorensen, in his judg-

ment the president "would not . . . have moved immediately to

either an air strike or an invasion; but the pressures for such a

mo\ e on the following Tuesday were rapidly and irresistibly grow-

ing."
'^

It is clear enough that at the Saturday night meeting of the

ExCom "no decisions were made, except to call up twent^-fou^

troop carrier squadrons of the Air Force Resene," which would be

needed if it became necessary- to invade Cuba."^ While this was

no bluff, as Elie Abel notes, and while the president was inching

toward such a decision, he had not \et made it, and he was still
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tning to keep his options open. The president did not himself

know what he would do next if Khnishche\ turned him down.

Probably much would ha\ e depended on the w:ay in which Khru-

shchev turned down or temporized over Kennedy's demand and on

what the president then concluded regarding the utiht} of further

bargaining. It is interesting to speculate, therefore, how the presi-

dent would have reacted had Khrushche\' announced that he had

stopped all work on the missile sites but that he would need a

more equitable quid pro quo which included the Turkish bases be-

fore he would agree to dismantle and remove his missiles.

Dean Acheson, a strong ad\ocate of the air strike, has stated

that the president was "phenomenally luck\" to have obtained the

removal of the missiles without an air strike. Elaborating, Acheson

refers to "the luck of Khrushche\'s befuddlement and loss of

nerve. . . . He went to pieces when the military confrontation

seemed ine\itable. But he need not have done so." Acheson adds

that his reading of Robert Kennedy's account of the crisis. Thir-

teen Days, "does not conWnce me that an attack would have been

ineWtable if Khrushche\' had 'played it cool.' " ^

Indeed, there is some uncertainty, as we have tried to indicate,

as to what the president would have done next if Khrushchev had

not obliged him. But the threat of an air strike and invasion was

not after all, a case of bluff, pure and simple. The preparations

had been made; and Kennedy had already managed to convey his

determination to Khrushchev by implementing the blockade.

Moreover, it is only by ignoring the fact that Kennedy did impro-

vise and apply a strong coercix e strategy on Saturday that Acheson

is able to arrive at his sweeping conclusion as to Kennedys "phe-

nomenal luck*' and Khrushchev's "befuddlement and loss of

nerve. ' Curiouslv, Acheson makes no mention of the ultimatum

transmitted to Khrushchex ; he fails to appreciate why the Soviet

leader w^ould find it necessarv to credit the ultimatum with suflS-

cient credibility: he passes over too lightly the risks Khrushchev

would have run had he rejected it; and he fails to consider that

Khrushchev received a meaningful quid pro quo and did not act

exclusively out of "befuddlement and loss of nerve." Good fortune

was not missing from the equation. But to regard Kennedy as hav-

ing been "phenomenally lucky" fails altogether to appreciate that

by Saturday night Kennedy had earned the remaining luck he

needed to persuade Khrushchev to pull out the missiles.
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IX. LESSONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Critics have chided Kennedy for going to the brink unnecessarily,

a judgment they feel justified since the missiles in Cuba did not

reverse the strategic balance in Russia's favor. Other critics, agree-

ing with the administration's judgment that the missiles were a

threat which had to be removed, have professed to believe that

Kennedy could have persuaded Khrushchev to remove the missiles

through quiet diplomacy without creating such a dangerous crisis.

Understandably appalled by the danger of war that Kennedy's

response to the missiles created, most critics have generally failed

to credit him for having withstood pressures to resort to military

action, for having refused advice to step up demands on Khru-

shchev once the latter began to retreat, for having been guided

throughout by a desire not merely to secure the removal of the

missiles but to do so in a way that would create a stepping stone

toward detente, serious arms control agreements, and a new form

of coexistence to replace the Cold War.
While it is still too early to judge whether the outcome of the

Cuban missile crisis marked a turning point in the Cold War, its

immediate consequences for Soviet-American relations were bene-

ficial. The crisis was hardly over before cautious cooperation in

seeking a more general relaxation of tensions emerged. As on ear-

lier occasions in history when one or both sides stepped back from

the brink of war,"^^ a detente quickly followed and policies that had

dangerously exacerbated the earlier conflict of interests were re-

examined. Within ten months of their dangerous brush with war,

the two leaders had cooperated in bringing about a partial test ban

treaty.

From his success in the Cuban crisis Kennedy obtained, there-

fore, not only the removal of the missiles but also an important

modification of the offensive thrust of Khrushchev's policies to-

ward the West. This is not the place to trace the important shift

in the priorities and operating objectives of Soviet foreign policy

following the Cuban crisis,"^^ but contrary to all indications prior

to the discovery of missiles in Cuba, including Khrushchev's own

intimations, the Soviet government did not resume pressure against

West Berlin. Nor have Khrushchev's successors returned to this

familiar Cold War battleground. At the very least Kennedy's han-

dling of the Cuban crisis gained an important, prolonged respite

in the dangerous clash over unresolved European issues. That bet-



The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962 131

ter use has not been made of this reprieve to deal constructively

with the requirements for creating a more stable world system can

be acknowledged and deplored without losing sight of Kennedy's

attempt to convert the Cuban missile crisis into an opportunity to

initiate meaningful steps in this direction.

Paradoxically, the most important lesson of Kennedy's success in

this crisis is that it is extremely difficult to apply coercive diplo-

macy effectively even when one possesses overall military superi-

ority and other advantages as well. I have chosen to stress this in

the preceding account of the crisis because I think it is important

to draw from historical experience a better understanding of the

practical difficulties of applying the theory of coercive diplomacy.

As we noted in the Introduction, the missile crisis was hardly

over when some members of the administration, including the

president himself, cautioned against the temptation to generalize

from its successful outcome. Inadequate and incomplete analysis

of the Cuban crisis, however, inevitably encouraged oversimplified

formulations of the theory and practice of coercion. On the side of

theory, neither those who participated in the administration's han-

dling of the crisis nor those who wrote about it subsequently

distinguished clearly between the try-and-see and the ultimatum

variants of the strategy, so evident in the evolution of Kennedy's

handling of the crisis. They directed attention, rather, to questions

such as the respective merits of rapid, large-step escalation against

a more gradual piecemeal increase in pressure. This was, as we

have described, a controversial issue among United States policy-

makers during the Cuban crisis, and it has remained controversial

since then. It erupted once more during the controversy over pol-

icy in the Vietnam War.

While the argument over gradual versus rapid escalation is also

important, it has not been related to the more fundamental dis-

tinction between the try-and-see and the ultimatum variants of

coercive diplomacy. Both the rapid, large-step and the gradual,

piecemeal types of escalation can be conducted in the try-and-see

manner, that is, without specifying a time limit for compliance

and a credible threat of punishment. Similarly, an initially cau-

tious piecemeal type of escalation can be converted into an ulti-

matum, as in the Cuban missile crisis, without actually engaging

in a rapid, large-step escalation. Hence, the strategy of coercive

diplomacy cannot be adequately described or discussed solely in
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the terms in which the argument over rapid versus piecemeal es-

calation has been conducted.

Some observers have incorrectly drawn support from the Cuban
missile crisis for a concept of this strategy that rests exclusively on

coercive threats. Their theory of coercive diplomacy makes no pro-

vision for the carrot as well as the stick. Or, to put it another way,

their theory envisages that one offers an opponent only face-saving

gestures on trivial or peripheral matters. Thus, they overlook the

possibility that coercive diplomacy in any given situation may be

facilitated by, if indeed it does not require, genuine concessions to

the opponent as part of a quid pro quo that secures one's essential

demands. Coercive diplomacy, therefore, must be distinguished

from pure coercion; it includes bargaining, negotiations, and com-

promise as well as coercive threats.

Some observers are overly impressed by Kennedy's success. Once
the president's attempt at coercive diplomacy succeeded, relieving

the acute anxieties the crisis had engendered — and still engenders

among those who read graphic accounts of it — his accomplish-

ment looked far easier than it had been in fact. Kennedy's success

was certainly spectacular. It was all too easy at the time and since

then to regard him as a masterful virtuoso who pulled just the

right strings to bring about Khrushchev's defeat — a heroic image

that the humility with which Kennedy spoke of his achievement

only succeeded in swelling further.

For such grateful admirers, Kennedy's handling of the crisis

quickly became, as Pachter says, **a feat whose technical elegance

compelled the professionals' admiration." Denis Healy, the British

Labour party expert on defense and a man noted for a critical atti-

tude toward United States foreign policy, exclaimed afterwards

that Kennedy's handHng of the crisis "could be cited as a model in

any text-book of diplomacy." One can only hope that the difficul-

ties Kennedy experienced in applying coercive diplomacy as well as

his ultimate success will be recorded in the textbooks. Even Khru-

shchev is supposed to have confided to a Western diplomat: ''Had

I been in the White House instead of the Kremlin, I would have

acted like Kennedy" — a compliment to the president, as Pachter

states, that was no doubt meant to reflect back favorably on the

speaker.^^

American experts with special policy axes to grind quickly passed

over the president's difficulties in making his strategy of coercive

diplomacy work. For them, the compelling need was not to reflect
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soberly on the problems that had beset Kennedy; rather, it was to

provide explanations for his success that would support their

favored positions on matters of doctrine and force posture. Advo-

cates of United States strategic nuclear superiority argued that it

had played the decisive role in forcing Khrushchev to back down.

Firm believers in the virtues of ample conventional military capa-

bilities, on the other hand, saw Khrushchev as having been check-

mated by the superior conventional capabilities the United States

had quickly mustered in the Caribbean. Nonpartisans in this dis-

pute exercised the wisdom of eclecticism by observing that Khru-

shchev had been squeezed between American strategic and local

superiority.

This competition in locating the basis for Kennedy's success in

one or another component of the United States military posture

obscured a much more significant point about the crisis: how diffi-

cult it had been for the president to utilize his combined strategic

and local superiority in order to find a way of imposing his will on

Khrushchev without going to war!

What then did the Cuban crisis reveal about the problems of

utilizing the strategy of coercive diplomacy? First, even when

strongly motivated a responsible leader will draw back from the

risks of giving an ultimatum to an opponent who is also strongly

motivated and commands formidable military capabilities of his

own. A leader must consider whether an ultimatum threat will be

credible; whether the recipient will regard it as a bluff and, if so,

whether the side that issued it will be prepared to demonstrate

otherwise; or whether the ultimatum will provoke the recipient

into seizing the initiative himself to engage in a major escalation

of the conflict.

Kennedy felt that he must first find a safe way to impress Khru-

shchev with his determination so that Khrushchev would believe

him if and when it became necessary to press harder to secure

removal of the missiles. He chose the blockade option as the vehi-

cle by which he would demonstrate his resolve and rid himself of

the image of weakness in Khrushchev's eyes. To achieve his impor-

tant tactical objective, Kennedy had to implement the blockade

with careful attention to the requirements of crisis management

lest the blockade measures provoke Khrushchev and lead to war.

One important policy dilemma revealed by the Cuban crisis was

that prudent crisis management generally tends to conflict with

the requirements for strong coercive diplomacy. As a result, the
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decision-maker may well end up — as Kennedy did during the first

part of the crisis — having to dilute the content and impact of his

attempt at coercive diplomacy. And yet, paradoxically, special crisis

management considerations toward the end of the week also

pushed the president into issuing an ultimatum!

The strategy of coercive diplomacy may require that at some
point in the crisis a sense of urgency be created for the opponent's

compliance. However, the practice of deliberately slowing up and
spacing out military actions, which crisis management requires,

may be difficult to reconcile with the need to generate the sense of

urgency for compliance. Another principle of crisis management,
giving the opponent enough time to receive and reflect on the sig-

nals directed toward him and to reconsider his policy and set into

motion the desired changes, also dilutes the necessary sense of

urgency and also inevitably carries with it the risk that the oppo-

nent will use that time in other ways. He may mount counter-

pressure to undermine the strateg)^ of coercive diplomacy directed

toward him, he may increase his own military preparations, or he

may even seize the military initiative. Crisis management consider-

ations dominated Kennedy's handling of the crisis in the first three

and a half days. Only several unusual developments in the situa-

tion — the fact that work on the missile sites was bringing them to

the point of operational readiness, which would have drastically

altered the bargaining context in Khrushchev's favor, and the fact

that a U-2 reconnaissance plane was shot down over Cuba, which

increased pressure on Kennedy to retaliate and thereby possibly

lose control over events — forced the president finally to summon
the nerve and determination to convert the try-and-see approach he

had been following into an ultimatum. Thus, although the theory

of coercive diplomacy mav emphasize the general advantages of

the ultimatum over the try-and-see approach, it is evidently not very

easy in practice to adopt the ultimatum variant of the strategy.

Moreover, since each approach may have advantages under diffi-

cult conditions, flexibility and timing may be all-important.

Another problem in utilizing the strategy of coercive diplomacy

concerns the difficulty of achieving optimum timing of negotia-

tions. Kennedy's task was to delay serious bargaining until he had

succeeded in impressing Khrushchev with his determination. If he

had entered negotiations prematurely, Kennedy would have been

at a serious bargaining disadvantage. In the Cuban case Kennedy

was successful in delaying the bargaining until he had forced
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Khrushchev to back down over the blockade and had accumulated

other important bargaining assets. Kennedy achieved this, more-

over, without having to pay a high price in terms of negative

domestic or international reactions to his delaying negotiations. In

other situations — for example, Vietnam — it is not so easy for the

president to delay serious bargaining in order to acquire negotiat-

ing assets without paying a heavy price.

Closely related to the need for a sense of urgency and the diffi-

culty of timing is the problem of impressing an opponent with the

strength of your motivation before subjecting him to the strong

form of coercive diplomacy. The Cuban crisis stands out as a case

in which a relatively small and carefully applied amount of force

— the blockade — when combined with the threat of additional

force — the ultimatum — sufficed to secure the objective without

major escalation or prolongation of the conflict. What helped the

strategy of coercive diplomacy succeed in this case was that the im-

plementation of the blockade and the United States Navy's harass-

ment of the Soviet submarines strongly impressed the opponent

with Kennedy's determination. This, together with the menacing

United States military build-up, very much strengthened the

credibility of the later threats Kennedy made when he passed the

ultimatum on to Khrushchev. But the initial actions taken in a

crisis, on which one hopes to build a strategy of coercive threats,

may not always signal strong determination to the opponent.

Rather, they may inadvertently and incorrectly signal timidity and

irresolution.

A fourth problem of utilizing coercive diplomacy concerns the

need to formulate the content of the carrot and stick so that it is

commensurate with the magnitude of the demand made on the

opponent. The task of coercive diplomacy can be relatively easy or

quite formidable, depending on what one demands of the op-

ponent and how strongly he is motivated not to do what is

asked of him. To employ the strategy of coercive diplomacy suc-

cessfully, therefore, necessitates finding a combination of carrot

and stick that will suffice to overcome the opponent's disinclina-

tion to yield. Wliat is demanded of the opponent, that is, must be

less unattractive to him than the threatened consequences if he

does not acquiesce. And if the threatened consequences are not

potent enough for this purpose, then concessions must be offered

to the opponent as well so that the combination of negative and

positive inducements directed toward him will outweigh the un-
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attractiveness of what is demanded. In the Cuban case Kennedy
was able to formulate a combined carrot and stick that neutralized

Khrushchev's initially strong motivation not to yield to the de-

mand that the missiles be removed. Indeed, as we have seen,

Khrushchev actually helped Kennedy to do this by initiating the

quid pro quo himself. In other circumstances and in other cases,

however, the opponent who is the target of coercive diplomacy

may not be so cooperative in helping to formulate a quid pro quo.

In that event, the United States may have great difficulty in

formulating a carrot and stick inducement that suffices to over-

come the opponent's strong reluctance to do what is demanded
of him before the United States threat to escalate is called and

American leaders are faced with the decision to act or back away

from their demand.

This suggests a fifth problem of utilizing coercive diplomacy.

Not merely the timing of negotiations but, more specifically, the

timing of the carrot and stick may be critical. An otherwise

serviceable and workable quid pro quo may be offered too late,

after one's military operations have hardened the opponent's de-

termination and made it more difficult for him to accept what is

demanded of him. Kennedy's timing, it turned out, was just right,

neither too early nor too late.

The question of timing, of course, calls attention to the im-

portance of skill in applying the strategy of coercive diplomacy.

We consider this problem in more detail in Chapter Five. Here it

will suffice to say that, judging by the results, Kennedy dealt with

the problems of the strategy of coercive diplomacy skillfully. But

there was no guarantee that he would and no way of predicting.

The results could easily have been otherwise. Besides, certain

underlying situational conditions favored skillful implementation

of the strategy of coercive diplomacy in this case. We have not

discussed these conditions explicitly in this chapter but will do so

in the final chapter after examining the Vietnam case, character-

ized by a more complex set of conditions that made the adoption

and skillful implementation of the strong variant of coercive

diplomacy more difficult.
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William E. Simons, Colonel, USAF

THE VIETNAM INTERVEiNTION,
1964-65

I. BACKGROUSD

On Februan' 7 and again on Februan- 11, 1965, aircraft from

United States carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin attacked military

targets in North \'ietnam in reprisal for Viet Cong assaults on

United States and South \'ietnamese installations. On Februan' 8

and 11, United States Air Force (USAF) aircraft based in South

Vietnam escorted South \'ietnamese Air Force (VNAF) strike

sorties on similar missions. During the weeks that followed, com-

mentators interpreted these events and related official statements

to mean that the objective of the United States was coercive; that

is, it was attempting to pressure the government in Hanoi into

abandoning its support of the insurgenc}' in South X'^ietnam. As

the tempo of the bombing increased during March and April — no

air strikes occurred between Februan 11 and March 2 — this inter-

This chapter has been adapted u-ith the pennission of the R-\ND Corpora-

tion from William E. Simons, Lt. Col., USAF, Coercion in Vietnam?

Memorandum RM 6016 PR (Santa Monica, Calif.: The R.\ND Corporation,

May 1969).
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pretation became commonplace as one of the explanations for

United States actions.

The pubhc record contains little conclusive evidence that this

coercive objective was, in fact, a major element of the administra-

tion's policy. Even if it had been, there were sound operational

and pohtical reasons why the president would not have openly

identified such an objective. Still, reports that factions within the

government were advocating military operations for this purpose

had appeared in the press on the occasion of every major policy

review since early in 1964.

The first suggestion that the government may have chosen such

a policy came in reaction to the announced rationale for the

second set of strikes on February 11. Official statements ac-

companying both of the reprisal actions used similar language:

they described the United States and South Vietnamese reprisals

as a **response'' to "provocations" directed from Hanoi and they

specifically described the triggering \^iet Cong actions as including

attacks on South \'ictnamese and United States installations. Still,

newspaper accounts stressed '"implications" in the second state-

ment that the rationale had changed somewhat. As one com-

mentator wTote, "It is at least implied that the policy might be to

respond with air action in North Vietnam to Viet Cong attacks

on South \^ietnamese militar\ and civil targets." ^ The accounts

claimed administration sources for some of their ideas, and spec-

ulation along this line \v^s undoubtedly encouraged by interviews

on February 9 with United States officials who advised that future

retaliatorv strikes would not necessarily be tied to attacks on

United States forces. Moreover, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were

reported as having advised the president that one-shot reprisal at-

tacks such as those following the attacks on United States

destrovers — in August 1964 — and on Pleiku had little value.-

Following the reprisals, these and other leaks gave rise to a

series of press analyses linking the most recent and the anticipated

air strikes to implied threats of extensive future damage to North

Vietnam if it refused to alter its policies. The remarks of Ambas-

sador Maxwell Taylor that "our objective is limited — namelv, to

oblige Hanoi, to persuade Hanoi, to desist in its efforts to main-

tain the insurgency" were significant. Explaining that the bombing

effects were primarilv psychological, he added, "The limited ac-

hons which we have taken have been deliberately planned, mod-
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erately sponsored, to suggest the possibility of other and bigger

forms of reactions." ^

This interpretive line received authoritative reinforcement on
February 17 when President Johnson appended to a speech on the

domestic economy a statement on Vietnam that said, ''We will

persist in the defense of freedom and our continuing actions will be

those that are made necessary by the continuing aggression of oth-

ers." ^ High-level government spokesmen frequently referred to this

remark in explaining United States policies, particularly with respect

to the pattern of more frequent bombing raids beginning in mid-

March. Its theme was made even more explicit in the State De-

partment white paper, released on February 27, which stated that

''the choice now between peace and continued and increasingly

destructive conflict is one for the authorities in Hanoi to make." ^

When the bombing was resumed three days later, this statement

served to confirm the view of many commentators that the admin-

istration had decided to force Hanoi, by military means, into a

decision to halt its sponsorship of the insurgency in the South.

To what extent was some attempt at coercion actually made dur-

ing the early months of 1965? Determining this is compHcated by

the lack of a single, commonly accepted model of political-military

coercion with which the record of United States decisions and

actions can be compared. It is also complicated because ad-

ministration policy-makers of the time have denied being guided

by any such theory. For example. Secretary of Defense Robert

McNamara stated, "We never believed, and we don't believe to-

day, that bombing of the North will drive the North Vietnamese

to the bargaining table or force them to cease their . . . sub-

version of the political institutions of the South." ^ However, ade-

quate evidence demonstrates that administration officials were

not unfamiliar with this kind of concept.

Throughout 1964, the possibility of using direct military means

— principally air strikes — to exert added pressure on Hanoi was a

frequent topic for public speculation. Statements by high-level

administration officials gave evidence that the government was at

least considering this possibility as an option."^ Some public ac-

counts even went so far as to identify various officials by name

as either favoring or opposing military actions against the North.

During the latter part of the year, leading officials perceived

that various forms of limited air attack offered increasingly in-

teresting possibilities for exerting pressure on the government in
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Hanoi. Not only would air attacks enable the United States to

pursue several different objectives, but they also appeared to pro-

vide psychological advantages. If employed in a steadily intensify-

ing manner, limited air attacks would signal to the opponent a

vivid threat of still more intensive attacks to come. Some officials

were reported to believe that such a threat might even deter

Hanoi's continued infiltration in support of the insurgency.^

Of course, the really critical factor affecting the possibility that

infiltration itself could be deterred — and that a coercive objective

could be successfully pursued — was the intensity of the North

Vietnamese government (DRV) resolve to continue its existing

policies toward South Vietnam. In 1964 no one could have known
the exact price that Hanoi would be willing to pay to achieve its

ends in the South. Still, some administration officials apparently

believed that the DRV would not risk losing its newly acquired

industrial capital in the North .^ Although members of the ad-

ministration generally conceded that compelling Hanoi to change

its policies could not be undertaken with high confidence of suc-

cess, nevertheless they had some interest in such an objective.

Whether or not a coercive objective was pursued in some form

within the government in 1965, the intellectual and strategic cli-

mate of the mid-1960s was certainly conducive to thinking about

the coercive possibilities of the limited use of force.* Conceptual

awareness in this regard derives from four broad patterns of experi-

ence, wholly or partially shared by the administration officials

involved in decision-making.

First, the force posture and strategy dialogues that had occu-

pied the Department of Defense since 1961 had made many
administration officials conversant with the general concept of

persuading or inducing an opponent to terminate a conflict on

terms favorable to the United States. They believed that in a

nuclear era characterized by an assumed mutual incentive to

limit the extent of warfare, the United States could achieve early

termination through coupling the specter of its massive destructive

capacity with carefully restrained application of a modest portion

of this capacity designed to demonstrate a resolve to come to the

defense of allies faced with aggression. Although this concept

originated with the discussions of nuclear strategy — the ''cities

in hostage" theme of the McNamara counterforce strategy — it

* See Chapter One, pp. 5-8.
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permeated many aspects of the New Frontier's ''flexible response"

philosophy. For example, it played a central role in the conven-

tional defense strateg}' developed for NATO.
Also, many administration officials and key foreign policy

advisors had great faith in — and Americans in general were be-

dazzled by — the technological, material, and intellectual resources

amassed by the United States and the margin of advantage w^hich

these presumably provided over other powers. This faith mani-

fested itself in various ways, not least of which was the apparently

high expectations associated with the clearly superior air and naval

power of the United States. Since 1951, the idea had permeated

United States defense thinking that America's technologically

superior air and naval forces coupled with well-trained indigenous

ground forces would provide an adequate deterrent to major re-

gional aggression. This idea was an important root for the New
Frontier's emphasis on counter-insurgency training and its exporta-

tion through the Military Assistance Advisory Group structure. As

late as 1965, Bill D. Moyers reports, there was an ''unspoken

assumption" that as soon as the United States indicated its

willingness to use its power "the other people would fold." He
quotes one civihan official as dismissing the suggestion that defeat-

ing the Viet Cong might take as long as it took the British to win

in Malaya with "We are not the British." ^^

Third, as Moyers and others have also suggested, officials of

the administration had been greatly encouraged and inspired with

confidence as a result of their experiences in the Cuban missile

crisis. Of paramount influence was the apparent success of their

efforts in that crisis. President Kennedy and his advisors, most

of whom still occupied key positions in 1964 and 1965, had co-

erced an infinitely more powerful enemy than North Vietnam

into backing down from a publicly aggressive posture. Moreover,

they had done it with the kind of means available for use in Viet-

nam, and they had developed a once-tested approach to the prob-

lem of coercive diplomacy. In essence, this approach consisted of:

(1) stating clear and simple demands regarding the opponent's

compliance behavior; (2) applying limited force and avoiding

incidents or clashes of arms that would provoke the opponent

into an impulsive military response; (3) conveying a threat of

punitive measures to follow in the event of the opponent's failure

to comply; (4) applying additional pressure on the opponent

through international diplomatic activity; (5) maintaining a grad-
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uated scale of options so as to preserve freedom of action for the

United States; and (6) being prepared to provide a public quid

pro quo in return for the opponent's compliance.^^

Finally complementing and serving to focus these more general

conceptual influences was the idea that external instigators and

supphers of insurgencies should be rendered vulnerable to direct

pressure as a legitimate means of coping with the insurgent

problem. Walt Whitman Rostow first made this idea public as

early as June 1961 in a speech to a Special Forces graduating class

at Fort Bragg. As head of the State Department's Policy Planning

Council, he is reported to have encouraged President Johnson to

adopt such an idea.^^ Early in March 1964, Newsweek attributed

to him a certain 'Tlan No. 6," which purported to call for a

series of graduated actions against North Vietnam, including

a blockade of Haiphong, PT-boat raids on coastal installations,

and air strikes, all of which were to end as soon as Hanoi called

off its support for the Viet Cong.^^ Similar proposals, emphasizing

the threat of further damage rather than the actual effects of im-

mediate actions, were attributed to Maxwell Taylor during the

autumn of 1964.^^

From such conceptual threads we can identify four actions that

officials in the administration quite probably would have thought

necessary at minimum if they had intended to coerce Hanoi.^^

These include:

1. Stating a demand that Hanoi stop aiding and directing the

insurgency in South Vietnam. ^^

2. Making limited use of air strikes against North Vietnam,

stressing their psychological and deterrent values rather than

their military and destructive effects.^^

3. Staging the military operations so as to give the impression of

steadily rising pressure which could conceivably culminate in

attacks on North Vietnam's urban industrial complex. If

United States demands were not complied with, urban tar-

gets would be held in hostage and exploited for their threat

potential, in line with the prevalent belief that the DRV
valued its economic and industrial achievements highly and

feared their loss.

4. Waging a campaign to document and exploit Hanoi's guilt as

instigator of the aggression against South Vietnam as a

means of enlisting international support for the correctness
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of the United States demands. Such support would then

serve to focus additional pressure against Hanoi in the

normal diplomatic and negotiating arenas.

Today, looking back upon the three-and-one-half-year period of

nearly continuous bombing, at times reaching levels of intensity

well beyond those indicated here, these actions may not seem cred-

ible as elements of a coercive process. The\- were, however, relevant

to the policy constraints of the time and, consequently, when
compared with the administration's behavior in the first few

months of 1965, they provide a fair test of its minimum coercive

intent. That is, if the administration had intended to coerce

Hanoi, it is fair to expect that it would have undertaken at least

those actions indicated. But before comparing these minimally

coercive actions with actual behavior, let us first consider more
carefully the political-mihtary context of the administration's de-

cisions.

II. THE CONTEXT FOR DIRECT
UNITED STATES INTERVENTION

Press reports throughout 1964 to the effect that air strikes were

being advocated within the United States government as a means

of persuading Hanoi to halt its support of the \'iet Cong in-

surgency gave ever}- indication of being reliable. Subsequent dis-

closures have corroborated that they were.^^ The Joint Chiefs of

Staff urged such measures on several occasions during 1964, and

several other officials endorsed the principle if not the particular

approach which the military- advisers fa\ored. On at least two

occasions during the last half of 1964, high-le\el strategy- sessions

considered the desirabilit}' of adopting such a policy. ^^ Both times

those present reaffirmed the reprisal precedent established after

North \^ietnamese attacks on United States destroyers in the Ton-

kin Gulf, but disapproved deliberate and systematic attacks on

North \^ietnam and set the idea aside for future reconsideration.

In addition to the general reluctance to extend military- involve-

ments imposed by the presidential election campaign, advisers

clearly perceived the uncertainty of obtaining even temporary- re-

duction of Hanoi's support for the \^iet Cong through limited

apphcations of force. On the other hand, they thought the use of

harsher measures would incur serious risks of reactions that could
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widen the conflict or otherwise damage United States interests.^

At the time of these assessments, certain perceptions of the

context for action in Southeast Asia were prevalent in the admin-

istration. There was considerable concern over the influence and

potential roles of Communist China in the \'ietnam conflict. For

example, assessments of "enemy" reactions often dealt with

Hanoi and Peking as if they worked in concert. Concern over a

Chinese military reaction in the event of direct United States in-

tervention was acute. Although the administration regarded North

\'ietnam as the principal actor on "the other side," it saw China's

role as significant and potentially dominant. It considered Peking,

not Hanoi, as the major benefactor should United States policies

and actions be discredited — particularly with respect to the

\-iabilit\ of Peking's professed doctrine of encouraging ''wars of

national liberation." -^

The administration also perceived a lack of public indignation

over Hanoi's involvement in the South \^ietnamese insurgency and

a lack of public feeling that something should be done about it.

Always sensiti\e to the vocal f>olicy critics who challenged govern-

ment claims of DRY duplicity' in the Viet Cong insurrection,

officials believed that a much larger segment of the United States

public was simply unconcerned about, or at least unconvinced of,

the part Hanoi was pla\ing.-- Moreover, in this respect they were

faced with a troublesome polic\ dilemma.

TTiough it asserted DR\' instigation and direction of the in-

surgency campaign during 1964, the United States government

was reluctant to document publicly its ample evidence. For ex-

ample, information indicating an increasing rate of infiltration

assembled several months earlier was not released until late in

January 1%5.-'^ Throughout most of the previous year the admin-

istration had seen the national interest as best ser\ed bv avoiding

a polarization of opinion regarding next steps, cither withdrawal

or bombing, to be taken in \^ietnam. As Philip Gevelin ex-plained,

officials had stressed publicly and privately that the insurrecHon

in the South was largely indigenous to South \'ietnam and that

most Viet Cong weapons came "from capture, purchase and

local manufacture." Thus, if properlv led and equipped. South

\^ietnamese forces should be able to cope with the military threat,

and abandoning resistance or extending the war outside South

\^ietnam ^^•as unnecessary. To begin now to emphasize the prob-

lems posed by the infiltration from the North — particularly before
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either United States policy regarding further measures had been

set or progress toward GVN stability had been assured —
threatened to increase the strength of those who urged solutions

at either extremity .^^

Several writers, Geyelin included, have chosen to link this

rationale with President Johnson's election strategy. In fact, the

administration's concerns transcended the election. They were also

entirely compatible with the then prevailing perceptions of the

GVN: that real security for South Vietnam depended on creating

a stable government and that organization of an effective cam-

paign to combat the insurgents would provide a necessary mo-

tivating force.

Although the administration regarded the political situation in

Saigon as dangerously unstable in the autumn of 1964, it hoped

that the civilian government under Premier Huong would estab-

lish increasingly effective control. It generally conceded that for

additional military pressures to have substantial effect, a non-

Communist government in Saigon would first have to demonstrate

genuine staying power. Consequently, United States efforts to

assist in that development were assigned highest priority.^^

These attitudes regarding Vietnamese trends, and the alterna-

tives available to help improve the situation, were apparently

formed under an assumption that the Soviet Union would continue

its hands off policy of the previous three years. Until late De-

cember and January large-scale Soviet assistance to North Vietnam

was not regarded as a significant potentiality in the developing

Southeast Asian problem.

By early February 1965, the context for any actions in Southeast

Asia had changed somewhat, and in ways that certainly had direct

impacts on United States calculations with respect to further inter-

vention. First, contrary to administration expectations, the political

situation in Saigon had become even more chaotic. Dissolution of

the civilian regime's High National Council by South Vietnam's

military leaders, in mid-December, was followed by a brief recon-

ciliation. However, toward the end of January, General Khanh

had again seized power in the wake of widespread Buddhist pro-

test demonstrations against both the Huong government and the

United States ambassador. Despite official statements conveying

calm resignation, Washington had little confidence that the new

military regime could be relied upon — even to continue in power,
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much less to cooperate with United States policies. In fact,

throughout much of January deeply concerned officials feared

that continued political upheaval in South Vietnam would lead to

eventual collapse of resistance to the Viet Cong insurgency .^^

Another development of considerable significance was the re-

emergence of the Soviet Union as an active participant in the

politics of Southeast Asia. Despite high-level United States con-

versations with Soviet diplomats, one of the apparent purposes of

which was to impress them with the seriousness of the United

States resolve to stand by the GVN in the face of North Viet-

namese aggression, Moscow agreed publicly to provide North Viet-

nam with military assistance. On several occasions during late

December and January, Soviet spokesmen repeated a pledge to

come to the aid of North Vietnam if the United States extended

the war to its territory. Moreover, these affirmations were made
at a time of public agreements with the Hanoi regime for trade

and greatly expanded Soviet economic aid and of much closer

working relations with South Vietnam's National Liberation

Front.2^ Although it marked a major reversal of public policies,

there was little doubt of the genuineness of the renewed Soviet

involvement, prompted largely by the struggle with the Chinese

for global leadership among Communist revolutionary factions.

Given such strong political motivation, and with a Peking-directed

spotlight focused on its every move, Moscow could not have been

expected to deviate substantially from its public pledge to support

North Vietnam in resisting United States pressures. Thereafter,

the administration was obliged to take into account more closely

the impact of its action upon Soviet policy.

One other factor that figured in United States calculations

early in 1965 was a growing concern on the part of many admin-

istration officials over the president's disinclination to respond to

direct Communist provocations against United States facilities

and personnel in South Vietnam. Following the Viet Cong at-

tacks on the air base at Bien Hoa (November 1, 1964) and again

on the Brink officers' billet in Saigon (December 24, 1964), the

United States had failed to retaliate. Moreover, the president had

decided against reprisal actions despite tacit acceptance of the

principle, as in the Tonkin Gulf, and public statements to the

effect that repetition of such behavior would not be tolerated.^^

Administration officials felt great concern over this apparent in-
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consistency between word and action lest the Communist gov-

ernments and the Asian alhes of the United States both come
to doubt our resolve to continue to resist aggression.

Thus, the political context of early 1965 hardly encouraged a

United States attempt to coerce the government of North Viet-

nam. On the one hand, strong motivation existed to take action

that would restore the credibility of United States declaratorv

policy to oppose Communist aggression in Southeast Asia. This

credibility would be essential if the administration expected to

use threats of further punishment to get Hanoi to alter its policies

toward South Vietnam. On the other hand, to carry out such

threats at that time appeared quite likely to bring the Soviet

Union more directly into public alignment with North Vietnam,

thus bolstering Hanoi's resistance to United States demands with

Soviet as well as with Chinese support. Moreover, aware that as

yet there was little support for substantially increasing the Amer-

ican commitment in Vietnam, the administration was hardly in a

position to insist that Hanoi comply promptly with its demands

under explicit threat of punitive action. Then, too, there was

little reason to expect mere threats to convince Hanoi of the

futility of its policies as long as political upheaval in Saigon pre-

vented effective GVN action to counter the insurgency engulfing

most of South Vietnam.

In addition to the political aspects of the possible intervention,

the administration also had to consider the military means

available to it. Beyond further increases in the United States ad-

visory function, what were its options? Conceivably, the admin-

istration could have sent ground forces to Indochina, either to aid

in combat operations against the Viet Cong or to relieve Army of

the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) units for such roles by taking

over the static defense of bases and of administrative capitals in

South Vietnam. It could have used air and naval forces in an

attempt to close off North Vietnam's major port facilities and

destroy its economic and industrial potential. It could have cred-

ibly threatened such actions by demonstrating its willingness to

strike or blockade such targets. It could have used air forces to

strike carefully limited targets in North Vietnam. Or could it, in

fact, have done all of these things?

President Johnson most certainly had no interest in January-

Februarv 1965 in sending United States ground combat forces into

Southeast Asia. On the contrarv, he would have wished to avoid
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this for good reasons. During his election campaign, the president

had taken a strong pubHc stand against such a course, proclaiming

repeatedly that he did not intend to send ''American boys to do

the fighting for Asian boys." ^^ He was very conscious of the strong

congressional opposition to such an alternative, expressed in the

hearings prior to passage of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, and more

recently during the January 1965 Senate debates on Asian pohcy.

Moreover, he was aware of the strong ''never again" sentiment

regarding large-scale land war commitments that resided within

the Joint Chiefs of StaflP.'^^ In fact, the president would have had

sufficient reasons to regard avoidance of the use of United States

ground forces in Vietnam as a major criterion for eventually set-

tling upon a policy alternative.

Thus, the only military options congenial to the administration

were different variants of air operations against North Vietnam.

But even among these, the choice was not as free as it may appear.

Before undertaking high-intensity air and naval operations against

North Vietnam, the administration quite probably would have

needed to feel that it enjoyed a large measure of domestic and

international support. However, in actuality, it was clearly troubled

that it lacked even a clear-cut public conviction of Hanoi's guilt.

Moreover, it was conscious that it had just received an overwhelm-

ing mandate based in part on its expressions of resolve not to

commit more American forces to an extended military involve-

ment in Asia. Tlius, at the beginning of 1965, it was faced with

a national emotional climate that encouraged caution — unlike

public opinion at the time of our discovery of Soviet missile sites

in Cuba.* The administration no doubt perceived that high-

intensity air and naval operations would risk the loss of much
public confidence.

International opinion likewise was less than encouraging for

bold action. The issue that the administration regarded as serious

enough to warrant the possible risk of war — the need to contain

the expansion of Chinese influence and revolutionary doctrine —
was believed in F.urope and in some Asian countries not to be at

stake in Vietnam. "^^ Therefore, the administration expected harsh

punitive measures against North Vietnam — for example, denying

* Even during the Cuban missile crisis, certain of the national leaders who
could expect to receixe public censure if their countermoves failed to halt

Son iet MRBM emplacement refused to risk military blows against Cuba that

might have damaged the American conscience.
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it the use of its ports — to cause a sharply adverse reaction inter-

nationally. A similar reaction was also foreseen in the event that

United States moves against the DR\* precipitated a significant

widening of the war — a possible outcome to be given careful

evaluation in view of the strong, public Soviet and Chinese com-

mitments to come to North \^ietnam's aid. Thus, a hea\y air and

naval campaign against North \'ietnam's economy and industry-

could concei\ably find the United States committed to a large-

scale conflict in Asia without the support of several of its allies.

As a result, in early 1965 the administration could onlv con-

sider two militar;- options as realistic or politicallv \iable. Both

involved demonstrative and somewhat limited air attacks, one

against high-value military- and industrial targets, presumablv

largely for punitive and threatening purposes, and the other

against more modest militar\- targets associated directly with the

infiltration into South \'ietnam. Being of a limited nature, both

offered the inherent advantage of being carried out by forces al-

readv deploved. Each could be ordered and executed promptly —
as a retaliation for another \'iet Cong provocation. Although

either of these would be less committing and less costlv than a

full-fledged air and na\al campaign, however, demonstrative at-

tacks on high-value targets carried political risks similar to those

inherent in a full-scale campaign. If the initial attacks failed to

bring about a satisfactory- response from Hanoi, pressure would

likelv be generated for keeping on \\-ith them, until the distinction

between the demonstrations and the full-fledged campaign be-

came blurred.

Of course, the results expected from limited demonstrative

attacks would be diflBcult to appraise. Such attacks gave little

promise of doing more than slowing down the military- infiltration

into South \'ietnam. NTilitari- advisers consistentlv cautioned that

significant damage to the flow of men and supplies could not be

achieved without "sustained and hea\-A- bombardment" of com-

munication routes and military- targets in North Xietnam.^^ \\^q

despite increased air operations against the infiltration routes in

Laos, it was evident bv late January that the flow of Communist

forces into that country had actually increased.
-"^"^ But a demonstra-

tive option could ser\e to either reassert the United States resolve

to continue its opposition to aggression in Southeast Asia, bolster

South \'ietnamese will to continue their resistance to the \'iet

Cong insurgenc}-, or show that North Vietnam would no longer
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be considered a sanctuary. Moreover, if applied in reprisal for

Communist provocations, demonstrative air strikes might con-

ceivably deter further acts like the Viet Cong attacks on United

States and South Vietnamese military installations.

Here again, limited attacks on the more modest targets ap-

peared to offer an additional advantage. Starting with modest

targets provided the opportunity for steadily increasing the in-

tensity of the attacks — implicitly posing the threat of more to

come — without encountering too early the political risks as-

sociated with higher-value targets. To avoid those political risks,

however, the administration could not afford to state an explicit

intention to intensify its attacks until it forced Hanoi's com-

pliance. At least, it could not permit this to be regarded as its sole

reason for actions that would constitute a major departure from

its current behavior.

At best, within the context of the political and military environ-

ment of early 1965, the administration must have perceived a

concerted attempt to coerce Hanoi as an action of potentially high

risks and costs. That is, the various constraints imbedded in the

political-military-diplomatic situation at this time virtually ex-

cluded the use of the strongest variants of coercive diplomacy. To
the extent coercive diplomacy was contemplated, only a "try-and-

see" variant could have appeared attractive.

III. THE NATURE AND INTENT OF DIRECT
UNITED STATES INTERVENTION IN VIETNAM

In view of the very visible risks and costs of any attempt to co-

erce the DRV in 1965, how can we explain the administration's

decisions to intervene directly in Vietnam with airpower, and

later with ground forces? Certain alternative hypotheses exist: the

administration regarded the coercive objective of pressuring Hanoi
to cease assistance to the Viet Cong as central to its actions and

employed measures which it believed would produce adequate

coercive effects; or the administration was determined to coerce

Hanoi but felt constrained by the context to limit itself to

measures which provided low confidence of producing the desired

results; or the administration hoped to coerce Hanoi but decided

to pursue other objectives as well; or the administration abandoned

hope of coercing Hanoi and sought to accomplish different

objectives.
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Actions and statements by the administration were consistent

at different times with one or another of these hypotheses, depend-

ing upon the particular phase of the intervention. Moreover,

statements — particularly unattributed statements — varied some-

what with respect to the hypotheses, depending on the officials

who issued them. These factors suggest that administration objec-

tives may have changed or assumed varying degrees of importance

at different times during the period examined, and that individual

officials may have had different understandings of what the objec-

tives were at any particular time. For analytical purposes, we will

create three successive chronological periods. Period one covers

roughly the first three weeks of February 1965; period two covers

approximately February 20 through March 20, 1965; and period

three runs from the end of March until the public commitment of

United States ground combat forces in July 1965.

1. Period One: Initiating Direct Military Intervention

The first acts of direct United States military intervention in the

war in Vietnam came on February 7 and 11, 1965, in reprisal for

Viet Cong attacks on United States and South Vietnamese in-

stallations. From the hmited nature of these initial United States

bombing attacks and from what is known of administration assess-

ments of Hanoi's likely responses to such attacks, evidently the

administration did not intend significant military results. There-

fore, the conclusion is that the actions were intended primarily to

convey a signal. What were these signals and to whom were they

being sent?

One obvious answer is that they were sent to the Communists
— in particular, the leaders of Red China and North Vietnam.

The DRV was certainly an intended recipient, and under the

circumstances of the intervention, the administration could have

had a variety of messages in mind. These messages could have in-

cluded: (1) U.S. forces could no longer be attacked without

reprisal; (2) continued aggression against South Vietnam could

be carried out only at a price; and (3) only a change of DRV
policy could avoid future destruction. Such mild action against

North Vietnam — especially in light of earlier air operations in

Laos — could have ser\^ed as a warning to China, to indicate that

the home territorv of those aiding the guerrillas in South Vietnam

would not be treated as a sanctuary. No doubt it was also intended

to emphasize that the United States was still actively involved in
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Vietnam on behalf of its ally, that it had not lost any of the

resolve to protect its interests in Southeast Asia that it had dem-

onstrated at the time of the Tonkin Gulf incident.

The latter message — applicable to Hanoi, Moscow, and Peking

alike — reflected a deepening administration concern. Throughout

the previous year, the United States had hewed carefully to a pol-

icy of assisting the South Vietnamese improve their own military

efforts by ostensibly limiting United States forces to advisory roles

and avoiding deeper, direct military involvement. In effect, the

United States government had made clear its unwillingness to

undertake operations appropriate for countering the kind of ag-

gression occurring in Vietnam. In December, after its well-publi-

cized strategy review session, it implied publicly that further

United States military contributions would be contingent upon a

substantial strengthening of South Vietnam's government opera-

tions.^^ Officials were apprehensive that United States policy dur-

ing the closing months of 1964, including the decisions not to

retaliate following Viet Cong attacks on the Bien Hoa base and

the Saigon billet, had been interpreted as a sign of flagging United

States will. Certain congressmen of both parties and leading spokes-

men for the Republican party publicly expressed similar concerns.^^

Clearly, if officials had any hope of forcing Hanoi to change its

policies, dispelling doubts about the resolve of the United States

would have been important, as in the early phase of the Cuban
missile crisis, for establishing the credibility of coercive signals.

However, if the administration wanted to signal strong resolve

to the North Vietnamese, it also wanted to convince others — in

particular the GVN and the South Vietnamese military — of its

intention to hold fast. During the first week of February, as the

president's assistant for national security affairs, McGeorge Bundy,

and other officials were departing on an undisclosed special mis-

sion to Saigon, there were well-informed reports of growing un-

easiness in Washington over the specter of a South Vietnamese

collapse.'^^ Pointedly, Bundy's first message to the GVN on Feb-

ruary 4 was a renewed pledge of continued United States support:

'The record of the last 25 years all around the world shows that

those who stand firm for their own freedom can be confident of

the strong and untiring support of the United States of America."

Later, he cited as one of three reasons for the United States policy

of bombing in the North the need to let the people and leaders

of South Vietnam know that we and they were striking back



160 William E. Simons

against the source of their troubles.^' Still another WTiite House
staff member at the time has confirmed that the president was

being advised that Saigon's morale could be revived only if the

United States assured the South \'ietnamese of its determination

to uphold its commitments to them by bombing militan- targets

in North Vietnam .^^

We can reasonably assume that the administration was sensitive

as well to the attitudes of neighboring governments in Laos, Thai-

land, and Malaysia. Caution in handling air operations in Laos

gave clear evidence of concern by the United States for the deli-

cate position of Premier Souvanna Phouma. The administration

was also well aware of Thailand's interest in assuring a firm

United States stand against the Communist threat in \'ietnam.'^^

Now, both governments were publicly identified by the Commu-
nists as targets for further guerrilla activity. United States officials

were also concerned about the threatened development of a

''Jakarta-Peking Axis" and saw Malaysia as a logical focus for ag-

gressi\e pressure from that source.'*'^ Consequently, all these gov-

ernments appear as logical audiences for demonstrations of a

United States resolve to strike back in the face of Communist

aggression.

The White House also could have wanted to convey a signal to

the American public. Spokesmen for the political right were be-

coming apprehensive that the administration might neglect the

goal of a non-Communist South Vietnam. The president's resis-

tance to their urging, and to that of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, of

retaliation for eadier \^iet Cong provocations was the basis for this

apprehension, and these spokesmen threatened to become in-

creasingly vocal in their opposition. On the other hand, the presi-

dent's reelection campaign — consciously inflating the image of

the president as a man of peace and restraint — encouraged some-

what those political leaders who wished to see the United States

pull back from its involvement in Southeast Asia. This group, too,

became increasingly vocal; Senator Church, later encouraged by

Senate Majorit\^ Leader Mansfield, proposed a policy shift in

support of the neutralization of all Southeast Asia, and Senator

Morse criticized the unilateral involvement of the United States in

South Vietnam's fight.^^ This group gained added strength in mid-

Januarv from angrv congressional reactions to news-senice dis-

closures of the use of U.S. aircraft in operations over Laos.^^

Given the rising sentiment for disengagement among the doves
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and increasing restivcness among the hawks, the president may

have believed that some sort of bold action was needed to reassert

the firmness of his perception of the national commitment. Tom
Wicker reported, for example, that immediately after becoming

president, Johnson told Ambassador Lodge and others, ''I am not

going to lose Vietnam. I am not going to be the President who

saw Southeast Asia go the way China went." ^'^ Similarly, many

months after the bombing began and sometime after United

States troops were fighting in South Vietnam, he remarked to

reporters, "I am not going to be the first American President to

lose a war." However, according to a number of journalists cover-

ing the White House, the Johnson style of dealing with dia-

metrically opposed political forces was to advance measures

designed to give a little to each, but to alienate neither."*^ Limited

attacks against North Vietnam, under circumstances that did not

constitute an abrupt departure from existing policy, satisfied these

criteria.

For several reasons then — or perhaps, more properly, for several

audiences — the administration had reason in February 1965 to

demonstrate its willingness to strike a blow directly against North

Vietnam. More than one White House observer has suggested

that one reason for the Bundy mission to Saigon on February 4

was to determine the capability of South Vietnam, under a new
government since January 27, to withstand possible responses to,

and to support, such new United States actions.^-^ Philip Geyelin,

citing a "high State Department oflBcial" as the source, states that

"the Johnson Administration had, by the first week of February,

made up its mind to expand the war." ^^

However, for both domestic and international political reasons

it would have to be done carefully. Premier Kosygin was visiting

Hanoi during the first week of February, presumably, among other

things, to test North Vietnamese interest in a Laos conference and

to establish the extent of new Soviet aid programs. Deliberate

actions against North Vietnam during his visit would have threat-

ened to damage whatever chances there were that the Soviet

Union would attempt to dampen tendencies within the DRV
leadership to escalate the conflict. In addition, by taking action

against the North, the administration would have appeared to

embrace too warmly the new military regime of General Khanh
at a time when it had already strongly endorsed the idea of a more

broadly based civilian regime in Saigon. Moreover, there was no
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guarantee that Khanh's militan' junta would last any longer than

its predecessor. At home, whatever actions were contemplated

would have to avoid encouraging more aggressive advocacy among
the hawks and avoid ruffling too abruptly the feathers of the

doves.

The Viet Cong attack on the United States compound at Pleiku

on Februan- 6 provided a suitable situation for military action that

would satisfy the operative political criteria. A master of political

timing, President Johnson was adept at taking controversial action

at times when the influence of his political opponents was weak-

ened by events. The Viet Cong provocation offered such a mo-

ment. It provided the administration with a clear political and

military justification for the reprisals that followed. It allowed

flexibility for developing the subsequent public United States

policy position, depending on such variables as enemy response

and public reactions. In some ways it was a repetition of the Ton-

kin Gulf incident under circumstances that did not expose the

United States to possible charges of deliberate staging.

The official statements that accompanied the reprisal strikes

were careful to link the events to the Tonkin Gulf precedent. Par-

ticularlv stressed through this association were the limited nature

and the appropriateness of the retaliatory acts. Thus, the White

House announcement stated:

Today's joint response was carefully limited to military areas

which are supplying men and amis for attacks in South

Vietnam. As in the case of the North Vietnamese attacks in

the Gulf of Tonkin last August, the response is appropriate

and fitting.^^

Ambassador Stevenson made the same point in his report to the

president of the United Nations Security Council. He emphasized

that such actions were justified as measures of self-defense against

the type of aggression faced by South Vietnam and in view of the

United States "public commitment" to assist in its defense.-**

Statements by officials also stressed what the administration be-

lieved to be the political significance of the attacks, and their com-

ments gave a clear indication of an immediate purpose for the

United States response. Ambassador Stevenson called the Viet

Cong attacks "politically timed ... to test the will of the Repub-

hc of \' ietnam and the United States to resist." At a press confer-
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ence the same day, Secretary McNamara and Undersecretary of

State George Ball made nearly identical comments on this point:

TTiis was a test of the will, a clear challenge to the political

purpose of both the United States and South Vietnamese

Governments. It was a test and challenge therefore which

we could not fail to respond to . . . without misleading

the North Vietnamese as to our intent and the strength of

our purpose to carry out that intent.^^

Thus, in some respects the reprisal strikes of February 7 — and

those by the South Vietnamese Air Force on February 8 — served

a rather specific, immediate purpose. They provided a means of

demonstrating the United States will to resist aggression against

its ally. Indeed, given the perceived deterioration in South Viet-

nam and the increasing doubts about United States policy, the

administration could not afford not to retaliate at this time — at

least, as McNamara stated, not "without misleading the North

Vietnamese." Of course, he could well have added, "and without

misleading the South Vietnamese, the Laotians, the Thais, and

our other Asian allies." Moreover, the reprisal for the Viet Cong
attacks could be carried out without committing the administra-

tion to any particular course of action in the future. The United

States government was careful to stress this in its public state-

ments, and in a special communication to the Soviet Union it

took pains to give assurances that its actions were nothing more

than a retaliation in kind.'''^ Because of the domestic and interna-

tional opposition to an expanded war, the United States could not

afford to react to this provocation with irreversible steps. Neither

could it afford to risk frightening the Communists into precipitate

counter-responses. For example, when a reporter attempted to fix

the limits of United States policy, Secretary McNamara was quite

emphatic in denying that administration responses should be in-

terpreted as a threat or ultimatum.'"'^ Tlius we see the requirements

of crisis management, described in Chapter One, operating in this

crisis.

Yet, his answer to an earlier question emphasized quite another

aspect of the recent United States behavior. Unlike the reprisals

for the attacks in the Tonkin Gulf, the secretary was careful not to

"characterize this as a tit-for-tat raid." Significantly, the actions

taken after Pleiku asserted a principle going beyond the precedent
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established in the retahation of the previous August. The United

States was responding again with a strike in North Vietnam, but

this time in retaliation not to a North Vietnamese attack in inter-

national waters but in answer to an attack by Viet Cong forces

inside South Vietnam.

Official statements were quite explicit in linking the Viet Cong
attacks to direction from Hanoi. Referring to the attacks as "a di-

rect provocation ordered and directed by the Hanoi regime/' a

White House announcement stated that they were part of ''a

more aggressive course of action" ordered from Hanoi ''against

both South Vietnamese and American installations.'' ^^ Secretary

McNamara explained that this conclusion was based on official

intelligence sources, which included documentation of the in-

creased infiltration of Communist manpower into South Vietnam.

This infiltration, which the White House statement asserted had

made the attacks possible, was given major attention by Ambassa-

dor Stevenson. Characterizing it as "a sustained attack for more

than six years across a frontier set by international agreement," he

related it to "a pattern of military operations directed, staffed, and

supplied in crucial respects from outside the country." This, he

charged, making specific reference to the Geneva agreements, was

a pattern, in short, of deliberate systematic and flagrant vio-

lations of international agreements by the regime in Hanoi

which signed them and which by all tenets of decency, law,

and civilized practice, is bound by their provisions .^"^

By these statements, the administration publicly linked its new
form of participation in the Vietnam conflict to the objective of

returning to the stipulations of the Geneva settlements. By impli-

cation, therefore, the bombing of North Vietnam was injected into

the contest of opposing pressures by which the political future of

Vietnam would be determined. True, Secretary McNamara had

rejected the idea of an ultimatum or threat and only barely hinted

that the United States would use bombardment to force a settle-

ment. Yet he planted the thought. In euphemistic terms, the

White House announcement — pointedly repeated by each of the

administration's spokesmen — affirmed that

we seek no wider war. Whether or not this course can be

maintained lies with the North Vietnamese aggressors. The

key to the situation remains the cessation of infiltration

from North Vietnam and the clear indication by the Hanoi
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regime that it is prepared to cease aggression against its

neighbors .^"^

In responses to reporters' questions McNamara and Ball sharp-

ened the language somewhat. Declining to speculate on the future,

the defense secretary stated, "Our actions will depend upon the

degree to which the North Vietnamese carry out previous inter-

national agreements." Referring to the reprisals, Mr. Ball expressed

hope that "as a consequence of this action," the North Vietnamese

would realize "that it is not in their interest to try to continue this

aggression." ^^

Thus, administration actions and statements after the attacks

near Pleiku at once projected an assurance of restrained behavior

and conveyed a menacing posture toward North Vietnam. In the

days that followed, the administration's behavior did little to

clarify the ambiguities in its public stance. On the morning follow-

ing his return from Saigon and his initial report to the president,

McGeorge Bundy spoke of the effect of the retaliatory raids in

pulling South Vietnamese and American officials together. He
emphasized, however, that such actions could not eliminate guer-

rilla attacks and were no substitute for improved military opera-

tions inside South Vietnam.^^ Following the air raid against North

Vietnamese targets by the Vietnamese Air Force on February 8,

administration officials released word of a White House decision

to hold off on any further strikes while it assessed Communist
reactions. The requirements of crisis management were once again

very much in evidence. One knowledgeable reporter stressed the

value of such a pause in reinforcing the message of restraint sent

earlier to the Soviet Union. At the same time, however, the presi-

dent and his advisors refused to rule out further retaliatory actions

or to define the circumstances that might precipitate them.^^ The
following day, officials elaborated on this theme as if to counteract

any overemphasis that may have been placed on the administra-

tion's restraint. TTie retaliations following the attack on Pleiku,

they said, should not be considered a precedent. Future counter-

strikes would not necessarily be limited to reprisals for attacks on

United States forces. These officials warned that retaliation might

be ordered for attacks on South Vietnamese units or "whenever it

is justified in our view." ^®

Newspaper accounts implied that government officials were not

all of one mind concerning how to exploit the Viet Cong provoca-
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tion or how strong a signal to communicate to Hanoi. Max
Frankel disclosed that the targets struck in two days of reprisal

attacks represented only a part of four areas that had been previ-

ously designated for simultaneous attack in the event of a provoca-

tion. Further, he reported that ''some military advisors" now
wanted to strike the other two.^^ Hanson Baldwin reported that

''the military/' apparently the Joint Chiefs of Staff, regarded "one-

shot attacks," such as the recent reprisals, as perhaps useful only

in warning against further Viet Cong assaults on United States

installations. To affect the course of the war, they felt that only

"a pattern of sustained and heavy bombardment of communica-
tion routes and military targets" would help.^^ Other accounts

reflected the concern of some officials that the United States

stance following Pleiku had in some ways limited its future op-

tions — that it had given the initiative and control to the enemy.

Now more than before, they apparently felt, any future challenge

from the Communists would have to be met with a response at

least as strong as before, a process which conceivably could lead

to the "wider war" the president wished to avoid. Moreover, they

argued, it flung back a "test of will" challenge which the Commu-
nists could scarcely refuse to accept, thus making any possibility of

soliciting help from Soviet moderating influences much more

difficult.61

Such were the circumstances when the Viet Cong struck the

American enlisted billet at Qui Nhon on the night of February

10. Following this apparent mockery of United States deterrent

warnings, the United States response was little different from that

of four days earlier. Nearly one hundred United States carrier-

based aircraft and twenty-eight Vietnamese fighter bombers struck

military barracks and training facilities in North Vietnam. This

raid involved almost twice as many United States aircraft as the

first, but the targets were quite similar and still roughly fifty miles

north of the 17th Parallel. As in the case of the first incident, the

White House announcement specified that the Viet Cong provo-

cations for which the reprisals were taken included attacks on both

South Vietnamese towns and installations and United States

facilities and personnel. It also mentioned terrorist activities and

Viet Cong attacks on South Vietnam's railroads, and implied that

these provocations had occurred over a period of three days

("since February 8"). However, the announcement was not ac-
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companied by further explanation or by any further statements

relating United States actions to broader policy implications.^^

This dearth of official comment regarding the policy on which

the United States was now embarked was to continue for nearly

two weeks. It gave rise to considerable speculation and statements

of concern in the press. Amid reports of "considerable pressure

from military leaders for permission to continue raids against

North Vietnam," there were statements attributed to "Adminis-

tration officials" insisting that the president had resisted these

demands. Tliese officials were reported as stressing that there was

still a "distinction between outright war against North Vietnam

and retaliatory air strikes." ^^ Other interpretations stressed the

political significance of the apparent United States decision to

deny sanctuary status to North Vietnam. One commentator asked

if it did not signal a major challenge to the Communists' global

strategy of "wars of national liberation," while others stressed its

more immediate suggestion that the DRV's prized industrial as-

sets would be equally vulnerable to attack if Hanoi continued to

encourage the insurgency in the South.^^ The latter view gained

considerable stature from Ambassador Taylor's apparently au-

thorized radio interviews, in which he stressed North Vietnam's

loss of a sanctuary and asserted a deliberate United States attempt

to "suggest the possibility" of more destructive actions.^^ Still

other accounts linked United States actions to a possible desire to

negotiate a settlement after first improving the United States bar-

gaining position. One related that "the Johnson Administration

was reliably reported" to be on the verge of announcing "that

while the United States favored peace and negotiations, the pre-

conditions for any talks must be a cease-fire by all sides." ^^ Still,

neither the president nor his immediate advisors had issued any

public statements to clarify the direction of United States pohcy

since the attack on Pleiku, and this fact received increasing atten-

tion from the news analysts as the weeks of February passed.^"^

The lack of clarity was regarded by many as deliberate, as it

became evident that a policy debate was under way among the

president's advisors. At issue in the reported discussions were (1)

the extent to which bombing raids should continue against North

Vietnam, (2) the possible reactions in Hanoi, Moscow, and Peking,

and (3) the appropriate position regarding a negotiated settle-

ment.^^ Different views on these issues were reportedly held even
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by different groups within the same department. In the latter part

of February, the president was under pressure from within his

administration to speak out and put speculation to rest. His speech

of February 17 before the National Industrial Conference Board,

wherein he said that ''our continuing actions will be those . . .

that are made necessary by the continuing aggression of others,"

was regarded as merely perpetuating the apprehension and the

confusion regarding his real intentions. Those who favored con-

tinuing the official silence based their position on a generally held

administration fear that premature references to a negotiated set-

tlement would undermine the anti-Communist resolve in South

Vietnam. Their arguments exploited the possibility that United

States ambiguity might give the Communist powers pause with-

out a need for further commitments and that, being unsure of the

United States position, Hanoi and Peking might be encouraged to

be more cautious and, perhaps, even to propose a more concilia-

tory solution. Those favoring a more forthright expression of the

administration's policy argued that

North Vietnam's control over the guerrillas in the South

should be demonstrated to the world; . . . delay dissipates

the political value of this month's air strikes and makes

them appear to be merely retaliatory. . . . Various Com-
munist governments as well as the Western allies and Amer-

ican people are confused, or even misled by silence and

speculation here, and . . . the rebels and their supporters

in fact and in appearance retain the initiative.^^

2. Period Tvc'o: Increasing the Pressure

The solidification of the administration's policy position occurred

almost simultaneously with the attempted coup d'etat in Saigon

on February 19. This event dramatized what some advisers and

commentators had warned against: that South Vietnam's sense of

national purpose would be subject to periodic erosion unless the

United States undertook a more sustained demonstration of its

intent to make North Vietnam bear a greater cost for its role in

the war. The earlier and purely retaliatory strikes had apparently

had some salutary, if temporary, effect on Saigon's morale. More-

over, other developments had crystallized in a manner favorable to

more resolute United States behavior.

In the last week of February both the climate of United States

public opinion and military events in South Vietnam were com-
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patible with a less ambiguous posture on the part of the adminis-

tration. On February 22, a Harris opinion poll indicated that 83

per cent of those surveyed supported the president in ordering the

retahatory bombings and that attitudes regarding further bombing

depended heavily on the degree of risk of Chinese intervention

imposed by the nature of the raids. Although 75 per cent favored

eventual negotiations, a clear majority of these saw the necessity of

waiting until the position of the United States and South Vietnam

became stronger and South Vietnam became more secure."*' On
the previous day, the United States Information Agency had re-

leased the results of its survey of foreign editorial reactions to the

United States air strikes, which indicated a generally sympathetic

attitude. Only in France, Pakistan, and in the predictably hostile

nations of Africa and the Arab world was editorial opinion

strongly opposed.'^

Meanwhile, the series of attacks which had provoked the United

States reprisals were being viewed as having a strategic significance.

The Viet Cong assaults on Pleiku and their several attacks in

Binh Dinh Province had apparently been part of a pattern of

actions enabling Communist forces to control a strip of territory

which, in effect, would cut South Vietnam in half.'^ While not

representing an immediate threat, the move portended ominous

consequences if the Communists could use their new holdings as a

base for expanded operations against government control in cen-

tral Vietnam. This potentiality was given emphasis by the dis-

covery near Tuy Hoa on February 19 of an arms cache containing

4,000 weapons and about one million rounds of ammunition

manufactured in China, the Soviet Union, and several Communist
nations in Eastern Europe. Apparently off-loaded from a camou-

flaged North X^ietnamese ship that had recently been detected and

sunk, the discovery provided dramatic public evidence that large

quantities of military supplies continued to flow to the Viet Cong
under Hanoi's direction in direct support of a coordinated plan of

operations against South Vietnam. "^^

The administration's new public posture was given form through

State Department statements on February 25 and 27. On the

former occasion. Secretary Rusk reiterated the United States

charge that North Vietnam had disregarded the Geneva agree-

ments of 1954 and 1962 and continued to wage "a systematic cam-

paign of terror and guerrilla action aimed at the overthrow of the

Government of South Vietnam and the imposition b\ force of a
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Communist regime." He promised "a full and up-to-date summary
of the evidence" to support these charges in a "very few days." He
went on to convey a coercive threat by drawing particular atten-

tion to President Johnson's statement of a week earlier that it was

the purpose of the United States ''to join in the defense and pro-

tection of freedom" of the South Vietnamese people against the

attack directed "from outside their country." And that ''our con-

tinuing actions" would be ''fitting and adequate," as made neces-

sary by "the continuing aggression of others." For the first time,

he linked this warning with a listing of formal congressional and

executive pledges of the United States intention to resist aggres-

sion in Southeast Asia. In it he made detailed reference to the

August 1964 resolution, "as the President determines, to take all

necessary steps, including the use of armed force, to assist any

member or protocol state [i.e.. South Vietnam] of the Southeast

Asia Collective Defense Treaty." "^^

Two days later, the promised summary of infiltration evidence

was released to the public. A State Department White Paper pre-

sented a variety of historical and current documentation — includ-

ing that of the recent massive arms capture — describing the

extent of North Vietnam's role in aiding and directing the guer-

rilla war against the government of South Vietnam. The docu-

ment assessed the evidence as indicating that this role, and the

pressure it exerted on South Vietnam, was increasing in the face

of greater efforts by South Vietnam, with help from its allies, to

resist. Stressing that both the governments of South Vietnam and

of the United States had in the past hoped to cope with the

aggression "within South Vietnam itself," the White Paper evalu-

ated Hanoi's response as "apparently interpret [ing] U.S. restraint

as indicating lack of will." It went on to state that "clearly the

restraint of the past was not providing adequately" for South Viet-

nam's defense, and that, "therefore, air strikes have been made" in

a "limited response fitted to the aggression that produced them."

It then asserted a thinly veiled coercive threat:

Until the regime in Hanoi decides to halt its intervention in

the South, or until effective steps are taken to maintain

peace and security in the area, the governments of South

Vietnam and the United States will continue necessary

measures of defense against the Communist armed aggres-

sion coming from North Vietnam.
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TTie choice now between peace and continued and increas-

ingly destructive conflict is one for the authorities in Hanoi

to makeJ^

As correctly interpreted in the press, the administration had

presented a public justification for exerting greater pressures on

the Communists and had threatened the DRV with increasing

destruction if it did not halt its aggressive policies. The pressures

took many forms. In South Vietnam, the arrival of the earliest

contingent of 2,000 South Korean engineer troops dramatized

South Vietnamese, and United States', efforts to enlist increased

international assistance in the struggle to contain the insurgency.

On February 26, Secretary McNamara announced that previ-

ously approved, but long delayed, plans to expand South Viet-

nam's army by 100,000 would be carried out, but he would not

confirm intentions announced in Saigon to send more United

States ground troops to advise this additional force. Two days ear-

lier, the Saigon Embassy had confirmed that United States jets

had been employed "at the request of the Government of South

Vietnam" in air strikes against Viet Cong troop concentrations in

Binh Dinh province and had been used in similar operations **on

a number of occasions during the past week." Later, a State De-

partment spokesman linked the actions with the congressional

resolution of August 1964, in language quite similar to that used

by Secretary Rusk on February 25.'^^

Air action against North Vietnam did not occur until March 2.

However, on March 1, Jack Langguth reported from Saigon that

"qualified American sources" claimed that a mission had been

scheduled for the previous Friday — February 26, the day before

the release of the White Paper — but that it had been cancelled

due to bad weather. "^^ The raids that were carried out were the

largest yet, involving nearly 130 United States and Vietnamese

air force aircraft in strikes against the Quang Khe naval base and

an ammunition storage depot at Xom Bang. The official White
House announcement of these attacks stated that they represented

"no change" in policy. Press Secretary George Reedy linked them

specifically to President Johnson's statement of February 17 — con-

tinuing actions in response to continuing aggression — which had

been given a more pointed context by Mr. Rusk on February 25.

Despite official portrayal of these raids as representing no depar-

ture from past policies, their real significance did not go unnoticed.
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Observers particularly noticed that officials carefully refrained from

linking the strikes, as in the past, to specific enemy provocations.

Reporting that "official spokesmen . . . allowed the inference

that [the raids] would continue as long as North Vietnam con-

tinued to support and supply" the Viet Cong, Max Frankel also

described these spokesmen as acknowledging in private that the

raids ''represented a major tactical change and a form of stepping

up the war in Vietnam." According to these views, the administra-

tion hoped to elicit a decision from Hanoi to avoid further raids

by curtailing its infiltration of men and supplies into South Viet-

nam, a decision that could be communicated either ''by formal

agreement or tacit understanding." However, the administration

declined to make its objectives explicit so as not to provoke the

Communists into responding with an escalation of their own.*^^

Indeed, it took special pains as it had in the past to assure the

Soviet Union of its desire to avoid wider war in Southeast Asia,

but it reportedly emphasized that it was "determined to take what-

ever measures it considered necessary" to stop the continuing

aggression. "^^

Many accounts stressed the primarily political and diplomatic

impact intended for the raids, but some also called attention to a

degree of ambiguity regarding the outcomes expected by the admin-

istration. United States officials in both Saigon and Washington

reportedly understood that the administration's purpose was to

improve the opportunities for negotiating a reasonable settlement

of the Vietnam question. According to Peter Grose, an "official

estimate" in Saigon assumed that "it might take two or three

months" of similar air attacks to bring this about. However, just

what action Hanoi could take to get the United States to call off

the attacks and move to the negotiating table had not been made

clear. By implication only, the attacks would continue as long as

Hanoi persisted in supporting Viet Cong actions, but there was

no sense of urgency communicated regarding Hanoi's compliance.

The only enemy steps called for by United States spokesmen had

been for Hanoi to indicate that it was "prepared to stop doing

what it is doing to its neighbors." Furthermore, the government's

tough insistence on what would be, in effect, a cease-fire before

negotiations was contrary to the nature of guerrilla warfare. Robert

Kleiman suggested as a more productive tack that "the level of

military activity on both sides could be reduced progressively while

a settlement is worked out." ^^
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One reason implied for what were characterized as unclear dip-

lomatic signals was that the president reluctantly had derived the

administration's position himself, piecing it together from alterna-

tives debated among his advisors. Different accounts reported that

the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been urging the president to approve

a sustained campaign of air strikes long before his decision, but

that they doubted the effectiveness of sporadic attacks.^^ Another

account reported a proposal for unacknowledged, small-scale air

strikes, to be accompanied by a diplomatic initiative, that had

apparently lost out in the debate. However, since the ''planned"

attacks for which Saigon officials were reportedly alerted in mid-

February bore some similarities to those in the proposal, the

account speculated on the current status of what it called the ''diplo-

matic track." ^2 Since the new administration position was appar-

ently the result of an ad hoc weighting of such different patterns

of advice, it is possible that the United States diplomatic tactics

had not yet been fully determined.

Another explanation for the lack of clear signals regarding nego-

tiations may have been the widely recognized lack of a favorable

bargaining position for the United States. Both the administration

and Congress had been troubled by this lack since early in the year,

and several newspaper accounts referred to it in their appraisals of

the government's public posture in late February.^^ Apparently,

the public was also aware of it. Louis Harris reported that in his

survey of February 22, 75 per cent of the interviewees favored a

negotiated settlement as the ultimate objective, although most of

them recognized the need to delay until the negotiations could

be conducted from a position of strength. Accordingly, by insisting

on what would amount to a cease-fire before talks could begin, the

administration sought to discourage negotiations until it could

achieve a position of strength.

Its immediate motivations were quite* apparent. In the wake of

the initial reprisal against North Vietnam, the pressures for nego-

tiations intensified. On February 10, French President de Gaulle

renewed his plea for an end to all foreign intervention in South

Vietnam and for settlement of the Vietnam question through

negotiations. In a matter of days, similar appeals were voiced by

the Government of India and by the United Nations secretary gen-

eral. Within the United States, as the intra-administration policy

debate continued, public debate on the subject of negotiations also

intensified. United States Senate moderates Church and McGov-
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ern joined the already outspoken critics of administration policy,

senators Gruening and Morse, in advocating prompt efforts on be-

half of negotiations, while Senate Majority Leader Mansfield, on
at least one occasion, urged the administration to consider the

possibility of neutralizing Southeast Asia through a negotiated

settlement.^* Liberal senators McCarthy, Nelson, and Young also

expressed misgivings about the prevailing policy and, along with

McGovern and Church, became the focal point of a special White
House effort to explain it. As columnists Evans and Novak have

argued

:

TTie Senate only reflected the larger political spectrum. Al-

though previous concern over Washington's support of Sai-

gon had been pretty much limited to the far left, now it

spread into the volatile, vital liberal wing of the Democratic

Party.

All this could not be ignored by Johnson as he had ignored

Morse and Gruening.^^

Still another explanation for the administration's apparent lack

of interest in negotiations may have been indicated by the interest-

ing undercurrents following the return of Soviet Premier Kosygin

from Hanoi. Aside from negotiating a defensive arms and eco-

nomic aid agreement, the purpose of his visit had been unclear

from the start. The American press cited two broader political

possibilities: that the Soviet Union was moving to preempt Chi-

nese influence in Hanoi, perhaps even by mediating a settlement

that would serve to remove the United States peaceably, but in a

face-saving manner, from Vietnam; and that the Soviet Union had

concluded that the Chinese were correct in their dictum that

"wars of national liberation" did not threaten serious escalation

and wished to renew their links with the revolutionary factions in

Hanoi, believing that the United States had become resigned to

failure in Vietnam.^^

Kosygin's return touched off conflicting reports from Moscow
concerning Soviet interest in encouraging a negotiated settlement.

According to one interpretation, both Tass and Pravda were cau-

tiously dropping hints of Soviet favor for new negotiations regard-

ing Vietnam, Another account cautioned against over-optimism

regarding Soviet policies, arguing that the Kremlin regarded nego-

tiations as premature and that Kosygin was believed to have urged

Hanoi's leaders to hold their course but to avoid provoking a wider
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war.^'^ TTie views of Soviet intentions contain a split that corre-

sponded roughly to that characterizing differing opinions on the

proper course for United States policy.

A series of authoritative reports from Great Britain, however,

indicated that the Soviet Union was indeed seeking an active role

in a peaceful settlement. Moscow was reported as passing word to

the British government on two separate occasions during the week

of February 15, that it wished to see Southeast Asia rid of the

specter of Chinese-inspired guerrilla warfare and that it wanted to

resume informally its role as co-chairman of the Geneva confer-

ence. According to this same account, British Prime Minister

Harold Wilson was so encouraged by this expression of interest

that he sought clarification from the Johnson administration as to

the kind of settlement it would regard as acceptable.^^ Later, Wil-

son stated publicly that his government was "actively engaged in

diplomatic consultations of a confidential nature: to seek a basis

for peacefully settling the Vietnam conflict." The ''consultations"

were somewhat less active than the statement implied, reportedly

consisting mainly of a series of diplomatic notes passed in Mos-

cow, which attempted to determine the extent to which the

Soviets were prepared to go in reviving the Geneva machinery.^^

Finally, on February 23, the Soviet government publicly declared

its support for a negotiated settlement through reconvening the

Geneva conference on Indochina (the position advocated by Presi-

dent de Gaulle of France). Still, it was not clear how strongly the

Russians, in their co-chairman role, were prepared to urge Hanoi's

cooperation or whether they were prepared to undertake discus-

sions to seek agreement on mutually acceptable preconditions.

Public sources do not make clear the extent to which the United

States administration encouraged exploratory peace efforts on the

part of the Geneva co-chairmen, or embraced such explorations as

part of its policy. Clearly, United States spokesmen were careful

not to relate the American position to the diplomatic initiatives.

On the day that Soviet support for a reconvened Geneva confer-

ence was announced. United States officials stated that the British

and other foreign governments had made inquiries in Washington
to determine United States attitudes on prospects for a settlement

in Vietnam. The State Department acknowledged that "a full

account of the situation [in Vietnam] and our views" were given

to these governments but said little more. As observed by more

than one reporter, the administration wanted to eschew any ap-
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pearance of sanctioning a conference on \^ietnam in order to avoid

the risk of demoralization within South Vietnam.^^

WTiatever its reasons, the administration's tough line on a nego-

tiated settlement was stated repeatedly bv Secretan- Rusk in late

Februan- and early March. In his Februan- 25 news conference, he

referred often to Hanoi's willingness ''to stop doing what it is

doing" to South Vietnam and Laos as ''the missing piece" in the

question of negotiations. In effect, the United States was insisting

that North \^ietnam indicate its readiness to halt its direction and

support of the guerrilla wars as a precondition for a negotiated

settlement. Under questioning, the secretary- declined to specif}'

what the United States would regard as evidence of this readiness,

sanng that "we would find it out ver\' shortly on the ground, as

well as through any diplomatic channel." On March 4, he repeated

these affirmations in a pubhc address in New York, including the

earlier statement that "a negotiation aimed at the acceptance or

the confirmation of aggression is not possible." Mr. Rusk empha-

sized these same points again, on March 7, over CBS television.

He declined, however, to make the United States demands spe-

cific. ^^^len asked if the United States position meant that the

North \^ietnamese would have to stop supplying the \'iet Cong
before the United States would begin talks, he stated:

I am not getting into the details of what are called precon-

ditions, because we are not at that point— we are not at

that point, .\lmost ever\- postwar negotiation that has man-

aged to settle in some fashion some difficult and dangerous

question has been preceded by some private indication be-

hind the scenes that such a negotiation might be possible.

Tliat is missing here— that is missing here.^^

The administration's position included more than the view that

its own participation in negotiations did not seem useful at the

time. It also attempted to discourage certain other governments

from pushing the issue and, particularly, from holding out to the

Communist powers hope of obtaining concessions through a nego-

tiated settlement. On February 20, after three days of broad-

ranging discussions in Washington, administration officials were

reported as rebuffing an offer from French Foreign Minister

Couve de Mur\ille to attempt an accommodation of United States

and Chinese differences on negotiations. During his stay, the

French minister attempted to persuade United States officials that

I
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they could gain advantages from accepting a peaceful neutraliza-

tion settlement before the conflict in Southeast Asia intensified.^^

On March 6, Secretary Rusk urged that the members of NATO
support current efforts to defeat Communist aggression in South-

east Asia. "Above all," he cautioned, "they should do nothing to

encourage aggressors to believe that aggression will be allowed to

succeed on the ground or to reap a reward at the conference

table." »3

In mid-March, top-level administration officials met in seclusion

at Camp David to review their policy position. Washington ob-

servers speculated that their main purpose was to evaluate the

effectiveness of the various pressures being exerted on North Viet-

nam and whether or not the bombing attacks should be intensi-

fied. No details of the meeting were announced, but on the

following day officials were reported to have judged that neither

the Communist governments nor many United States allies had

yet come to fully understand the United States commitment and

purposes in Vietnam. Even many Americans were thought to be

unclear as to their government's current objectives. Accordingly,

the account continued, the officials were persuaded that more "in-

tensified but still measured military action against North Vietnam

and more energetic but still guarded public and private explana-

tions of the [supporting] rationale" were needed.^*

As if to bear out the authenticity of the reports, the next few

days were marked by an increased air effort against targets in

North Vietnam. On March 15, over 100 United States Air Force

and Navy aircraft struck an ammunition depot at Phu Qui, only

about 100 miles south of Hanoi. Four days later, over 120 aircraft

struck ammunition and supply depots about 130 miles south of

Hanoi. On the 14th and 21st, United States Air Force aircraft

escorted the more range-limited Vietnamese aircraft on missions

against communications and infiltration bases closer to the South

Vietnamese border. Following the first attack in this series, official

statements said only that the raids were carried out because of

"continued acts of aggression" against South Vietnam. However,

close White House observers were apparently able to learn more
about their intended purposes. For example. Max Frankel reported

that, by their size and their choice of targets farther north, the

raids were designed to indicate that North Vietnam would suffer

increasingly serious punishment if it persisted in aiding the Viet

Cong insurgency. Further, they were intended to demonstrate
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that the United States government was prepared to commit its air

forces against Hanoi's jet interceptors, within whose range the tar-

gets were located, and that neither North Vietnam's defenses nor

its Communist allies could prevent the United States from damag-

ing Hanoi's assets at will.^^

Thus, during a period covering roughly a month's time, an at-

tempt was made to pressure the North Vietnamese government

into backing away from its efforts to overthrow the government of

South Vietnam by force and, at the same time, to motivate the

Soviet Union into playing a constructive role vis-a-vis Hanoi in

this respect. By combining gradually increased military pressures,

a diplomatic position that professed no interest in early negotia-

tions, and a public campaign to highlight Hanoi's responsibility

for the level of the military conflict in Southeast Asia, the United

States administration attempted to create sufficient leverage to

force the DRV off its chosen course. In addition to its intensified,

"unprovoked" bombing attacks on North Vietnam, it continued

air operations in the south. Moreover, although as yet symbolic

only of an intention to persevere, it had deployed to South Viet-

nam two battalions of United States Marines to set up perimeter

defenses and to establish security patrols around Da Nang Air

Base.96

Administration officials were apparently aware, however, that its

public posture was not altogether unambiguous. They were con-

cerned that the message that continued Communist infiltration

would bring even more intensive United States bombing was not

getting through to Hanoi .^^ Yet, rather than indicating explicitly

its intention to subject North Vietnam to increasing punishment,

the administration preferred to signal the threat subtly. This it

attempted by the pattern of its successive attacks and through

policy background briefings to selected reporters.

Moreover, Washington's rejection of negotiations was not with-

out tacit qualification. For example, in those same statements in

which Secretary Rusk decried ''the missing piece" from Hanoi, he

also hinted that the United States anticipated a negotiated settle-

ment at some future date. He stated that channels for exploring

the ''possibilities of a peaceful solution" were being kept open and

that direct talks had been held with every signatory to the Geneva

agreements except the government in Hanoi. Moreover, some of

the strength of Secretary Rusk's initial rebuff of negotiations may

have been eroded by his appearing to respond to an unintended
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slnr by U Thant. On the previous day, in a press statement urging

a peaceful settlement of the conflict, the secretary general implied

that the American people did not know ''the true facts" regarding

developments in South Vietnam.^^ *

Of course, Hanoi did not depend solely on public statements

for its perceptions of United States policy. The administration's

position was presented to the Soviet Union, both directly and

through the British government, and according to Mr. Rusk's ad-

mission, also to Communist China.^^ Presumably, it was transmit-

ted by these Communist governments to Hanoi, doubtless colored

by their impressions of United States intent and by their own pol-

icy preferences. Then, too, some of the potential impact of the

administration's new position may have been lost because it could

not launch its initial policy statement, its documented case against

Hanoi, and its bombing program simultaneously. Thus, the sig-

nals received by the North Vietnamese government may not have

been strong enough or clear enough to lend credence to the threat

communicated by the air strikes.

3. Period Three: Shifting the Focus

As later events indicated, the air strikes of mid-March were largely

to assume the role of exemplary attacks. During the two weeks

that followed, all air missions into North Vietnam remained be-

low the 19th Parallel. In all of March, only the United States

raids of the 15th and 19th moved north of this limit. Beginning

on March 21, United States and Vietnamese aircraft flew a series

of almost daily missions against fixed targets south of the 19th

Parallel that included North Vietnamese radar sites. In addition,

they embarked on an armed reconnaissance program along Route

1, attacking military targets of opportunity along this important

coastal artery as far north as Vinh.

Viewed from an operational perspective, the pattern of these

strikes could be regarded as preparation for the heavier blows that

were delivered early in April. On April 3, highway and railway

* Mr. Tbant's comment came in the context of a plea for informal discus-

sions to establish a stable, representative government in South Vietnam, based

on his conviction that military conflict could not resolve the situation effec-

tively. If the American people knew "the true facts," he said, they would
"agree with me that further bloodshed is unnecessary. The political and
diplomatic method of discussions and negotiations alone can create condi-

tions which will enable the United States to withdraw gracefully from that

part of the world."
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bridges were struck for the first time in the war. Two were at-

tacked by more than 100 United States Navy and Air Force air-

craft at locations just 65 and 72 miles south of Hanoi. On April 4,

one of the targets was restruck, and a thermal power plant nearby

was also attacked. However, this operation against a purely indus-

trial target proved to be an isolated instance. Surely, the shift to

radar targets in the final week of February could have been in-

tended to clear the way for the deeper penetrations and larger

strikes that followed.

One Interpretation. This argument is compatible with a

view that the new pattern of attacks was intended by the adminis-

tration, at least in part, to put greater pressure on the DRV and

force concessions that it had been unwilhng to make heretofore.

Two actions of the government lend support to this view. First,

during the strikes against bridge targets near Hanoi an official

statement from the Department of Defense announced the bomb-

ing in considerably more detail than any raid since March 2. It

stressed that it had taken seven years for the Vietnamese to re-

build one of these bridges and that "the present regime has taken

great pride in its restoration." ^^^ This statement suggests a kind

of rationale accepted by at least some officials that since the

bombing was now directed at facilities believed to be of great

value to Hanoi, North Vietnamese calculations might be more

sensitive to the threat of further attacks and, hence, their leaders

more willing to consider alternatives to their present course. Sec-

ond, the administration chose this occasion to indicate its willing-

ness to negotiate an end to the conflict. Selecting this particular

time to offer Hanoi a tacit invitation to hold discussions suggests

the operation of a similar rationale.

Of the two, the more compelling piece of evidence for the

"greater pressure" interpretation was the public acknowledgment

of United States interest in negotiating a settlement. Explicit

statement of the new policy came on April 7, in the president's

speech at the Johns Hopkins University, but a change in the

administration's public position on negotiations had been revealed

even earlier, soon after the new bombing pattern went into effect.

On March 25, President Johnson emphasized that the Uitited

States would "never be second in seeking a settlement in Viet-

nam" and spoke of "our principles for honorable negotiation." He

also spoke of United States interest in helping to support programs

of "economic and social cooperation" in Southeast Asia that

I
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would be "wider and bolder" once the war ended. Reporters

termed the proposal a ''carrot" and "an olive branch" to accom-

pany the bombing "stick," and one characterized it as a hint of

aid to Hanoi if it ceased its aggression. ^^^ On April 4, the presi-

dent's special assistant for national security affairs told newsmen

that the United States would insist on "no specific preconditions"

for an honorable settlement, a feature that would figure promi-

nently in the president's announcement three days later.^^^

At Johns Hopkins, the president asserted the administration's

readiness for "unconditional discussions" and acknowledged his

willingness to consider even large-scale negotiations like those at

Geneva. In addition, he repeated in even more exphcit terms than

those used on March 25 his offer to Hanoi of an incentive if it

would agree to resolve the conflict peacefully. Cautioning that

North Vietnam could provide for the needs of its people "far

more readily in peaceful association with others than in the endless

course of battle," the president pledged that the United States

would assist in a "greatly expanded cooperative effort for economic

development" of Southeast Asia, in which "we would hope that

North Vietnam would take its place." No doubt intending, in

part, to exert added pressure on the DRV, the president invited

"other industrialized countries, including the Soviet Union," to

join in helping the nations of Southeast Asia in this effort to im-

prove the region. As if to highlight the DRV's alternatives, par-

ticularly in the wake of the recent attacks on bridges, he prefaced

his proposal with the following warning:

We have no desire to see thousands die in battle— Asians

or Americans. We have no desire to devastate that which

the people of North Vietnam have built with toil and sacri-

fice. We will use our power with restraint and with all the

wisdom that we can command. But we will use it.^^^

Although conveying a threat of greater destruction. President

Johnson specified neither the nature of the punishment to be in-

flicted nor a time limit by which a favorable reply was expected.

However, it is evident that he and others were hopeful that the

new "carrot and stick" signals would induce Hanoi to agree to

work out a peaceful solution to the political future of South Viet-

nam. A few hours in advance of the president's speech, McGeorge
Bundy, Undersecretary of State George Ball, and Secretary Mc-
Namara provided reporters with an unusual preview of the sub-
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stance and rationale for his message. They emphasized the full

literal meaning of the United States acceptance of unconditional

diplomatic discussions with the Communists and explained how
this and the offer of economic development, when considered by

Hanoi as an alternative to suffering alone in further conflict,

might move the situation forward toward an effective solution. ^^^

Buoyed a few days later by well-publicized expressions of approval

of his speech from most Western and many non-aligned govern-

ments, the president expressed great personal pride in his proposals

and characterized them repeatedly as a 'Var against war itself."
^^^

Communist rejections of the idea produced real disappointment.

Although officials did not expect early negotiations, they appar-

ently thought that the idea of peaceful settlement might strike a

responsive chord, thus providing the basis for gradual movement
toward a solution.^^^ While Peking's hostile reaction was predicta-

ble, the harshness of the Soviet reply of April 10, ridiculing the

Johnson proposals as "noisy propaganda," was particularly depres-

sing. Evidently the administration hoped that its ''carrot and

stick" approach would be effective enough at least to activate the

Soviet Union to start influencing Hanoi in the desired direction.

Western diplomats in Moscow said that this public stance by the

Soviets offered little hope that the Kremlin would attempt to in-

fluence Hanoi privately to soften its position on negotiations.^^''

After Hanoi's public rejection, in its official newspaper Nhan Dan,

George Ball refused to ''say that North Vietnam has flatly re-

jected anything" and held out the administration's hope that the

North Vietnamese even yet might be moved to display some in-

terest in negotiations. ^^^ However, the firmness of Hanoi's negative

position soon became clear. On April 12, the DRV formally

rejected a request for an official "fact-finding" visit by a representa-

tive of the British government; on the 13th, it distributed a four-

point formula as a basis for international negotiation, in effect

rejecting the United States call for unconditional discussions.

These events led President Johnson, in what reporters called

"somber" tones, to express great disappointment at Communist

resistance to the attempts at opening "a window to peace." He
stated

:

They want no talk with us, no talk with a distinguished

Briton, no talk with the United Nations. They want no talk

at all so far. But our offer stands. We mean every word of

it.l09
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These expressions of hope and, later, of disappointment, may
have reflected behef within the administration that its military-

diplomatic initiative at the beginning of April could activate

Soviet "cooperation" and also erode some of North Vietnam's

intransigence. In view of the government's earlier recognition of

its poor bargaining position, we can reasonably interpret its new
negotiating posture as relating to results it expected to achieve

through the intensified bombing and its regional development

proposals.

Willingness to Negotiate. On the other hand, aspects

of the president's announcement of the new negotiating pohcy

suggest that he intended to convey a number of quite different

messages and to address audiences other than North Vietnam. For

example, several foreign governments had joined in the public

criticism of earlier United States policy whose actions encouraged

some sort of official United States response. On April 1, Wash-
ington, along with eight other capitals and the United Nations

secretary general, received a plea from seventeen non-aligned

nations for immediate negotiations, "without any preconditions,"

to end the war in Vietnam. A reply in words quite similar to those

in his Johns Hopkins speech was sent to these governments on

the morning following the speech. ^^^ On the same day that the

seventeen-nation appeal was reported Prime Minister Pearson of

Canada — while on an oflBcial visit to the United States and prior

to his initially scheduled meeting with President Johnson — made
a public appeal in the United States for a bombing pause. He
argued that this could afford Hanoi an opportunity to relax its

inflexible resistance to a diplomatic solution without the appear-

ance of acting under duress. ^^^ Visibly irritated by Pearson's

gratuitous and ill-timed remarks, the president may have felt

impelled to take some initiative to demonstrate to foreign ob-

servers that the United States really favored a negotiated solution.

Pressure for United States efforts on behalf of a peaceful settle-

ment of the Vietnam conflict was also building up within the

United States. Since early March, a number of university cam-

puses had become the sites of "teach-in" sessions — largely

critical of United States involvement in Vietnam — which were

increasingly giving vent to public sentiment in favor of a nego-

tiated settlement. Columnist Walter Lippmann, characterizing

the administration's policy as "all stick and no carrot," led a

growing chorus of news analysts and editors who urged more ef-
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fort in the direction of a diplomatic solution.^^^ Qj^ March 25,

following public confirmation of the Soviet refusal to engage in

efforts to end the fighting through discussions, new pressures to

spell out United States interest in negotiations arose in the Senate.

From the Republican side came proposals that United States mil-

itary measures against North Vietnam be accompanied by a clear

statement of a goal of ''honorable negotiations." ^^^ It is indicative

of President Johnson's sensitivity to these pressures that he took

pains to give private previews of his Baltimore speech to several of

his critics, including Walter Lippmann and leaders of the liberal

Americans for Democratic Action. Before the latter group, which

was attending the organization's national convention in Washing-

ton on April 2, he gave special emphasis and intonation to the

sections on "unconditional discussions" and on the regional de-

velopment proposal. ^^^

Still, the president's adoption of a stance welcoming nego-

tiations \^ithout preconditions was apparently based on more

than a mere desire to placate his critics. In the first place, he

claimed even before this time to have been "the ringleader of a

pohtical settlement." ^^^ But an even more compelling motivation

was revealed in one of the major themes of his Johns Hopkins

speech and in other statements by his advisors — namely, that the

administration had determined that a long, sustained effort by

United States forces might be required. Clearly, it would be

easier to build and hold public support for such a commitment

if the government were on record as aiming for a reasonable

political settlement.

That the president and his advisors were aware of the potential-

ity of a protracted conflict is evident from what they said in

public. On April 4, McGeorge Bundy suggested to a television

panel of newsmen that the policy of bombing North \^ietnam

might have to be sustained for a long time to produce political

and diplomatic changes desired by the United States. In Balti-

more, three days later, Mr. Johnson reemphasized the intention of

the United States to preser\e a free and independent South Viet-

nam, even if a long-term United States investment proved to be

necessarv: "We will do everything necessary- to reach that objec-

tive. . . . We will not be defeated. Wg \^'ill not grow tired. We
will not \\ithdraw, either openly or under the cloak of a meaning-

less agreement." He then elaborated in a manner indicating that



The Vietnam Intervention, 1964-65 185

the administration was prepared to incur substantial costs over

time in pursuing its goal:

We hope that peace will come swiftly. But that is in the

hands of others besides ourselves. And we must be prepared

for a long continued conflict. It will require patience as well

as bravery— the will to endure as well as the will to resist.

I wish it were possible to convince others with words of

what we now find it necessary to say with guns and planes:

armed hostility is futile— our resources are equal to any

challenge— because we fight for values and we fight for

principle, rather than territory or colonies, our patience and

our determination are unending.^^^

Another Interpretation. While the president may have

hoped that recent United States actions would cause Hanoi to

soften its attitude toward a negotiated settlement, he was, by

these same actions, laying the necessary groundwork for the even-

tuality of a long-term United States effort in Southeast Asia. We
may thus formulate a different interpretation of the events of late

March and early April. Actually, the two interpretations — this

one and the one emphasizing an attempt to persuade Hanoi to

soften its position — do not necessarily conflict. The administra-

tion may well have reasoned that if Hanoi did not react favorably

to the apparent escalation, the United States would then proceed

to build up a different form of pressure.

That the administration was hedging against the possibility that

the war might require more extensive and more prolonged com-

mitment than was hoped earlier in the month is evident in the

pattern of military operations that began to unfold in the last

week of March. As already described, these began with armed

route reconaissance missions and attacks on radar targets and were

followed by two days of raids against rail and highway bridges

deep in North Vietnamese territory. The administration chose to

strike them at this particular time for other reasons than their

symbolic value, however. As specified in the Defense Department's

press announcement, the bridges were 'Vital links in the North

Vietnamese transportation system supporting Communist guer-

rilla operations in South Vietnam and Laos," and one was

the second longest on the only railroad linking Hanoi with the

coastal cities to the south.^^^ Further, these bridges were only the
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first of several to be struck during subsequent weeks. Attacks on

bridges and radar stations and armed route reconnaissance against

highways and railroads were the principal missions of air opera-

tions against North Vietnam conducted almost daily throughout

April 1965.

To understand the significance of attacks against transportation

targets and lines of communication during April, we must look

briefly at some of the military developments that occurred in

February and March. In mid-February, the administration was

concerned that increased Viet Cong aggressiveness in the vicinity

of Route 19 (Qui Nhon-Binh Dinh-Pleiku) might represent an

attempt to divide South Vietnam in two. Indeed, the American

Embassy in Saigon identified the threat represented by Viet Cong
successes and troop concentrations in this region as the reason for

using United States jets to furnish supporting fire for embattled

South Vietnamese ground forces. ^^^ Moreover, the need for more

South Vietnamese troops to cope with the broader Viet Cong
offensive in part precipitated the decisions to raise an additional

100,000 men for ARVN, and to send United States Marines

ashore to relieve ARVN forces from base defense tasks. Secretary

Rusk explained that the arrival of the Marines at Da Nang would

enable the South Vietnamese forces to undertake ''pacification

operations." ^^^ The seriousness of the Communist military threat

and the probability that it would get worse were dramatized on

March 1 by reports that Hanoi was passing the word that any

increase of anti-Communist manpower in South Vietnam would

be countered by an increase of forces infiltrated from the north.

North Vietnamese sources claimed they were capable of infiltrat-

ing an additional 2000 men per month.^^^

The seriousness of the military situation in South Vietnam

became public during a week-long staff visit of the United States

Army Chief of Staff and other high-ranking administration officials

in early March. As General Harold K. Johnson's party neared

Saigon, United States military officials announced that ARVN
casualties during February were the highest of any single month

to date.^21 Amid reports from the GVN that the Viet Cong were

intensifying their aggression in the northern provinces, visiting

United States officials found trends in the war interfering with

activities of the Saigon agencies attempting to improve the GVN's

relations with the South Vietnamese people. For example, the

deteriorating military situation in the countryside prevented in-
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formation agency officials from traveling among the various

provinces to stimulate greater government activity. ^^^ United

States Mission officials were reported as calling attention to the

serious need for larger troop reserves in South Vietnam and even

considered '*a number of manpower plans" to relieve the shortage.

One of these plans, reportedly recommended to the Johnson

party, was for "the stationing of a U.S. Army division in South

Vietnam for defensive security" purposes.
^^"^

The recommendations that General Johnson made upon his

return, on March 15, lent weight to a concern voiced increasingly

in Washington. Particularly since the renewal of air strikes

against the North in early March, officials were apprehensive lest

increased emphasis on bombing detract from the kinds of actions

needed to prevent a Communist seizure of power in the South.^^^

Speculating whether political and military developments in the

South might not have progressed to the point where northern

assistance was not really needed to force a collapse, Peter Grose

reported doubts among "many observers" that the bombing of

North Vietnam could improve the situation as expected. Ap-

parently, they feared that a collapse might occur before the "two

or three months of attacks" seen as necessary in "one official esti-

mate" could produce the desired effect. Some observers cautioned

against expecting significant effect from the aerial bombing in

Vietnam, and General Johnson, on his return, was reported to

stress that the air strikes against the North were not sufficient

measures in themselves to bring the insurgency under control.

Among his recommendations were that more American-manned

helicopters and 200 to 300 more United States combat advisers be

sent to assist the South Vietnamese Army. The administration

promptly approved these recommendations. ^^^

As Jack Raymond said, the recommendations of General John-

son's party helped focus administration attention on the primary

importance of winning the battle in South Vietnam. Emphasis on

the view that "even with the air offensive, the anti-guerrilla opera-

tions [there] must be made more effective" meshed well with

President Johnson's frequently illustrated predilection to view

United States interests and the primary United States objective in

terms of bringing about a healthy situation within South Vietnam.

Reports from South Vietnam warning of increasingly ominous

military trends gave added urgency to the ground war in the

South. On the day following General Johnson's report, the in
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filtration of three new battalions into the Kontum area created

the largest \'iet Cong strike force ever assembled in the Central

Highlands area. The United States Militan- Mission in Saigon

reported that Communist guerrilla activity during the second week

of March had reached "its highest level since last September." ^^e

On March 22, Ambassador Taylor told a public audience in Sai-

gon that the Viet Cong were apparently beginning an all-out

drive for a Communist victor\', expending ''great effort ... to cut

the country- in two from Kontum to Qui Xhon and, at the same

time, to threaten the Hue and Da Nang area." Further, he sug-

gested that continued escalation of the war might require the

entr\- of United States ground combat forces into the fighting.^^T

Taylor's widely reported comments came two days after the presi-

dent announced the ambassador's forthcoming return to W^ashing-

ton for a review of United States efforts in the war.

Under these circumstances, then, the shift in the air operations

against North \^ietnam to emphasize transportation targets —
first, armed route reconnaissance and, later, bridges — can be

interpreted as a means of supporting various efforts to improve

the military- situation in South \^ietnam as well as an attempt to

persuade Hanoi to soften its position. As indicated by the Defense

Department announcement following the first bridge attacks, the

targeting shift was intended to limit the southward flow of traffic

aiding the \^iet Cong.*

Decision to Shift the Focus. The shift to transportation

targets — as well as the public negotiating initiative — may have

been reviewed and confirmed during the strategv sessions attended

bv Ambassador Tavlor from March 29 through April 2, just prior

to the first bridge attacks. Reporters had been told that an evalua-

tion of the air strike program would be the chief topic for discus-

sion, and officials had indicated beforehand that new "tactical

decisions" might be required. ^^^

The meeting with Tavlor was announced shortlv after it became

apparent that the Soviet Union would not attempt to influence

Hanoi to reduce its efforts in the South and seek a peaceful solu-

tion. President Johnson made the announcement on March 20, the

dav following Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko's statement from

* Later, the attacks were praised for interrupting the train and truck traffic

across "vital links" in the regular North \'ietnamese transportation system

and for making it more \ulnerable to subsequent attack. See Mark Watson,

Baltimore Sun, April 7, 1965.
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London that the United States would have to deal direetly with

North Vietnam and after reports that his meetings with Prime

Minister Wilson and Foreign Secretary Stewart had failed to

achieve an agreement between the Geneva co-chairmen to work

jointly for discussions to halt the fighting. ^^^ This development,

coupled with the Army Chief of Staff recommendations a few days

earlier, would seem to have urged anew those military programs

appropriate for a prolonged conflict with a stubborn enemy.

A decision to direct air operations against transportation targets

was in line with the announced results of the strategy conference.

Government comments on the air campaign stated merely that it

would continue and that, if intensified, the raids would carry with

them a threat of open intervention by China or North Vietnam.

Other decisions were discussed more substantively. Ambassador

Taylor told reporters that the Viet Cong continued to expand

their areas of control in the South and that improvement of

conditions there had received the ''greatest attention" during the

conference. Specific United States actions to help bring about such

improvement were announced after the final session, held in con-

junction with a meeting of the National Security Council. These

included sending ''several thousand" United States troops, in addi-

tion to the 27,500 already there, to South Vietnam "in the next

few months" to provide greater security for United States bases

and to train the South Vietnamese forces; increasing South Viet-

nam's military, militia, and police forces by 160,000 men; and

increasing economic assistance, with emphasis on strengthening

the position of the GVN in the rural provinces. Though both the

president and Ambassador Taylor took pains to point out that

the conference decisions did not represent "far-reaching" or

"fundamental" changes in strategy, reporters were quick to rec-

ognize that they represented "a still deeper American involve-

ment" in the Vietnam War.^^^

The announced conference decisions were perhaps significant

for their lack of dramatic content. Pre-conference speculation

gave emphasis to the likelihood of an intensified air campaign

against highly valued targets farther north. It included rumors of

recommendations for deploying a United States combat division

to South Vietnam to participate directly in anti-guerrilla opera-

tions. Moreover, conference reporters referred to congressional

concern over a supposed contingency plan to commit 350,000

American troops in the event of Chinese intervention.^^^ In lieu
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of any of the rumored spectacular developments, the post-con-

ference announcements dampened expectations of dramatic solu-

tions — perhaps reflecting what one reporter regarded as

^^"ashington's \ie\vpoint that ''the whole \^ietnam situation was

. . . stalemated both militarily and politically." ^^^

Also significant in the conference decisions was the apparent

conclusion that continued air operations would make little sense if

they did not contribute materially to a favorable outcome on the

ground in South \'ietnam. In what was clearly a \iew with a long-

term focus, administration officials regarded future air operations

against the North and the efforts to improve conditions in the

South as having complementan- effects. Specificallv, they would

confront Hanoi \^ith a continuous militan threat while at the

same time discouraging its hopes that continued aggression against

the Soath could bring eventual Communist control. ^-^^

Ne\v Priorities — Ne^' Strategy. TTie high-level decisions

of earlv April confirmed a bombing policy oriented primarily to

the militan- issues in South \^ietnam, indicated bv the subsequent

pattern of air attacks against the North. The bridge raids of April

3 and 4 represented the most dramatic and the most psycho-

logically potent of the air strikes carried out during the next

se\'eral weeks. Not onl\ did they occur x^ithin 65 to 80 miles of

Hanoi, but their targets were fairly near each other, thus concen-

trating the attacking and escorting aircraft in an area threateningly

close to North \^ietnam's industrial and economic centers. For

most of the rest of April and the first two weeks of Maw the daily

attacks employed significantly fewer sorties, allocated among a

variet\- of militar\- targets and armed reconnaissance missions

farther south. Only on April 9, 16, and 23 and on May 4 and 8

did the attacks involve total numbers of aircraft as large as or

larger than in the first bridge raid. Even on these occasions, the

attacks against comparable targets were carried out by smaller

groups of aircraft in widelv scattered areas. Only rarely did any of

the sorties of April and May \enture to within 100 miles of the

Hanoi-Haiphong complex.^^^

In retrospect, the geographical relationship betsveen the air

strikes of April 3 and 4 and those which followed can be readily

explained on purely mihtar\' grounds. If North Vietnam's transpor-

tation svstem and logistical traffic were to be curtailed, good op-

erational sense demanded striking first at the major rail and
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highway bridges to the north. Then the trucks and particularly

the rail equipment that had already passed beyond those spans

would be trapped for a time between them and the South Viet-

namese border. Subsequent route cuts farther south would confine

them to even smaller areas of mobility and enable armed re-

connaissance flights to locate and attack them in detail. Thus,

while the seemingly less threatening and less concentrated air

operations of most of April and May lacked the political and

psychological punch of the earlier bridge strikes, they conformed

to a highly rational military pattern.

These efforts to reduce the flow of troops and supplies to the

South were compatible with the new order of priorities and new
strategy that were emerging from the national policy councils.

On April 19, in a speech originally prepared for William Bundy,

Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs

Leonard Unger stated an unusually explicit policy theme: ''We

will take whatever actions are necessary to convince the leaders in

North Vietnam that their efforts are self-defeating as well as

futile." ^^^ Although implicit in previous statements, this theme

had not been stated so unequivocally and so free from euphemism.

Of particular significance on this occasion, the speech stressed the

administration's intention to demonstrate the futility of continued

aggression at a time when public speculation was mounting over

whether United States ground forces would soon enter the conflict.

Though Mr. Unger's speech made no reference to this possibility,

it perhaps did reflect the administration's new determination to

take effective countermeasures against the Communist guerrillas

in South Vietnam. Its aim, as reflected in the speech, was to prove

to the North Vietnamese leadership that in the long run the war

in the South would be a losing one.^^^

During April 1965, when this determination came into being,

the administration recognized that its aim would have to be ac-

complished gradually and only over a considerable period of time.

The principal means proposed for its accomplishment, a significant

addition to South Vietnam's armed forces, was estimated as re-

quiring at least a year to prepare. ^"^^ In the meantime, the per-

formance of the existing forces was to be improved through

increased United States logistical support and an expanded train-

ing and advisory program.

A conference of top-level diplomatic, military, and defense
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officials was called at Honolulu for April 19 and 20 for the pro-

fessed purpose, according to Secretary McNamara, of planning such

assistance. ^^^ At its completion, official public statements gave an

indication that the conference had dealt with a broader range of

actions. Secretary McNamara announced that the conference

considered the disruption of infiltration traffic from North Viet-

nam and made plans to increase the interdiction of infiltration by

sea. He stated that the United States would provide more heli-

copters and tactical aircraft than originally planned and would

increase its close air support for South Vietnamese units.^^^

United States officials conceded that these increases and the ad-

ditional advisors and logistical support personnel could realistically

be expected to raise the United States troop commitment to at

least 40,000 men.^^^ Administration sources stressed that the

troop increases would remain limited in order not to precipitate

enemy reactions that would destroy whatever prospects existed

for a diplomatic settlement. Thus, a reporter said military requests

for division-level reinforcements had been denied. ^^^

Appearing along with the accounts of announced administration

decisions were several reports that plans were being made for an

even larger United States build-up, for the purpose of assisting

directly in ground combat operations against the Viet Cong. Such

measures were necessary during the next few months to cope with

the increasing infiltration of forces from the North, an antici-

pated major Viet Cong monsoon offensive, and the poorly de-

fended condition of United States air and logistical bases in the

South.^^2 Knowledgeable observers have since insisted that Presi-

dent Johnson did not actually decide to send United States forces

to South Vietnam for ground combat purposes until a few days

before the public announcement of a major United States force

build-up there, on July 28.^^^ However, some administration of-

ficials apparently expected at the time of the Honolulu Con-

ference that combat involvement would occur much earher.

Reporters had learned from authoritative sources in both Wash-

ington and Saigon of expectations that more active patrolling by

forces deployed to protect United States bases would lead to

operations designed to seek out and engage the enemy.^^"* From

Saigon came detailed accounts of discussions between Ambassador

Taylor and the South Vietnamese prime minister to arrange for

the introduction into the country of as many as 5000 additional
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United States combat forces — probably either Marines or airborne

troops.^'*-'"* That these reports were reliable was borne out by the

events of May and June, when the Marines at Da Nang and the

173rd Airborne Brigade, deployed in early May around Bien Hoa,

became involved in a series of progressively more intensive pa-

trolHng actions and in offensive thrusts against Viet Cong base

areas.

Several observers reported that the administration's new emphasis

on measures to improve the effort against the guerrillas in South

Vietnam was accompanied by a revision in its expectations re-

garding the bombing campaign in the North. That campaign

would continue despite increasing demands for a bombing pause

from the international community, from the academic world, and

from such respected congressional figures as Senator Fulbright.

However, it would not be intensified beyond the level of the daily

raids against North Vietnam's transportation system, initiated in

early April. For several reasons administration officials perceived

that the bombing campaign was approaching the limits of its

utility. First, it had already stirred up strong expressions of oppo-

sition to United States policy in Southeast Asia, which probably

would increase if the bombing were intensified. Second, intensifi-

cation would have to take the form of attacks around Hanoi or

operations closer to the border of Communist China. These de-

velopments would likely entail the unwanted risks of killing

larger numbers of civilians and of provoking stronger reactions,

and wider conflict, from the Communists. Finally, authorities

thought, an intensified air campaign might result in such destruc-

tion of targets that nothing of value would be left to threaten

in bargaining or negotiations. Thus, while the North Vietnamese

appeared willing to live with the kind and quantity of air attacks

mounted during April, United States officials believed that the

attacks should be continued primarily to inhibit the flow of

reinforcements and supplies into South Vietnam.^^^

Toward the end of April, when rumors were rife concerning an

impending ground involvement and near the time when additional

ground units would actually be deployed to the combat zone, the

administration spelled out in public its current bombing rationale.

Before a nationwide television audience. Secretary McNamara
explained that the current strikes were "designed to impede [the]

infiltration of men and materiel, an infiltration which makes the
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difference between a situation which is manageable and one which

is not manageable internally by the Government of South Viet-

Nam." He continued:

TTie airstrikes have been carefullv limited to militar\' targets,

primarily to infiltration targets, to transit points, to barracks,

to supply depots, to ammunition depots, to routes of com-

munication, all feeding the infiltration lines . . . into South

Viet-Nam.

After explaining that primary- emphasis had been placed on at-

tacking ''the routes south of 20 degrees north" and describing in

detail the damage done to bridges along these routes, McNamara
concluded with a statement characterizing the expected nature of

future air operations:

These carefulh controlled rail strikes will continue as neces-

sar\- to impede the infiltration and to persuade the North

Vietnamese leadership that their aggression against the

South will not succeed.
^^"^

For several weeks at least, subsequent air strikes against North

\^ietnam conformed to this prescription. Even after submitting to

public pressures for a pause in the bombing, only to have the

North Vietnamese scoff at United States attempts to initiate dis-

cussions, the president held to the restrained bombing policy

decided upon in April. Following the bombing pause and diplo-

matic initiative of May 12 to 17, air operations in the North con-

tinued to focus on military and transportation targets associated

with the flow of Communist military resources into the South. In

view of the expected invohement of United States ground forces

in combat against the \^iet Cong guerrillas, the interdiction of

troop and suppl\- movements from North \^ietnam was a pubhcly

defensible and sustainable use of United States air capabilities.

The interdiction mission was also rationally compatible with the

administration's reported conviction that the critical "test of wills"

would occur on the ground.^"*®

Thus, by Mav 1965, the United States leadership had settled

into a strategy designed for the long pull. It was determined to

keep substantial militar}' pressure on Hanoi, but in a manner in-

tended at once to limit North \'ietnam's ability to reinforce the

Communist forces in South \^ietnam, and to avoid precipitating

large-scale Communist intervention and an abrupt intensification
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of the war. While the immediate objective was to avoid defeat in

the intensifying military struggle in the South, the administra-

tion's purpose was to buy time. During this time, it hoped, the

South Vietnamese forces could be rebuilt and so strengthened as

to cope effectively with the insurgency. By so doing the govern-

ment might avoid the need to commit United States ground

forces in large numbers to another Asian war. Ultimately, how-

ever — and it was conceded that this would probably take at least

the rest of 1965 — the strategy was to bring about negotiations

by wearing down Hanoi's will to fight. In the South, this would

be done by the attrition of the opponent's forces, thereby denying

him hope of victory. In the North, this end would be pursued by

maintaining direct pressure on Hanoi through continuous selective

air attacks. Hence the initial effort to coerce Hanoi failed and gave

way to a strategy of attrition.

IV. CONCLUSIONS

To what extent did United States military intervention in Viet-

nam represent an effort to coerce the government of North Viet-

nam during the early months of 1965? One conclusion is clear.

During none of the periods in question — ( 1
) first three weeks of

February, (2) approximately February 20 to March 20, and (3)

end of March through July 1965 — were even the minimally co-

ercive actions * employed in an unambiguous and uninhibited

manner. Even during the second period, when the coercive ob-

jective appeared to be quite prominent, the administration ob-

served important restraints in the nature of the demands it

communicated to Hanoi and in the manner in which it docu-

mented its pubHc case against Hanoi's aggression. During the

preceding and subsequent periods, the coercive actions were less

in evidence and less systematically applied, and the coercive ob-

jective appeared to occupy an importance secondary to that at-

tached by the administration to other, more immediate objectives.

United States behavior in the first three weeks of February in-

dicated that while the administration desired successful coercion

of Hanoi, it was not central to immediate administration inten-

tions. Rather, the central objective during this early period was

to demonstrate, for the benefit of several different audiences, that

* See pp. 149-150.
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the United States was determined to stand by its commitment to

prevent removal of the governments in Southeast Asia by force.

Of the minimally coercive actions, neither the progressive intensi-

fying of military operations to suggest a still larger threat nor the

public campaign to document Hanoi's complicity in the Viet

Cong insurgency was initiated. In fact, whether or not and on

what basis to go ahead with systematic pressures against the

North were still subjects of intense debate during this period. The
administration demanded that Hanoi halt its aggression, but in

euphemistic terms. The air strikes were staged as retaliations in

kind and implied that further United States actions were not to

be feared unless Communist provocations continued. A desire to

avoid extreme reactions from Communist governments and the

need to assure observers that the United States intended to act

responsibly led to restrained and ambiguous behavior. Moreover,

the government avoided harsher actions and more explicit state-

ments to preserve its freedom of action at a time when future

policy was as yet not fully determined.

As February neared its final days, coercing Hanoi into abandon-

ing its support of the insurgency assumed greater prominence as

an element of administration policy. Along with bolstering Sai-

gon's will to resist, and improving the bargaining assets available

to the United States and the GVN, the coercive objective was pur-

sued purposefully, though within firm policy constraints. To those

actions already a part of its behavior, the administration added the

remaining minimally coercive actions along with a tough public

stance opposing early negotiations. Through use of the newly re-

leased (February 27) State Department White Paper in the

United Nations and in foreign capitals, and through its channels

to the Soviet government, it attempted to bring diplomatic pres-

sure against the North Vietnamese regime to supplement its

military actions. With each successive air raid in March the num-

ber of United States bombing sorties increased, and they crept

farther north as the month progressed. Moreover, statements

released to reporters and press inferences allowed by government

officials gave the impression that these steadily rising pressures

would continue to whatever extent necessary until Hanoi curtailed

its aid to the insurgents.

Yet, the administration steered clear of an explicit link between

the pattern of its bombing operations and Communist compliance

with its demands. During March, it specifically refrained from
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describing actions that Hanoi should take to cHcit a halting of the

bombing or from stating ''preconditions" for peaceful settlement

of their respective differences. Its motives apparently were a mix-

ture of wanting to avoid the appearance of stating ultimata that

might provoke increased Communist hostility and to avoid an

appearance of interest in a compromise settlement that might lead

to South Vietnamese disillusionment. Moreover, at no time did

the United States government explicitly threaten the DRV with

increasing punishment or suggest eventual damage to its industrial

capability if it did not comply. Neither did it attempt to convey any

sense of urgency by indicating a period of time during which com-

pliance would be expected. Whether these messages were inferred

in the Communist capitals in spite of United States caution is not

known. From the viewpoint in Washington, however, the admin-

istration's relations with its Vietnamese ally and its uncertainty

with respect to the Soviet role constrained it from pursuing a more

explicitly coercive course.

As its diplomatic initiatives and the interdiction efforts of

April unfolded, administration behavior varied considerably from

the minimally coercive actions pursued earlier. Of these, only the

public campaign to bring international pressure on Hanoi re-

mained free from erosion and from ambiguity. With the im-

portant exception of one attempt to exploit the effect of shock

early in the campaign. United States air operations against the

North ceased to describe a pattern of steadily rising pressures

designed primarily for their psychological impact. The pattern

and intensity of subsequent raids — designed to erode a limited

target complex essential to North Vietnam's military effectiveness

— gave this one attempt the appearance of an unsuccessful bluff.

Moreover, if the administration's statements and actions of late

February and March provided evidence of a demand for Hanoi's

compliance under coercive pressure, then those of April and May
were indicative of something less. Where the United States gov-

ernment had previously implied that talks could occur only after

Hanoi indicated that it would stop aiding the insurgents, now it

explicitly waived such a condition. In May, by virtue of its unilat-

eral bombing halt, it implied that readiness to negotiate, not nec-

essarily readiness to stop aiding the guerrillas, was the price being

demanded for an end to the bombing pressures.

Clearly, therefore, getting Hanoi to abandon its support of the

Viet Cong had lost prominence among the objectives of the
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United States bombing campaign in North Vietnam. Or, stated

another way, the enemy responses which the administration per-

ceived that bombing might bring about were now perceived dif-

ferently. Of dominant concern in May 1965 was the problem of

reversing military trends in South Vietnam. For the next several

months, bombing in the North and other forms of pressure were

viewed primarily in terms of their contributions to this end.

Variations in the prominence accorded the coercive objective

were important, but also significant was that this objective was

held in some degree throughout the early months of 1965. In

February, for example, official statements, implying a clear threat

of further United States actions if Hanoi's aggression continued,

indicate that successful coercion was regarded at least as a not

too distant hope. In May and June, as early ground force deploy-

ments progressed, a new form of pressure was evidently being

added to those coercive actions regarded as minimum in our

study. This continuous presence suggests — as do the more clearly

intentionally coercive actions undertaken in 1966 — that a desire

to subject the DRV to harsher pressures may have been present

within the administration all along but that it had been suppressed

in varying degrees in deference to other overriding policy con-

straints.*

By the late spring and summer of 1965, however, the relation-

ship between United States military actions and the ultimate United

States goal of eliminating armed aggression from Southeast Asia

had changed in two significant respects. First, the time required

to achieve this goal was now clearly recognized by the administra-

tion as considerably more than it had hoped for in February and

March. Second, the military pressures that would contribute to

the achievement of this goal increasingly incorporated as their

central conceptual element United States and GVN ground com-

bat operations against the Communist guerrilla forces. The Amer-

ican portion of this had been hopefully regarded as avoidable in

February and March. Thus, having abandoned the short-term

attempt to coerce primarily through bombing pressures, the

* We can further hypothesize that either the president, himself, desired to

subject Hanoi to more severe pressures but felt constrained from doing so

early in 1965, or the president admitted minimally coercive elements to ad-

ministration behavior in early 1965 to accommodate pressures from influential

agencies or persons among his advisers in spite of a personal desire to avoid

such actions.
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United States was now embarked on a long-term process of attri-

tion against what had proven to be a highly motivated, deeply

committed opponent. To this task increasingly large contributions

from ground, naval, and air forces would be applied.

Significantly, at no time during the periods in question — even

by the standard of ''minimally coercive actions" — did the coercive

objective exist alone. Even from the last week of February to the

final week of March, it was pursued together with two other

objectives given similar degrees of emphasis.

The existence of multiple objectives, typical of most situations

where military intervention is contemplated, leads to two observa-

tions, one methodological and the other empirical. First, we could

subject a similar record of United States behavior in Vietnam to

separate analyses focusing on different objectives, for example,

the objective of improving the United States-GVN bargaining

position for future negotiations. If this were done, we would sub-

divide the record into periods relevant to the pursuit of that

objective. Moreover, these would probably be quite different pe-

riods than those identified here. Second, while different objectives

may have equal significance for the national policy, differences

are apt to occur in the effectiveness with which they are imple-

mented. Different objectives are likely to be pursued in reaction

to the policy advocacy of different government agencies. And, by

virtue of its advocate's role and of its specific operational responsi-

bilities, one agency may emphasize the implementation of one

objective more strongly than another. In fact, it may not even be

aware of the progress, or lack of, being made toward certain other

objectives.

These observations account for several ambiguities in the

evolution of public policy where military intervention is at issue.

Different objectives may be pursued at different rates of time, with

different intensities of effort, and with different kinds of effect that

are not always reflective of the design or the effort. Yet the po-

litical and military actions employed in their pursuit appear as a

Gestalty as components of an integrated policy. Even if incon-

sistent approaches taken to different objectives can be compatibly

rationalized from the standpoint of a government's internal re-

lations, their intended meanings may not be readilv differentiated

by opponents and other outside observers.

In the Vietnam case, some of these ambiguities may have been

deliberate — for example, in mid-February 1965 while future
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United States policy was being debated and worked out, or in

early April when it was apparently hoped that the DRV might

react favorably to the initial heavy strikes against northern bridges.

On the other hand, some ambiguities may have been uninten-

tional, and would appear to have stemmed from the conflict be-

tween crisis management requirements and those of a coercive

strategy. For example, the deliberate pace of diplomatic develop-

ments imposed by the United States posture toward negotiations

during March may have been incompatible with the momentum
of the bombing campaign and with the deterioration of the mil-

itary situation in South Vietnam. It appears in retrospect that

Hanoi had already publicly closed the door to negotiating possi-

bilities, allegedly in reaction to the bombing but no doubt also

affected by anticipation of larger military gains in the South, be-

fore a public United States negotiating initiative had been decided

upon.*

The United States experience in Vietnam during the early

months of 1965 contains fresh evidence that calculations of the

costs and risks of particular actions and the assignment of relative

priorities among objectives tend to change in the course of military

conflict. The case provides arresting illustrations of the kinds of

inherent difficulties incurred when governments intervene mili-

tarily in complex political-military situations.

* There is good reason to believe that the Soviet refusal to work with the

British to encourage discussions to halt the fighting in Vietnam, in March
1965, was based on a prior rejection of negotiations by Hanoi. A Nhan Dan
editorial on March 18 declared, "There can be no question of negotiations

with the U.S. imperialists when they openly declare and brazenly step up the

aggressive war in South Vietnam and extend this war to North Vietnam."
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COMPARISONS AND LESSONS

Kennedy's success in employing coercive diplomacy in the Cuban
missile crisis may have encouraged members of the Johnson ad-

ministration to believe in the winter of 1964-65 that some variant

of this strategy could be used also against Hanoi. As William

Simons suggests, some members of the administration assumed

that since American power and resolution had succeeded in forcing

the Soviet Union to back down in the Cuban crisis, a similar

combination of power and will could surely be brought to bear

against an infinitely weaker opponent, Hanoi. The learning ex-

perience of the Cuban case was held generally applicable even

though the administration recognized that the conflict in Vietnam

differed in many respects from the missile crisis. Indeed, the two

conflicts bore only the most superficial resemblance to each other.

To pass over the differences between them in assessing the feasi-

bility of coercive diplomacy against Hanoi was to ignore the

basic fact, stressed in Chapter One, that this strategy, more than

any other strategy, is highly context-dependent.

I. LAOS AND VIETNAM

Actually, the kind of situation in Vietnam that faced the Johnson

administration in the winter of 1964-65 did have an analogue in

211
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recent history. But the analogous situation was the Laos crisis of

1961, not the Cuban missile crisis. Laos and Vietnam were both

cases of internal war between rival political forces that were, in

turn, receiving limited assistance from outside powers. Both of

these internal wars, moreover, had been going extremely badly

for the side to which the United States had already committed

itself.*

Faced with a losing situation in Laos, we have seen. President

Kennedy substantially reduced the objective which the previous

administration had been pursuing in that conflict. Kennedy judged

that the victory over the Communists that Eisenhower had in-

itially sought in Laos was not important enough to United States

interests to warrant more direct military intervention and the sub-

stantial additional resources and risks that it would entail. Ken-

nedy reduced the objective, therefore, to neutralization of Laos

and sought to prevent the advancing Communist forces from over-

running the key positions of the Royal Lao government. More-

over, it was only after he clearly formulated and communicated

this shrunken objective to the opposing side that President Ken-

nedy resorted to coercive diplomacy to induce acceptance of his

demand for a cease-fire prior to negotiations.

In the winter of 1964-65 President Johnson was also faced with

a losing, indeed desperate situation, this time in Vietnam. In

contrast to the way in which Kennedy had handled this dilemma

in Laos, Johnson did not reduce the ambitious objective of achiev-

ing victory in this internal war. Instead, he proceeded to use co-

ercive diplomacy against Hanoi as part of a major American

escalation of the war geared to the continuing objective of winning

the war in South Vietnam. This was a much more ambitious use

of the strategy of coercive diplomacy than that which Kennedy

had made in the earlier Laos crisis. Kennedy had asked the other

side merely to stop what it was doing; Johnson demanded, in

* An earlier, highly relevant historical analogue was the Chinese civil war

which came to a head after the end of World War II. In that case Truman
eventually made the difficult decision to draw the line against direct United

States involvement. In attempting to deal with a similar situation in Vietnam,

however, neither the Kennedy nor the Johnson administrations took their

bearings from the precedent Truman had established in dealing with the

Chinese civil war.



Comparisons and Lessons 213

effect, that Hanoi undo what it had done and reverse the success

it had already achieved.*

Johnson was pressed by his leading national security advisors —
mostly holdovers from the Kennedy administration, who had by

now developed important political and personal stakes in the

United States commitment to South Vietnam — to employ air

attacks against North Vietnam as part of a coercive diplomatic

strategy against Hanoi. On the face of it, Johnson's demand was

merely that Hanoi stop assistance to the Viet Cong. But in

reality, since it became clear that Washington was committing

itself to increased military involvement in the South on behalf of

the Saigon government, Johnson in effect was calling on Hanoi to

abandon the National Liberation Front and to stand aside while

the United States made still additional efforts to enable Saigon

to defeat the Viet Cong forces.

Clearly, Johnson was asking a great deal of Hanoi, for its leaders

were on the threshhold of a great and long-awaited victory in the

South. But the following paradox existed: on behalf of his exceed-

ingly ambitious objective, Johnson exerted only a relatively weak

form of the coercive diplomatic strategy, whereas on behalf of his

more modest objective, Kennedy employed a stronger form of the

coercive strategy. As David Hall shows, in late March and again in

April 1961, Kennedy managed to convey some sense of urgency

and a sufficiently credible threat of American intervention should

the opponent fail to comply with his demand. But, as William

Simons points out, *'at no time [in February-April 1965] did the

United States government explicitly threaten the DRV with in-

creasing punishment or suggest eventual damage to its industrial

capability if it did not comply. Neither did it attempt to convey

any sense of urgency by indicating a period of time during which

compliance would be expected" (p. 197). In effect, Johnson's

attempt at coercive diplomacy did not go much beyond what we
have called the try-and-see approach, whereas Kennedy's use of the

strategy eventually verged upon a strong ultimatum variant of the

strategy.

For a while, as Simons shows, the Johnson administration did

try to convey the impression, without saying so, that its initial air

* This distinction between the two types of demands that can be made
in coercive diplomacy is discussed in Chapter One, pp. 22-23.
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attacks against North Vietnam might be gradually expanded to

new and more important targets as part of a determined applica-

tion of graduated escalation. But evidently this threat was not

sufficiently credible to Hanoi, or else it did not constitute a suffi-

ciently potent stick to persuade North Vietnam to curtail its help

to the Viet Cong. In any case, Washington's bluff about an up'

ward escalation of air attacks against highly valued industrial tar-

gets was called in mid-April by both Hanoi and Moscow, and

the administration's response was to back away from implementing

a strong variant of coercive strategy.

When its effort to use exemplar}' air attacks as a basis for coer-

cive diplomacy failed, the administration might have been well

advised to cease its air attacks against the North and to use air

power, as it had before the attacks of February-April, as a means

of deterring Hanoi from increasing its assistance to the Viet Cong.

This policy alternative seems scarcely to have been considered in

mid-April. Instead, as Simons shows (pp. 188-194), the administra-

tion's use of force on behalf of multiple and competing objectives

provided considerable impetus for continuing the air operations.

The air attacks were now reoriented toward a more traditional pat-

tern of air interdiction on behalf of long-range attrition strategy

against Hanoi that was substituted for the abortive effort at quick,

economical coercion.

A curious paradox in the contrast we have just drawn between

the Laos and Vietnam cases requires further discussion. We regard

Kennedy's effort in Laos as an example of the strong variant of

coercive diplomacy, and Johnson's effort against Hanoi in 1965 as

an example of the relatively weak form of the strategy. We judge

them to be strong and weak, respectively, even though the military

action Kennedy actually undertook in Laos — ordering the United

States advisers to put on their uniforms — was far more modest

than the air attacks Johnson initiated against North Vietnam. For

this reason some readers may object to, or become confused by, our

labelling of Johnson's strategy as weak and Kennedy's strong. The

paradox is, however, a genuine one. The strong-weak dimension

applies to the form of the strategy, not to the magnitude of the

action taken. The action taken is only one component of coercive

diplomacy. The other components are a threat of additional, immi-

nent action that is credible and potent enough for the task in ques-

tion. As we noted in Chapter One (p. 28), even a relatively

modest initial action, as in the Laos case, can have an unusually
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strong coercive impact on an opponent if it is coupled with a

credible and potent enough threat of additional action to follow

in short order if he does not comply with the demand made on

him. Conversely, even a relatively strong initial action, as in the

Vietnam case, may not have sufficient coercive impact if it is not

coupled with this kind of credible and potent threat. This, then,

serves to explain the paradox implicit in our designation of the

form of coercive diplomacy employed by Kennedy in Laos as

strong and that attempted by Johnson as weak. This paradox is but

another reflection of the complexity of coercive diplomacy.

II. PRE-CONDITIONS FOR COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

Overlooking the profound differences between the Cuban and

Vietnam cases, some critics have tried to argue that a stronger

variant of coercive strategy should have been applied in the latter

case. The hawks in the controversy over Vietnam policy, by no

means confined to members of the military services, have been

critical of the way in which Johnson initially used airpower against

North Vietnam. They argue that he dissipated its potential coer-

cive impact by engaging in too slow and too weak a form of gradu-

ated air escalation in February-April 1965.^

The question is: Could Johnson have employed air power as part

of the stronger variant of coercive diplomacy? The hawks assume

this was a viable option and that the administration is to be

blamed for not resorting to it. This assumption is quite dubious.

The strong form of coercive diplomacy cannot be considered to

have been a real alternative because the pre-conditions for its adop-

tion and success were lacking in this case. This emerges more

clearly if we compare the situation surrounding Johnson's effort to

coerce Hanoi with the contexts of the earlier Laos and Cuban
cases.

Before proceeding with the comparison, it will be useful to state

the major conclusion we will draw: Only seldom — only when a

special set of conditions is presenty as in the Laos and Cuban cases

— is it feasible for United States leaders to undertake and to suc-

ceed with the strong variant of coercive strategy, what has been

called the ultimatum approach.

What, then, are these special conditions? Thev emerge from

comparative analysis of these three cases and of two other histor-
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ical cases that we have not examined in as much detail.* We
have identified eight conditions which seem to have causal im-

portance. To the extent that these conditions are present in a crisis

— and all eight were present in the Cuban and Laos crises — they

favor adoption and successful implementation of the strong tacit-

ultimatum form of coercive diplomacy. On the other hand, to the

extent that the eight conditions are absent — and perhaps as many
as six of them were missing in 1965 when Johnson attempted to

coerce Hanoi, or were present in relatively weak form — then it is

difficult and imprudent for American leaders to adopt the strong

form of coercive diplomacy. If, nonetheless, they try to employ this

strategy, as Johnson did in Vietnam, they risk having their bluff

called or having to settle for the weak try-and-see form of the strat-

egy, which may not suffice for the purpose and which may then

degenerate into an attrition strategy.

Let us consider now each of these conditions and attempt to

judge the extent to which they appear to have been present in

each of the three crises. These judgments are admittedly impres-

sionistic. However, they enable us to explore further the difficult

problems inherent in attempts to make confident use of the strat-

egy of coercive diplomacy. t The eight conditions are:

1

.

Strength of United States motivation

2. Asymmetry of motivation favoring the United States

3. Clarity of American objectives

4. Sense of urgency to achieve the American objective

5. Adequate domestic political support

6. Usable military options

7. Opponent's fear of unacceptable escalation

8. Clarity concerning the precise terms of settlement

1. Strength of United States Motivation

Obviously American leaders must be sufficiently motivated by

what is at stake in a crisis to act at all and to accept the perceived

* The U.S. response to the North Korean attack against South Korea in

June 1950 and to the Chinese artillery shelling of Quemoy in 1958. (See be-

low, pp. 246-249.) Some of these conditions are also recognizable in

Thomas C. Schelling's discussion of "compellance" in his Arms and Influ-

ence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966).

t Several simplifying procedures have had to be introduced into the analysis

of these conditions. See Appendix, "Note on Theory and Methodology."
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costs and risks of the action they decided upon. We are tempted

to add that the stronger their motivation, the more likely it is that

American leaders will resort to the strong variant of coercive

diplomacy. That may be generally true, but the considerations

affecting the president's choice between the try-and-see and ulti-

matum approaches are likely to be complex; they cannot be re-

duced to the single variable of national interest and motivation.

United States leaders are more likely to resort to an ultimatum, as

Kennedy finally did in the Cuban missile crisis, when truly vital

national interests are perceived to be at stake. But it is not certain

that a president will do so even when much is at stake. We have

seen how difficult it was for Kennedy to bring himself to give

Khrushchev an ultimatum in the Cuban missile case.

Nor can we say that the strong variant of coercive diplomacy

will be adopted only when the national interest and motivation is

so strong. Lesser motivation may suffice for the adoption of a

strong coercive strategy, as in the Laos case in 1961, if other cir-

cumstances favor it. In other words, we must keep in mind not

only that coercive diplomacy is highly context-dependent but that

various interactions may occur among the pre-conditions for it.

Kennedy's motivation in Laos was not at all comparable with

the much stronger motivation he experienced in the Cuban missile

crisis. He was not sufficiently motivated to continue to pursue the

overly ambitious objective of driving Communist influence out of

Laos that the Eisenhower administration had set for itself. Ken-

nedy became motivated strongly enough to exert coercive pressure

only by reducing his objective to the aim of preventing, if possible,

the complete defeat of the Royal Lao forces that was then taking

place. Even the extent of his motivation on behalf of this lesser

objective was not entirely clear. As Hall points out in his study of

this case, there is some question as to what Kennedy would have

done had the opponent not accepted his demand. Available ma-

terials do not exclude the possibility that Kennedy's strategy of

coercive diplomacy in this instance rested in some, or even in con-

siderable, measure upon bluff.

In the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy was much more powerfully

motivated; the stakes were higher both for the country and for

himself personally. Moreover, as we have noted in our case study,

his motivation grew even stronger when the U-2 was shot down
over Cuba and it appeared that the crisis was getting out of hand.

Then, out of a desperate desire to try to end the crisis before it
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erupted into war, Kennedy converted the try-and-see approach he

had been following into an ultimatum to Khrushchev.

Turning to the Vietnam case, it is true that in early 1965 the

Johnson administration was strongly motivated to avoid defeat in

South Vietnam, a prospect which appeared to be imminent if the

United States did not increase its military involvement. But

Hanoi's assistance to the Viet Cong was not as important as the

administration's inflated claims made it out to be, and the cessa-

tion of Hanoi's assistance would not immediately have reversed

the trend of the war in the South. True, if Johnson could persuade

or coerce Hanoi to write off the Viet Cong, the task of assisting

Saigon to win the civil war in the South would become appreciably

easier, but a considerable increase in American military participa-

tion in the South would still be required. This became clear par-

ticularly in March when alarming reports of the deterioration of

the ground war in South Vietnam reached Washington. Thus,

whether or not Hanoi withdrew its aid, the prospect was for a pro-

longed struggle in South Vietnam.

The administration's strong motivation in this crisis, therefore,

was not focused entirely on the one objective of forcing Hanoi to

stop assistance to the Viet Cong — as Kennedy had focused in the

Cuban case on the dominant strategic objective of getting the mis-

siles out. Moreover, despite the administration's rhetoric, vital

American interests were not really at stake. The only reliable

measurement of one's estimate of what is at stake in such crises is

the costs and risks one is prepared to accept. There were costs and

risks to giving Hanoi an ultimatum or employing strong forms of

pressure against it that Johnson, quite understandably, was not pre-

pared to accept.

We conclude that this first condition — strong United States

motivation — was present in some sense in all three cases. While

necessary, therefore, strong motivation is far from sufficient to en-

sure successful coercion of one's opponent.

2. Asymmetry of Motivation Favoring

the United States

This condition is listed separately in order to highlight the fact

that motivation is a two-sided matter. The theory of coercive

diplomacy outlined in Chapter One and the individual case studies

have already stressed the importance of the relative motivation of

the two sides. The likelihood of successful coercion is greater if
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one side is more strongly motivated by what is at stake than its

opponent, and, particularly, if its opponent is aware of this.

In some cases the relative motivation of the two sides tends to

be fixed by the nature of the conflict and may not be subject to

much manipulation by means of coercive diplomacy. In other

crises, however, the side that engages in coercive diplomacy may be

able to create an asymmetry of motivation in its own favor that

leads to successful application of this strategy. As we emphasized

in Chapter One (pp. 24-26), two levers are available to the coerc-

ing power for this purpose: ( 1
) the choice of the demand made on

the opponent and (2) the choice of the carrot offered him. In both

the Laos and Cuban missile crises Kennedy made use of these lev-

ers in order to create an asymmetry of motivation in his own
favor. The success of his coercive threats in these two cases cannot

be properly understood without taking this into account.

In contrast, the Vietnam conflict did not provide Johnson with

an asymmetry of motivation in his favor. Nor was what little he

did to manipulate the levers adequate to alter the asymmetry of

motivation more to his advantage. His efforts in this direction

were not helped by what appears to have been an initial under-

estimation of the extent to which Hanoi was motivated by what

was at stake in South Vietnam. Some members of the administra-

tion were disposed to believe that Hanoi was not so strongly moti-

vated to secure a Viet Cong victory in the South as to place at

risk to American airpower its new industrial plant, its economy,

and its military forces. Given this initial miscalculation, American

policy-makers did not see the need to limit at the outset what they

demanded of Hanoi or to offer a substantial and credible quid pro

quo.

Besides, the very nature of the conflict in Vietnam, in contrast

to Laos and the Cuban missile crisis, was such as to encourage

both sides to perceive it as virtually a zero-sum conflict, one that

either one or the other would have to win and one not easily

susceptible to a compromise settlement. The basic question was

who was going to govern South Vietnam, and given the internal

instability in the South there appeared to be no half-way solutions

between an anti-Communist and a Communist government. To
the extent that both sides perceived the conflict in these terms it

severely limited the opportunity available to the Johnson adminis-

tration for manipulating the levers in order to create a favorable

asymmetry of motivation. The structure of the situation seemed to
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drastically reduce the number of possible inducements that John-

son could offer Hanoi that might suffice to persuade it to cut off

its aid to the Viet Cong.

In the Laos crisis, we recall, Kennedy was able to neutralize the

asymmetry of motivation that was operating in favor of the op-

ponent by substantially shrinking his objective and making a rela-

tively modest demand. In the Cuban missile crisis the asymmetry

of motivation latent in the situation favored Kennedy, but he had

to convince Khrushchev that he would act, if necessary, to prevent

the expected damage to American interests arising from the de-

ployment of missiles into Cuba. Kennedy's initial task in the

crisis, therefore, was to alter Khrushchev's image of his determi-

nation, which implementation of the blockade finally enabled him

to do. Once having accomplished this tactical psychological objec-

tive, Kennedy was then able to generate credible threats to give

coercive impact to the ultimatum he finally gave Khrushchev.

In Vietnam it turned out, contrary to Washington's expecta-

tions, that the asymmetry of motivation operated in Hanoi's

favor. In Cuba Khrushchev did not test Kennedy further once the

president gave him an ultimatum. In Vietnam, however, not only

did Johnson's threats fall clearly short of an ultimatum, but the

administration's bluff to engage in a sharp escalation of air attacks

was called by Hanoi, and the administration responded with air

attacks concentrated on scattered military targets in what was at

most a slow step up in pressure. Having bluffed unsuccessfully that

it was applying a strong variant of coercive diplomacy, the admin-

istration then settled for a long-term attrition strategy.

We conclude that this second condition was sufficiently pres-

ent in the Laos and Cuban cases, but clearly absent in the Viet-

nam case.

3. Clarity of American Objectives

When a crisis occurs it will generally be difficult for policy-makers

to decide how much and what kind of force to use unless they can

first decide what objective they will pursue. Clarity as to the objec-

tive, while perhaps not always essential, may be necessary in some

situations if limited force is to be applied effectively on behalf of

the strategy of coercive diplomacy.

In the Cuban case, Kennedy and his advisors found it difficult

to choose among the various options under consideration until the

president decided that the objective would be to secure the re-
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moval of the missiles, no more and no less. Other objectives were

considered and discarded. The work of the Executive Committee

in weighing alternative diplomatic-military moves was greatly

facilitated because Kennedy's objective remained clear and consis-

tent throughout the crisis.

In the Laos case, too, Hall finds that the clarity and consistency

with which Kennedy was able to communicate his broad pohtical

objective, neutralization of Laos, contributed importantly to the

eventual success of the effort at coercive persuasion.

In the Vietnam case, on the other hand, there was persistent

opaqueness, and seeming inconsistency as to what Washington's

objectives really were. Indeed, several different objectives were be-

ing pursued at once, and as Simons demonstrates, their nature and

relative strengths changed from period to period. Efforts to convey

a more modest, reasonable objective were not convincing to im-

portant and increasingly larger sectors of the American and Allied

publics or, evidently, to Hanoi.

We conclude, therefore, that this third condition was satisfied in

the Laos and Cuban cases but not in the case of Johnson's effort

to coerce Hanoi.

4. Sense of Urgency to Achieve the

American Objective

The presence of this condition is particularly important for moti-

vating American leaders to adopt the strong ultimatum approach

rather than the weaker try-and-see variant of the strategy.* And the

opponent's perception of this sense of urgency is a critical factor in

motivating him to credit American coercive threats with credibility

and potency.

In the Laos crisis, Kennedy did experience some sense of urgency

which he finally managed to convey to the other side even though

he did not clearly define it. This was because the president's sense

of urgency was of a special kind, one that was geared to events un-

der the opponent's control rather than to some fixed calendar

deadline. Kennedy cloaked his intentions with a measure of de-

liberate opaqueness as to just where he would draw the line against

the advancing enemy forces. His objective was to prevent a total

* This is not to say that the absence of a sense of urgency excludes resort to

the strong form of coercive diplomacy. For example, it would appear that on
occasion Hitler resorted to ultimata even in the absence of a real, as against a

manufactured, sense of urgency.
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defeat and collapse of the Royal Lao forces and regime, but he

refused to make public the exact geographical line or point of

advance of the enemy forces that would trigger his decision to

intervene. His reluctance to do so was motivated partly by a desire

to conceal the extent of losses he was prepared to tolerate, partly

by a hope that the resulting uncertainty would complicate the

opponent's calculations and make him more cautious, and partly

because he did not want to be explicitly committed to intervene if

a clear line he had drawn was then violated. Nonetheless, he man-

aged to convey some sense of urgency, evidently sufficient for the

purpose, first to the Russians and then later, with their help, to the

other members of the opposition as well. And this Kennedy did

without having to give the opponent an explicit and short deadline

as he had to do in the Cuban missile crisis.

In the Cuban crisis Kennedy's sense of urgency was motivated

by his desire to secure the removal of the missiles before they

became operational. Once again, therefore, his sense of urgency

was geared to events under the opponent's control. In this situa-

tion, however, Khrushchev was not satisfied merelv to continue

work on the missile sites; he ordered the preparations speeded up,

thus adding to rather than moderating the sense of urgency Ken-

nedy was experiencing. Additional urgency for Kennedy, probably

decisive in motivating him to resort to the ultimatum, was gener-

ated by the shooting down of a U-2 over Cuba and by other events

on Saturday, October 27. These events confronted the president

with the feeling that the possibility of managing the crisis without

war was fast running out. The ultimatum, therefore, was a desper-

ate effort to try to bring the crisis to a close, before the momentum
of events unleashed war.

In Vietnam, as we have noted, the Johnson administration pur-

sued multiple objectives that shifted somewhat over time. During

most of February 1965 the administration's keenest sense of ur-

gency was aroused by objectives other than coercing Hanoi. Basi-

cally it was not urgent from the American standpoint that Hanoi

cease its aid to the Viet Cong immediately. However, particularly

in March and early April, although to some extent also in Febru-

ary, Johnson did try to give Hanoi the impression that air opera-

tions would be gradually or perhaps not so gradually expanded to

new targets as part of a strong, determined application of gradu-

ated escalation. But no time limit and at most only a moderate

sense of urgency was conveyed, which the slow pace of air opera-
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tions itself further weakened by giving the impression of creeping

escalation. (We shall consider later some of the reasons for the

administration's failure, or perhaps unwillingness, to create a sense

of urgency at all comparable to that in the Laos and Cuban crises.)

It is important that in both Laos and Cuba, Kennedy was able

to manufacture events that conveyed to the opponent the urgency

of the situation. He employed a set of highly coordinated diplo-

matic maneuvers for this purpose. In regard to Laos, he used

SEATO meetings; talks with Nehru, MacMillan, Gromyko; Soviet-

British talks. In regard to Cuba he used OAS meetings and resolu-

tions; activity in the United Nations; personal envoys to European

leaders. These moves undoubtedly reinforced for Soviet leaders the

seriousness and urgency of the problem at hand. In contrast, there

appears to have been a total neglect of such moves at the com-

mencement of the bombing of North Vietnam, and in fact the

administration spurned diplomatic channels.^

We find, once again, that this condition favoring the adoption

and successful implementation of strong coercive diplomacy was

present to a sufficient degree in the Laos and Cuban crises but not

in Johnson's action against Hanoi.

5. Adequate Domestic Political Support

A certain level of political support at home is needed for whatever

objective American leaders choose to pursue in a crisis and for the

military-diplomatic measures they decide to employ on its behalf.

However, the subjective aspect of this requirement is particularly

important since what counts is how the president perceives public

support and chooses to be guided by it. If he perceives political

support to be inadequate, he may feel constrained to pursue only

the minimal objective of hanging on to avoid defeat; further, in-

adequate public support may severely constrain him in his choice

of military means to achieve even those minimum objectives.

The requirements for domestic support in a democracy are par-

ticularly stringent for the kind of strong coercive strategy, with its

attendant risks, that Kennedy applied in the Cuban missile crisis.

Obviously public opinion strongly supported the president during

this tense but short crisis. (Whether Kennedy would have con-

tinued to enjoy strong domestic support had the Cuban crisis been

prolonged, which could easily have happened had Khrushchev

suspended work on the missile sites, is another matter. Tliis would

have removed the basis for the sense of urgency necessary to Ken-
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nedy's coercive strategy and, at the same time, allowed the Soviet

leader to engage in prolonged, hard bargaining to make Kennedy
pay a bigger price for the removal of the missiles.)

We have not looked closely at the nature and magnitude of

public support for Kennedy's handling of the Laos crisis. It ap-

pears, as Hall suggests, to have been adequate for Kennedy's pur-

poses. Certainly the president's dramatic TV presentation of

March 23, regarding the dimensions of the Laos crisis and the pos-

sible need for United States action, did not boomerang so far as

American public opinion is concerned. Moreover, there is little

indication that lack of domestic support was considered worrisome

by the president or served to constrain him in applying his strat-

egy. On the other hand, possibly the crisis was prolonged because

some members of the opposing alliance believed that Kennedy

lacked sufficient support at home to put into effect his threatened

intervention. Whatever the limitations of domestic pubhc support,

however, they would appear to have been compensated for by

more favorable factors present in the situation.

As for Vietnam, Johnson was concerned from the beginning

that he lacked sufficient domestic support to engage in air escala-

tion against Hanoi and to enter into a substantial commitment of

American forces to South Vietnam. Certainly he attempted to

develop further support and to maintain it.* It is entirely possible

that he decided upon a slow, step-by-step escalation of the Ameri-

can involvement for this reason, although there were also other,

perhaps more important considerations for doing so.

We conclude, once again, that this condition was present in the

Laos and Cuban crises but not in Vietnam.

6. Usable Military Options

We include this condition in order to call attention to the fact

that special kinds of military capabilities are often needed for

coercive diplomacy. We distinguished in Chapter One between

gross military capabilities and usable options. That distinction is

relevant here. The United States possesses ample gross military

capabilities to do various kinds of damage to a variety of targets.

The requirements for usable options, however, are more stringent

than this and often difficult to satisfy in practice. For military

* For an indication of Johnson's close attention to public opinion at the out-

set of this escalation see Chapter Four, pp. 151, 154-155, 160-162, 168-169.
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capabilities to be usable in a crisis which the president wishes to

manage carefully, he must be satisfied that they will do the job in

the way he thinks appropriate or necessary — i.e., in a controlled,

discriminating manner.

In all three crises we have studied, the president and his advisers

applied special political and military criteria for developing and

selecting military options. Usable options were available, at least

initially, in all three crises. Kennedy was reluctant in Laos, and

again in the Cuban crisis, to use up his last remaining controlled,

discrete options. And in both cases, particularly with respect to the

blockade option in the Cuban missile crisis, he and his advisers

were ingenious in creating a larger number of smaller options out

of a large one. In Vietnam, too, one might say, the Johnson ad-

ministration created additional options by deliberately spacing out

in smaller steps over a longer period of time the coercive air cam-

paign against Hanoi.

Since usable options were available in all three cases, this condi-

tion does not serve to account for the variance in the nature and

outcome of the coercive strategy employed by Kennedy and

Johnson.

7. Opponent's Fear of Unacceptable Escalation

Coercive diplomacy is enhanced if the initial small steps taken

against the opponent begin to arouse his fear of unacceptable lev-

els of warfare. This happened, certainly, in both the Laos and

Cuban crises. In the Laos case, American military maneuvers of

March 23, 1961, evidently stirred considerable anxiety in the Rus-

sian leaders and further motivated them to play the broker's role

that was all-important for the success of Kennedy's strategy. Later,

at a critical juncture in the developing Laos situation Kennedy

ordered the three hundred American civilian advisors in Laos to

put on their uniforms and to accompany the Royal Lao Army to

the combat zones. This move appears to have made a significant

impression on Peking and Hanoi as constituting a signal of Wash-
ington's resolution and as the first step in what might prove to be

large-scale American military intervention. Within a matter of

days Peking and Hanoi finally agreed to negotiate.

In the Cuban case, it may have been the United States Navy's

harassment of Soviet submarines escorting vessels bound for Cuba
that impressed Soviet leaders with Kennedy's determination and

with the danger of escalation should the Soviet government at-
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tempt to force the blockade by refusing to submit to boarding and

inspection procedures. Later in the crisis, Kennedy's threat of an air

strike or invasion was regarded as credible by Soviet leaders, and

hence their fear of unacceptable escalation became influential.

In the Vietnam case, the initial American air attacks against the

North created concern and hesitation, particularly on the part of

the Soviets who displayed interest for a while in arranging negotia-

tions. As for Hanoi, it is true that these initial attacks aroused con-

siderable apprehension as to the danger of further escalation.

However, this did not suffice to persuade the North Vietnam gov-

ernment to enter into negotiations, let alone call off its assistance

to the Viet Cong, because Hanoi was so strongly motivated by

what was at stake. In addition, it would seem that Hanoi did not

believe that Washington would engage in unlimited air attacks or

follow them with a ground invasion, if necessary. For these rea-

sons, we surmise, American actions and words did not arouse fear

of unacceptable escalation.

This condition, then, was satisfied in the Laos and Cuban cases

but not in the action against Hanoi.

8. Clarity Concerning the Precise Terms
of Settlement

Clarity regarding the political objective being pursued (condition

3) may not suffice. In addition, it may be necessary in some,

though not all, cases to formulate rather specific demands on the

opponent and to accompany them at some point with detailed

terms of compliance. Specificity and clarity of demands may facili-

tate coercive diplomacy from two different standpoints. First, as

Thomas Schelling has emphasized, specificity may increase the

coercive impact of a demand, somewhat paradoxically, by assuring

the opponent as to what is not being required of him.*^ Second,

specificity is useful insofar as it pins down the precise obligations

the opponent agrees to undertake if he accepts the demand made

on him.

In Laos, Kennedy made clear his terms of compliance, an effec-

tive and verified cessation of hostilities prior to an international

conference, and this appears to have been influential in the

achievement of a negotiated settlement. Kennedy was also able in

the Cuban missile case — more so than Johnson, who was faced

with a far more intricate situation in Vietnam — to formulate not

only specific demands and an explicit quid pro quo, but also ex-
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plicit and verifiable terms for compliance with his demand for

removal of the missiles. The latter helped to assure that he actually

got what he wanted from Khrushchev by reducing the opportunity

for Khrushchev to agree in principal but to renege by disagreeing

later on the all-important details.

This condition, therefore, was satisfied in the Laos and Cuban
crises but not in the Vietnam case. The judgments made in the

preceding pages as to whether the eight conditions were present

or absent in the three cases are summarized in Table 1.

TABLE 1. Presence of Conditions Favoring Successful

Outcome of Coercive Diplomacy in Three Crises

1. Strength of United States motivation

2. Asymmetry of motivation favoring United

States

3. Clarity of American objectives

4. Sense of urgency to achieve American
objective

5. Adequate domestic political support

6. Usable military options

7. Opponent's fear of unacceptable escalation

8. Clarity concerning the precise terms of

settlement

Not all of these conditions would appear to be equally impor-

tant for coercive diplomacy. Three seem particularly significant in

affecting the outcome: asymmetry of motivation favoring the

United States; a sense of urgency behind the demand made on the

opponent; and the opponent's fear that unacceptable escalation

may take place. The perceptions of these three variables, particu-

larly by the opponent, appear to be critical in shaping the success

or failure of coercive diplomacy. The possibility of misperception

by either or both sides is present and can affect the outcome in

either direction. Thus, American leaders may misperceive the

asymmetry of motivation as operating in their favor. While an

erroneous perception that this condition is satisfied would favor

adoption of coercive diplomacy, the fact that the opponent's mo-

tivation was really stronger relative to that of American leaders

would increase the likelihood that coercive diplomacy would fail.

Misperception of a condition could operate in the opposite direc-

Laos Cuba Vietnam
1961 1962 J 965

+ + +
+ +

+ +
+ +

+ +
+ + +
+ +
+ +
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tion. Thus, the opponent might attribute to American leaders a

stronger sense of urgency to achieve their objective in the crisis

than was, in fact, the case. Such a misperception of this variable

could affect the opponent's behavior in such a way as to contribute

to the success of the United States effort at coercing him.

Thus, while American leaders' perceptions of the presence of

these three conditions are most directly relevant in accounting for

the adoption of the strategy, the opponent's perceptions of them
become more important in determining the success or failure of

the effort at coercive diplomacy. The numerous possibilities for

misperception in coercive diplomacy enormously complicate the

task for both the policy-maker and the investigator.

Thus far in our analysis we have identified and discussed eight

conditions whose presence in a situation favors the adoption and

success of the strategy of coercive diplomacy. But by no means

does the presence of these conditions guarantee success. Other

requirements, having to do with additional variables, must also be

met. We turn to these in the next section.

Ml. PROBLEMS OF OPERATIONALIZING
COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

We emphasized in Chapter One the limited utility for pohcy-

making of even a well-formulated theory of coercive diplomacy.

Any theory is necessarily stated in somewhat abstract, generalized

terms. A theoretical, text-book model of coercive diplomacy such

as we outlined in Chapter One is useful up to a point. It identi-

fies critical variables and factors and depicts the general relation-

ships among them. But it does not and cannot say very much

about the feasibility of applying the text-book model in particular

cases. The limitations of a theoretical model are particularly

severe in the case of coercive diplomacy. For, more so than any

other strategy for using force as an instrument of diplomacy, the

strategy of coercive diplomacy is highly context-dependent. The

meaning and full implications of this fact require discussion.

No theory, of course, can provide blueprints either to ensure

good judgment in deciding whether coercive diplomacy is a viable

strategy in any particular situation or to ensure skillful implemen-

tation of the strategy in the variety of complex situations where it

seems applicable. Being highly context-dependent, coercive diplo-

macy must be tailored in a rather exacting manner to fit the
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unique configuration of each individual situation. Tailoring force

to diplomacy is a difficult enough skill to begin with; it is also a

skill that is not easily acquired. Even if that skill is available within

the presidential circle and even if it survives the clash that typi-

callv occurs among competing viewpoints and judgments within

the policy-making group, the skill of tailoring the strategy of coer-

cive diplomacy to a given situation cannot be exercised successfully

unless the special configuration of that situation is clearly under-

stood.

But it is precisely the special configuration of the crisis situation

— the values of the various critical variables identified in the the-

ory — that is seldom clearly visible to the policy-maker. As a result,

the policy-maker must tailor somewhat in the dark, guessing at

some of the dimensions that must be fitted by the strategy being

developed, hoping for but not certain of having opportunities for

correcting one's initial errors and first approximations by successive

fittings and alterations — all the while with an uncooperative sub-

ject who quite rightly regards what is being tailored for him as a

straitjacket rather than an attractive suit of clothes.

For these reasons, again more so than with other strategies, the

effort to devise and employ coercive diplomacy rests heavily upon

the skill at improvisation. It is extremely difficult — and dangerous

— to pre-plan coercive diplomacy as if it were a standardized mili-

tary campaign. There was, as our case studies indicate, a large and

necessary element of improvisation by the president in all three

crises. So far as we can judge from available materials, there was

very little pre-crisis planning for Kennedy's handling of the Laos

and Cuban missile crises. The important planning for the response

to the Soviet missile deployment to Cuba took place on a crash

basis during the six days following discovery of the missiles. Earlier

contingency plans were evidently confined to military options such

as invasion; the possibility of responding to a hypothetical Soviet

missile deployment by means of coercive diplomacy apparently did

not enter into pre-crisis mihtary planning.

The Vietnam crisis, on the other hand, developed much more
slowly and offered plenty of time for a variety of contingency plan-

ning. As contemporary newspaper accounts throughout 1964 make
clear, much of the year preceding Johnson's decision to use air

power against Hanoi was taken up with studies within the govern-

ment of alternative strategies for coping with the gradually de-

teriorating political and military situations in South Vietnam. Not
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merely military planning of the traditional kind, but also various

plans for using air power on behalf of coercive diplomacy were

developed. While contemporary newspaper accounts and subse-

quent disclosures do not clarify the details, nonetheless major dis-

agreements evidently were present among the members of the

Johnson administration regarding the feasibility of coercive diplo-

macy against Hanoi and the way in which this strategy could be

best tailored to increase the likelihood of its success, while cour

trolhng some of the major risks to which it would give rise.* In

the end, however, it appears that Johnson did not follow closely

any of the various available plans for using air power in a coercive

mode which were laid before him. Rather, he felt it necessary to

improvise the implementation of his coercive objective, just as

Kennedy had done in the earlier two crises we have studied. In

fact, as Simons shows, the administration felt obliged to pursue a

number of different objectives when it began to escalate, and this

encouraged improvisations at variance with the strategy for coer-

cion. If the Joint Chiefs of Staff could, as it did, express criticism

that its advice for stronger military escalation had not been fol-

lowed by the president, others in the administration could be criti-

cal on the opposite grounds that the president had made too crude

and open an effort to intimidate Hanoi, one that was bound to

boomerang and strengthen Hanoi's motivation to resist.^

We have stressed that coercive diplomacy requires skill in tailor-

ing the strategy to the special configuration of a particular situation.

We must add, however, that skill can contribute to the suc-

cessful application of the strategy only if the conditions that favor

it are present in that situation. Skillful tactics can only capitalize

on favorable conditions already latent in the situation; skill can-

not compensate for the absence of these favorable conditions. This

is certainly one of the major lessons and warnings to be drawn

from this study.

We have seen that Kennedy was indeed skillful in turning to

account those aspects of the Laos and Cuban missile cases that

favored coercive diplomacy. But, as we stressed particularly at the

end of the Cuban case study, there was no guarantee that Kennedy

would be able to capitalize upon the favorable conditions present

* Since Simons's case study has a different research focus, it provides

only a ghmpse of these disagreements. See especially pp. 150, 164-168, 173.
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in these two crises. Nor was there any way of predicting that he

would tailor the strategy skillfully to the configuration of the

situation. It could easily have been otherwise. We saw in Chapter

Three how extremely difficult it was for Kennedy to apply coercive

diplomacy effectively in the Cuban missile crisis even though he

possessed overall strategic and tactical military superiority over his

opponent.

On the other hand, when conditions that favor the strategy of

coercive diplomacy are lacking in a particular situation it becomes

harder than ever, if not impossible, to deal skillfully with the many
problems of operationalizing the strategy, of tailoring it to the

situation. We saw this vividly in the case of Johnson's effort to

coerce Hanoi. Precisely because the administration attempted

coercive diplomacy in the absence of favorable conditions, its im-

plementation was marked by considerable ineptness.

To regard skill as the most critical factor on which the success

of coercive diplomacy depends, then, would be superficial and

misleading. Too sharp a focus on skill in policy implementation

encourages a narrow, technocratic approach to strategy, one that

emphasizes the importance of techniques of manipulation as if to

imply that one can hope to overcome more fundamental contex-

tual disadvantages in a conflict situation by sheer virtuosity of tech-

nique in signalling and bargaining. Accordingly, the basic criticism

of the Johnson administration's handling of coercive diplomacy

against Hanoi concerns not its inept implementation of the strat-

egy but rather its failure to recognize that the situation was in-

trinsically wrong for it.

For this reason we have thought it particularly important in this

concluding chapter to identify more sharply the specific kinds of

problems encountered when one attempts to operationalize the

strategy of coercive diplomacy, that is, tailor it to the special,

always somewhat unique configuration of a particular crisis. We
have identified six problems or tasks of this kind that may be

expected to arise in every case in which this strategy is employed:

1. Risks of an ultimatum Will ultimatum be provocative?

2. Conflict between crisis man- Will adherence to requirements

agement and coercive diplo- of crisis management dilute

macy sense of urgency needed for co-

ercion?
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3. Timing of strong coercive Has opponent been sufficiently

threats impressed with your determina-

tion to regard coercive threat as

credible?

4. Timing of negotiations Can negotiations be delayed un-

til opponent is sufficiently im-

pressed with your determina-

tion?

5. Content of carrot and stick Are the carrot and stick ade-

quate to overcome opponent's

disinclination to accept de-

mand?
6. Timing of carrot and stick Can the carrot and stick be

applied before military actions

harden opponent's determina-

tion?

1. The Risks of an Ultimatum

The first problem concerns the risks of an explicit ultimatum. As

our account of the Cuban missile crisis suggests, a responsible

leader such as Kennedy, even when strongly motivated by what is

at stake, draws back from the risks of giving an ultimatum to an

opponent who is also strongly motivated and commands formi-

dable military capabilities of his own. To be sure, in their early

planning sessions Kennedy's advisors did briefly consider a private

diplomatic ultimatum to Khrushchev. They quickly abandoned

this option, however, for fear that either it would not be credible

or might provoke Khrushchev into seizing the initiative himself.

Eventually Kennedy found himself forced to transmit a virtual

ultimatum to Khrushchev, but he did so through oral diplomatic

channels rather than in a formal written note. In the Laos case,

Kennedy's threat of military intervention was in the context of a

veiled, indirect ultimatum which remained unspoken. In the Viet-

nam case, so far as we know, the pressure exerted on the opponent

fell far short of even an informal and implicit ultimatum.

2. Conflict Between Crisis Management and
Coercive Diplomacy

The second problem — the conflict between the requirements of

prudent crisis management and effective coercive diplomacy — was

evident in all three crises. Several of the requirements of crisis
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management listed in Chapter One (pp. 8-11) conflict with the

requirements of the ultimatum variant of coercive diplomacy,

which requires, above all, that a sense of urgency be created for

the opponent's compliance with the demand made on him. Crisis

management, on the other hand, requires that the momentum of

military actions be slowed down and spaced out, and this may
easily conflict with the need to generate a sense of urgency.* Crisis

management also requires that the opponent be given enough time

to receive and reflect on the signals and communications directed

toward him, to reconsider his goals and probable costs, and to set

into motion the desired changes. But granting him time for this

inevitably risks that he will choose to use it for other purposes —
to mount counter-pressure to undermine the strategy of coercive

diplomacy directed toward him, to increase his own military

preparations, or even to seize the military initiative. Finally, crisis

management requires that time be provided for ample communica-

tions back and forth and for ad hoc negotiations; but this, too,

risks a dilution of the sense of urgency needed to apply and en-

force the ultimatum variant of the strategy of coercive diplomacy.

The tension, if not conflict, between some of the requirements

for crisis management and those of coercive diplomacy can be

seen in the three cases we have examined. In the Laos crisis Ken-

nedy was forced to weaken his tacit ultimatum of March 23 some-

what by being ambiguous with regard to its time limit. This he

did in order to give the other side sufficient time to consider and

concert its response.

In the Cuban case, the need for prudent crisis management
dominated in Kennedy's handling of the crisis in the first three

and a half days — so much so that implementation of the blockade

verged on the try-and-see approach. The president broke up the

blockade option into a series of smaller steps which he applied one

by one, jealously safeguarding and hoarding his usable options so

as to maintain personal control of the conflict and to prevent it

from reaching the dangerous point of no return toward war. For

his careful adherence to prudent crisis management principles Ken-

nedy paid a price. Khrushchev used the time given him to rush

the missiles already in Cuba to completion and to devise and put

* Hence, as stated on p. 223, it is advantageous to generate urgency also

through political-diplomatic means and not rely exclusively upon military

measures for this purpose. Political-diplomatic moves tend to be less pro-

vocative and thus more in line with crisis management.
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into effect a counter-strategy for salvaging as many gains as possi-

ble from his venture.

The requirements of crisis management can also be seen at

work slowing up the pace of air attacks against North Vietnam.

This is, indeed, an important part of the explanation for the fact

that only a weaker form of coercive strategy was deemed possible

by the president in this case.

The requirements for crisis management were in some respects

even more complex in the Laos and Vietnam cases because the

opponent in these two crises was not a single country — the Soviet

Union, as in the Cuban crisis — but several autonomous Commu-
nist states. This complicated the effort to influence the calculations

of the opponent in the desired direction. Let us consider the differ-

ences in this respect between the three crises in greater detail.

The momentum of events must be deliberately slowed up, as we
have shown, to give the opponent time to deliberate. This is neces-

sary whether the critical policy decisions in the crisis are made by

the top leader on the other side or whether they emerge from the

consultations of a larger policy-making group. One of the complex-

ities and uncertainties of crisis management concerns the possi-

bility that those who comprise the policy-making group on the

other side will disagree over what the response of their govern-

ment should be to the actions of the opponent. To the extent

possible, the coercing power attempts to act and speak in ways that

will strengthen the policy position of those members of the oppos-

ing government who are more disposed to accept the demands

being made on it and to neutralize or weaken the influence of

those who are opposed. At the same time, however, detailed in-

formation is usually lacking as to the range of policy views and the

relative influence of their advocates within the opposing govern-

ment. While the assumption that the members of the opposing

government do not think alike on the relevant policy considera-

tions may be entirely justified, it is not easy to acquire the detailed

information that would enable the coercing power to make the

fine adjustments in its own behavior in order to play upon these

real or latent differences. At a critical point toward the end of the

Cuban crisis, for example, Kennedy and his advisors had great

difficulty interpreting an important sequence of seemingly incon-

sistent Soviet moves. They were not certain whether these moves

were part of a well-integrated strategy determined by Khrushchev,

whether the apparent inconsistency reflected the vagaries of bar-
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gaining and compromise within a badly divided Soviet policy-

making group, or even whether Khrushchev had in effect been

displaced from control of Soviet policy, which was then being

determined by the hawks in the Soviet government. This refers,

of course, to the sudden hardening of Soviet behavior and diplo-

matic position on Saturday, October 27, following the more con-

ciliatory moves of the preceding day.

Difficulties such as Kennedy faced in the Cuban crisis are further

compounded when the opponent in a crisis is not a single country

but a multi-national opposition of several countries. Both the Laos

crisis and the war in Vietnam confronted American policy-makers

with this kind of opposition. The task of crisis management, there-

fore, was distinctly more complicated than it was in the Cuban
missile crisis, which was essentially a confrontation between the

two superpowers and, therefore, more like the earlier Cold War
crises of the bipolar era. In Laos and in Vietnam the opponent

was no longer a monolithic Communist world movement, domi-

nated and directed by the Soviet Union. Now three or four inde-

pendent Communist actors were significant in both of these two

crises — the Viet Cong (Pathet Lao), Hanoi, China, and Russia

— who simultaneously, but in different ways, were the targets of

Washington's coercive diplomatic strategy. The interests of these

separate Communist actors in the crisis at hand both overlapped

and diverged in intricate ways that were not easily predictable, and

certainly not easily manipulated by what the United States was

doing or could do.

And yet the success or failure of the coercive diplomatic strategy

Kennedy employed in Laos, and Johnson later against Hanoi, de-

pended critically upon the ability to use force and, especially, the

threat of additional force as a means of exerting political leverage

to manipulate the relations and policies of the several Communist
actors. Not only in retrospect, but also at the time — particularly

in the Vietnam case — it was clear that Washington was under-

taking an enormously complex and difficult assignment. In order

to balance responsibly the possible gains and risks of the coercive

diplomatic strategy, American policy-makers found it necessary to

take a close, continuous reading of the impact of each major move
upon the attitudes and interrelationships of the several Communist
actors on the other side. Under these circumstances, neither Ken-

nedy nor Johnson felt that he could commit himself in advance

to any pre-programmed concept or plan of escalation. In each case
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the president thought he must proceed cautiously and play it by
ear. Both the choice and the timing of the next step in pressure

had to be decided after evaluating the effects of previous moves

taken on the several members of the opposing line-up.

Kennedy eventually succeeded in orchestrating pressures on the

members of the multi-national opposition in Laos so that a con-

vergence of their policies accepting his demands finally emerged.

This story is told in Chapter Two. Kennedy's initial increase in

coercive pressure as expressed in military movements and in his

March 23 news conference sufficed to erode the Soviet Union's

disinclination to cooperate in his plan for a settlement. But the

Soviet Union's initial efforts to influence the Pathet Lao and the

North Vietnamese in this direction were not successful. Only with

Kennedy's introduction of United States military advisers to the

combat zones on April 19 did his threat of military intervention

become suflBciently convincing.

In the Vietnam case the effort to apply coercive diplomacy in a

similar manner to manipulate and orchestrate the opposing multi-

national forces did not succeed. It is important, nonetheless, that

Johnson felt himself compelled — as Kennedy had in Laos — to

observe the requirements of crisis management in the intricate

strategy directed toward a multi-national opposition. The admin-

istration thought the application of force in discrete, controlled

doses was essential to permit the president to apply just enough

political-diplomatic pressure at one point without pressing too

hard at another point — that is, to threaten to "punish" North

Vietnam severely enough to make ''sitting it out" an unrewarding

policy, yet not to damage Hanoi so precipitately that it would be

driven into the hands of Communist China. ^ It also feared that

China would intervene on a large scale if the pressure on one of

its buffer states were too great. The lesson of Korea was not for-

gotten.

This was an extremely delicate set of balances to achieve, more

difficult in Vietnam than it had been in Laos. The major differ-

ences are clear. Far more was at stake for Hanoi this time. In the

1961 situation, as Hall describes in Chapter Two, the priority

Hanoi placed on furthering its objectives in South Vietnam made

it unwilling to risk war with the United States in Laos, particularly

as Kennedy was obviously engaged in a limited disengagement

from Laos that left Hanoi's essential interests in that country in-

tact. In 1965, on the other hand, Hanoi was on the verge of gain-
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ing finally its long-standing national aspirations in South Vietnam.

Moreover, the situation had changed also with respect to the

Soviet Union. In 1961 the Soviet Union believed it had no inter-

ests in Southeast Asia worth a confrontation with the United

States. Following Khrushchev's ouster in October 1964, however,

the Soviet Union altered its stance toward Southeast Asia and

reasserted a stronger interest in developments there and, as Simons

reminds us in Chapter Four, was strengthening its ties and com-

mitments to North Vietnam. As a result, it was far more difficult

for Johnson to activate Soviet cooperation to persuade Hanoi to

accept his demands than it had been for Kennedy to persuade

Khrushchev to play this role in the Laos crisis.

Communist China's position, too, had changed in the inter-

vening four years. In 1960-61, Peking was experiencing economic

disaster on a nationwide scale following the collapse of its Great

Leap Forward. It was in poor condition to intervene in Laos and

refrained from suggesting that it might. By 1964-65 a considerable

recovery had taken place and Peking repeatedly expressed its strong

interest in the course of events in Vietnam.

Finally, and of considerable importance, as we have emphasized

previously, Johnson's demands on Hanoi were much more ambi-

tious than Kennedy's modest objectives in 1961. Kennedy's limited

demands reduced the motivation of the members of the opposition

to resist his pressure and gave him a chance, with Soviet coopera-

tion, to orchestrate the relationship among them to his own
advantage. Johnson's far-reaching objectives and demands, in con-

trast, maximized the disinclination of the members of multi-

national opposition to yield, made it far more difficult for the

Soviet Union to resolve its ambivalence toward the heightened

danger of war in favor of playing the same role it had in 1961, and

generally increased to formidable proportions the task of coercive

diplomacy. With respect to the Soviet Union, the contrast be-

tween Kennedy's strategy in 1961 and Johnson's in 1965 is strik-

ing. Johnson gave the Soviets no reasonable basis for trying to

persuade Hanoi to negotiate. In the Laos crisis, because Kennedy's

demands were more modest, the Russians could point to existing

gains which Hanoi and the Pathet Lao would be allowed to keep.

It was not surprising that Johnson failed; it would have been far

more surprising had he succeeded. The configuration of the situa-

tion this time was only superficially the same as it had been in

Laos in 1961. Johnson's task of tailoring coercive diplomacy to the
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special configuration of the situation in Vietnam was substantially

more difficult, if indeed not an impossible one.

One of the most important pohcy dilemmas revealed by our

three case studies, therefore, is that prudent crisis management
tends to conflict with the requirements for effective coercive diplo-

macy. This was true not only in the Vietnam case, in which John-

son could not bring himself to adopt the strong variant of the

strategy because of the multiple constraints on his action; it was

true also in the Laos and Cuban crises in which, under special

circumstances, Kennedy finally converted an initial try-and-see

approach to something approaching the ultimatum form of coer-

cive pressure. The requirements of crisis management, it turns out,

are much more compatible with the try-and-see approach than a

stronger variant of coercive diplomacy.

3. The Timing of Strong Coercive Threats

The strong variant of coercive diplomacy can succeed only if the

opponent accepts as credible the threat of punishment for non-

compliance with the demands made upon him. Important subjec-

tive and contextual dimensions determine credibility, which is

created not merely by the opponent's knowledge that the coercing

power has the military capabilities to back its threat but even more

so by the opponent's perception of the coercing power's willing-

ness to do so.

The timing of coercive threats can be critical to their success in

a crisis. If the ultimatum form of coercive diplomacy is tried be-

fore the opponent is sufficiently impressed with the determination

of the coercing power in the matter at issue, the opponent may
fail to regard as credible the coercing power's threat of punishment

for non-compliance, creating a dangerous situation in which the

opponent regards as bluff what is in fact a serious threat. The
coercing power may then be faced with the need to carry out its

threat or some portion of it. War may needlessly result from a

miscalculation of this kind, whereas the coercive diplomatic strat-

egy, more skillfully applied, might have succeeded in achieving an

acceptable outcome without a costly escalation. Therefore, it is

very much in the interest of the power attempting coercive diplo-

macy to establish whether the ground has been adequately pre-

pared to ensure that the opponent will credit its coercive threat as

being sufficiently credible as well as sufficiently potent.

The timing of coercive threats does not appear to have been as
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much a problem in the Laos case as in the other two crises. None-

theless it is interesting that Kennedy made his dramatic TV pre-

sentation on the situation in Laos (March 23) a full day after the

United States troop movements commenced. He did so, pre-

sumably, on the assumption that this prior action would reinforce

the credibility of his statement. The problem of timing coercive

threats was more critical in the Cuban missile crisis and, indeed,

Kennedy recognized this. As we pointed out in Chapter Three,

Kennedy saw that his only chance of getting the missiles out of

Cuba without war lay in finding a way of impressing Khrushchev

with his determination as never before since he had entered the

presidency. Kennedy was attracted to the blockade option because

it offered at least a possibility of correcting Khrushchev's mis-

judgment of his determination by means short of more dangerous,

irreversible military actions against Cuba.

What helped the strategy of coercive diplomacy eventually suc-

ceed in this crisis was Kennedy's initial success in using the block-

ade to impress Soviet leaders with his determination. Kennedy's

demonstrated willingness to impose the blockade, against the back-

drop of the increasingly menacing American military build-up,

very much strengthened the Soviet leaders' disposition to regard as

credible the coercive threats Kennedy made several days later when
he passed on a virtual ultimatum to Khrushchev.

But the initial actions one takes in a crisis — on which, in addi-

tion, one hopes to build the foundation for strong coercive threats

later — may not always signal strong enough determination to the

opponent. Rather, these initial actions may inadvertently signal

timidity and irresolution; or they may be perceived as signalling a

level of determination that falls short of the stronger resolution of

the opponent who is, of course, attempting to judge how far the

coercing power is really prepared to go should its demands be

rejected.

Something of this kind happened in the Vietnam case. As

Simons reveals, in early 1965 the political-psychological context

was not at all favorable to an attempt to employ the strategy of

coercive diplomacy against Hanoi. Having retaliated against North

Vietnam in the preceding summer in response to the naval en-

counters in Tonkin Bay, Johnson dissipated the image of resolu-

tion he had thereby conveyed when he decided not to retaliate for

the strong Viet Cong attack on the United States air base at Bien

Hoa on October 31, 1964. The president once more decided
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against reprisal action after the Viet Cong attack on the American

officers' billet in Saigon on December 24, 1964. Both of these at-

tacks were on a large scale and were highly effective. In many ways

they were much more flagrant provocations than the activity of the

North Vietnamese vessels in the Tonkin Bay, and were in effect

Hanoi's answer to United States retaliation at the time. Having

tacitly announced the principle of retaliation at the time of

Tonkin Bay, the president's failure to retaliate to the two attacks

on important American installations in South Vietnam created an

apparent inconsistency between his words and his actions. This

generated doubts regarding the administration's resolve to take

action to prevent the further deterioration of the political and

military situation in South Vietnam, which was proceeding at a

steady pace during the winter. No doubt the impression of United

States irresolution was not lost on Hanoi, and it may have con-

tributed to Hanoi's decision to step up pressure in the South in

order to topple the Saigon regime altogether and force an Ameri-

can withdrawal.^ Reestablishment of credibility ''would be es-

sential," Simons points out in his description of the attitude of

Johnson's advisors in early 1965, ''if the administration expected to

use threats of further punishment to get Hanoi to alter its policies

toward South Vietnam."

This was the policy background when the Viet Cong struck

again in early February, this time at the important United States

base at Pleiku. The retaliatory air raids against North Vietnam

which quickly followed were an attempt to erase the image of

United States irresolution and lack of determination. While the

circumstances were quite different, the Johnson administration

now faced the same kind of problem Kennedy had faced at the

outset of the Cuban missile crisis: how to impress the opponent

with his strong determination so that subsequent coercive threats

would be regarded as sufficiently credible. The difficulties of ac-

complishing this initial tactical-psychological objective in the

Vietnam context are suggested in Chapter Four. The initial Amer-

ican retaliatory attacks of early February were evidently judged

within the administration to have been insufficient for this pur-

pose. Additional air attacks took place in early March, but after

weighing their effects in mid-March the administration concluded

that it had not yet succeeded in conveying adequately its de-

termination to the other side and stepped up the air attacks. At

the same time, however, the reported deterioration of the ground
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war in South Vietnam was beginning to change the context of

the air operations against the North.

This paved the way for the strong coercive pressure which the

administration was to exert in early April when it directed the

air attacks for the first time to bridges and other facilities, be-

lieving these targets to be of such great value to Hanoi as to make

it vulnerable to coercive threats. Within a few days, however, Mos-

cow and Hanoi both made clear their rejection of United States

demands. In effect they called the bluff latent in the administra-

tion's effort to threaten worse damage for non-compliance. At this

point, as we discussed earlier, the administration backed away from

its strategy of coercive diplomacy and moved quickly toward a

prolonged attrition strategy against Hanoi.* Thus, the administra-

tion had tried, over a period of two months (February-April) to

create the image of great determination that would presumably

lend credibility and persuasiveness to the stronger threats of early

April. But the effort failed, and perhaps it was never regarded as

more than a low-confidence strategy within the administration. In

retrospect as well as at the time, it is obvious that the administra-

tion's multiple objectives and the many constraints imbedded in

the situation made it extremely difficult if not virtually impossible

for the president to deal effectively with this and other problems

of operationalizing the strategy of coercive diplomacy.

4. The Timing of Negotiations

The effectiveness of coercive diplomacy may depend upon control-

ling the timing of negotiations. The coercing power may incur seri-

ous disadvantages if it is forced to enter into negotiations before it

has demonstrated its determination and developed other needed

bargaining assets. This possibility arose in the Cuban missile and

Vietnam crises. In other circumstances, disadvantages may arise

from a delay of negotiations. Thus, caught in a losing situation

in Laos, Kennedy wanted an early cease-fire and negotiations in

order to salvage as much as possible. His opponents would not

cooperate, however; by continuing to advance on the battlefield

they were improving both their political and bargaining position.

Kennedy had to exert coercive pressure, in which he threatened

* Additional bridges and other facilities of value were attacked later on,

eventually including electrical power plants, dams, petroleum facilities, etc.,

but this escalation was gradual and part of a try-and-see approach.
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American intervention, in order to bring about a cease-fire and an

agreement to negotiate.

In the Cuban missile crisis, on the other hand, Kennedy per-

ceived that it was distinctly to his advantage to put off serious

bargaining until he had succeeded in impressing Khrushchev with

his determination to get the missiles out. Kennedy succeeded in

delaying any bargaining over a quid pro quo until he had forced

Khrushchev to back down over the blockade and had accumu-

lated other important bargaining assets. Kennedy achieved this,

moreover, without having to pay a high price in unfavorable do-

mestic and international reactions to his delaying of negotiations.

An interesting side-light to this is that Kennedy did not himself

determine when the time had come for negotiations. Khrushchev

helped Kennedy deal with this problem by initiating feelers for a

quid pro quo settlement of the crisis.

In Vietnam, the administration lacked bargaining assets at the

outset and had not conveyed its determination; accordingly, in

February and March it sought to achieve a position of strength

before beginning negotiations. Domestic and international pres-

sures for negotiations intensified, however, and the administration

paid an important political and diplomatic price for its quite ob-

vious reluctance to enter into negotiations. On February 23 the

Soviet government had publicly declared its support for seeking

a negotiated settlement through reconvening the Geneva con-

ference on Indochina — a possibility already advocated by de

Gaulle. The administration, however, repeatedly took a tough

line on a negotiated settlement in late February and early March.

At the same time it became evident that the administration was

sticking to its ambitious war objectives and was demanding in

effect Hanoi's withdrawal from the war, even though this was not

specifically stated. This did not, it may be assumed, encourage the

Soviet Union to continue to identify itself as an intermediary.

In fact, as we noted earlier, it had the opposite effect, one highly

damaging to Johnson's effort to play his cards in such a way as

to activate the Soviet Union to play the same kind of helpful role

it had done in the Laos crisis of 1961. By March 19 Moscow had

reversed its earlier stand, making it clear now that it would not

attempt to influence Hanoi to reduce its efforts in the South

and seek a peaceful solution.

It was only in early April, after air attacks were escalated against
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high-value targets in North Vietnam, reaching thereby a new peak

in coercive pressure, that the administration indicated a willing-

ness to enter into unconditional negotiations. The administration

had succeeded in delaying negotiations until it had improved

somewhat its bargaining position. But the other side was not in-

terested now. For, Johnson's offer of unconditional negotiations

notwithstanding, there was little indication that the administration

had really modified its objective of seeking a victory in the war

in the South or reduced its demand for Hanoi's withdrawal.

5. The Content of the Carrot and Stick

In formulating the theory of coercive diplomacy in Chapter One
we emphasized that the task of employing this strategy success-

fully can be relatively easy or quite formidable, depending on what

one demands of the opponent and how strongly disinclined he is

to do what is asked of him. To employ coercive diplomacy suc-

cessfully, therefore, one must find a combination of carrot and

stick that will suffice to overcome the opponent's disinclination to

grant what is being asked of him.

In Laos Kennedy formulated a carrot and stick that was able

to cope with the multi-national opposition's view of what was

at stake. The president, as we have seen, reUed largely upon a

carrot — the substantial reduction of the United States objective

in Laos — to create receptivity to what he asked. His threat of

overt military intervention, presumably on a relatively small scale,

sufficed to induce compliance with his demand.

There was greater emphasis on the stick in Kennedy's approach

to his adversary in the Cuban missile crisis. But in this case, too,

the carrot — Kennedy's willingness to give a no-invasion pledge

regarding Cuba — played an essential role. In fact, as we have

seen, Khrushchev himself suggested this as part of a quid pro quo

by means of which the crisis might be ended.

In other circumstances and in other crises, however, the of>-

ponent who is the target of coercive diplomacy may not be so

cooperative in helping to formulate the carrot that will contribute

to an acceptable quid pro quo. In that event, as with respect to

Hanoi in the first few months of 1965, the United States may
have great difficulty in formulating a combined carrot and stick

inducement that suffices to overcome the opponent's strong re-

luctance to do what is demanded of him. Johnson's formulation
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of the carrot and stick, when it finally emerged in early April,

suffered from ambiguities as well as insufficient persuasive power.

Not only was his attempt to step up pressure relatively mild, stop-

ping well short of an ultimatum, but the positive inducement the

administration offered, an offer of economic development for all of

Southeast Asia, including North Vietnam, lacked precision, com-

mitment, and perhaps credibility as well. Moreover, it smacked of

a public bribe to Hanoi for abandoning the Viet Cong to their

fate.

6. The Timing of the Carrot and Stick

Still another problem that may be critical in applying this strategy

effectively concerns the timing of the carrot and stick. Assuming

that the content of the combined carrot and stick is adequate in

principle to overcome the opponent's disinclination to accept what

is demanded, its effect may be spoiled if it comes too late, that is,

after military operations have further hardened the opponent's

determination and engaged his prestige, making it more difficult

for him to accept what is asked of him.

As with so many other problems of tailoring the strategy of

coercive diplomacy to a particular situation that we have already

discussed, it is by no means easy for policy-makers to recognize

when the moment is propitious to introduce the different elements

of the carrot and stick. Hindsight in these matters can easily ob-

scure the great uncertainties and misinformation with which the

policy-makers may have to operate at the time.

Thus it turned out, contrary to Kennedy's pessimistic expecta-

tion, that his timing of the carrot and stick in the Cuban missile

crisis was just right, neither too soon nor too late. The same can-

not be said of Johnson's belated, as well as ambiguous, quid pro

quo offers to Hanoi. Even were one to assume what is highly

dubious — that the combined carrot and stick of early April was

sufficient to neutralize Hanoi's strong disinclination to accept the

ambiguous demands being made on it — Johnson's timing of it

came after the American military actions probably had made it

more difficult for Hanoi to back down or enter into negotiations.

As Thomas Schelling has said, 'The manner of threatened com-

pliance must not entail costs in prestige, reputation, or self-respect

that outweigh the threat. . . . Skill is required to devise a compel-

lant action that does not have this self-defeating quality."
"^
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IV. OTHER EXAMPLES OF AMERICAN EFFORTS
TO USE FORCE AS AN INSTRUMENT
OF DIPLOMACY

We can see the important limits and risks of the strategy of co-

ercive diplomacy even more clearly if we enlarge the sample of

historical cases beyond the three that we have considered.

1. The United States Effort to Coerce

Japan in 1941 ^

The most extreme risk that the strategy of coercive diplomacy

may encounter is that of provoking the opponent to attack — the

first problem in operationalizing this strategy. The leading example

of this risk is the sequence of events leading to the Japanese attack

on Pearl Harbor. This case is usually regarded, somewhat too nar-

rowly, as a failure of deterrence; and various lessons have been

drawn from the failure of United States intelligence analysts and

policy-makers to evaluate properly the available indications of

Japanese intentions.

What is often overlooked, however, is the broader context

within which deterrence failed in this case. The United States

government had been engaged for some months in a concerted,

persistent effort at coercive diplomacy. Its aim was to persuade

the Japanese government not merely to stop its imperialist ex-

pansion in Asia but also to give up the more ambitious objec-

tives associated with this policy and some of the gains it had

already made. In the language that became fashionable later in

describing American objectives in the Cold War against the Soviet

Union, the Roosevelt administration was pursuing the objectives

of both containment and liberation vis-a-vis the Imperialist Jap-

anese government. The line had been drawn, more or less

clearly, against further Japanese advances in Southeast Asia. True,

the Roosevelt administration was employing economic sanctions

rather than threats of military force to secure compliance with its

demands, but the economic pressure was extremely effective. The
embargo on oil that the United States and its allies imposed on

Japan, whose military forces were highly dependent upon pe-

troleum imports, had the effect of creating the sense of urgency for

compliance with American demands that is a critical part of the

strong variant of coercive diplomacy. The United States gave no
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formal or even tacit ultimatum per se, but the oil embargo created

the equivalent of a deadline. The Japanese government was con-

fronted with a fundamental choice — whether to back down and

retreat or to go to war — and it had to decide within a matter of

months.

We shall not attempt a detailed analysis ^ of the various prob-

lems the strategy of coercive diplomacy encountered in this case,

as we have done for the Laos, Cuban, and Vietnam crises. It is

clear in retrospect, as it had become increasingly clear to Roosevelt

and his advisors prior to the Japanese attack, that the administra-

tion had failed to formulate a carrot and stick that sufficed to

overcome the strong unwillingness of the Japanese government

to accept demands to curtail its aggressive activities in Asia.

Nonetheless, Roosevelt refused to moderate his demands or to

offer a larger carrot, even though evidence mounted that the

Japanese government was going to act in Southeast Asia in such

a way as to challenge the deterrence effort being made by Britain

and the United States on behalf of weaker allies, and that such

Japanese moves would trigger a military response, and war, with

the Anglo-American powers. Hence, Roosevelt perceived and ac-

cepted the growing risk of war with Japan. In the days before Pearl

Harbor, the high probability and imminence of war was evident;

the surprise lay only in not expecting that the Japanese attack

would come at Pearl Harbor.

Deterrence failed in the end — resulting in the surprise attack

on Pearl Harbor — because Roosevelt's effort at coercive diplo-

macy completely boomeranged. The ambitious objectives which

he pursued by means of this strategy backed the Japanese govern-

ment into a corner without leaving open an acceptable way out.

Caught in this trap, with its highest national-imperialist aspira-

tions at stake, a desperate Japanese government chose the desper-

ate, low-confidence strategy of war with the United States, for it

perceived the only alternative permitted it as even less acceptable.

2. The Korean War

The North Korean attack on South Korea in late June 1950 took

American leaders by surprise. The North Koreans attacked in full

force, hoping to secure a quick military seizure of South Korea

before the United States had an opportunity to reconsider its

earlier policy of limited commitment to defense of its ally. When
confronted by an opponent's resort to the quick, decisive strategy
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that is designed to create a fait accompli, it is particularly diflBcult

for the protecting power —•the United States in this case — to stop

or reverse the action taking place quickly except by a strong vari-

ant of coercive diplomacy. In Korea, contrary to Soviet and North

Korean expectations, the Truman administration did react almost

immediately to the attack, reversing the many indications it had

given in the preceding months that it had disengaged from its

commitment to help defend South Korea against attack. In the

first week of the war Truman gradually increased the level and

scope of American military operations. But these escalations (a

term that has come into use only more recently) had inconse-

quential military effects on the powerful North Korean forces that

were brushing aside the South Korean forces and overrunning the

country. Moreover, the piecemeal United States intervention had

no discernible political effect on the willingness of the North

Korean and Soviet governments to continue military operations

against South Korea.

Truman and his advisers gave little or no consideration to em-

ploying strong coercive diplomacy in an effort to persuade the

North Korean government to halt or pull back its forces. Wash-
ington expressed a hope, not a demand, that the North Koreans

would call off or halt their aggression, particularly when they en-

countered token United States combat forces on the battlefield.

Washington did not attempt to place the other side under im-

mediate, urgent pressure to call off its action or to limit its scope

and objectives. At the most, Truman limited himself to a cautious

application of what we have called the try-and-see approach. In

fact, a full-fledged American commitment to defend South Korea

developed only gradually, in stages, during the first week of the

war. Without attempting a fuller explanation here, we can state

that crisis management considerations played a role in Truman's

caution. The basic assumptions of American foreign policy vis-a-vis

the Soviet Union were sharply challenged by the North Korean at-

tack, which came as a distinct surprise and shock. In the first few

days of the crisis the administration feared that the North Korean

attack meant that the Soviet Union was ready, contrary to Wash-
ington's expectations, to risk World War III. Truman's commit-

ment to South Korea developed slowly in part because he and his

advisors were initially concerned about the risk of Soviet involve-

ment in the war and the possibility that American intervention

would provoke the Soviets and lead to world war. It was only the
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mild, reassuring Soviet reply on the fifth day of the crisis to an

American diplomatic note probing Soviet intentions that relieved

the administration of this fear.^^

3. The Quemoy Crisis of 1958'"''

Eisenhower was forced to respond to an opponent's move that

differed altogether from the kind of challenge the North Korean

attack had posed for Truman. The Chinese Communists limited

themselves to heavy artillery fire against the large Nationalist gar-

rison on the island of Quemoy, only a few miles from the main-

land. This was a limited, carefully controlled military-poHtical

probe, rather than the kind of all-out fait accompli that the North

Koreans had attempted against South Korea. The Chinese artillery

fire was shrewdly designed to clarify United States intentions in

the first instance rather than to test Chinese Nationalist and

American capabilities for defending the offshore islands. In prin-

ciple, a limited probe of this kind should be easier to reverse by

means of a coercive diplomacy than an all-out fait accompli. But,

interestingly enough, the Eisenhower administration did not re-

spond by means of coercive diplomacy. In fact, this strategy was

given little if any consideration in the administration's delibera-

tions as to how to respond. Operating under severe constraints

on his freedom of action, Eisenhower chose the make-shift strategy

of attempting to cope with the situation pretty much within the

framework established by the opponent's action without either

escalating to a more favorable set of ground rules or threatening

to do so as part of an effort to coerce the Chinese Communists to

stop the artillery shelling.

The Eisenhower administration was not confronted with the

immediate necessity of providing a high confidence defense of

Quemoy. So long as the Chinese Communists limited themselves

to artillery shelling and attempted no invasion, the defensive task

would be limited to resupphing and maintaining the large Chinese

Nationalist garrison under fire on Quemoy. But first, the admin-

istration had to answer the question of United States intentions

implicit in the Chinese Communists' limited probe. Eisenhower's

task, given his judgment that too much was at stake to allow

Quemoy to fall, was to signal his intention to help defend it and

to do so clearly, convincingly, and early enough in the crisis to

forestall a possible miscalculation by the other side that might

lead to an increase of Communist actions and thereby risk an ex-
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pansion of the conflict. This, in fact, the administration did,

conveying its commitment to prevent the loss of Quemoy.

But while Eisenhower's response disappointed any hopes the

Chinese Communists might have had that he would be willing to

see Quemoy fall or that he would urge Chiang Kai-shek to give it

up in the interests of peace, the administration's response also

inevitably conveyed that its commitment was quite limited and

that it was inclined to give the Chinese Nationalists only indirect

military assistance to ensure resupply of Quemoy. It was amply

clear, because Eisenhower wished to make it so in order to cope

with strong apprehensions and criticism both at home and abroad,

that the administration wished to and would try to avoid the

political-military costs associated with a stronger response. In the

absence of any real pressure or coercive threats to cease the ar-

tillery shelling, the Chinese Communists decided to continue it.

They could well afford to wait and see whether the Nationalist

Navy, with quite limited, but in the end decisive, American as-

sistance, would be able to resupply Quemoy. In the meantime, the

Chinese Communists could and did attempt to exploit the situa-

tion politically and diplomatically.

What is important is that Eisenhower was willing to employ

this make-shift strategy even though it was considered distinctly

unpromising. His advisors were uncertain and pessimistic at first

that resupply operations would be successful. Nonetheless, Eisen-

hower was willing to try because he thought the alternative

strategies either infeasible or too risky. Given the limited American

commitment and the initial uncertainty that measures to resupply

Quemoy would succeed, there remained a question as to what

Eisenhower would do should the resupply operation fail. Such a

contingency would have faced the administration with a need to

step up United States participation. Direct American naval and

air operations to ensure resupply were possible. The options for

this existed; the question is whether the president would have

used them. Faced with the risks of escalation, would Eisenhower

and Dulles have weakened in their adherence to their announced

objective and sought a compromise solution that would have also

compromised the status of Quemoy? We cannot be certain, but

this possibility can by no means be excluded.

Both the Korean War and the Quemoy crises — other examples

could also be found — are cases in which the strategy of strong

coercive diplomacy did not recommend itself to American policy-
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makers. Without attempting a more detailed explanation here, we

can state that many of the eight conditions identified above that

favor adoption and implementation of the strong variant of co-

ercive diplomacy were not present in these two cases.

V. THE LIMITS OF POWER AND WILL

Coercive diplomacy is understandably attractive when compared

to the alternative strategies that were discussed in Chapter One.

It offers the leaders of a country an opportunity to achieve their

objectives in a crisis with much greater economy than strategies

that rely more directly and exclusively on use of force. If the

coercive strategy can be made to work successfully, it is a less

costly, less risky way of achieving one's objectives than traditional

military strategy.

But the attractiveness of coercive diplomacy must not be al-

lowed to prejudge the question of its feasibility in any particular

situation. The beguiling character of the strategy may easily dis-

tort the judgment of policy-makers who are confronted by a

difficult crisis that poses damage to national interests they would

like to avoid. The problems of operationalizing the strategy of

coercive diplomacy, as we have discussed, are many. Skill is cer-

tainly necessary to deal with these problems adequately, but even

an unusually skillful policy-maker can accomplish little when the

basic pre-conditions favoring this strategy are lacking. Adding to

the risks is the fact that it is often not self-evident whether these

basic conditions are present in a crisis situation; the policy-maker

can easily err in assuming that the fundamental configuration of

the situation is more favorable to coercive diplomacy than is in fact

the case. Further, the informational requirements of the strategy

are complex and also difficult to meet. A particularly good knowl-

edge of the opponent is necessary in order to estimate properly

his motivation and his cost-benefit calculations on the basis of

the fragmentary and equivocal information typically available on

these matters.

For all these reasons, there will be few crises in which coercive

diplomacy — and particularly the strong variant of it that attempts

to meet all three components of a classical ultimatum — will con-

stitute a feasible and useful strategy. The reasons for this con-

clusion, we have emphasized, are many and complex. One can
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disagree as to the relative importance of the various constraints

on the strategy that we have mentioned; and one can also quarrel

with the role we have assigned to some of these factors in trying

to account for the success or failure of this strategy in the crises we

have examined. It is too soon to write definitive histories of every

aspect of these crises; indeed that may never be possible. At the

same time, it is urgent to learn the lessons that recent history

holds for policy-making. We have attempted, therefore, to draw

such lessons from plausible interpretations of the historical cases.

Whatever the scope of scholarly disagreement in this respect, it

surely excludes the simple-minded proposition that to coerce an

opponent successfully is, as some imply, merely a matter of the

president exercising our national resolution or guts to threaten,

and use if need be, the ample military capabilities at our disposal.

So much has been usefully said in recent years about the limits

of military power as an instrument of foreign policy that we can

hardly hope this book has done more than to reinforce this mes-

sage by clarifying in some detail why this is so. The prudent states-

man knows, or should know, that power does not create national

will, beyond a certain limited point. The availability of ample

power does not enable him to forgo a sober calculation of the

extent to which important national interests are really at stake in

a Third World conflict, and what level of costs and risks the pub-

lic can be reasonably expected to accept. The degree of national

motivation available to him is not open-ended; it is manipulable

only within sharp limits.

The distinguished historian of the Renaissance, Jacob Burck-

hardt, made the wry remark that the true use of history is not to

make men more clever for the next time but to make them wiser

forever. One such lesson emerges from the Vietnam tragedy that is

not particularly novel but is easily forgotten. Military power is of

greater value to diplomacy when it is not used too often. When
it is used, it should not be relied upon to accomplish difficult and

complex objectives. The wise statesman of a powerful country

knows the value of restraint in both the objectives and means of

foreign policy. He will try to avoid actual use of military power on

behalf of his objectives. When he feels it necessary to threaten use

of force on behalf of what he asks of others he would be wise to

threaten only on behalf of the most important of his country's
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interests and to make modest, not far-reaching demands on others.

It is prudent as well as moral that the strong should respect the

vital interests of the weak.

NOTES

1 These arguments were drawn together and forcefully stated in "Gradu-

alism — Fuel of Wars," prepared by the Task Force on National Security,

for the Republican National Committee, March 1968.

2 I am indebted to David Hall for the obser\ations in this paragraph.
3 Thomas C. Schelhng, Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale University

Press, 1966),pp. 74f.

4 See, for example, the article by Robert Kleiman, New York Times, March
1, 1965. Both tvpes of criticism are briefly summarized in Simons's studv,

pp. 164-168, 173.

5 Se\ eral newspaper accounts at the time obser\ed and discussed this prob-

lem. See, for example, the articles by Max Frankel, New York Times, March
5 and 7, 1965. I am also indebted to Arnold Horelick's observations on this

point.

6 Philip Gevelin argues this thesis in Lyndon B. Johnson and the World
(New York: Praeger, 1966), pp. 200-202.

"^ Schelling, Arms and Influence, pp. 84, 89.

8 I am indebted to Professor Nobutaka Ike for comments on this section.

^ See, for example, Robert Butow, Tojo and the Coming of the War
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961); Nobutaka Ike, tr. and ed..

Japans Decision for War (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1967); James

Herzog, "Influence of the United States Na\7 in the Embargo of Oil to

Japan, 1940-1941," Pacific Historical Re\^iew, XXXV (August 1966); Chi-

hiro Hosova, "Miscalculations in Deterrent Policy: Japanese-U.S. Relations,

1938-194i," Journal of Peace Research, II (1968).
i<> Harr>' S Truman, Memoirs; Years of Trial and Hope, II (Garden City,

N.Y.: Doubleday, 1956), pp. 331-348. The most detailed account of Ameri-

can policy-making in response to the North Korean attack is Glenn D. Paige,

The Korea Decision (New York: Free Press, 1968). See also Alexander

George, "American Policv-making and the North Korean Aggression,"

World Politics, Vll (January 1955).
11 No single authoritative study of United States policy during this crisis

exists. Eisenhower's Waging Peace (New York: Doubleday, 1965) con-

tains useful materials as do other memoirs of his administration. Various as-

pects of the crisis are dealt with in publications by scholars such as Tang
Tsou, Alice L. Hsieh, Morton H. Halperin, Robert W. Bamet, Thomas C.

Schelling, Donald Zagoria.
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APPENDIX: NOTE ON
THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

As indicated in Chapter 1 , coercive diplomacy is one of four strategies

available to the policy-maker when an opponent encroaches on his

interests. Since we examined only the coercive diplomatic strategy in

this study, our research objective was confined to identifying the condi-

tions under which this strategy is likely to be a viable one. That is,

we could not compare systematically the relative utility of the four

strategies in a variety of contingencies, but we did attempt to formu-

late a partial, rational-choice model geared to the following question:

When is it reasonable for the policy-maker to choose the strategy of

coercive diplomacy or to entertain it seriously? We attempted to clar-

ify this issue by identifying the conditions or factors that affected the

outcome of the conflict when this strategy was employed in three his-

torical cases, two in which the strategy succeeded, one in which it

failed.

From the comparative analysis of the outcomes of these cases in

Chapter 5 we identified eight "conditions" that favor success with the

strategy. These conditions were present in the two cases in which

choice of the strategy led to a successful outcome; most of them were

absent or present in a weak form in the case in which an attempt to

use the strategy resulted in failure. We suggest, therefore, that a ra-

tional, sophisticated policy-maker should not give serious consideration

to adopting this strategy if he believes that these eight conditions are

weakly or uncertainly present in that situation and cannot be strength-

* This Appendix was prepared by Alexander George.
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ened by means at his disposal. He should not do so because, according

to our empirically derived theory, the probability of achieving a suc-

cessful outcome will be low in the absence of those conditions.

This, however, does not suffice for a rational-choice model. While
these eight conditions "favor" the probability of a successful outcome,

by no means do they guarantee it. For, clearly, the outcome obtained

from the strategy will be dependent upon additional variables, some of

which we identified in section III of Chapter 5 when we discussed the

six difficult problems policy-makers have encountered in trying to im-

plement the strategy by tailoring it to the specific configuration of a

given situation. Therefore, we emphasize that a prudent policy-maker

should not choose this strategy merely on the basis of having ascer-

tained as best he can that the eight favoring conditions are present.

Before selecting coercive diplomacy as his strategy, he should also con-

sider whether he would be able to deal adequately with the six difficult

problems that mav arise in any attempt to implement it.

More simplv, the policv-maker must choose not merelv on the basis

of what is the ''correct" or ''best" strategy in principle, since even the

"best" strategy will result in success only if it is skillfully implemented.

A novel feature of our theory of rational choice is that it subjects

"skill," usually treated by theorists as an elusive residual category, to

detailed empirical analysis and codification.

The distinction we have obser\^ed here between the policy-maker's

choice of a strategy (or, as it is often called, the "decisional output")

and policy "outcome" is a standard and useful one in the study of

public policy.* It is possible to use the empirical findings drawn from

our comparative case analysis for purposes other than constructing a

rational-choice model. As already suggested, our theory has some value

also for explaining and predicting outcomes. Finally, we should recog-

nize that neither for policv prescription, explanation, nor prediction

have we the data needed for constructing more rigorous models. We
have only considered three historical cases, and we have had to intro-

duce seven simplications and approximations into our formulation and

analysis of the eight "favoring" conditions.

First, our analysis of the relation of the eight conditions to the out-

comes of crises in which coercive diplomacy was attempted is, in effect,

a selective summary of what we believe have been the critical elements

in the estimates and expectations of the two sides. t (TTie conditions are

* See, for example, Austin Ranney, ed., Political Science and Public Policy

(Chicago: Markham, 1968), p. 8.

t The eight conditions do not exhaust all possibly relevant variables. A
ninth condition, for example, might be the need for international support from

allies and neutrals.
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a shorthand way of referring to these perceptions, estimates, calcula-

tions.) The question arises whether each condition would have to be

present in the perceptions of both the coercing power and its opponent

in order for coercive diplomacy to succeed. Such a shared perception

would undoubtedly increase the likelihood of success, but coercive

diplomacy may succeed under other circumstances. As noted on pages

227-8, the three perceptions by the opponent that appear to be par-

ticularly important in this respect are: that he believe there is an

asymmetry of motivation in the situation that favors the United States;

that he experience an acute sense of urgency for compliance with the

United States' demand; that he fear unacceptable escalation. While it

is not likely that the opponent will perceive these three "conditions"

to be present in the situation unless there is some basis in reality for

his perception, it is important to recognize that the opponent's be-

havior is determined by his perceptions of these three factors, correct

or incorrect, and that his perceptions may not coincide with those of

American leaders. TTius, for example, American leaders may experience

a greater or lesser sense of urgency for achieving their objective than

the opponent perceives; or they may feel they have conveyed a threat

of imminent escalation that reflects their true intentions while the

opponent has not recognized the threat. The opportunities for mis-

perception and miscalculation are numerous.

It would be desirable to state the various causal configurations asso-

ciated with the success or failure of the strategy more precisely, but

we have not attempted it in view of the difficulty of the task. In any

case, the more loosely stated analysis of favoring conditions presented

in Chapter 5 is not without value for explanatory and predictive pur-

poses and can be useful to the policy-maker as well as the investigator.

Second, we have considered these conditions in qualitative terms;

that is, we have asked merely whether each was present or absent in

the historical case examined. Of course, some of these conditions are

subject in principle to quantitative measurement. Were it possible to

do so, it would be desirable for some purposes to measure more pre-

cisely the strength of the condition or variable in each historical case.

At the same time, however, variables of this kind tend to be dealt with

by the decision-maker in rather gross, qualitative terms, and precise

measures of the variables, therefore, should not be confused with the

nature of the subjective perception of them operative in the decision-

maker's mind. The value of precise measurement lies in other direc-

tions, for example, in the possibility of correlating or calibrating

independent precise measures with the cruder, qualitative evaluations

that enter into the decision-maker's calculus.

Hiird, judgments regarding the presence or absence of a condition

were sometimes difficult to make with complete confidence. Historical

materials available on the calculations and estimates of American lead-
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ers often permitted quite plausible inferences, but to make judgments

it was necessary not only to interpret available clues but also, particu-

larly in the case of the opponent's calculations, to make post-facto

reconstructions of the kind the historian often makes. While this is

not entirely satisfactory, it is the best that we could do. Moreover, not

only the investigator who later studies these historical cases but also

the policy-maker at the time has difficulty in deciding whether a con-

dition is really present. In some respects, only the actions taken during

the crisis by the policy-maker and the outcome itself can clarify

whether some of the conditions assumed to favor coercive diplomacy

were indeed sufficiently present in the situation. This is true particu-

larly with respect to the three perceptions by the opponent that appear

critical to the success of the strategy.

Fourth, the presence or absence of a condition, of course, does not

establish its causal importance. The small number of historical case

studies available for analysis meant that assessment of causal impor-

tance by means of statistical analysis was not possible here. The causal

importance attributed to these conditions, therefore, rests upon use

of the historian's method of causal imputation in explaining a single

case. Confidence in the imputation of causal status to these conditions

was reinforced by describing and comparing the role they played in

the three cases examined — two of them examples of successful out-

comes, the third a case of failure.

Fifth, it was also difficult to clarify the relative contribution that

each type of condition made to the outcome of any given historical

case. We would have liked to be able to determine the precise causal

importance of each condition in each case and to assign "weights"

to each. Once again, however, what is possible in principle was diffi-

cult in this case to achieve in practice. (This task is further compli-

cated by the fact that not all of these conditions are independent

of each other.*)

Sixth, we have avoided attempting to ascertain which of these

conditions are "necessary" for the choice of the coercive diplomacy

strategy and for its successful employment. While we believe that

some conditions (asymmetry of motivation, sense of urgency, oppo-

nent's fear of unacceptable escalation) are more important than others

(e.g. strength of United States motivation, availability of usable op-

tions), we do not wish to go so far as to assert that even these are

"necessary" conditions. Rather, we are content to settle for a different

* The fact that causal variables are not independent of one another com-

plicates construction of a model and may require the use of complex statistical

methods. See, for example, Hayward Alker, 'The Long Road to International

Relations Theory: Problems of Statistical Nonadditivity," World Politics,

XVIII (July 1966), pp. 623-655.
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(and easier) formulation of the presumed causal importance of all

these conditions. Hence, we have suggested that the presence of these

conditions "favors" the adoption of the strategy and its successful

implementation. Admittedly, this avoids the more useful, but also

more difficult, task of ascertaining whether some of them are "neces-

sary" and "sufficient" conditions.

Seventh, in this connection, we called attention to the likelihood

that the same causal pattern will not be found in all cases of successful

coercive diplomacy. That is, we must expect that different weighted

combinations of the conditions will result in the choice and successful

outcome of coercive diplomacy. In one crisis the unusual strength of

some of the conditions (e.g. opponent's fear of unacceptable escala-

tion, sense of urgency) may compensate for the weaker strength or

absence of other conditions (e.g. adequate domestic support). In an-

other crisis, the strength of other conditions (e.g. relative asymmetry

of motivation) may compensate for the weaker strength of other con-

ditions (e.g. sense of urgency, usable mihtary options)

.

As these remarks suggest, there is much about the conditions and

circumstances governing the success of coercive diplomacy that we
simply cannot state precisely and reliably enough at this time for pre-

dictive purposes. We can offer only a partial and provisional theory,

one that does not overstate what is known. Its limitations notwith-

standing, it does have some prescriptive, explanatory, and predictive

value. At the very least, the theory provides a useful, if not indis-

pensable, check-list of relevant conditions that must be taken into

account both for purposes of policy-making and for analysis of policy

performance. For the policy-maker such a checklist, backed as it is by

the three historical cases examined here, provides useful cautions

against proceeding on the basis of possibly unwarranted assumptions.
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