Pentagon Papers Secret Decisions That Altered the Vietnam War

The impact of the Pentagon's analysis of the government's policy-making processes on Vietnam extends far beyond the war itself, this 1971 U.S. News article indicates.

By U.S. News Staff June 13, 2016
In 1971, the relationship between the government and the media changed irrevocably when The New York Times and other outlets published excerpts from a secret Pentagon report detailing the country's efforts and plans for the Vietnam War. The publication of the Pentagon Papers – which were declassified and released in full in 2011 -- helped pave the way for The Washington Post's series on Watergate later that decade and, more recently, WikiLeaks.
The article below originally appeared in the June 28, 1971, edition of U.S. News & World Report.
A furor over publication of secret material on step-by-step escalation of the U.S. role in Vietnam has taken on far-reaching proportions. 

The controversy was triggered on June 13 when "The New York Times" began printing a series of articles based on a Pentagon study of how and why American involvement in the Indo-China war grew to its peak commitment of forces totaling half a million men.

The "Times" articles included classified documents submitted to President Johnson by advisers such as Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara, Director John A. McCone of the Central Intelligence Agency and White House aides McGeorge Bundy and Walt W. Rostow; also texts of decisions to be implemented through the National Security Council and Joint Chiefs of Staff.

A bombshell effect—which Government officials now expect to be felt for months—increased with publication, on June 14 and 15, of the second and third articles in a scheduled multipart series.

Expanding repercussions. Disclosures of secret decisions on U.S. strategy touched off bursts anger in Congress and foreign capitals and brought unprecedented action by the Nixon Administration.

The Department of Justice sought an injunction banning further publication of material obtained by "The Times" on the ground that it would cause "irreparable injury to the defense interests of the United States."

On June 15, U.S. District Judge Murray I. Gurfein, in New York, issued a restraining order halting publication pending arguments and a ruling on the Government's demand for a permanent injunction. White House officials said action was taken against "The Times" not only because U.S. interests were damaged, but for the further reason that publication of classified documents, if unchallenged, would set a dangerous precedent.

"Responsibility to publish." Gist of the stand taken by "The Times" was expressed in an editorial on June 16, in these words:

"A fundamental responsibility of the press in this democracy is to publish information that helps the people of the United States to understand the processes of their own Government, especially when those processes have been clouded over in a veil of public dissimulation and even deception."

While the Federal Bureau of Investigation and other arms of the Government sought to fix responsibility for the leak of the secret material to "The Times," diplomatic and congressional reverberations continued.

Secretary of State William P. Rogers told a news conference on June 15 that publication of the articles was a violation of the law on secret documents and a "very serious matter" that would cause a "great deal of difficulty" for the U.S. in its relations with foreign governments.

Mr. Rogers said that the State Department had received diplomatic inquiries from other governments expressing concern about the articles and raising questions as to whether those governments could be sure of dealing with the U. S. on a confidential basis.

"Deliberate escalation." The Communist world was quick to react. The Soviet news agency, Tass, asserted that the documents published in the "Times" series "confirm the United States deliberately escalated and broadened the war in Indo-China, and misled the American public in giving its reasons for doing so."

In Australia—which has contributed troops to the Vietnam war effort—"The Sydney Daily Mirror" declared in an editorial that the secret Pentagon papers "show that while President Johnson was winning friends with his apparent sincerity and humanity he was, at the same time, provoking North Vietnam into an escalated war "

The Paris newspaper "France Soir" said the "Times" articles show that "in order to attack North Vietnam" Mr. Johnson "misled Congress."

On Capitol Hill, sharp comment came from Senator Barry Goldwater (Rep.), of Arizona, who was Lyndon Johnson's opponent in the 1964 presidential race.

Senator Goldwater said he knew during the 1964 campaign that Mr. Johnson was planning to bomb North Vietnam and to send U. S. troops into ground combat in South Vietnam.

In an interview on CBS television, Senator Goldwater said:

"I knew that these plans had been in the process of being made for several months."

The Senator also told an interviewer: "I was being called trigger-happy, warmonger, bomb-happy, and all the time Johnson was saying he'd never send American boys. I knew damn well he would."

No comment. Former President Johnson let it be known through a spokesman in Texas that he would not comment on the "Times" series.

The Senate Democratic Leader, Mike Mansfield, of Montana, announced that a Senate committee would hold hearings on U. S. involvement in the war—"to lay out the whole story before Congress and the American people."

Senator Stuart Symington (Dem.), of Missouri, called the disclosures "shocking" and said they show that "Congress has not known what has been going on."

Congressional Republicans generally claimed that the published material was far more damaging to the Johnson Administration and the Democrats than to the Nixon Administration. But a high official of the Nixon Administration observed that the "Times" articles "create further confusion on the problem of Vietnam and add to the distrust of Government as a whole."

Millions of words. The material used by "The Times," according to the newspaper's own account, was from a report commissioned in 1967 by Robert S. McNamara, then Secretary of Defense. The study, compiled by 36 specialists, took a year to complete. It consists of a 3,000-page analysis and 4,000 pages of official documents—for a total of 2.5 million words.

The "Times" articles were inserted in "The Congressional Record" subsequent to their appearance in the newspaper. Publication in "The Record" makes the material privileged for use by the press, radio and television, without regard to its classified nature.

Government officials stressed that, massive as it is, the Pentagon study is far from a complete account of the inside workings of U. S. decision-making on Vietnam. For example, presidential papers and many diplomatic recommendations were not available to those who compiled the study.

Attorneys disagree on the potential impact of a one-sentence amendment.

From the documents that were available, these key elements emerge, as interpreted by "The Times":

• "That the Johnson Administration, though the President was reluctant and hesitant to take the final decisions, intensified the covert warfare against North Vietnam and began planning in the spring of 1964 to wage overt war, a full year before it publicly revealed the depth of its involvement and its fear of defeat."

• "That this campaign of growing clandestine military pressure through 1964 and the expanding program of bombing North Vietnam in 1965 were begun despite the judgment of the Government's intelligence community that the measures would not cause Hanoi to cease its support of the Viet Cong insurgency in the South, and that the bombing was deemed militarily ineffective within a few months."

• "The Times" says that the Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson Administrations "built up, the American political, military and psychological stakes in Indo-China, often more deeply than they realized at the time. . . ."

The build-up was accomplished, "The Times" states, "with acts of sabotage and terror warfare against North Vietnam beginning in 1954; with moves that encouraged and abetted the over-throw of President Ngo Dinh Diem of South Vietnam in 1963; with plans, pledges and threats of further action that sprang to life in the Tonkin Gulf clashes in August, 1964; with the careful preparation of public opinion for the years of open warfare that were to follow; and with the calculation in 1965, as the planes and troops were openly committed to sustained combat, that neither accommodation inside South Vietnam nor early negotiations with North Vietnam would achieve the desired result."

• "The Times" reports that the Johnson Administration, according to the study, "reached a 'general consensus' at a White House strategy meeting on Sept. 7, 1964, that air attacks against North Vietnam would probably have to be launched." The study is quoted as saying it was expected that "these operations would begin early in the new year."

"The Times" notes: 

"The Administration consensus on bombing came at the height of the presidential-election contest between President Johnson and Senator Barry Goldwater, whose advocacy of full-scale air attacks on North Vietnam had become a major issue." 

• According to "The Times," the Pentagon study disclosed that President Johnson decided on April 1, 1965, to use American ground troops for offensive action in South Vietnam "because the Administration had discovered that its long-planned bombing of North Vietnam—which had just begun—was not going to stave off collapse in the South." The newspaper goes on to quote the Pentagon analysis as saying:

"The fact that this departure from a long-held policy had momentous implications was well recognized by the Administration leadership. . . . Mr. Johnson was greatly concerned that the step be given as little prominence as possible."

• One of the documents published by "The Times" is described as a memorandum from CIA Director McCone on April 2, 1965, to Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Defense Secretary McNamara, McGeorge Bundy and Gen. Maxwell Taylor, then U. S. Ambassador in Saigon. The text as printed includes this comment on the change in the role of U. S. ground forces:

Former Secretary of State Dean Rusk gestures during an interview on Friday, July 3, 1971, in Atlanta, concerning Pentagon papers which have been published in The New York Times. (Charles Kelly/AP)
". . . It is my judgment that if we are to change the mission of the ground forces, we must also change the ground rules of the strikes against North Vietnam. We must hit them harder, more frequently, and inflict greater damage. Instead of avoiding the MIG's, we must go in and take them out. A bridge here and there will not do the job. We must strike their airfields, their petroleum resources, power stations and their military compounds. This, in my opinion, must be done promptly and with minimum restraint."

The memo also said that unless air strikes were sufficiently heavy to inflict real damage on the North Vietnamese ". . . we will find ourselves mired down in combat in the jungle in a military effort that we cannot win, and from which we will have extreme difficulty in extracting ourselves."

• A memo described by "The Times" as being from Under Secretary of State George W. Ball to President Johnson on July 1, 1965, urged a compromise solution in Vietnam and warned:

"Once we suffer large casualties, we will have started a well-nigh irreversible process. Our involvement will be so great that we cannot—without national humiliation-stop short of achieving our complete objectives. Of the two possibilities, I think humiliation would be more likely than the achievement of our objectives —even after we have paid terrible costs."
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