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ABSTRACT
Most of the secondary literature on strategy making for the US involvement in the Vietnam War focuses on President Johnson and his key secretaries and advisors, namely Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk, and McGeorge Bundy. While it is true that the major decisions were made by the President, and that these decisions were informed by his key staff, most of the detailed planning and analysis occurred at the assistant secretary level, principally led by Assistant Secretary of State for Far East Affairs, William Bundy, and Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs, John McNaughton. These men accompanied the principal advisors on fact finding missions, drafted options analyses, led planning groups, drafted memorandums and provided much of the content of the decision briefs. They occupied positions in critical nodes of the Departments of Defense and State bureaucracies that synthesized presidential guidance and expert analysis. 

The strategy that was developed during the second half of 1964 and first few months of 1965 consisted principally of a program of bombing and negotiations intended to apply gradually increasing pressure on the Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s government in Hanoi, while avoiding escalation with China and the Soviet Union. The team of civilian planners developed the strategy, however, with minimal input from the Pentagon’s senior military advisors in the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  The lack of military input into the strategy formation was due to a schism between the civilian and military leadership in the Kennedy and then Johnson’s Administrations that was a result of the two communities operating from entirely different intellectual paradigms or as referred to in the paper, different epistemic communities. 


The epistemic community that Robert McNamara, John McNaughton, William and McGeorge Bundy belonged to was a part of the very large group of Harvard graduates and professors that Kennedy appointed to key positions in his administration. These Harvard academics were in turn deeply connected to the nuclear strategists that worked for RAND Corporation and were the leading intellectuals in the field of nuclear strategy in the late 1950s and early 1960s. This group of civilian defense strategists, including Bernard Brodie, William Kauffman, Herman Kahn and Henry Kissinger wrote extensively on the subject of limited war in the nuclear era and the need to keep limited wars strictly contained so as to avoid major wars with nuclear rivals. Prominent amongst these defense intellectuals was Thomas Schelling, who both taught at Harvard and did his research at RAND.  Schelling’s work had an outsized influence on the formulation of America’s Vietnam War strategy on account of both the persuasive force of his arguments and his close personal friendship with the government official most responsible for developing the strategy, John McNaughton. 


This dissertation demonstrates that Thomas Schelling’s theories on coercive diplomacy and strategic bargaining informed the concepts and the language that McNaughton and William Bundy used when they developed the Vietnam War strategy that was endorsed by the Secretaries, the National Security Advisor and the President. 
L’ABSTRAIT

La majeure partie de la littérature secondaire sur l'élaboration de stratégies pour l'implication des États-Unis dans la guerre du Vietnam se concentre sur le président Johnson et ses principaux secrétaires et conseillers, à savoir Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk et McGeorge Bundy. Bien qu’il soit vrai que les principales décisions ont été prises par le président et que ces décisions ont été éclairées par son personnel clé, la plupart de la planification et de l'analyse détaillées ont eu lieu au niveau du secrétaire adjoint, principalement dirigé par le secrétaire d'État adjoint aux affaires d'Extrême-Orient, William Bundy, et le secrétaire adjoint à la Défense pour les affaires de sécurité internationale, John McNaughton. Ces hommes ont accompagné les principaux conseillers lors de missions d'enquête, rédigé des analyses d'options, dirigé des groupes de planification, rédigé des mémorandums et fourni une grande partie du contenu des notes de décision. Ils occupaient des postes dans des nœuds des bureaucraties critiques des départements de la Défense et d'État qui synthétisaient les orientations présidentielles et les analyses d'experts.

La stratégie développée au cours de la seconde moitié de 1964 et des premiers mois de 1965 consistait principalement en un programme de bombardements et de négociations visant à exercer une pression progressivement croissante sur le gouvernement de la République démocratique du Vietnam à Hanoï, tout en évitant l'escalade avec la Chine et l'Union soviétique. L'équipe de planificateurs civils a développé la stratégie, cependant, avec une contribution minimale des conseillers militaires supérieurs du Pentagone au sein des chefs d'état-major interarmées. Le manque d'apport militaire dans la formation de la stratégie était dû à un schisme entre les dirigeants civils et militaires dans les administrations Kennedy puis Johnson, résultat du fait que les deux communautés fonctionnaient à partir de paradigmes intellectuels entièrement différents ou, comme indiqué dans l'article, différents communautés épistémiques.

La communauté épistémique à laquelle appartenaient Robert McNamara, John McNaughton, William et McGeorge Bundy faisait partie du très grand groupe de diplômés et de professeurs de Harvard que Kennedy nomma à des postes clés de son administration. Ces universitaires de Harvard étaient à leur tour profondément liés aux stratèges nucléaires qui travaillaient pour RAND Corporation et étaient les principaux intellectuels dans le domaine de la stratégie nucléaire à la fin des années 1950 et au début des années 1960. Ce groupe de stratèges de la défense civile, dont Bernard Brodie, William Kauffman, Herman Kahn et Henry Kissinger, a beaucoup écrit sur le sujet de la guerre limitée à l'ère nucléaire et sur la nécessité de limiter strictement les guerres limitées afin d'éviter des guerres majeures avec des rivaux nucléaires. Parmi ces intellectuels de la défense, Thomas Schelling, qui a à la fois enseigné à Harvard et fait ses recherches à la RAND, était éminent. Le travail de Schelling a eu une influence démesurée sur la formulation de la stratégie américaine de la guerre du Vietnam en raison à la fois de la force de persuasion de ses arguments et de son étroite amitié personnelle avec le responsable gouvernemental le plus responsable de l'élaboration de la stratégie, John McNaughton.

Cette thèse démontrer que les théories de Thomas Schelling sur la diplomatie coercitive et la négociation stratégique ont éclairé les concepts et le langage que McNaughton et William Bundy ont utilisés lorsqu'ils ont développé la stratégie de la guerre du Vietnam qui a été approuvée par les secrétaires, le conseiller à la sécurité nationale et le président.
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INTRODUCTION

Although copious research has been conducted on the Vietnam War, and thousands of books and articles have been written about it, the origins of the United States commitment to the conflict remain perplexing. Numerous incremental steps led to full scale US commitment in 1965. These include President Truman’s begrudging acceptance of French colonial sovereignty and its efforts to retain control over French Indochina in the aftermath of the Second World War; US financial and material support to French counterinsurgency efforts starting in 1950; President Eisenhower’s Administration’s backing of the Ngo Dinh Diem government at the Geneva conference in 1954; President Kennedy’s expansion of the training mission in the early 1960s. These events have been explored in considerable detail, and were certainly contributing factors to US involvement. However, the influence that the leading RAND and Harvard intellectuals in the 1950s and early 1960s had in establishing the lexicon on strategy and nuclear war during President John F. Kennedy and President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Administrations  is not well represented in the literature on the Vietnam War, Leading intellectuals in the field of nuclear strategy such as Herman Kahn, Bernard Brodie, Albert Wohlstetter, William Kauffman, Morton Halperin and Henry Kissinger wrote extensively in the late 1950s and early 1960s on a number of correlated problems associated with nuclear war, including the implications for limited war, and their ideas held currency in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.
  


The context within which they wrote was both a reaction against and a search for alternatives to President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles doctrine of massive retaliation. As both the US and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) developed weapons and delivery systems capable of greater levels of destruction, nuclear war theorists recognized that the risk of mutual destruction also increased exponentially, which in turn reduced the likelihood that a nuclear war between the US and the Soviet Union would occur. Nevertheless, they recognized that super power competition would persist, and that it would take the guise of limited wars, also referred to as small wars, or peripheral wars. As President John F. Kennedy took office in 1961 and began to look for alternatives to massive retaliation, the writings of these theorists informed the thinking about the problem of limited warfare in the context of the nuclear stalemate that defined the Cold War. The main strategic problem when dealing with limited wars was the problem of escalation: how does one succeed in achieving one’s objectives in a limited war without causing it to escalate to the point where the super powers were forced to confront one another in open conflict? In other words, how does one limit the force required to achieve one’s objectives without compelling another super power to intercede on behalf of the side they support? The Kennedy Administration learned to navigate this challenging strategic space during confrontations with the Soviets in Berlin in 1961 and in Cuba in 1962, while the complexity of managing escalation in a peripheral theatre would become the central strategic problem facing the Johnson Administration in Vietnam in 1964 and 1965. 


One of the most influential thinkers of this golden age of nuclear theory was Thomas C. Schelling. Drawing upon his background as an economist and game theorist, he wrote at length on problems associated with nuclear war. His theories at times dealt with very specific problems related to nuclear weapons, such as arms control and surprise attacks, but throughout his work on strategy it is evident that he sought to understand the underlying structure of conflict through the lens of game theory.  In his work this underlying structure was applied to analyse both nuclear brinkmanship and smaller, limited conflicts – any instance in which one party seeks to compel an opponent to alter his or her behaviour to comply with its own interests. Schelling’s theories provided a bridge between specific problems of nuclear war and the larger strategic context of the limited, peripheral wars that were occurring across the globe.
 


One of Schelling’s key contributions to the field of strategic thought was his theory of strategic bargaining, which involved the threat of force as a bargaining tool to convince an adversary to change his behaviour. He first introduced the idea of bargaining theory in his 1956 article entitled “An Essay on Bargaining” published in An American Economic Review.
 He continued to develop the idea of strategic bargaining through the late 1950’s, publishing several additional articles written during his time at RAND.
 “An Essay on Bargaining” became a chapter of his first book on strategy, The Strategy of Conflict, published in 1960, which contained many of the key principles that underwrote the debate on strategy formation in Vietnam in 1964.
 Schelling’s 1966 work, Arms and Influence, contained a clear articulation of the concept of coercive diplomacy.
 Although published nearly a year after the start of Operation Rolling Thunder, the principles in which the bombing campaign was initially conducted correspond closely to Schelling’s theory, leading one of the more prominent writers on coercive air campaigns, Robert Pape, to categorize the early stages of Operation Rolling Thunder as the “lenient Schelling model.”


Although Schelling wrote several articles and books in the late 1950s and early 1960s on strategic problems related to nuclear weapons, his greatest influence was through his personal connections. He was a close acquaintance and colleague of the leading RAND and Harvard theorists and authors such as Brodie, Kauffman, Kahn, Kissinger, and even Daniel Ellsberg, whom he introduced to the RAND set.
 He was a major figure in some of the leading centres for strategic thought, including those at Yale and Harvard, where he taught during this period. He also had numerous connections in government, especially once President Kennedy came into office. His strategy games were widely attended by government and military leadership, and he maintained personal acquaintances with senior members of President Johnson’s Administration such as McGeorge Bundy, Walt Rostow and John McNaughton. 
 


As planning for a response to the crisis in Vietnam intensified in early 1964, those closest to Schelling and his approach to game theory as a theoretical tool to solve strategic problems played an instrumental role in developing the options that were presented to the President and eventually became the US response in early 1965.
 The majority of the strategic planning to address the questions, ‘what to do in Vietnam?’ or ‘how to resolve the dilemma of Vietnam?’ occurred at the assistant secretary level, principally by Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, William Bundy, and Assistant Secretary of Defence for International Affairs, John T. McNaughton. Their planning deliberations culminated in the options analysis working group they co-chaired in November of 1964. McNaughton, a close personal friend of Schelling from the time they worked together in Europe on the Marshall Plan in the late 1940s. He was amongst the academics that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara brought into the Department to infuse it with new approaches to data management, systems theory, and the research programs of social sciences.
 Although McNamara had a strong influence on the President he left his assistant to do most of the detailed analysis and planning.
 As such, McNaughton played a central role in influencing the course of the war planning; he was one of McNamara’s most trusted confidants and was eventually brought into President Johnson’s inner circle of trusted Vietnam advisors.
  
Likewise at the State Department, William (Bill) Bundy was co-responsible for most of the detailed planning.
 The National Security Advisor, McGeorge (Mac) Bundy also was heavily involved in the planning and development of options for the President.
 Thus, McNamara, the two Bundy brothers and McNaughton formed a tight knit team of planners and principal advisors to the President between March 1964 and March 1965, during the period leading up to the official commencement of Operation Rolling Thunder. McNamara and Mac Bundy led the delegations, briefings and principals meetings, while McNaughton and Bill Bundy drafted the meeting notes, wrote the options analysis, and led the planning teams.


The influence that the civilian officials such as John McNaughton and Bill Bundy had on the planning and strategy making in the lead up to direct US commitment to Vietnam was contrasted by the lack of influence of the senior military leadership. President Johnson and his secretaries distrusted US military leadership, with the exception of Maxwell Taylor, and military advice on how to conduct the war was largely discounted.
 Senior military officials, in accordance with their experience in the Second World War and Korea, advocated swift, aggressive, and decisive action. Reflective of the standard approach advocated by the military leadership, Admiral Sharp, the Commander in Chief in the Pacific (CINCPAC), wrote that: 

From the very beginning I recommended to the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) that we take military action to resolve this conflict as quickly as possible… The JCS strongly supported my recommendations and did everything in their power to get on with the war, but the roadblocks were unbelievable.
  

Collectively, they were far less concerned with escalation and international perception. Instead they focused on defeating an adversary as quickly and decisively as possible, using overwhelming force as required. Their line of thinking was directly opposition to the more measured and coercive approach designed by McNaughton and Bill Bundy. According to H.R. McMaster, “The reluctance of some of the Chiefs to embrace the evolving doctrine of graduated pressure diminished their influence with the civilian officials who adopted the new strategy with an almost religious zeal.”
 The JCS operated from a completely different strategic paradigm of strategy making because they were a part of a different epistemic community than the one that informed strategy making in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. 


In the aftermath of the assassination of Diem in the fall of 1963 and the subsequent chaos that ensued, the new Johnson Administration wrestled anew with how to prevent the situation in South Vietnam from getting out of hand. This led to a series of policy and strategy debates throughout 1964. The administration planners considered a number of options on how to exert pressure on the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) to discontinue its support to the southern insurgency. Of the various options on the table, they believed the bombing was the most potent tool to convince Hanoi of the strength of US resolve; one that would exert maximum pressure on Hanoi while avoiding rapid US escalation and the deepening of US commitment. The strategy developed by Bill Bundy and John McNaughton, and then briefed by Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk and McGeorge Bundy had two principal components – coercive military pressure and diplomatic overtures. They wanted to coerce the North Vietnamese to enter into discussions and accept concessions. The inclusion of a ground force campaign to stabilize the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) was not a significant planning consideration during the deliberations of late 1964 and early 1965. It was not until combat units had already been introduced to protect US bases and installations and the subsequent deterioration of the security situation in the South in the spring of 1965 that the extent and role of ground force operations took center stage in the planning meetings. At no point did they seriously consider an invasion of North Vietnam. 


Fear of escalation was an overriding consideration throughout the planning of the Vietnam War, especially escalation with China, since the Johnson Administration principals were deeply concerned about provoking China. One of the key facets of the dispute between the military and civilian advisors was their concern over escalation and broadening the war. The civilians, influenced by the writings of the RAND and Harvard political scientists on limited war, believed that regional wars had the potential to spiral out of control and become super power conflicts if the level of escalation was not carefully managed. They were concerned that unrestrained military action would again provoke China as it had during the Korean War, which in turn carried the risk of Soviet intervention. 

To avoid an expanding conflict, the practice of gradual escalation became the defining feature of the Johnson Administration’s approach to strategy in Vietnam. The gradual and limited approach to bombing was directly tied to the negotiating initiative insofar as it was designed to coerce Hanoi into accepting the need for a negotiated settlement in order to avoid more costly damage.
 The intent was to control the tempo and the intensity of the bombing, to be able to intensify or diminish the destruction in accordance with the level of compliance of the Hanoi and the Viet Cong insurgency.
 The planners believed that the threat of force was more important than the actual force used, so some additional capacity to hurt always had to be kept in reserve.
  Negotiations were a corollary to gradual escalation of violence. The civilian advisors almost unanimously viewed the war ending with some sort of agreement, accord, ceasefire or conference, and force was only required to the extent that it led to a successful negotiated outcome. 

Operation Rolling Thunder was, therefore, initially conceived of and executed as a pressure campaign, an exercise in strategic bargaining in accordance with principles established by Schelling and translated into strategy by McNaughton and Bill Bundy. The bombing coupled with diplomatic efforts through to the end of 1965 were an effort at a coordinated and calculated plan to end the conflict on favourable terms, with minimal levels of military commitment while avoiding escalation with China or the USSR.   Although the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign continued through to 1968 and diplomatic outreach continued through to the end of the conflict, the belief that Hanoi could be pressured to the negotiating table, that it could be compelled to make concessions, proved futile with the failure of the second bombing pause over Christmas of 1965. From that point forward the bombing shifted to become more focused on interdiction and the destruction of Hanoi’s war fighting resources, while diplomatic efforts were pursued half-heartedly, and mostly initiated by third party intermediaries.
 The period in which a coercive bombing campaign was conducted in accordance with Schelling’s theories was from March to December 1965. 


Although a number of authors who have written about strategy and the Vietnam War have hinted at, suggested or alluded to a connection between Schelling and the conduct of the war, there has yet to be a systematic analysis of Schelling’s contribution to the war planning. Robert Pape in his work on coercion and air power, Bombing to Win, suggests that a coercive approach was adopted by the Johnson Administration in line with Schelling’s principles, but he does not address the timing of the release of Schelling’s Arms and Influence and the commencement of the bombing campaign.
 Other authors such as H.R. McMaster, Fred Kaplan and Lawrence Freedman also make a connection, but only in passing, and do not address some of the challenges associated with making the epistemic connection.
 According to Schelling’s biographer, Robert Dodge, Schelling later denied that he had an influence on the way in which Operation Rolling Thunder was planned and executed.
 
This monograph traces Schelling’s influence and to answers the question - how did the principles of game theory, the concept of strategic bargaining and the theory of coercive diplomacy as developed specifically by Thomas Schelling lead to the practice of graduated pressure as applied during both the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign and the Johnson Administration’s efforts to begin probing for indications that Hanoi would begin negotiations? It is argued that Thomas Schelling and the epistemic community of nuclear era strategists at RAND in the late 1950s and early 1960s played an under recognized yet outsized role in providing the theoretical foundation for the US strategy making in the Vietnam conflict. Their influence on strategic decision making resulted in Operation Rolling Thunder, which was designed as an instrument of strategic bargaining in the context of a limited war under the auspices of the super power struggle between the US and the communist powers. 


The principles of the diplomacy of violence that were most articulately expressed in Schelling’s work can be traced from the works of the RAND epistemic community through Schelling to the civilian planners in the State and Defense Department. This thesis demonstrates that there was both a historic and an epistemic link between the theories of strategic bargaining as articulated in Schelling’s game theories and the development and execution of Operation Rolling Thunder alongside the efforts of the Johnson Administration to begin negotiations with Hanoi. Historically the members of these communities were deeply connected through personal and professional relationships. They were connected through a series of ideas, principles, and a shared approach to analytic problems. Together they shaped the US national security strategy of the 1960s. 


The thesis centres on the period between March 1964 and March 1965, the period when the President and his senior advisors made the main strategic decisions and determined the direction that the opening moves of the war was to take. By the time ground forces were deployed in July 1965 the US was set on a course that they were committed to through to the end of the Johnson Presidency. In his unpublished autobiography Bill Bundy also viewed late 1964 and early 1965 as the key period. According to Bundy: 
The true turning point was that process of policy review and thought, which with intervening events and interim decisions went on from November 3 to early March 1965. In a swift-flowing Rubicon, American policy was uncertain and at the mercy of the current for much of this time. In the end it landed at the far shore instead of coming back.
 
Bundy adds that within that period the critical decisions on the way in which the war would be conducted were made. He says that: 
within that period, there was a still more specific moment when it seemed to me that the decision had effectively been made… So far as any of his subordinates could tell, it was within this critical period that Lyndon Johnson made his major decision to act, and it was in heavy reliance on his senior policy advisors.
 

Following Bill Bundy’s lead, this work concentrates on the period of deliberation in late 1964 in which the course of the US commitment was largely set. 
CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD OF VIETNAM WAR STUDIES

This thesis explores three aspects of the Vietnam War planning that either do not appear in other works on the period or are only covered in a very cursory fashion. First, this monograph examines the RAND and Harvard intellectuals in the late 1950s and early 1960s in the context of an epistemic community, one that had a shared set of values, principles and strategic concepts that was able to have a direct influence on the policies and strategy making of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. The second unique contribution involves a detailed exegesis of Thomas Schelling’s work relative to the Vietnam War. Most scholarly treatments of Schelling focus on his contribution to arms control, nuclear escalation, or coercive diplomacy, but this paper will show that his theories have had a broader application, including on the theory of limited war. The third unique contribution is a focused analysis of the roles that Bill Bundy and John McNaughton made to the development of strategic options debated by the Johnson principals. This includes a detailed examination of the main planning events of 1964 and 1965, many of which are barely mentioned in the secondary literature. 

This work draws upon several draft documents in the John McNaughton file of the Paul Warnke papers and the William Bundy papers of the President Lyndon Johnson Library, many of which do not appear in other studies of the period.  The result of this new exploration is a more nuanced understanding of the theoretical models that influenced the thinking of the Vietnam War planners that will lead to a better appreciation of the restraints, constraints and assumptions that led to the decision to embark on a coercive bombing campaign.

CHALLENGES

 There are several challenges that this thesis addresses. First, none of the source documents on the Johnson Administration’s deliberations on the war make direct reference to Schelling’s ideas. The planning documents did not contain footnotes nor were there any specific reference or attribution to Schelling in the documents. Influence is difficult to trace. Without attribution or direct reference, Schelling’s influence has to be inferred from the way in which ideas are expressed. 

Second, there are no records of conversations outside of a handful of meeting minutes prepared for some of the key meetings, a problem that confronts most historical analysis. The accounts of conversations that do exist come from interviews conducted years after the events in question, leading inevitably to gaps in recollections. 

Third, the principal figures did not keep journals, so it is difficult to discern their train of thinking aside from the formal documents that they wrote. McNaughton did have a journal, but it covers the latter period of his involvement in the war, a period when he began to express considerable doubts about US involvement in the conflict; however, it does not address the period principally under investigation.
 Most of the principal participants published memoirs. While they contain numerous important insights, they are prone to bias, gaps in recollection, and in many instances do not cover the topics under consideration in sufficient detail. The two key figures, McNaughton and Schelling did not publish memoirs. Although Bill Bundy began drafting a memoir shortly after he left the State Department, it was never completed, and it is only available in the President Johnson Library and National Security Archives. 


Fourth, individual relationships can be hard to discern from official documents. One of the key relationships during this period is that of Secretary McNamara and his deputy, McNaughton, yet the nature of this relationship is hard to trace. McNaughton left no records covering the relationship he had with his boss during the period under examination, and McNamara, for his part, barely mentions his principal assistant in his memoirs.
 McNamara also signed a number of official DoD documents drafted by McNaughton, so when ideas or positions were proposed to the President, it is difficult at times to discern whose idea was being put forth. 


Fifth, some of the main concepts that drove strategy development may have come from elsewhere. Other influential senior government officials, namely Henry Cabot Lodge and Maxwell Taylor, also proposed a carrot and stick approach to deal with the Vietnam problem, and there is no evidence to suggest that they were influenced by Schelling’s work.
 The Kennedy Administration’s experience of crisis management, during either the Berlin Crisis or the Cuban Missile Crisis, also provided them an experiential basis for dealing with strategic bargaining. Rather than rely on theoretical postulations, they may have applied their own lessons learned and tried to adjust and adapt to the Vietnam situation. 

RESEARCH 

The research for this monograph consists of a combination of primary source material, autobiographical work, secondary sources with direct access to the main participants and secondary sources that are one step removed from the primary sources. A synopsis of the secondary literature is provided in the literature review section. 


The primary source research comes from two main areas: government documents written or drafted by the key members of the Johnson Administration officials; and published works by the main nuclear strategists. 


In the former category, most of the primary material was obtained through research conducted at the President Lyndon B. Johnson Library (LBJL) in Austin, Texas. Amongst the Presidential archives are dozens of documents in the John McNaughton collection containing drafts, working copies, meeting minutes, memorandums and periodic assessments written between 1964 and 1965.
 The LBJL also contains documents in the William Bundy collection, including his unpublished autobiography, which contain invaluable insight into the planning efforts of late 1964. Finally, the LBJL contain the papers of McGeorge Bundy covering the period under examination. The value of these documentary collections is that they provide detailed documentation of each step in the November 1964 planning group’s deliberations, a period in the history not covered in any detail in the secondary literature on the period.
 


The other main source of original documentary evidence comes from the “Report of the Office of the Secretary of Defense Vietnam Task Force,” more commonly known as the Pentagon Papers. Two versions of the Pentagon Papers were used extensively in the research of this monograph. The US National Archives contains the entire collection on its website at https://www.archives.gov/research/pentagon-papers. According to the archives website the complete papers were not made publicly available until 2011 and the online version contains approximately 34% of the report that was available for the first time, especially in section VI, the negotiating volumes. Further research into this claim, however, proved it to be misleading. In 1983 George C. Herring published The Secret Diplomacy of the Vietnam War: The Negotiating Volumes of the Pentagon Papers, which largely correlates to part VI of the National Archive version, only missing a small number of sections that remained redacted at the time of publication.
 Nevertheless, this version was used as the authoritative version in the event of discrepancies between the narrative in it and the Senator Gravel edition.


The Senator Gravel edition published in 1971 remains a valuable research resource because it contains dozens of reprinted copies of the original documents for part IV section C that are not available in the National Security Archive version. Many original source documents not available in the LBJL can be found in the Senator Gravel Edition Volume III. The Senator Gravel Edition cannot be relied upon in its entirety as it is missing several pages of commentary in part IV section C that is available in the National Archives version. The actual wording between the two versions is the same but the versions differ largely in what they include or omit.


The published works of the RAND and Harvard intellectuals, namely Bernard Brodie, William Kauffman, Herman Kahn, Albert Wohlstetter, Daniel Ellsberg, Thomas Schelling, Henry Kissinger and Morton Halperin are also considered original source documents of the purposes of this monograph as they are used to trace the evolution of ideas and concepts. They are documentary evidence of the discussion and debate between the key thinkers in the field.
 An analysis of their works is provided in the first chapter.

LITERATURE REVIEW 


Despite the volumes written on the war, this monograph seeks to address three remaining gaps in the historical record. First, the secondary sources overlook how interconnected the theoretical work undertaken at RAND in the late 1950s and early 1960s was with the academic cadre that formed the core of first the Kennedy and then Johnson Administrations, especially the contributions of Thomas Schelling. Second, the literature covering the period leading up to the commencement of the bombing campaign also overlooks the vital role that John McNaughton and Bill Bundy played in shaping the options that the Secretaries and the President considered when deciding how to approach the Vietnam dilemma. Third, the writing on Operation Rolling Thunder (March 1965 – November 1968) treat it as a long series of strategic bombing missions carried out by US air power.
 When viewed in its entirety this is a fair assessment. Yet, by treating it as simply a strategic bombing campaign, historians have missed important nuances with respect to its genesis and the rationale behind its design. The decisions to employ strategic bombing and the discussions surrounding the negotiation attempts were a part of a total effort, a comprehensive strategy. They comprised the Johnson Administration’s efforts at coercive diplomacy, even though it was not necessarily described explicitly as such at the time. 

In order to address the first gap, this work draws extensively on the writings of the principal theorists of nuclear war strategy that worked at RAND and Harvard in the 1950s and 1960s.
 These writings articulated the logic of the nuclear standoff between the US and the Soviet Union, which was the principal strategic issue of its time. One aspect of that logic that they all recognized to varying degrees was link between nuclear standoff and limited wars on the periphery of the two bloc’s spheres of influence – if the Soviet Union and the United States were unable to fight a war in the vital European theatre of operations, then they might opt to do so in other areas of lesser importance through the use of proxies. As such they anticipated a type of war that would become the Vietnam War. The examination of the works of the RAND theorists establishes the continuity of ideas between the intellectual community at both RAND and Harvard on the one hand, and the civilian leadership in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations on the other hand.
  


The study of the nuclear strategists also includes a number of key secondary sources.
 The most important of these for the purposes of this study is Fred Kaplan’s Wizards of Armageddon (1983). In it he describes how the RAND community of intellectuals developed nuclear weapons strategy in the late 1950s and into the 1960s. Kaplan’s work remains the most comprehensive description of the RAND community of the 1950s and 1960s. It is also one of the few works that explicitly describes the connection between Schelling and McNaughton in the development of the Vietnam War strategy, although he does not trace the line of influence in detail.
 Kaplan uses a journalistic method, thereby relying largely on interviews with participants or those who knew the key players. The main challenge with this approach is that the work is not well sourced and the majority of the information contained in the work is derived from an extensive list of interviews, most of which were conducted on the condition of anonymity and none of which are referenced within the work. As such there is no way of verifying the veracity of his statements. Kaplan wrote a follow up to Wizards of Armageddon in 2020 called The Bomb: Presidents, Generals and the Secret History of Nuclear War, in which he expands on his work on nuclear war strategy, and looks at the different policy and strategic approaches to nuclear war from 1945 to 2019.
 He revisits the period covered in Wizards of Armageddon, but without providing new insights. 

The other main secondary source on the RAND community in the 1950s and 1960s is Alex Abella’s Soldiers of Reason: The RAND Corporation and the Rise of the American Empire (2008).
 In it Abella highlights the behind the scenes influence that RAND intellectuals had on shaping US strategic thought, including the strategic thinking behind America’s involvement in the Vietnam War. Like Kaplan, he also makes the connection between Schelling and the development of Vietnam strategy, stating, 

The entire handling of the war in Vietnam from 1961 to 1967 can be seen as another application of the RAND notion of limited conflict…When President Johnson and McNamara decided to step up the pressure against North Vietnam, they opted to follow Schelling’s precepts.
 

Abella, however, provides little evidence for this connection other than quotes and references to Kaplan’s earlier work, and as such is not an independent source for understanding Schelling’s role in the Vietnam War. His work was primarily concerned with demonstrating RAND’s influence on government policy more broadly, and the Vietnam War was only one more data point in a larger exposition, and as such he never conducted detailed analysis on the Schelling’s influence on policy, he simply treated it as an established fact. 

As one of the most prolific military historians of our generation, Lawrence Freedman wrote a couple of key works on the development of nuclear strategy. His principal work on the subject was The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy (1981). Written just before Kaplan’s Wizards of Armageddon, Freedman’s history of the nuclear era focuses less on the biographical details and the relationships, and more on the theories and the key works from the era. In it Freedman explains how the logic of massive retaliation under Eisenhower would become flexible response under Kennedy; how the threat of mutually assured destruction led to greater interest and investment in limited wars along the periphery of the super power’s areas of influence.
 A work with more direct application to this thesis was his 1996 essay in International Affairs entitled “Vietnam and the Disillusioned Strategist.”
 The article is a case study in the role that honour plays in strategy making. The disillusioned strategist is John McNaughton and the essay provides one of the only overviews of McNaughton’s contribution to the strategy making process in the Vietnam War. In doing so he also mentions the close connection between Schelling, McNaughton and the Bundy brothers, although not in any depth since it was not the main purpose of his essay. 


Writing as a close acquaintance of Henry Kissinger, Niall Fergusson’s, Kissinger 1923-1968: The Idealist (2015), examines the life of this well-known intellectual from childhood up to the point in which he would become President Nixon’s National Security Advisor. Fergusson describes Kissinger’s intellectual and political development in the mid-to-late 1950s in extraordinary detail. He depicts Kissinger as an extremely well connected intellectual who quickly rose to prominence in the Cambridge (Mass.) circles and was a close acquaintance with many of the key figures in the Kennedy Administration.
 


As a counterpoint to Fergusson’s flattering portrayal of Kissinger, Craig Campbell provides a far more critical analysis of Kissinger’s intellectual work in his essay “The Illogic of Henry Kissinger’s Nuclear Strategy” (2003).
 Campbell claims that Kissinger produced essentially no new ideas on nuclear strategy; rather he borrowed the ideas of his contemporaries and then passed them off as his own original contribution. As such, he argues that Kissinger’s critical reception amongst the defense intellectuals at RAND was rather cold and disapproving despite the widespread success of his work. The value of Campbell’s work for this thesis is the description of Kissinger’s intellectual community. 


Central to this study is a detailed examination of Thomas Schelling’s two major works, Strategy of Conflict (1960) and Arms and Influence (1966) as well as a number of his essays on strategic bargaining, largely written in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
 Schelling differed from the RAND theorists in that he sought to discover the underlying structure of all conflict and then apply it to the strategic problems of the day. The Strategy of Conflict was largely a collection of essays that he wrote between 1956 and 1958, most of which were re-printed verbatim in the book.  In the Strategy of Conflict Schelling introduces the concept of the diplomacy of violence and how game theory can be applied to strategic military problems. The focus of this work, however, is on nuclear deterrence and sets the stage for his subsequent work on arms limitation with Morton Halperin.
 Schelling’s articulation of the diplomacy of violence or coercive diplomacy is at its most lucid and instructive in his later work, Arms and Influence. In this work he describes the thinking associated with Operation Rolling Thunder with remarkable accuracy. Yet the work was published after the bombing campaign commenced, which means it cannot be directly credited as an influence the coercive bombing campaign. Nevertheless, the book was probably written in late 1964 and early 1965, at the same time Schelling discussed Vietnam strategy with John McNaughton.  

Despite his enormous influence, there are few secondary sources on Thomas Schelling’s strategic writings. In the academic study of coercive diplomacy he is often cited as a pioneer in the field. Subsequent authors typically describe a couple of Schelling’s ideas and then proceed with their own contributions to the field.
  The one author who has examined Schelling in considerable detail is Robert Ayson. He published a book in 2004 called Thomas Schelling and the Nuclear Age: Strategy as Social Science, which is one of the only intellectual examinations of Schelling’s contribution to strategic thinking.  Although the work does not deal directly with his influence on Vietnam, claiming that “echoes of his approach” were evident in the US strategy in Vietnam, the work provides a detailed analysis of the evolution of his thought from economist to strategist and places his thinking in the context of the Cold War strategists of which he was a significant contributor.


Establishing an epistemic link between the communities of RAND, Harvard and the Kennedy Administration requires the exploitation of autobiographical, biographical and general studies of the war.
 The other scholar who had direct access to Schelling and contributed a better understanding of Schelling’s broader work is Robert Dodge. Dodge wrote a biography of Schelling in 2006 called The Strategist.
 Based largely on interviews with Schelling just before he died, the work is particularly instructive as a means to obtain a better sense of Schelling’s intellectual development and his intellectual community. Dodge’s work, however, provides no direct evidence that Schelling was involved in developing the US strategy in Vietnam. 


To date, no biographical monograph has been written on John T. McNaughton, yet one of the best works that contains considerable insight into the ‘real’ McNaughton is Daniel Ellsberg’s memoir, Secrets: A Memoir of Vietnam and the Pentagon Papers (2002), in which he speaks at length about McNaughton’s hidden disdain for the way the war was conducted.
 Ellsberg presents McNaughton as a ‘secret dove’ whose loyalty compelled him to work dutifully for the Secretary and the President, but who remained unconvinced that the war would end favourably for US interests. Benjamin Harrison, and Christopher Mosher also present John McNaughton as a secret dove in two journal articles they wrote on him, “John T. McNaughton and Vietnam: The Early Years as Assistant Secretary of Defense, 1964–1965” (2007) and “The Secret Diary of McNamara's Dove: The Long-Lost Story of John T. McNaughton's Opposition to the Vietnam War” (2011).
 Although these works do not explore the relationship between McNaughton and Schelling, they provide some unique insight into McNaughton’s beliefs and relationships with some senior officials in the Department of Defense, Department of State and the White House. Harrison and Mosher use McNaughton’s diary as a source document for much of their argument, which makes their contribution both unique and authoritative.


Kai Bird’s, The Color of Truth: McGeorge Bundy and William Bundy: Brothers in Arms (2000), provides some interesting insights on the influence of the Bundy brothers, some of which are not available elsewhere.
 He argues that the Bundy Brothers were aware that the war effort was futile much earlier than is generally understood, but continued to support planning efforts in order to manage escalation. Bird’s work was intended to set the record straight concerning the Bundy Brothers, whom he felt were misrepresented in one of the most famous books on the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations’ drift into Vietnam, David Halberstam’s The Best and the Brightest (1972).
 Halberstam’s work is one of the few general histories that provide considerable description of the roles that the Assistant Secretaries played in the decision making, namely John McNaughton and William Bundy. Based largely on interviews and his journalistic coverage of the war, he provides detailed descriptions of these two key figures not available elsewhere. He also depicts McNaughton as deeply conflicted, yet dedicated to his service. 


In her biographical work, Power and Promise: The Life and Times of Robert S. McNamara (1983), Deborah Shapley provides more insights on the influence of academics and game theorists to the development of the Vietnam War Strategy than McNamara did himself in his later autobiography. She also provides more details on the relationship between McNamara and McNaughton than McNamara did, claiming that McNaughton was one of McNamara’s most trusted assistants on the war and that McNamara “relied on him virtually alone to staff out his ideas.”
  Drawn largely from interviews with the former Secretary of Defense, the work is not written to either praise or condemn McNamara, but to show the pressures that he had to contend with while in office.  


In his work, America’s Rasputin: Walt Rostow and the Vietnam War (2008), David Milne argues that Walter Rostow was the principal architect of the bombing campaign while serving as Deputy National Security Advisor and then head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Council.
 He refers to the coercive bombing campaign as the Rostow Thesis and credits this thesis as the main driving force behind the coercive bombing campaign. He presents a clear picture of Rostow’s influence and involvement, but at the expense of other aspects of the planning. He also does not probe into the intellectual influences on Rostow’s thinking. He places too much emphasis on Rostow’s contributions to the European bombing campaign, and not enough on his later intellectual development. Rostow was involved in Schelling’s war games, but Milne does not address this important intellectual influence. In this respect his biography lacks some important details on Rostow’s intellectual development. 

Autobiographical works of the key decision makers and influencers also provide invaluable insight into the line of thinking that was prevalent within the senior leadership and into the relationships between these leaders to one another and to their important subordinates. In President Johnson’s autobiography, The Vantage Point: Perspectives of the Presidency, 1963-1969 (1971), there is a clear sense that he sought to vindicate himself and establish a more favourable legacy.
 He emphasised the peace overtures and bombing pauses to show that there was a sincere desire on the part of his Administration to come to a peaceful resolution, and that it was Hanoi who refused to seek a peaceful resolution to the conflict. He wanted to be remembered as a peacemaker not a warmonger. He made scant reference to McNaughton or William Bundy, which is reasonable since he would have dealt primarily with the secretaries themselves; however, with this omission he failed to acknowledge the detailed work behind the scenes to provide him with options for decision.
 

In his bestselling autobiography, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam (1995) Robert S. McNamara provides numerous insights into the role that he played in the development of the Vietnam War strategy.
 Yet, he made a remarkable omission in this work insofar as he barely mentioned the role his assistant, John McNaughton, played in the development of the Vietnam War strategy, even though several of McNamara’s memorandums to the President were drafted by McNaughton.
 Written roughly thirty years after the events, the book has the tone of an apology, an attempt at self-vindication. It was followed by a series of engagements in which McNamara sought to find answers and learn lessons from the war so that future national level decision makers could avoid some of the mistakes he felt he had made. The culmination of this project was the work that he co-authored with James G. Blight, and Robert K. Brigham entitled, Argument without End: In Search of Answers to the Vietnam Tragedy (1999).
 This work largely consists of the transcripts of discussions held in Vietnam in the late 1990s between US and Vietnamese officials who had been participants in the war in an effort to seek a better retroactive understanding of the war and to see if there was anything that they could have done differently to have prevented the war or stopped it before it had escalated. In this work one finds a rare piece of evidence of Schelling’s influence on Secretary McNamara; Schelling’s work, Strategy of Conflict (1960), is referred to directly as having “considerable influence”, and that it “penetrated the civilian leadership under Kennedy, and later Johnson, to a remarkable degree.”
 The authors claim that Schelling’s ideas formed the theoretical foundation for escalation control and hence gradual response. 

Dean Rusk’s memoirs, As I Saw It (1990) does not provide abundant insights into his role in the Vietnam War planning.
 His book covers his entire tenure as Secretary of State, and Vietnam only accounts for a small part of his recollection. The period of intense debate and deliberation concerning US options in Vietnam he skips over almost entirely, with his only comments on the events of 1964 being a brief recollection of the Gulf of Tonkin incident.
 He does not offer any novel insights and sticks to a retelling of the main events. At times, he appears to contradict himself with respect to his recollection of the bombing. Like McNamara’s memoirs, the work is written close to 30 years after the events, and as a retrospective apology. Also like McNamara, he barely mentions one of his key assistants, William Bundy.
 

As Commander in Chief of the Pacific (CINCPAC) theatre during the beginning of the Vietnam War, Admiral U. S. G. Sharp provides one of the most scathing criticisms of the manner in which the civilian officials at the State and Defense Departments developed the strategy and managed the war in his autobiography Strategy for Defeat: Vietnam in Retrospect (1978).
 As one of the few autobiographical works written by senior military officials involved in the highest levels of decision making, Sharp represented the thinking that was predominant amongst the military epistemic community. He believed, like most others at the senior ranks of the military hierarchy, that the gradualist approach was deeply flawed and that the US should have adopted a more aggressive and decisive approach early on in the war. 


Maxwell Taylor not only distinguished himself as a highly decorated, career soldier, but upon his retirement from the Army Chief of Staff in 1959 he wrote an influential work on military strategy entitled, The Uncertain Trumpet (1960), in which he coined the phrase ‘flexible response.’
 The work was a sustained argument against the Eisenhower and Dulles policy of massive retaliation. His argument was more in line with the defense intellectuals in RAND and Harvard, which gained him favour with President Kennedy. Taylor would become a key figure in both the Kennedy and Johnson Presidencies, working as special military advisor to Kennedy before becoming the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1962, and then assuming the ambassadorship to South Vietnam (SVN) during the critical transition period between July 1964 and July 1965. He wrote about these experiences in his autobiography, Swords and Plowshares (1972).
 The work, however, is surprisingly disappointing; he barely mentions his extensive involvement in the decision making surrounding the bombing campaign and the overall strategy making in Vietnam. As an autobiography he clearly seeks to vindicate himself by downplaying his role in the military strategy making and emphasizes diplomatic efforts, namely his relations with the Saigon leadership. It is evident that as an ambassador he would have been extensively involved in meeting with and supporting the South Vietnamese leadership. This part of his story is not told elsewhere. But he does ignore some of the important features of the military advice that he provided McNamara, Johnson and Rusk as is evident from the Pentagon Papers. 


For the war planning and strategy formulation this work also draws extensively from a body of secondary literature on decision making during the Johnson era.
 As the main editor of the Pentagon Papers, Leslie Gelb’s insights into the decision making process that led to the strategic outcome in Vietnam are based on a deep personal familiarity with the original sources. As such, Gelb and Betts’, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked (1979) is one of the key works on the decision making process during the Vietnam War
. Gelb and Betts make a case that the decision making process was rational, well examined, and sound based on the variables at play for the decision makers. H.R. McMaster’s Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Lies that Led to Vietnam (1997) is one of the few works that extensively explores the role that the Joint Chiefs of Staff played in formulating strategy and providing military advice to the President.
 His work provides invaluable insight into the inner workings of the military epistemic community. McMaster argues that there was a considerable divide between the military and civilian defense communities in both their views on how to address the war in Vietnam and the manner of advice they provided the President. McMaster is one of the few scholars on the decision making process in the strategy development of the Vietnam War that credits both McNaughton and William Bundy with having major behind the scenes roles and whose ideas and policies drew heavily on the work of Schelling.  In his recent study on the Vietnam decision making, Road to Disaster: A New History of America’s Descent into Vietnam (2018), Brian Van De Mark’s has the advantage of being able to draw from his close association with Robert McNamara, having co-authored his autobiography. He draws from close to 50 years of Vietnam scholarship as well as modern psychology and decision theory to show how the assembled cast of geniuses erred repeatedly. His second shortcoming is that he only examines the most senior officials; he writes mostly about what he calls the troika, McNamara, McGeorge Bundy and Rusk, ignoring those officials under them, Rostow, William Bundy and McNaughton, who informed their thinking about the situation in Vietnam. 

Examination of the lead up to and commencement of the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign, as well as the early negotiation efforts necessitates a review of the key works amongst secondary literature on the bombing campaign and negotiating efforts.
 The key works on Operation Rolling Thunder itself are Mark Clodfelter’s The Limits of Air Power (2006), and Ronald B. Frankum’s Like Rolling Thunder: The Air War in Vietnam, 1964-1975 (2005). Overall, Clodfelter is very critical of both the Johnson Administration and the military advisors for the way the bombing was conducted. Naive political control that limited the efficacy of the campaign and frustrated the military leadership, but there was also a sense of recklessness on the part of the military commanders that could have been fatal. Ronald Frankum argues that Operation Rolling Thunder achieved many of its objectives because it forced the DRV to alter its strategy; it limited their ability to support the insurgency in the South; and it forced the DRV to reallocate resources.  However, neither Frankum nor Clodfelter effectively appreciated the strategic context within which the bombing campaign occurred. They missed the essentially coercive nature of the first few months of the war and the need to synchronize the bombing with diplomatic efforts, and as such they do not make a fulsome assessment of the effect of the bombing. Robert Pape’s work, Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War (1996), provides a better analysis of the context of the bombing campaign and its essentially coercive nature despite the fact that it treats Operation Rolling Thunder as only one of many cases of coercive air campaigns.
 In this work he seeks to refute the notion that air power as a coercive instrument of war can win wars alone. He argues that Operation Rolling Thunder failed as a strategic campaign and that Operation Linebacker succeeded because of a number of extraneous factors. What is especially important with Pape’s work is that he categorizes the early stages of Operation Rolling Thunder as a lenient Schelling approach, giving considerable credit to Schelling for the approach that the Johnson Administration used. However, he does not deal with the problem identified in this monograph, namely that Schelling’s major work on coercive diplomacy appeared after the lenient Schelling approach was tried and apparently abandoned. Reconciling this discrepancy in Pape’s work is one of the major aspects of this work. 

The one author whose thesis and approach is closest to this work is Wallace Thies, who wrote his PhD dissertation on the Johnson Administration’s use of coercive diplomacy in 1977 and then published his dissertation as When Governments Collide: Coercion and Diplomacy in the Vietnam Conflict, 1964-1968 in 1980.
 Similar to the research for this thesis, Thies carefully examines both the bombing campaign and the secret backchannel diplomatic efforts in relation to one another as the core component of Johnson’s coercive approach to the war. He also points to the link between the strategic thought that emanated from RAND in the late 1950s and through to the early 1960s and its influence on the thinking of the Kennedy Administration in particular, and the Johnson Administration by extension.
 What he does not do, however, is explore the specific link between McNaughton and Schelling. Aside from this difference in focus, the other main difference between this work and Thies’ is that this work has the benefit of access to over 30 years of additional analysis and releases of material. For example, much of the negotiation section of the Pentagon Papers had not been released at the time of his research. Thies also focuses too much on President Johnson and Secretary McNamara, and not enough on those that were actually responsible for the development of the coercive strategy. While he is correct to observe a disjointed strategy, what he misses is tension between those who developed the strategy and the way in which the President implemented it based on the recommendations he received from his advisors coupled with other competing Administration priorities. As such he puts too much emphasis on the President’s role in the policy, overlooking that most of the options presented to the President had already been thoroughly evaluated and vetted before getting to his level for decision. 
METHODOLOGY

The method that is employed for this dissertation is a classical historical method as applied to the strategic concept of coercive bargaining, later known as coercive diplomacy. It is an intellectual history. It traces the process by which the concept of coercive bargaining was derived from the principles of game theory made popular by post war economists and then applied to nuclear strategy and then to limited war strategy through the theories and war games developed by Thomas Schelling. In order to trace the history of thinking about super power competition in the nuclear age it examines the works of the epistemic community that congregated at RAND in the late 1950s and grappled with nuclear strategy, arms control and limited warfare as a response to the strategic limitations imposed by the principle of mutually assured destruction. It then examines the transfer of the strategic concept from academic circles into defence policy circles, first in the Kennedy Administration, then the Johnson Administration. 


Causality is nearly impossible to establish with respect to ideas or concepts, thus the focus of the argument will be to establish intellectual influence, which is the degree to which an argument is able to inform and shape subsequent arguments. Degrees of influence are established by looking at four main categories of evidence: 1) reference to one another in the acknowledgement of their works; 2) reference to one another in the content of their works; 3) the relationships members had with one another, both personal and professional; and 4) examination of the steps in reasoning both in the theoretical and applied domains and comparing the logical sequence of propositions and conclusions. 


With respect to the relationships amongst members, evidence consists of: 1) known personal acquaintances; 2) mention of one another in autobiographical works, interviews or personal papers; 3) employment in departments or institutions at the same time; and 4) evidence to suggest that they attended a conference or participated in a working group at the same time. 


With respect to evidence from similarity in reasoning, the theoretical arguments are broken down to their component parts and then compared to a similar chain of reasoning when applied to a particular actual strategic problem. If the sequence of series of deductions and conclusions has a strong correlation it is assumed that there is an influential relationship between the theoretical articulation and the application of the reasoning to a practical problem. The assumption is verified using other evidence. If more than two sources of evidence correspond it is deemed a strong correlation and therefore a likely influence. 


A key component of the method of this work relies on the theories put forth by Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow in their work The Essence of Decision. In this work they develop three models of decision making; 1) rational actor model (RAM); 2) organizational behavior; and 3) governmental politics.
  For the purposes of the research for this thesis, the first and the third are the most relevant. In researching this thesis it has become evident that the range of options open to the President were bound by his group of advisors and those who informed those advisors, which points more towards governmental politics. Allison and Zelikow observe that: 

The apparatus of each national government constitutes a complex arena for the international game. Political leaders at the top of the apparatus are joined by officials who occupy positions on top of minor organizations to form a circle of central players, central in relation to the particular decision or outcome the analysts seek to explain… Beyond this central arena, successive, concentric circles encompass lower level officials in the executive branch.

William Bundy and John McNaughton occupied the second concentric ring that surrounded the President, sometimes peering into the first circle, but they influenced the decisions made in that circle by virtue of the influence and trust they had on their representatives in that inner circle. 


In their case, their points of entry were numerous, given the web of related officials occupying the higher level of decision makers. Both Bill Bundy and McNaughton had direct access to the national security advisor, Mac Bundy. They also worked closely with Walt Rostow, one of the principal advocates of graduated bombing. Of course, they also prepared arguments for the secretaries that they directly supported in the Defense and State departments. For his part, Bill Bundy worked for Secretary McNamara before moving to State and taking over as the principal State planner for Vietnam. 


Another key aspect of the method of analysis used for this work is the idea of epistemic communities. The concept of an epistemic community was introduced by John Ruggie in his 1975 article entitled, “International Response to Technology,” but it was Peter M. Haas’ systematic examination of the concept 17 years later in the 1992 special issue of International Organization that brought the concept to the forefront of debate in the field of international relations.
 In the introduction to the series of essays included in that edition, Haas defines epistemic communities as, “a network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-area.”
 Epistemic communities are differentiated from other professional communities or academic associations by adhering to four criteria: they have shared beliefs, both principled and causal beliefs; they have shared interests and they have a consensual knowledge base.
 Their common beliefs do not negate the prospect of debate and disagreement within the community, but the nature of the debate is bounded by shared values of the community and their common interests. As recognized experts, they are consulted by governments in periods of uncertainty or crisis when the complexity of a given policy problem exceeds the knowledge base of the decision makers.


Haas’ description of epistemic communities aptly describes the community of intellectuals from Harvard, MIT and RAND that President Kennedy and his principal staff brought into his administration. Secretary McNamara and NSA Mac Bundy were not members of these communities in accordance with a strict interpretation of Haas’ definition since they were the policy makers that received the expert advice, but they directed the efforts of the community. Yet, they were brought into government from the outside, and they built their team of experts in accordance with the parameters Haas outlined, namely they assembled their team of experts based on common beliefs, shared values and a common interest.  They established the community of experts that shared the same core concerns about the dangers of nuclear weapons and the need to place limits on their use. These experts shared a common rationalist and empirical approach to the defense dilemmas that beset the US at the beginning of the 1960s, both in the nuclear domain and in their common opposition to communist expansion. 


Also in the 1992 special edition of International Organization, Emanuel Adler provided a parallel exploration of a defence scientist epistemic community emanating from RAND and Harvard, arguing that many of the early theorists of nuclear arms control comprised an epistemic community.
 Some of the leading figures in this community were also part of the broader nuclear theorist community, including Thomas Schelling and Morton Halperin. The arms control community was composed of those grappling with the issue of nuclear weapons who collectively viewed arms control as a viable means of limiting the destruction of nuclear weapons. As advocates of arms control, they worked closely with International Security Affairs (ISA) in the Kennedy Administration, including Paul Nitze and John McNaughton, who themselves were both influential advocates of arms control.
 Although the arms control debate did not affect strategy making in Vietnam, Adler’s use of this community is an example of an epistemic community highlights the tight network of defense intellectuals who were engaged in debate about nuclear strategy and advised the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations on some of its key tenets. 


According to Haas’ criteria for an epistemic community, the senior military advisors who made up the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the senior echelon of officers in command positions during the Vietnam War were not an epistemic community because they were bound by a professional code of ethics, a professional ethos, and not a shared set of principles.
 Yet in her retrospective analysis, Mai’a K. David Cross provides a more expansive view of epistemic communities that include military professionals as a part of the community of experts that governments consult for specific advice.
 In contrast to Haas’ more limited definition, she suggests that high ranking military officials can form an epistemic community of experts as long as they seek collective policy goals. Haas’ limiting of epistemic communities to scientific bodies also had the unintended consequence of limiting the value of the concept of epistemic communities as a change agent in international affairs. For Cross, epistemic communities can operate within government while informing government because they can exercise independent agency as a part of government decision making.
 The military is a perfect example of a community of experts that informs government but retains a degree of independence from government decision making. Her position is born out in this dissertation as it provides a useful and instructive framework for comparing and contrasting advice emanating from competing epistemic communities in the formulation of national strategy.  

For this monograph the defense intellectuals in the NSA, State and Defense Departments that were brought in by the Kennedy Administration to resolve the multitude of security challenges facing the US in the early 1960s are categorized as an epistemic community. Although they do not neatly fit into Haas’ parameters for an epistemic community, they do fit with Cross’ characterization on account of their expert knowledge. The key difference between the community of military leadership and the epistemic community of defense civilians was the manner in which they obtained their expert knowledge and the subsequent conclusions that they drew from it. The epistemic community of defense civilians obtained their expert knowledge through the application of the scientific method to defense problems, whereas the military leadership obtained knowledge through experience and professional training. The former was more rational, objective and theoretical, while the latter was more intuitive, subjective and pragmatic. The tension between the two ways of knowing – experiential versus scientific – is one of the main tensions that affected the Vietnam War planning and will be explored throughout this work. 
STRUCTURE 


The dissertation consists of four main sections. First, it explores the key threads of strategic thought that emerged in the RAND and Harvard schools of thought in the late 1950s to include nuclear deterrence, limited war and flexible response as articulated by thinkers such as Bernard Brodie, William Kaufmann, Henry Kissinger, Daniel Ellsberg, Herman Kahn and Morton Halperin. The focus here is to show that a genuine epistemic community emerged in RAND in which the leading luminaries consulted, influenced, and critiqued one another, and in doing so set out the precepts upon which the strategic principles of limited war in the nuclear age were established. 

The second section is an examination of Schelling’s ideas in greater detail, outlining the evolution of his thought. It explores the key tenets of his principle of strategic bargaining and how this theory was in turn applied to formative events in the Kennedy Administration, such as the Berlin Crisis and the Cuban Missile Crisis. This section is divided into two chapters, one that focuses on his writings prior to the Vietnam War, and one at the end of the monograph that focuses on his writing during the first couple of years of the war as evidenced in his second major work, Arms and Influence. 


The third section explores the Johnson Administration efforts in 1964 to come to terms with the growing crisis in South Vietnam. This section is an exploration of the key ideas put forth by Administration principals and those primarily occupied with crafting options for the president. Amongst these is a focus on the key planners, namely Bill Bundy and John McNaughton. In this section it becomes evident that the language and the concepts developed by Schelling appear throughout the documents prepared by the lead Vietnam planners. 


The fourth section focuses on the start of Rolling Thunder and the ongoing planning efforts to keep this campaign limited to a manner of bombing that was designed to optimize a strategy of coercive diplomacy. This section includes the ongoing effort to evaluate the campaign and efforts to engage in substantive discussions through the use of bombing pauses. 


Taken together these four parts weave together a consistent theoretical approach to strategy making in the nuclear age in which super powers had to consider each peripheral war in the context of the super power competition between the communist and democratic blocs. The strategy that was developed by Bill Bundy and John McNaughton and then communicated to the President through the principal advisors was nested in the RAND theories that emphasised caution with respect to escalation, and placed greater emphasis on coercive, bargaining approaches to war that entailed limited commitment for limited outcomes. This deliberate hobbling of US military power, a description coined by Brodie in 1957, remained a constant throughout the war despite the introduction of ground forces and the adoption of Westmoreland’s attrition strategy.

CHAPTER 1 - THE RAND COMMUNITY, NUCLEAR WAR THEORY, AND LIMITED WAR 

INTRODUCTION


The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, it establishes the epistemic link between the RAND nuclear theorists, Thomas Schelling and the Kennedy/Johnson Administrations. It shows that the RAND epistemic community was highly collaborative and that those who worked there in the 1950s worked collectively on a common set of problems related to all aspects of nuclear warfare even if their published works bore only their own names. This collaboration extended out to a community of academics who primarily taught at Harvard, Yale and MIT and formed the core of Kennedy’s advisors. Second, it will show how the epistemic community of nuclear strategists developed a common understanding of the implications of nuclear war on super power competition, namely that the risk of escalation associated with nuclear war would push conflict to the margins of the peripheries of the super powers’ spheres of influence. One of the uniting principles that pervaded the thinking at RAND was that the doctrine of massive retaliation, which would result in mutually assured destruction, was a bankrupt strategic concept and that alternative approaches needed to be considered.
 They viewed limited war as a natural consequence of the nuclear standoff, and in doing so they were able to anticipate the kind of war that would eventually arise in Vietnam during the latter half of the 1960s. 


By the early 1950s the domain of strategy making shifted from being the purview largely of military professionals to civilian intellectuals. This change was brought about because of the advent of nuclear weapons and the array of different strategic problems they posed. Commenting on this changing of the guard, Lawrence Freedman points out that: 

 In the United States, the military also found themselves being eclipsed by a new type of experts more tuned to the perplexing demands of the nuclear age. Civilians intruded into domains once occupied solely by professional military... The responsible politicians turned to civilian specialists to provide guidance and assistance.

Nuclear weapons changed the strategic landscape in ways that traditional military thinking, especially thinking based on experience in the Second World War, had a hard time coming to terms with. 

The change of the center of gravity for strategic thinking was coincidentally facilitated by the creation of RAND in Santa Monica, California shortly after the Second World War.
 Even though it was created as an extension of the operational research units in the Second World War to contend with technological and engineering problems, it quickly became a place that also attracted the top thinkers in the field of nuclear strategy. These academics brought with them the theoretical tools of social sciences, namely economics, as well as more traditional disciplines such as mathematics and statistics.
 They applied the emerging techniques of some of these relatively new disciplines to strategic problems with considerable success. According to Fred Kaplan, their approach to nuclear war theory had a revolutionary influence on the field of strategy: 
They were rational analysts, and they would attempt to impose a rational order on something that many thought inherently irrational – nuclear war. They would invent a whole new language and vocabulary in their quest for rationality, and would thus condition an entire generation of political and military leaders to think about the bomb in the way that the intellectual leaders of RAND thought about it.
 
Nuclear weapons so drastically changed the strategic landscape that traditional disciplines for military theorists such as military history were no longer as relevant as it once was; the new weapons necessitated new disciplines and new theoretical approaches.
  RAND was one of the main research institutes in which these new approaches were developed. 


RAND in the 1950s was a place of intense collaboration and creativity. The scientists, economists, mathematicians who comprised the RAND community were deeply connected both socially and professionally.
 The nuclear strategists were a small, tight knit group that never numbered more than 25 people, who routinely sent their drafts to one another for comments.
 Although this approach might have fostered a degree of groupthink, the novelty of the problems they were trying to solve resulted in a high degree of innovation and new approaches to the strategic problems of the day.
 


The community of intellectuals that were drawn to RAND became highly influential, both in the world of academics and the world of defense policy.
 They influenced policy both directly and indirectly. At times government or military leaders would consult the corporation or give it specific topics to work on that would subsequently inform policy decisions. At other times they laid out the intellectual foundation, developed the theoretical concepts that would inform policy and strategic thinking. Herman Kahn, Bernard Brodie, William Kaufmann and Albert Wohlstetter were amongst the leading defence intellectuals at RAND that wrote about problems of nuclear strategy from the mid- 1950s through the mid- 1960s.
 Other significant RAND researchers that were heavily involved in research and analysis and then joined McNamara’s Defense team included Charles Hitch, Alain Enthoven, Daniel Ellsberg and Harry Rosen. Leading   intellectuals, such as Thomas Schelling operated in both RAND and academia, while also advising governments.



These leading intellectuals became collectively dissatisfied with Eisenhower’s doctrine of New Look or massive retaliation, an approach to national defense that was based on the idea that the US could deter a Soviet attack by assuring them that it would be met with a massive US response, that any move against the US would mean certain national suicide. The principle of massive retaliation reduced the options and flexibility available to a president. Critics of New Look recognized that conflict and confrontation could take many different forms and that a massive nuclear response would probably not be the best solution to many of the potential problems that the US could face. It also did not account for peripheral conflicts, and as such the force structures in place during the Eisenhower Administration were not adequately balanced to deal with small wars or counterinsurgencies. The intellectual community of defence intellectuals at RAND were at the forefront of the development of the theoretical framework for limited war, including limited nuclear war, and the rejection of the massive retaliation doctrine of the Eisenhower Administration. 

BERNARD BRODIE

Bernard Brodie is often considered the father of nuclear strategy, as he was one of the first defense intellectuals to grasp the game changing nature of the new weapons. In 1946, he edited and contributed chapters to the first major study of the effects of nuclear weapons, The Absolute Weapon: Atomic Power and World Order (1946).
 This work established the parameters for the debate on nuclear weapons strategy and was a major influence on those who followed. Schelling claimed that Brodie’s contribution set the standard for “thinking about nuclear strategy and made predictions that could actually be falsified or verified by later events,”
 thereby making him one of the first true social scientists to apply the scientific method to defense problems. His ideas were closely related to those of Schelling, with whom he collaborated extensively. Unlike Schelling, however, he was not as concerned with applying the principles of game theory to his description as he was with providing a comprehensible theory for decision makers in plain language.


Bernard Brodie’s early mentors were some of the intellectual giants in the emergent field of international relations and strategic studies, including Quincy Wright who founded the Study of War Project and Edward Earle Meade, editor of the Makers of Modern Strategy. Starting his academic training at the University of Chicago in 1933, Brodie subsequently moved to Princeton to accept a teaching position. In 1945 he was offered a job at Yale University in its newly established Institute of International Studies. Yale in the late 1940s was the leading school of international relations at the time, making it a rich intellectual environment for developing new theories of nuclear war strategy.
 


The heyday of Yale as the centre of thought on international relations came to an end in 1950 with a change of leadership in the faculty and the dissolution of the Institute of International Studies,
 thereby nudging Brodie to leave academia and  join RAND in late 1951 after a brief stint in the Pentagon in early 1951. One of his first projects at RAND was to determine the strategic implications of the destructive power of the newly developed hydrogen bomb.
 His analysis led him to conclude that it was now possible for both sides to annihilate one another’s cities with only a few bombs. Careful target selection would no longer be required because each hydrogen bomb contained enough explosive force to entirely devastate a city with a single bomb even if it missed its aim point.
 His line of thinking on the hydrogen bomb was the first step in the eventual principle of mutual assured destruction, the recognition that any use of nuclear weapons in a super power conflict would carry suicidal consequences, and therefore should never be used. 


Brodie initially advocated for the use of nuclear weapons in tactical situations as a means of compensating for the Soviet Union’s advantages in superior numbers of soldiers and conventional weapons systems.
 However, he reconsidered after Secretary of State John Foster Dulles’ massive retaliation speech, prompting him to write an article in late 1954 entitled “Unlimited Weapons and Limited War”.
 In it he concluded that tactical nuclear weapons could lead to dangerous escalation and that conventional forms of military deterrence were still required.
 This essay marked a turning point in his thinking and a shift in focus. From late 1954 onwards Brodie wrote and researched on the problem of limited war in the age of nuclear weapons. 

Bernard Brodie’s principal work, Strategy in the Missile Age (1959) reads very much like the playbook used during the planning for the US involvement in the Vietnam War. Not only did he anticipate the structural considerations facing a super power while trying to preserve its periphery and maintain its containment strategy, but his theory also informed the decision makers vis-à-vis the epistemic community and the influence they had in shaping the policy of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. In this and other works, Brodie provided one of the most lucid descriptions of limited war in an age of super power nuclear standoff.


Although limited wars or small wars are a permanent feature of human conflict, for Brodie the advent of limited war as a response to nuclear brinkmanship was a new phenomenon, it contained characteristics that were entirely absent in previous eras. In the past, war was limited as a consequence of natural limitations: lack of material, lack of manpower, challenges in mobility, etc. In his 1957 article entitled, “More about Limited War”, he observed, “apart from the existence of moral and religious scruples, wars were kept limited by the small margin of the national economics resources available for mobilization, as well as by the relatively small capabilities for destruction that could be purchased with those narrow margins.”
 In the nuclear age, those powers with the means of totally destroying an adversary were not limited by the lack of means, lack of resources or lack of capability, but voluntarily engaged in “a deliberate hobbling of a tremendous power that is already mobilized” in order to convince an adversary to do the same.
 The limits were self-imposed since both sides had sufficient weapons to destroy one another. The United States and the Soviet Union had to accept the limitations without explicit agreement on the parameters of the limitations. The mutual recognition of the self-imposed limits they observed were tacitly understood amongst both parties, but with this tacit understanding there was always room for misunderstanding or miscalculation. The mutual acceptance of limits would reduce the risk that peripheral wars would become a direct confrontation between the major nuclear powers. 

Brodie expected that limited conflicts would occur on the periphery of US and Soviet spheres of influence in a manner similar to that of the Korean War.
 By virtue of the fact that such wars occurred on the periphery meant that they were not strategically essential. Conflicts over strategically essential regions such as Europe were too risky and would be vulnerable to uncontrollable escalation. These peripheral wars would nevertheless be nested within a broader context of containment and counter containment, Communist expansion or wars of national liberation. Korea was a template that would be repeated, as the super powers tested one another in contests of limited exertions. Accordingly, the major powers maintained, “a willingness to settle for goals representing a considerable degree of compromise with the enemy, and thus readiness to keep contact and enter into and maintain negotiations with him.”
 A robust communication strategy was essential in the age of nuclear confrontation, even when both sides were engaged in a limited conflict.
Avoiding escalation was the key factor for Brodie. He stated:

The chief problem in any limited war will be, not how to fight it conventionally, perhaps not even to assure ourselves a decisive local victory, but rather how to make sure that it stays limited – more particularly, how to make sure that it does not erupt into that total war.
 
This entailed considerable restraint on the part of major powers coupled with limiting their war objectives.
 Restraint was an important part of preventing a peripheral war from escalating into a super power confrontation. While the US and the Soviet Union had the means to achieve a decisive victory over a lesser power, they would deliberately hold back so as to avoid escalation.
 Strategic bombing could be employed in a limited war construct, but it had to be executed extremely carefully so as to avoid sending a signal that one side was willing to risk rapid escalation.
 


The restraint involved in limited wars also meant that strategic objectives also needed to be limited.
 The more one invested in a peripheral theatre, the greater the risk that it would escalate. This meant that the belligerents could not throw the full weight of their national resources against a military problem. The larger a conflict became, and the more resources that a state committed to it, the greater the pressure to escalate further, thereby abandoning limitations.
 Managing conflict had become more of a matter of balance and proportionality and less a matter of brute strength.  


Negotiated compromise thereby took on a greater importance in limited wars. Belligerents needed to engage in regular dialogue and negotiations so as to communicate limited intent, their desire to avoid escalation and a willingness to accept a certain degree of compromise.
 Wars of this type were not to be won solely on the battlefield, but at the negotiating table. 


Because of the indirect nature of the confrontation, limited or peripheral wars also would involve the use of proxies or be based on supporting a third party.
 The super powers, insofar as they were involved in a conflict, were to play a supporting rather than a leading role. The more a nuclear power became directly involved in the peripheral conflict the greater the risk of it escalating into a central conflict. 


Brodie recognized that those with a military mindset would be opposed to the kind of restraints that he suggested would be required in limited war. He stated, “General Douglas MacArthur’s remark following his dismissal – ‘there is no substitute for victory’- reflects an attitude endemic in all the armed services, one which works strongly against any restraint upon the use of force during wartime.”
 He anticipated that the new manner in which limited warfare would take would entail a greater strain on civil military relations than had previously been the case.
 Given the awesome destructive power of nuclear weapons and the extreme danger of escalation, the civilian leadership needed to exert a level of control over military operations that would have been debilitating in previous eras. The military leadership would be bound to chafe under such constraints, which would add additional challenges to the delicate balance required to manage a limited war. 


Brodie worked closely with Thomas Schelling and was a major influence on Schelling’s work and was in turn influenced by his ground breaking work. They collaborated via correspondence
 and Brodie even made reference to one of Schelling’s unpublished works in Strategy in the Missile Age.
 Schelling, for his part, named Brodie as one of the main contributors to his work, Arms and Influence, in the acknowledgement section of the book.
 


Both theorists approached nuclear war in a very similar manner, both applying the theory of bargaining to the way in which war was conducted in the nuclear era. Like Schelling, Brodie also viewed nuclear weapons as a bargaining tool whose threatened use would restrain Soviet provocations.
 Formulating arguments that would predate Schelling, he articulated a coercive approach to the use of nuclear weapons and the idea that nuclear warfare involved explicit and implicit bargaining tactics. He was one of the first to view the threat of greater destruction, of hostages held at risk as a key component of nuclear brinkmanship.
 The notion of preserving the hostage would come to the fore in the bombing debates in 1964 and 1965 and were included in Schelling’s bargaining theory.

WILLIAM KAUFMANN


Another key RAND intellectual who had a noteworthy influence on Schelling and was a major contributor to the RAND community was William Kaufmann. Kaufmann was born in New York on November 10, 1918.
 Growing up in an affluent family, he attended the same private school as John F. Kennedy.
 He attended Yale for his undergraduate education, graduating in 1939.
 After serving in the US Army during the war, he returned to Yale for graduate studies, and studied under Bernard Brodie at the Institute of International Studies.
 In 1949, many of Kaufmann’s colleagues at the Institute for International Studies were hired to work at RAND, including Brodie, while he went to Princeton to teach.
 He eventually followed Brodie, his professor and mentor, and went to RAND in 1956.
 Although he had a falling out with Brodie over the near simultaneous publications in November 1954 of critiques of Dulles’ massive retaliation speech,
 Kaufman quickly became one of the leading researchers and writers on nuclear strategy at RAND. During the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations he served as a special assistant to Secretary McNamara, whom he advised on nuclear weapons policy.


Kaufmann’s main contribution to nuclear war theory and policy was his argument that in the event of a nuclear war, the US should concentrate its effort on limited strikes against Soviet strategic weapon systems, while avoiding as much as possible major population centres, a doctrine that became known as “counter-force no cities.” McNamara was convinced that this was a rational approach to controlled escalation and accepted this option as official policy.
 Kaufmann sought to limit the destruction of nuclear war by providing decision makers options that did not automatically degenerate into an all-out nuclear holocaust. In doing so, he relied on some of the principles of game theory, specifically the notion that one could gain concession from an adversary by maintaining a threat of further destruction if some sort of compromise was not agreed upon.  Like Brodie, he was deeply concerned with the risk that nuclear standoff could lead to an escalatory sequence that would be difficult to contain once initiated. 


In Kaufmann’s essay “The Requirements of Deterrence”, written in November 1954 shortly after John Foster Dulles announced the Eisenhower policy of massive retaliation, he argued that the threat of massive retaliation would not be credible once the Soviets had enough nuclear weapons to retaliate themselves, and that the US was capable of mounting a non-nuclear defence that would provide sufficient deterrence to Russian aggression in Europe.
 Kaufmann’s principle objection to the doctrine of massive retaliation was that it provided few options to policy makers as to how to respond to the variety of conflict situations for which the US could face. As such he advocated maintaining a conventional deterrence force that offered strategic alternatives short of full scale nuclear war.
 Kaufmann advocated for a highly controlled, rationally calculated process of war making that would limit both the objectives to be obtained and the means to obtain them.


In his influential 1956 essay called “Limited Warfare” Kaufmann outlined the tenets of his approach to nuclear strategy.
 He argued that nuclear weapons, if used wisely, offered a range of military options, and that it was too deterministic to conclude that advanced, technologically sophisticated weapons alone would drive a strategy that would lead to annihilation.
 Policy makers and strategists needed to apply the awesome power of nuclear weapons in a way that furthered national objectives while preserving a degree of freedom of action. Not all confrontations or conflicts would require a nuclear solution, so a range of options applicable to a variety of conflict scenarios needed to be developed. He pointed out how warfare would be pushed to peripheral issues and that in doing so the major powers, namely the US, need to behave in a restrained fashion in order to avoid having a limited, peripheral war, devolve into a major power nuclear contest. This meant that nuclear strategic forces needed to be coupled with able conventional forces able to deal with smaller, limited wars. The US needed to be able to respond to Russian aggression in such a way so as to avoid escalation.
  


In order to avoid automatic escalation a robust communication strategy was required, one that involved a considerable degree of strategic persuasion. He stated that in limited war: 
the enemy would have to be persuaded of a number of things. He would have to be persuaded that he could not achieve his objectives by the means currently being employed. He would also have to be convinced that he could not attain them by expanding the war in scope or in weapons. At the same time… he would have to have it demonstrated that the costs of fighting to him outweighed the costs to the United States, and consequently that the advantages of terminating the conflict were greater than the advantage of continuing it.
 
With this approach, Kaufmann outlined the requirement for strategic persuasion, or what would become coercive diplomacy in Schelling’s writings. 


The challenge to this approach, however, was how to employ nuclear weapons without triggering a like response from an adversary, especially once the military advantage shifts in one’s own favour. For Kaufmann the crux of the dilemma was how to keep a conflict limited while still achieving the objectives for which one resorts to force in the first place. He stated, “It takes two, at minimum, to make a war, and it seems a contradiction in terms to expect that one party will be permitted to realize his objective, to the disadvantage of the other, under conditions that seriously limit the freedom of action of either.”
 Warring parties naturally seek to attain an advantage over their adversary.
 Thus, when the adversaries have nuclear weapons at their disposal the choice would be suffer catastrophic defeat or escalate and inflict a catastrophic defeat on one’s adversary. It would be very difficult to exit the ladder of nuclear escalation once one began to climb its rungs. 


For Kaufmann it was crucial that the US take the initiative and define the nature and limitations of the conflict that they had committed themselves to. As a general approach, he stated: 
While we must aim for efficient resistance as quickly as possible, we should avoid either expanding the theater of operations or introducing weapons of unconventional power and consequence. Our actions should symbolize the intentions of the United States to confine both the conflict and the issue over which it is being fought within the narrowest limits commensurate with the security and tactical initiative of our forces.
 
Included in this calculus was a willingness to accept certain aspects of the status quo by not dramatically altering the adversary’s political status, a willingness to accept the current distribution of power as long as it did not dramatically reduce America’s position of influence.
 In 1964, this principle of ‘defining the limits of the conflict’ became one of the guiding planning factors amongst Johnson’s security advisors. They sought to assure the Soviets, the Chinese Communists, the international community and the American public that they had no intentions of either expanding the territorial scope of the conflict or the weapons to be employed.
 In order to avoid the ladder of competitive escalation it was imperative to ensure that the intention to limit the conflict was clearly understood by all parties, even if it meant a willingness to accept a limited outcome, one that fell short of the overall war aim. 


Open channels of communication were vital in order to avoid unintended escalation. Some form of negotiations, whether formal or informal, was a necessary component of limited war. Keeping diplomatic channels open demonstrates a desire on both sides to avoid unintended escalation and to end the conflict through agreement and compromise.
 This line of thinking would later become one of the pillars of the US strategy in Vietnam, as the principal Johnson advisors anticipated that some form of negotiated compromise would be the mechanism by which the hostilities would be concluded, and they designed their application of force in such a way so as to hasten a negotiated settlement. 


As early as 1956, Kaufmann recognized that the Communist Bloc had already been moving to a doctrine that encouraged small wars, wars of national liberation and general disruption along the periphery of their respective bi-polar spheres of influence.
  In his essay on “Limited War” he highlighted the advances that the Communist forces had been making on this front by using indigenous forces in a very controlled and calculated fashion, thereby provoking a Western response without themselves becoming either decisively committed to the conflict or risking escalation with the West.
  He cited Indochina as one of the principal theatres where the Communist powers had fuelled local uprisings to great effect. In a remarkably prescient statement, he all but predicted the US war in Vietnam, stating: 

So long as no genuine reconciliation occurs between the Russian and Western systems, American military policy will therefore have to deal in some way with the possibility of a small scale wars launched in the manner of the Korean attack of 1950, or developing out of guerilla operations as in Indo-China.

 Even in the 1950s, the Indochinese conflict was developing in such a way as to demonstrate the need for a more flexible approach to conflict resolution than what the New Look, massive retaliation policy provided.


Kaufmann’s approach to limiting super power conflict, especially his theory of counter-force, was extremely popular with the Kennedy and later the Johnson Administrations, especially for Secretary McNamara. In his first few weeks in office McNamara received a brief on the counter-force, no cities approach by Kaufmann.
 The two main components of this doctrine that impressed McNamara was the proposition that one could weaken the Russian nuclear forces without reflexively saturating the entire country with nuclear weapons as the Strategic Air Command (SAC) had proposed, and that one could use the threat of further retaliation against Russian cities as a bargaining lever. McNamara accepted the doctrine of counter-force, no cities as official policy, putting his deputies in the Office of Systems Analysis, to work at translating the theory into policy.
 In doing so, Kaufmann was able to apply Schelling’s bargaining theory in the development of nuclear policy, a theory that would be employed regularly in the Kennedy and Johnson Administration and form the basis for conflict management for these two administrations.
 
HERMAN KAHN

Although it is difficult to rate the influence of the defense intellectuals at RAND, Herman Kahn is often considered to have been one of the more influential figures in the RAND community along with Brodie, Wohlstetter and Kaufmann. He joined the physics division in 1950 and became involved in both the technical and strategic aspect of nuclear war; he was one of the few RAND employees that was able to move freely between the two divisions.
 Although he did not write extensively on limited war or limited nuclear war, he did write one of the seminal works on nuclear war, and his 1960 work, On Thermonuclear War is considered a classic in the field.
 The work was not meant to outline an alternative to nuclear war, but to challenge the orthodox thinking on nuclear war and the idea that any exchange would inevitably lead to mutual destruction. This hypothesis fit nicely with Kaufmann’s no city/counterforce strategy that was adopted by McNamara. In the context of this paper what is most important is his relationship with some of the other thinkers such as Brodie, Kaufmann, Ellsberg and Schelling.
  


Kahn was less concerned with the problem of small wars per se, but like Kauffman and Brodie believed that limited nuclear wars posed a considerable strategic risk that the Dulles’ massive retaliation doctrine was not well designed to contend with.
 He did not believe that nuclear exchanges necessitated the mutual destruction of the participants, but that there were ways of moderating the conflict to avoid total destruction. He envisioned that a nuclear exchange would start with smaller weapons and proceed along a series of escalatory strikes accompanied by negotiations in which both parties sought a way to limit or end the conflict to avoid total destruction.
 He envisioned an elaborate series of escalatory steps that he referred to as the ‘44 rungs of escalation.’ For Kahn there needed to be numerous options short of massive retaliation in order for the belligerent parties to find off-ramp options and prevent mutual destruction.


One of Kahn’s main contributions to the nuclear war debate was his plan to develop an extensive civil defense network of underground facilities that would protect the population in the event of a nuclear exchange.
 If the US could preserve a large portion of the population after a Soviet first strike, then that possibility would offer a president greater flexibility in potential negotiations. His analysis of bomb damage led him to believe that a sophisticated system of giant bunkers near population centres would facilitate survival of a nuclear holocaust and that these survivors could go on to rebuild the nation.
 


Although he did not address non-nuclear confrontation in any detail in his principal work, On Thermonuclear War, he did briefly discuss the issue. Recognizing that by the early 1960s an all-out nuclear exchange between the two powers was becoming increasingly unlikely given the risks involved, he stated that “this does not mean that the role of force will entirely be eliminated. There may still be disputes between the two nations – disputes which may tempt one side to use force on a small scale.”
 Included in this resort to smaller wars was a requirement for the US to be willing to incur casualties in order to achieve its modest strategic objectives. The fewer casualties incurred in small wars would be a way to relieve pressure and avoid massive casualties that a nuclear exchange would entail. This idea that engaging in smaller wars with fewer casualties while avoiding superpower escalation became one of the principle strategic planning considerations leading up to the Vietnam War.
 

ALBERT WOHLSTETTER


Albert Wohlstetter is the fourth major influential figure amongst the RAND nuclear strategists, although he did not publish much for public release during his years at RAND, he was arguably one of the most influential thinkers of the community on account of his influence on the cadre of RAND analysts that would go on to work in the Kennedy Administration.
 His wife Roberta was also a leading RAND intellectual, and wrote an award winning book on strategic surprise entitled, Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision.
 He and Roberta were socialites who hosted lavish parties where the leading RAND figures would socialize and discuss key issues of national strategy. As a project manager for some of RAND’s most important studies of the day, he developed somewhat of a following.


Wohlstetter began working at RAND in late 1951, and his first study was an analysis of the vulnerabilities of overseas Strategic Air Command (SAC) bases.
 During the course of his analysis he discovered that the majority of SAC’s bases were extremely vulnerable to surprise Soviet attack. At that stage in the arms race it was conceivable for the greater part of SAC bombers to have been wiped out in a single attack. His study and subsequent report on SAC overseas basing vulnerabilities would come to set the standard on what strategic analysis should look like.
  


One of Wohlstetter’s most notable disciples was Henry ‘Harry’ Rowen, who assisted him with his SAC vulnerability study. Rowen would later be brought into the Kennedy Administration under Paul Nitze, who had become McNamara’s Assistant Secretary for ISA. Rowen remained in ISA after McNaughton took over the portfolio and assisted with Vietnam planning.
 In January 1967, Rowen returned to RAND to become its second president.
 Daniel Ellsberg and Alain Enthoven were also mentored by Wohlstetter and would both become important figures in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations.
 Robert Kaplan also lists Herman Kahn, William Kaufmann and Andrew Marshall as amongst Wohlstetter’s devotees, although they would become leading figures in their own rights.
 

HENRY KISSINGER


Although he did not work at RAND and was not able to enjoy the fruits of the intellectual environment that flourished in Santa Monica, Henry Kissinger was another leading defense intellectual who wrote on the effects that nuclear Armageddon would have on strategy and defense policy. Close friends with the likes of Harvard luminaries such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and McGeorge Bundy, even working for the Nelson Rockefeller foundation for a spell, Kissinger was an extremely connected defence intellectual.
 His 1957 book, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, was a best seller, and was circulated within the Eisenhower White House.
 He was arguably the most famous, most influential writer on nuclear problems during the heyday of nuclear weapons policy debate.
 His contribution may not have been as original as Brodie, Kahn or Kaufmann, but he was able to communicate it to influential policy makers in such a way that his ideas were at the forefront of the nuclear policy debate.
 Kissinger’s unique contribution to the limited war debate was the inclusion of tactical nuclear weapons in the mix of US options.
 This approach gained him a great deal of notoriety as well as drawing considerable criticism; nevertheless, the idea of tactical nuclear weapons became an important part of his legacy, for better or worse.  


During his rise to public prominence he was a professor at Harvard and worked occasionally for the Rockefeller foundation, while heavily involved with the Council on Foreign Relations.
 As the chair of the Council on Foreign Relations study group on limited war in the nuclear age from 1954 to 1956, he worked especially closely with notable future members of President Kennedy’s administration, including McGeorge Bundy and Paul Nitze.
  He was a regular contributor to Foreign Affairs from the mid-1950s onwards, publishing articles on problems in nuclear war policy in that influential foreign policy journal nearly every year.
 


Like many in the RAND intellectual community, Kissinger advocated for flexible military options. Kissinger argued early in his career that local war was an instrument of policy that needed consideration alongside nuclear options.
 His first attack against the ‘all or nothing’ approach of New Look/ massive retaliation doctrine appeared in his 1955 Foreign Affairs article, “Military Policy and Defense of the Grey Areas,” published just one year after receiving his PhD at Harvard.
 In this early effort to contend with the problem of mutual destruction, Kissinger pointed out that the Soviets were able to undermine US influence with a less risky policy of “gradually eroding the peripheral areas, which will imperceptibly shift the balance of power against us without ever presenting us with a clear-cut challenge.”
 Nuclear confrontation would be far too risky for both sides, so the Soviets would maximise efforts to undermine US influence short of war.
 In this contest on the periphery, both sides would seek to shore up local forces to fight on their behalf. This would involve supporting regional allies economically, politically and militarily while avoiding the perception of becoming colonial overlords.
 


Throughout this article he made recurring reference to Indochina and Southeast Asia. Applying the logic of containment policy, he clearly had Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos in mind when writing this article. He even argued for the positioning of forces in Indochina as a part of a nucleus of defense against Sino-Soviet aggression along its periphery.
 Applying a realist lens to the problem, he claimed that the reason the US needed to act along the Sino-Soviet periphery was to prevent a hegemonic power from dominating Eurasia, thereby controlling its resources and access to markets.
 Early in his career he recognized that the Sino-Soviet Bloc needed to be broken up. He also recognized the importance of Southeast Asia.
 Concluding the argument that would foreshadow the next 20 years of US policy in Southeast Asia, he stated, “Thus our capacity to fight local wars is not a marginal aspect of our effective strength; it is a central factor which cannot be sacrificed without impairing our strategic position and paralyzing our policy.”
 The US, therefore needed to retain response options short of nuclear engagement and be able to apply an assortment of options to contend with the various manners in which the Sino-Soviet bloc would seek to undermine US influence.

Kissinger’s subsequent Foreign Affairs article, “Force and Diplomacy in the Nuclear Age”, built upon the argument developed in his first article and provided a preview of his 1957 book, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy.
 Like Brodie in his 1957 article, “More Thoughts on Limited War”, Kissinger examined the factors that make limited war more likely and all-out war inconceivable, concluding that the fear of a thermonuclear holocaust was the main determining factor in keeping war limited in the 1950s balance of power.
 The main problem that Kissinger outlined was that at that time the US did not have a policy that accounted for conflict short of all-out war, and since all-out war was not possible, the US had limited means of confronting Russian aggression.
 This gave the Russians a tremendous advantage because they recognized the deterrent effect of resisting conflict short of all-out war and were thus able to use the nuclear stalemate to their advantage.
 


In this essay Kissinger outlined some of the principles of limited war. If one only thinks in terms of all-out war and total defeat of an adversary, then the Cold War stalemate would persist. However, this was a narrow view of war and the application of force. Kissinger defined limited war as “one for a specific objective which by its very existence will establish a degree of commensurability between the force employed and the goal to be attained.”
 As such, limited war was a highly constrained political endeavour. He stated that, 
limited war is essentially a political act. Its distinguishing feature is that it has no ‘purely’ military solution. The political leadership must, for that reason, assume the responsibility for defining the framework within which the military are to develop their plans and capabilities… The prerequisite for a policy of limited war is to reintroduce the political element into our concept of warfare and to discard the notion that policy ends when war begins or that war can have goals distinct from those of national policy.
 
This approach of imposing heavy civilian constraint on military activity would become one of the defining features of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations approach to crisis management. 


In “Force and Diplomacy in the Nuclear Age” Kissinger also introduced the idea of graduated employment of force – what would later be referred to during the Vietnam War as graduated response, or gradual escalation.
 He stated, “A doctrine for the graduated employment of force would enable us to escape the vicious circle in which we find ourselves paralyzed by the implications of weapons technology.”
 Graduated force would be the US response to Soviet operations in what Kissinger referred to as the grey areas insofar as it would edge conflict in a direction favourable to US interests without triggering a massive response from the Soviets. It was intended to move the yard sticks in small enough increments to avoid notice and reaction while keeping pressure on an adversary. This idea was in direct contrast to the New Look policy that only allowed for dramatic escalation in all conflict situations. 


Limited war, according to Kissinger, is an ambiguous undertaking in which the limits are not clear to either side. It is an endeavour governed by norms, but the norms are not necessarily well understood by the belligerents, which can be further exacerbated by the fact that one does not always know the norms an adversary assumes.
  As such, it is a risky form of war, since violating the norms could lead to rapid escalation. Accordingly, “The key to a successful policy of limited war is to keep the challenge to the opponent, whether diplomatic or military, below the threshold which would unleash an all-out war.”
 The goal for either party was not necessarily victory, but deciding what policies to pursue, what objectives to attain, and what compromises one was willing to accept. 


For Kissinger, like Schelling, limited war aims contrast with those of total war insofar as limited war entails an altering an adversary’s willingness to pursue their war aims through force, while total war seeks to overwhelm and destroy an adversary. In language very much reflective of Kaufmann, Kissinger claimed that limited war, “reflects an attempt to affect the opponent’s will, not to crush it, to make the conditions to be imposed seem more attractive than continued resistance, to strive for specific goals and not for complete annihilation.”
 In his approach to limited warfare, Kissinger placed a greater emphasis on the role of diplomacy than the other nuclear theorists. He saw communicating US understanding of the limits that they were imposing on their own use of force as an essential task in avoiding undesirable escalation. It was important to use diplomacy to communicate that the US would not aim at unconditional surrender in every conflict situation, and as such would not threaten Soviet national survival. Nevertheless, it needed to be clear that the US was willing to obtain its objectives using means below the nuclear threshold in matter of national interest.
 He stated that:

the task of our diplomacy will be to convey to the Soviet bloc what we understand by limited war, at least to some extent. This becomes all the more important because Soviet reactions to our measures will depend less on what we intend than on what we are thought by the Soviet leader to intend.

Like Schelling, he believed that successful manoeuvring in the nuclear era was a non-zero sum game in which both sides had to work together to achieve the common objective of avoiding nuclear Armageddon while still advancing their own national interests. 


What is probably as remarkable about Kissinger as his early academic achievements was his powerful and important circle of friends, advisors, colleagues and disciples. As mentioned above, two of his closest colleagues in Harvard were Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and McGeorge Bundy, both of whom would go on to be key figures in the Kennedy Administration. Schlesinger was particularly close to the Kennedy Brothers and introduced them to Kissinger during his rise to prominence in the Cambridge academic circles. Bundy was also well connected in the Cambridge circles, getting Kissinger both his position at the Council on Foreign Relations and then helping him to return to Harvard after the release of Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy.
 His masterwork was well received publicly and amongst policy makers, although it drew heavy criticism from some of the RAND set, namely William Kaufmann and James King, who exchanged letters with Kissinger where they discussed some of the work’s more contentious points.
 

Despite the criticism of the work and some of the flaws in the argument, Kissinger remained a very popular, very well connected defense intellectual. Kissinger maintained a cordial relationship with Thomas Schelling in the 1950s and 1960s during their shared time at Harvard. They were both among the original members of Harvard’s Center for International Affairs (CFIA) in the late 1950s. In the early 1960s when the issue of arms control became a growing concern they were both regular attendees of the MIT Joint Arms Control Seminar, described by Niall Ferguson as “an unusually high-level seminar, attended only by faculty.”
  Although not a formal member of Kennedy’s Administration, his connections to Mac Bundy afforded him the opportunity to consult for the National Security Council while he continued to teach at Harvard.
 He also used his connections to advance the careers of some of his students. Former graduate students of his, Morton Halperin and Leslie Gelb
 went on to work for John McNaughton in the International Security Affairs (ISA) department. 
 

DANIEL ELLSBERG


Although not widely published in his early career, Daniel Ellsberg was one of the best connected of the RAND community, and he moved freely between government and academic circles from the late 1950s through to the late 1960s when he worked on the Pentagon Papers under the editorial direction of Leslie Gelb. 


Ellsberg undertook graduate studies at Harvard in the late 1950s, after a short stint serving in the Marine Corps. At Harvard, Ellsberg studied under Thomas Schelling, who was his PhD dissertation advisor.
 The two men met when Ellsberg went to Yale to meet Schelling after being impressed with Schelling’s 1956 article, “An Essay on Bargaining.” Schelling introduced Ellsberg to the RAND community in 1959, where he immediately ingratiated himself with some of the leading members of that community. Ellsberg quickly established himself as talented young economist due to his work on game theory, coercion and strategic blackmail.
 Along with Alain Enthoven he became an accolade of Wohlstetter and his work on the SAC vulnerability problem.
 He was also interested in Kaufmann’s theoretical work, which he studied enthusiastically.
   Shortly after arriving at RAND he was assigned to work with the Navy to do a study on their command, control and communication systems for nuclear war. This assignment offered him the unique opportunity to see the set of war plans for the Navy, Air Force and Joint Chiefs that outlined how the US intended to fight a nuclear conflict. 


Ellsberg was able to bridge the world of politics, government and academia early in his career. Following his work on nuclear command and control he was recruited by Deirdre Henderson to be a part of an ‘Academic Advisory Group’ that advised John F. Kennedy on strategic issues.
   The group consisted largely of intellectuals from Harvard and MIT, including Henry Kissinger, Arthur Schlesinger, and John Kenneth Galbraith among others. Ellsberg used his network at RAND to bring some of his Santa Monica colleagues, including Albert Wohlstetter, Alain Enthoven, Harry Rowen, Andrew Marshall and Fred Hoffman, into the Group. Ellsberg along with his RAND colleagues passed ideas to Kennedy’s Academic Advisory Group, some of which made it into campaign speeches of the presidential candidate.
 Kennedy wanted to present himself as a candidate that was in lock step with the leading intellectual theories of the time, so the recruitment of RAND intellectuals was a natural alliance, one that would become the talent pool that McNamara would use to build his team as Secretary of Defense. 


Upon arriving at the Pentagon, Secretary McNamara became interested in Kaufmann’s counter strike/no-cities theory. He placed it at the top of the list of key defense issues that he wanted for further study and analysis. On account of his unique access and insight gained during the nuclear command and control study, Ellsberg was the natural candidate to conduct the study.
 Ellsberg was chosen for this work by Harry Rowen, a RAND colleague that worked under Paul Nitze, the head of the International Security Affairs Office at the Department of Defense. Ellsberg continued to do consulting work for Rowen in the early 1960s and would eventually formally join the defense department, becoming a permanent member of the staff in August 1964 under John McNaughton just as the Gulf of Tonkin incident erupted.
 Like so many of McNamara’s staff, Ellsberg, like McNaughton, was brought into the Pentagon because of his work nuclear weapons strategy and then shifted to the problem of the Vietnam War. 


One of Ellsberg’s most influential early works on coercion was the “The Theory and Practice of Blackmail.” It was originally written in 1959 and was based on a series of lectures on the Art of Coercion.
 Despite the fact that it was not published at the time it was written, it was nevertheless influential and occasionally cited. In fact, in a footnote in Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict he mentioned Ellsberg’s work, stating, “Progress is being made. Daniel Ellsberg included a lecture on ‘The Theory and Practice of Blackmail, and one on ‘The Political Uses of Madness,” in his series on “The Art of Coercion,” sponsored by the Lowell Institute, Boston, March 1959.”
 What is remarkable about this work is that it explicitly makes reference to coercion, outlining some of the underlying logic of coercion in international diplomacy. Ellsberg brought this deep understanding of the dynamics of coercion with him when he joined McNaughton’s team at ISA as the planning for the Vietnam War intensified in late 1964. 

MORTON HALPERIN


The other noteworthy academic who moved between the Harvard circles and the Department of Defense was Morton Halperin. Halperin was a graduate student of Kissinger who also collaborated closely with Schelling, co-writing a book on arms control entitled, Strategy and Arms Control, published in 1961, just after the release of Strategy of Conflict. Two years later Halperin published Limited War in the Nuclear Age, which built upon the themes that Brodie, Kahn, and Kaufmann had developed a few years earlier.
 After six years teaching at Harvard, Halperin went on to work in the Department of Defense in McNaughton’s ISA team in July 1966. 


Halperin added two significant components to the debate on limited war. First, he divided conflict zones into central theatres and peripheral theatres, or what he referred to as local wars. Central theatres or central wars are those in which both sides have vital interest and the risk of rapid escalation into nuclear wars are very high. Europe was considered a central theatre in this context. Peripheral wars would occur outside of either party’s vital interests, and as such victory was not as essential nor defeat as devastating. As such, the risk of peripheral wars escalating into a major war, while not zero, were lower than in central theatres as long as both sides respected self-imposed limits.
 Limited war, in this context, was defined by Halperin as a “military encounter in which the Soviet Union and the United States see each other on opposing sides and in which the effort of each falls short of the attempt to use all of its power to destroy the other.”
 Like Brodie, Kauffman, Kissinger and Schelling, the central feature of a limited war for Halperin was that that the dominant power imposed self-limiting constraints at the risk of not achieving all of one’s war aims. 

The other significant contribution of Halperin’s work was his application of Schelling’s bargaining theory to limited wars. Unconditional surrender was not possible in limited wars since the two powers were unable to confront one anther directly, so the belligerents would need to establish bargaining positions on the war termination criteria.
 Thus, Schelling’s insights into bargaining theory as a component of national strategy making became vital to ensure the avoidance of escalation into a major war. Halperin pointed out that: 
Schelling has developed a model of tacit bargaining which illuminates the process by which the two sides seek to establish limits on a local war by bargaining over acceptable stabilization points. He attempts to explain the establishment of those limits which both sides recognize that they have agreed to and which are observed because of the belief that no alternative limits to expansion are possible.
 
This notion of negotiating on the conditions of war termination in a peripheral conflict was one of the central planning considerations during the strategy making process in the Vietnam War. 

CONCLUSION

The defense intellectuals working on nuclear weapons strategy in the late 1950s and early 1960s were a tight knit community of academics and scientists who moved freely between Santa Monica, California, Cambridge, Massachusetts and Washington, D.C.. Many of them were close friends who worked and socialized with each other for several years. They collaborated closely, reviewed each other’s works, commented, critiqued, refined. Their written works provide only a small sample into the ongoing conversations they had with one another as they contended with the most pressing national security problems of the day. They formed, in essence, an epistemic community of defence intellectuals who produced a body of work that would inform the next generation of policy makers. They shared a common belief that the Eisenhower doctrine of massive retaliation was a dangerous approach to nuclear brinkmanship and as such shared a common interest in developing a scientific approach to the study of nuclear strategy that would provide retaliatory options for senior decision makers. Collectively they sought to avert nuclear war, or at the very least minimize is destructive effects. 

The principal theorists dealing with nuclear weapons policy held a remarkably clairvoyant view of the pattern of conflict that would emerge in light of the nuclear weapon stalemate. They anticipated many of the problems that the Johnson Administration would have to contend with in South East Asia. Moreover, they developed a theoretical framework for resolving limited wars through limited means, thus avoiding the total commitment that many senior military officers would advocate for. However, they were not simply a community of self-reflective think tank intellectuals. They were well connected to decision shapers in government and their ideas carried weight in the Kennedy White House. They were given a voice and exercised it often. As will become evident when looking at Schelling’s influence in particular, the defense department actively sought out advice from the academic community and used war games as a way of testing theories and developing new approaches to warfare. 


The establishment of a new approach to defense policy in accordance with the precepts of the leading defence intellectuals of the day was greatly facilitated by a remarkable ingestion of academics into senior positions of the national security apparatus of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. The epistemic community that formed in Santa Monica and Harvard moved many of its leading figures into Washington when John F. Kennedy assumed the Presidency in January 1961. Bernard Brodie would later comment that, “Those that formed McNamara’s ‘court’ comprised a highly likeminded school which absorbed a large portion of the available talent.”
 One of the foremost among them, Thomas Schelling had always kept a foot on either coast and was well positioned to influence the incoming Kennedy Administration. 
CHAPTER 2 – SCHELLING’S STRATEGY OF CONFLICT: BARGAINING THEORY OF CONFLICT MANAGEMENT 
INTRODUCTION


Although Schelling was only actively involved at RAND between 1956 and 1959, that time nevertheless had a profound influence on the development of his ideas, the influence his ideas would have on the RAND community, and the relationships he would sustain for the next decade and a half.
 This chapter will explore three related aspects of Schelling’s career – Schelling’s work within the epistemic community of RAND, his influence on strategic debate both in academic and policy circles, and the important relationships he formed in the academic circles in what would become the Kennedy White House. The intent behind this examination is not to criticize or evaluate his work; rather it is to determine the influence his ideas had in shaping policy. The focus of this examination of Schelling’s work is to draw out the key ideas from Schelling’s work that were applied during the strategy making process for the Vietnam War. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, bargaining concepts in both limited wars and high stakes nuclear confrontations were prevalent throughout RAND and were debated in books and articles before Schelling’s master work – Strategy of Conflict – was published in 1960. Many of Schelling’s principal ideas – bargaining strategies, communication between players in a game situation, game theory applied to nuclear brinkmanship, fear of surprise attack, arms control - had been published in independent articles prior to Strategy of Conflict and were woven into the debate on national strategy in the nuclear age.
  However, his articulations of these concepts were perhaps less original when read in concert with the other publications produced by the collection of RAND scholars. Nevertheless, his writings on these concepts stand out as being amongst the most complex, intricate and intellectually rigorous of the era. Strategy of Conflict and later Arms and Influence are the master works of the period.
 

This chapter explores the reasons why Schelling had an important influence on the formulation of strategy in Vietnam, despite being only one of many defense intellectuals that worked closely with the Kennedy and then Johnson Administrations. First, the profundity of his work places it in a higher intellectual category. He was able to fuse many of the principal concepts of the time into a rich theoretical framework that transcended the historical circumstance of the time it was written and have been debated in the literature on coercive diplomacy for several decades after it was originally written. He was able to elevate the debate to its universal principles rather than simply advocate for one policy against another. His ideas were more timeless and universal, and as such could be applied more broadly. Second, his network of influence penetrated deeply into the defense department. While he may not have had a great deal of direct influence on Secretaries McNamara and Rusk, and was perhaps barely known by President Johnson (although he was known by President Kennedy), he had worked very closely with McNaughton and Ellsberg, and his association with the Bundy brothers and Walt Rostow was also evident.
  His ideas, more so than the other RAND intellectuals, were applied at the undersecretary level during the Vietnam options analysis planning sessions. Third, the war games that he ran for both civilian and military leadership cemented his approach to decision theory and crisis management amongst the senior decision makers in government, thereby giving his ideas a wider appeal. This chapter explores these aspects of Schelling’s influence in turn. 
SCHELLING’S EPISTEMIC COMMUNITY

Thomas Schelling received his undergraduate degree in economics from Berkeley University in 1944. While he was working on his PhD in economics from Harvard, Schelling went to Europe to work as an international trade negotiator as a part of the Marshall Plan for European economic recovery.
 He remained in Europe for two and a half years, one in Denmark and a year and a half in Paris.
 While in Europe he worked as a foreign aid trade negotiator, thereby learning some of his early lessons on bargaining and negotiations that would become central components of his strategic theory.
 In November 1950, he returned to Washington and continued to work as an international negotiator during Truman’s presidency. In 1951, he finished his PhD in economics from Harvard and then in 1953 he left the government and accepted a teaching job at Yale. He taught economics at Yale from 1953 to 1956. 
In the fall of 1956 he went to RAND in Santa Monica, California, where he began applying game theory methodology used to solve economic problems to solve strategic problems. At RAND he met and started working with Bernard Brodie, William Kaufman, Albert Wohlstetter and Herman Kahn amongst others. He wrote a series of articles on various strategic problems while at RAND, articles that would go on to form the basis of his 1960 book, Strategy of Conflict.
 He returned to teaching at Harvard in 1958, where he worked alongside McNaughton, Kissinger, and Mac Bundy. He remained at Harvard for the next 30 years. During the Kennedy, Johnson and early Nixon Administrations he worked episodically as a government consultant.
 
Schelling’s relationships with the members of the RAND epistemic community were an influential component of his transformation into a leading strategic thinker. RAND was a remarkable microcosm of intellectual fervour in the 1950s. Schelling himself referred to the intellectual community at RAND as ‘movement’ in which the leading figures worked together in what he referred to as RAND’s oral tradition, ideas were discussed, debated, revised and debated again until they had been thoroughly scrutinized by the members of the community.
 Schelling biographer Robert Dodge describes it as a place of intense creativity and collaboration, where “new ideas were commonplace and often widely circulated. People prepared mailing lists, often of 50 names or more, and sent out their new thoughts for others to consider.”
 Schelling came to the think tank at a highpoint, a time when a number of leading defence intellectuals were gathered and routinely collaborating on novel solutions to the nuclear dilemma. Schelling would later comment that this period at RAND, during the latter part of the 1950s, was the period in which the main ideas of nuclear strategy and limited war were developed, followed in the early 1960s by a move to the establishment mainstream.
 

Schelling was quickly brought into the fold as a talented young economist who easily grasped the essential strategic dilemmas of massive retaliation and mutually assured destruction. He worked feverishly with the other members of the community to apply his understanding of game theory to strategic problems.
 Yet, Schelling was not the first theorist at RAND or within the defense intellectual community to see the value of applying principles of game theory to strategic problems. Game theory had become popular at RAND as early as the late 1940s. John Davis Williams introduced the theory to the community when he was head of the mathematics division as a valuable means of solving difficult mathematical problems.
 Williams was influenced by early theorists such as John von Neumann, who he invited to RAND to act as a consultant in the late 1940s.
 The Social Sciences division was created in 1947 as a means of translating the mathematical principles of game theory into strategy and policy applications.
 Schelling was the perfect candidate to bridge the abstract principles of game theory into practical every day applications, first in the field of economics, then in the field of strategic analysis. His work appealed to those who felt constrained by the doctrine of massive retaliation, because he provided options to the zero-sum game that massive retaliation assumed by pointing out that most conflict situations are non-zero sum cooperative games in which both sides share common interest despite their disagreements.

One of Schelling’s more important personal and professional connections was with the godfather of nuclear theory, Bernard Brodie. Schelling and Brodie frequently collaborated with one another, exchanged ideas and referred to one another in their published works. In the acknowledgements to Schelling’s Arms and Influence he credited two RAND stalwarts as having helped in the writing of the book – Bernard Brodie and James King.
 Rounding out the members of his epistemic community, he also acknowledged Morton H. Halperin, William Kaufmann, and Henry Kissinger.
 Conversely, in a footnote in his Strategy in the Missile Age, Bernard Brodie refers to a paper by Schelling that was yet to be published, indicating that Schelling must have personally provided Brodie an advanced copy, a clear sign of collaboration.
 Their working relationship consisted of more than just consultation on each other’s works; they also maintained a personal correspondence in which they exchanged ideas. In his work on Brodie, Bernard Brodie and the Foundations of American Nuclear Strategy, Barry Steiner refers to a letter from Brodie to Schelling dating from January 9, 1957. In it they discussed limited war and nuclear weapons, a central topic for both thinkers.
  

According to Schelling’s biographer, Robert Dodge, the most fascinating member of the RAND community that Schelling met during the time he spent in Santa Monica was Herman Kahn.
 Schelling and Kahn got off to a good start and developed a mutual respect that would inform one another’s work. Dodge recounts that: 
Schelling had a long conversation with Kahn early on, where it was apparent to Kahn that Schelling understood what he was talking about, and from then on Kahn treated him as an equal… The informal nature of the place and the frequent interaction broke down barriers quickly. Kahn, Wohlstetter, Brodie and Charles Hitch
 all took Schelling seriously from the beginning.
 
Schelling quickly became an equal to the leaders of strategic analysis at RAND, and became a leading influencer in his own right. According to Freedman, many of the ideas and concepts that Schelling and his colleagues at RAND developed were radical departures from the way strategic problems were discussed in both academia and in Washington. They soon became part of the strategic vernacular, thereby changing the very language used to discuss strategic issues.
 
At RAND Schelling also introduced one of his bright young protégés, Daniel Ellsberg, to the community of nuclear strategists. The two first met while Schelling was still teaching at Yale. Ellsberg was impressed with Schelling’s “Essay on Bargaining” and came to Yale to meet him.
 Schelling became Ellsberg’s PhD advisor after he returned to Harvard. Ellsberg went to Santa Monica in the summer of 1958. Schelling introduced him to the group of intellectuals that he was working with, and Ellsberg subsequently joined RAND, where he stayed until 1964. In an interview with Robert Dodge, Ellsberg recalls working with Schelling, stating that their “minds were intellectually dancing together.”
 Under Schelling’s tutelage Ellsberg became one of the leaders in research on the application of game theory to strategic problems. 
Another important and influential protégé of Schelling’s was Morton Halperin. They met in 1960 when Schelling gave a speech at Yale while Halperin was still a graduate student.
 The two of them went on to co-author a book on arms control called Strategy and Arms Control, which was the only time that Schelling co-authored a book.
 The book had a wide readership in both academia and policy circles, including Paul Nitze, John McNaughton, and McGeorge Bundy.
 Robert Dodge claims that “McNamara’s views on the subject came to resemble closely those discussed in the book.”
 Halperin later became an assistant to McNaughton from 1966 to 1967. 

For the purposes of this monograph, however, the most important personal and professional relationship Schelling maintained through his period of strategic analysis was that with John T. McNaughton. The two men worked on the Marshall Plan together, and maintained a friendship upon returning to the US.
 Their working relationship resumed when Schelling returned to Harvard in 1958, although they taught different subjects in different departments. When McNamara started building his Defense Department with RAND and Harvard academics, Schelling was offered a job managing the arms control portfolio in ISA under Paul Nitze. Schelling turned down the offer, preferring to continue with his teaching job at Harvard and work as a consultant, but he recommended McNaughton, who reluctantly accepted due to his inexperience in arms control issues.
 Schelling tutored McNaughton on key issues in arms control enabling him to become one of McNamara’s most trusted and reliable deputies. 

In his consultancy role, Schelling applied his conflict theory to a real world crisis in 1961 during the standoff between the Soviet Union and NATO in Berlin. His friend and colleague McGeorge Bundy, National Security Advisor, sought him out for his advice on how to manage the crisis.
 Schelling agreed to help and wrote a short essay entitled ‘Nuclear Strategy in the Berlin Crisis,’ which President Kennedy consulted during his deliberations on the crisis and as a reference for his speech on Berlin.
  In the paper Schelling recommended using the threat of nuclear war to instill in the minds of the Russian leadership the risks associated with provocation in Berlin. According to Schelling, “The critical target should be the mind of the Soviets in the first round of nuclear bargaining.”
 As a consequence of his advice during the Berlin standoff, members of the Kennedy Administration held Schelling in high regard as a strategist. In his retrospective work on Vietnam, Argument without End, Robert McNamara said ‘[Schelling’s] view permeated civilian leadership under Kennedy… to a remarkable degree.’”
 Subsequent to his work on the Berlin Crisis Schelling served as chair of a newly created White House Committee on War by Accident, Surprise and Miscalculation.

Schelling’s ideas influenced the thinking of the Kennedy administration during the Cuban Missile Crisis as well, but not as directly as they had during the Berlin Crisis a year earlier. In a memorandum sent to Schelling dated December 3, 1962, Ellsberg recounted to Schelling that, “even in your absence the validation of a flock of Schelling conjectures on crisis phenomenon was too obvious to pass unnoticed.”
 After recounting some of the arms control arguments that were derived from Schelling’s works, Ellsberg concluded, “the whole character of the crisis had a familiar Schelling flavor, in terms of the information and the sequence of alternatives, as was frequently remarked by those who had participated in one of your games.”
 In the memorandum, Ellsberg paraphrased comments on the Schelling like nature of the conflict made by Harry Rowen and Walt Rostow, confirming the influence that Schelling had on these two Kennedy administration figures. 
In addition to his published works and consultations, Schelling educated a generation of defense intellectuals, policy makers and senior officers using carefully constructed war games. Schelling designed the games to bring the participants through a decision process during hypothetical conflict situations in which there was a risk that escalation in the conflict could lead to nuclear war.
  One of the most significant of the early war games directed by Schelling occurred in 1961 at Camp David and involved a Berlin crisis scenario.
 The list of participants comprised an impressive cross section of government officials and renowned academics, including:

Carl Kaysen, the deputy special assistant for national security affairs at the White House, John McNaughton, an assistant to McNamara at the Defense Department; Alain Enthoven from the Defence Department; intelligence officer De Witt Armstrong; McGeorge Bundy, Seymour Weiss from National Security, and Henry Kissinger.
 
According to Dodge, “their immersion into Schelling’s simulations was so intense that the teams would stay up nearly all night, getting by on only several hours of sleep.”
 These games trained leaders from the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations to view conflict through a lens of Schelling’s design. They became accustomed to approaching conflict resolution using the tools of bargaining, coercive threats, tacit and implicit threats and negotiations. These games ushered in a new way of conflict management that was far less about the military resources employed to fight a war and more about defense officials managing the conflict parameters.
In an internal RAND document, Schelling wrote that he had participated in nine crisis games and had been a bystander or consultant in several others.
  These games involved approximately 250 players. In defending the use of games as a tool in policy and strategic formation, he claimed that when later asked of the utility of the games, 90% of the participants claimed that the games were a valuable experience.
 Schelling outlined three important effects: first, they provided an opportunity for a group of experts to exchange ideas when confronted with a collective problem to resolve; second, they instructed participants on local factors and conditions that improve their understanding of some of the less evident variables in a crisis region; third, they provided senior officials a chance to become better acquainted with one another, to strengthen community bonds. As evidence of the universal applicability of strategy games to inform strategic thinking, Schelling observed over the course of several very different game scenarios that similar “lessons, observations, principles, or whatever you choose to call them” emerged.
 The participants came to believe that lessons observed from a crisis game in Berlin could also be applied to a scenario in Southeast Asia. For Schelling, crisis games provided unmatched training opportunities, and he claimed that there is “something that games can do or generate that cannot be done or generated in any other way.”
  The games also provided ample material for his research on behaviour and decision making in conflict situations. 

Schelling was amongst the few intellectual influencers of his day to be what Lawrence Freedman describes as a formal strategist.
 Traditional strategy develops through experience and an analysis of the conflict factors particular to any given conflict situation such as the terrain, strength of an adversary’s military force, comparison of weapon technology, logistic supply chains, training, doctrine, etc. Formal strategy, on the other hand, is based on decision making variables in the mind of the strategist that are independent of material conditions on the ground. The challenge of nuclear strategy was that there was essentially no precedent, no pool of experience that a practitioner could draw best practices from. Considerations of terrain or an enemy’s military strength no longer matter when an army can be nearly annihilated with a single hydrogen bomb. Military history and military training provided few answers to deal with this wholly new form of destruction. The approach that Schelling took when confronted with this novel conundrum was to “return to first principles and attempt to build up a new theory appropriate to a new age.”
 Schelling employed the principles of game theory to develop a pure theory of strategy, which in turn was applied to strategy making in Vietnam, a theoretical approach that relied less on historical precedent and more on calculating an adversary’s response.

Schelling was neither the originator of game theory, nor was he the first to apply principles of game theory to strategic problems.
 He was, however, a master synthesizer that was able to merge the two schools of thought into a coherent discipline, one which generated its own novel concepts.  His contribution to the game theory was his modification of the theory to include cooperative bargaining situations – non-zero sum games – in which the participants sought to signal to one another the ways and means to benefit both parties.
  Game theory was nested within the scientific positivist movement of the time, a belief that the scientific method could be applied to nearly every problem to produce viable solutions. In the realm of strategic theory, it provided an optimistic hope that rational actors would behave in measureable and predictable ways that could be manipulated or even managed to either eliminate or reduce war. It was a part of a movement that sought to apply scientific rigor to age old problems with the hope that a new methodological approach would result in new outcomes.
  Simply put, “a game of strategy was one in which the best course of action for each players depended on what the other players did, and could be distinguished from games of skill or chance.”
 By the late 1940s it became a popular theoretical approach amongst the RAND defense scientists given its innate applicability to the geostrategic circumstances of the Cold War.
 Schelling approached game theory originally through an economist’s lens, later applying the principles of the theory in unique ways to resolve strategic problems.

STRATEGY OF CONFLICT


Until his “An Essay on Bargaining” was released in June 1956 in the American Economic Review, Schelling’s published works focused exclusively on economic issues.
 He wrote on national security throughout the remainder of his life, but the period between 1956 and the publication of Arms and Influence in 1966 was the heyday of his military strategy period. His master work, Strategy of Conflict, published in 1960, consisted of a collection of essays written between 1956 and 1960 that had been independently released, reviewed and discussed, primarily at Harvard and RAND.
 Many of the essays had been already published by RAND and were widely circulated amongst the leading theorists such as Brodie, Kahn and Kaufmann. Thus, Schelling’s influence on the nuclear strategy debate can be dated from the publication of “An Essay on Bargaining” in June 1956. The subsequent publication of Strategy of Conflict moved Schelling’s ideas from a confined group of RAND and Harvard academics to a broader community of interest and provided a consolidation of his ideas. 

Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict is a difficult, dense work. The language is not readily accessible to those unfamiliar with principles of game theory. It contains numerous complex formulas that preclude a cursory read. His second major work on strategy, Arms and Influence, is far more accessible and is in many ways clearer; however, Strategy of Conflict is where he lays out many of his key concepts that he develops more fully in Arms and Influence. Unlike Clausewitz’s classic On War, Schelling was not trying to develop a theory on the essence of war as a phenomenon, rather in Strategy of Conflict, Schelling tries to unpack the phenomenon of all conflict situations and the approaches opponents take to win those conflicts.
 The underlying premise is that before wars start there is an underlying conflict situation, which if unresolved through non-violent means could lead to war. To illustrate these ideas, he provides examples from everyday life, from any situation in which there is disagreement or where two or more parties are trying to anticipate the moves that another person will make in order to resolve a conflict or solve a problem. As such, concepts like intention, anticipation, expectations, signaling, bargaining, and interest are central to his theoretical constructs. 


Schelling’s theory is descriptive rather than prescriptive. It is phenomenological insofar as he seeks to understand and explain a phenomenon – conflict – and how people involved in conflict situations go about resolving the conflict or even profiting from it. The descriptive nature of the theory has bedeviled historians of the Vietnam War. Schelling provided a conceptual approach, a program of analysis, not a playbook. As a conceptual approach, some aspects of the theory are commonplace; any time someone enters a negotiating situation they are applying aspects of game theory, consciously or not. 


 For Schelling, game theory is the ideal lens from which to examine conflict situations because those engaged in the conflict situation are engaged in a game in which they need to understand and anticipate an adversary’s position as much as if not more so than one’s own position, and then act in accordance with that understanding of an adversary.
 Bargaining situations, non-zero sum games, are a part of everyday life; we play them all the time. By understanding their dynamics, one should, in principle, become more effective in playing them, acting in a more conscious, deliberate manner rather than haphazardly. 


Schelling described the purpose behind publishing his collected essays as a single work was to establish an interdisciplinary approach to the theory of strategy that cut across disciplines of “economics, sociology, political science, even law and philosophy.”
 The work was intended both for theorists and for policy makers, in his words “people concerned with practical problems.”
 By making it interdisciplinary, or properly nested within the explosion of new academic disciplines, it took the study of strategy out of the traditional military domain that focused largely on drawing lessons from a reading of military history, and nested it within new disciplines of social science that offered different perspectives and different methods of inquiry. The study of military strategy could be lifted from the domain of the practitioner and brought into the academia, and in turn place it more firmly within governmental civilian control. It was not as though Schelling held military leadership in disdain; his concern was more that the study of strategy was too limited, too small, and too narrow. It could become more predictive by applying new tools and techniques. 


The book starts with his essay “The Retarded Science of International Strategy,” which was published the same year as Strategy of Conflict in the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists.
 This chapter lays out his main theoretical tenets in a comprehensible form and served as an introduction to his theory. 


The term that Schelling offered for this new study was collectively referred to as the strategy of conflict. Strategy for Schelling in this context held a different meaning than that typically used in military circles as it referred to strategy games, games in which “the best course of action for each player depends on what the other players do.”
 What was truly novel about his approach was that it was based on “interdependence of the adversaries’ decisions and on their expectations about each other’s behaviour.”
  He was one of the first theorists to apply the principles of game theory to the study of conflict within the context of deterrence. For Schelling, “Deterrence … is concerned with influencing the choices that another will make, and doing it by influencing his expectations of how we will behave.”
 Very much like a game of chess, one had to anticipate the adversary’s options, calculate his most likely moves, and anticipate how to counter them. This process could, when done masterfully, shape an adversary into an action that was advantageous for one’s own position. This game of chess that great military minds play has always been a part of strategy. What is novel is the systematic approach that Schelling took. Schelling tried to distil the strategic principles from the observation of actions and decisions.

Employing categorical concepts derived from game theory, Schelling also held a different view of limited war than what was prevalent in his day. Schelling differentiated limited war from absolute war or pure conflict in that in the former case there is a degree of compromise and accommodation one must make with an adversary, whereas in the latter case the conflict is only resolved with the complete elimination of the adversary. Conflict occurs on a continuum, and most of it occurs short of pure conflict. Pure conflict, in fact, is actually a rarity, occurring only when the interests of two parties are so completely opposed that the only resolution is the total annihilation of the adversary.
 Most conflict situations, therefore, exist in a blended situation in which there exist degrees of conflict and cooperation, antagonism and mutual dependence. It is in this space that the prospect for negotiation, bargaining and coercion exists.


Schelling was far more concerned with future moves, behaviour and activities than with what an opponent was presenting in the moment. 
  The current application of force was less important than threats, promises and commitments to use force at another time, under specified conditions. This approach was, therefore, rooted in the strategic problems that nuclear weapons presented, since their actual application spelled mutual destruction, so the vital strategic space was prior to the start of the conflict. Strategy consisted of those activities prior to the launch of nuclear weapons. Once launch occurred, strategy was no longer relevant and all that remained was survival. Strategy for Schelling was not about maximising advantage to decisively defeat an adversary and render his military impotent to resist complete domination. Schelling was concerned primarily with strategic actions and activities before or outside of actual war; this constant confrontation between adversaries, even the restless jockeying for position amongst partners and allies. 


Winning in a confrontation short of pure conflict is relative to one’s own position, that is, leaving the confrontation in a position of relative advantage to that from which one started.
 It is to each party’s advantage to avoid mutual damage, thereby both parties seek ways to confront an adversary without engaging in physical conflict. Understanding the nature of deterrence becomes important if one seeks to avoid conflict. According to Schelling, for deterrence to be effective, it required “a theory of the skillful nonuse of military forces, and for this purpose deterrence requires something broader than military skill.”
 If conflict were to escalate to the level of nuclear exchange, the damage done to both sides would be so catastrophic that neither side would benefit. Maintaining the threat of force, without using force, demarcated the art of effective conflict bargaining. 

The application of a credible threat, therefore is central to a deterrence theory and to the entire concept of the strategy of conflict, a theme he returned to throughout his book. As such he maintained that the strategy of conflict was not about the application of violence, but the employment of threats and promises to condition one’s behaviour and the behaviour of others.
  Schelling surmised that:

if there is any possibility of avoiding mutually damaging war, of conducting warfare in a way that minimizes damage, or of coercing an adversary by threatening war rather than waging it, the possibility of mutual accommodation is as important and dramatic as the element of conflict. Concepts like deterrence, limited war, and disarmament, as well as negotiation, are concerned with the common interest and mutual dependence that can exist between participants in a conflict.
  

For deterrence to work the threat has to be credible in the mind of the opponent and in doing so the opponent must modify his or her behaviour accordingly. In terms of the nuclear standoff that was the Cold War, that threat was based on mutual destruction, and the action that both sides sought to elicit in the other was the nonuse of nuclear weapons. 


The other theme of the opening essay was Schelling’s commentary on the state of intellectual development in the field of international strategy. Maintaining a position that would become one of the unifying views of the Harvard academics that formed the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, Schelling held a disparaging view of the state of thinking about strategy, both in the universities and in the military. He pointed out that “the military services, in contrast to almost any other sizeable and respectable profession, have no identifiable academic counterpart.”
  Defence intellectuals did not exist in the service academies or the war colleges in any meaningful sense because these institutions were focused on teaching and rather than research or theoretical development. The need for this manner of thinking was at his time being filled by what he referred to as quasi-governmental research institutions such as RAND.
 The military itself had not been able to produce its own theoreticians, largely because, “there is an important difference between the intellectual skills required for carrying out a military mission and for using potential military capability to pursue a nation’s objectives.”
 What Schelling implied, although he did not directly say as much, was that the military leadership of his day lacked the intellectual aptitude for the subtleties of warfare in the nuclear age and the need to apply a different toolset from that of brute force. Military leaders of his day were not adept at the skillful nonuse of force.  


In the second chapter Schelling lays out his bargaining theory, which was at the core of his theoretical approach to game theory and strategy. As mentioned above, the second chapter was a reprint of his 1956 “An Essay on Bargaining,” published in An American Economic Review.
 This essay got Schelling noticed amongst the strategic analysis community at RAND. The essay and subsequent chapter did not deal strictly with strategic bargaining, but bargaining more generally, and it was rooted in Schelling’s economic theories. It set the foundation for the principles of coercive diplomacy that he further developed through his work with the RAND community. Most of the essay deals with bargaining in economic situations, the types of which he would have observed during his time as a trade negotiator. He does, however, start to identify some of the key elements of bargaining that would come to form the basis of his strategic thinking.

Schelling’s key insight, his lasting contribution to the field, was his postulate that “most conflict situations are essentially bargaining situations.”
 This view contrasts with the traditional view of conflict and war as a battle of strength or of will and employing force to achieve one’s ends. That is not to say that the contest of strength is not an important aspect of conflict, but it is only an aspect, not the essence of conflict. Force is a tool often employed to resolve conflict, but there are other tools. Bargaining in conflict situations relies more on psychology and less on physical strength or power. It involves far greater appreciation of an adversary’s intentions than the approach to warfare that relies largely on one’s strength of arms and force of will. Bargaining in conflict situations is guided by what one expects the other party is willing to accept, or the degree to which the other party is willing to compromise, while appreciating that one’s opponent is undergoing the same calculations on expectation.
  In Schelling’s view, it is a game of calculating expectations and communicating one’s own expectations in such a way as to maximize one’s advantage.  

Bargaining is the interplay between commitment and compromise by both parties in the negotiation. Each side has a ‘bottom line’ position that they are committed to and with which they will not be flexible.
 They also have parts of their bargaining position with which they are willing to make compromises, but are nonetheless important to them. The players in the bargaining game are not willing to overtly divulge those aspects of their bargaining position to which they would accept compromise and those they are firmly committed to, one has to determine which is which through inference and a careful interpretation of the other’s signals. 


When the ‘bottom line’ commitment for both players in a bargaining game appears irreconcilable then one or both parties often revert to threats, which is a way of communicating to an opponent that they risk losing something else that is important to them, something else that they are committed to, if they do not compromise on the seemingly irreconcilable item.
 Upon making an explicit threat, the threatening party becomes committed to carrying out the threat in order to preserve the impression of credibility. In a bargaining situation a threat is “designed to impress on the other automatic consequences of his act.”
 In the example of massive retaliation, it is in neither party’s’ interest that the threat be carried out, but by binding oneself to one’s threat so that it is perceived as credible by an adversary such a threat can have a deterrent effect that is in both party’s interests. But the threat must be credible to be effective; the threatening party must be able to convince the recipient party that the threatened action will automatically be carried out for transgressions. 


One way Schelling suggests that the threatening party can make the threat more credible is to stake one’s reputation on the threat. He states, “One may even stake his own reputation with the threatened person himself, on grounds that it would be worth the cost and pains to give a lesson to the latter if he fails to heed the threat.”
 One’s ability to bargain with other potential opponents is contingent upon one’s reputation as someone who makes credible threats, thus the failure to follow through on a threat could have wide reaching consequences. 


Schelling recognizes that communication of threat can be a major challenge in bargaining.
 A threatening party may have no direct means of conveying the threat, or may have to resort to unreliable indirect means to convey the threat, never being certain that the recipient of the threat fully grasps his meaning.  Threats can be conveyed explicitly or implicitly, verbally or through actions, but the more explicit and direct the threat, the more committed the threatening party is to the carrying out of that threat. The Dulles/Eisenhower doctrine of massive retaliation was an explicit threat with immediate and dire consequences that was designed to act as deterrence for the Soviet Union. 


Schelling’s essay also lays out some of the initial principles behind gradual pressure. A threat does not have to be ‘all or nothing’, but it can be progressive and cumulative as a means to deter or compel lesser infractions while increasing in severity as the infractions move closer to a position of irreconcilable commitment. Schelling describes it as “starting a threat with a punitive act that grows in severity with the passage of time.”
 There were some transgressions that the Soviet Union could have conceivably committed that did not warrant the triggering of US massive retaliation, since that threat also involved tremendous risk for the United States. Lesser transgressions were to be met with an appropriate response that was less risky and less destructive, but still involved some measure of damage and punishment. The prospect of an appropriate response to lesser transgressions led logically to the issue of limited war, the subject of the next chapter of the Strategy of Conflict. 
 


The third chapter of the book is entitled “Bargaining, Communication and Limited War,” and was originally published in March 1957, shortly after he arrived at RAND.
 In this chapter he addresses the difficulty of coming to agreements on the limitations that opponents are willing to place on the conduct of war.
 He explores the contrasting phenomena of explicit and implicit bargaining, in other words, bargaining in which both sides are able to communicate and bargaining in which there is no communication. The central problem he seeks to understand is how two sides could come to a mutually acceptable agreement on the limits to the conduct of war without being able to directly communicate with one another on the nature of those limits. 


Drawing from historical examples, he cited instances from history in which both sides were willing to accept limitations without ever explicitly coming to an agreement on those limits, such as the prohibition amongst all belligerents on the use of chemical weapons during World War II.
 This mutually accepted self-limitation was effective in this instance because both parties had the capability to employ chemical weapons but chose to abstain from their use for fear that the other party would retaliate if used. The implicit agreement was symmetrical. 


During time of conflict agreements tend to be implicit rather than explicit due to the difficulty of explicit communication when war is ongoing.
 The transition from implicit to explicit communication contains a degree of risk since the very act of seeking to open explicit negotiations may send a signal to the adversary that one is weak, vulnerable or exhausted.
 Thus, according to Schelling, the manner of communication in war tends to be non-verbal and is conveyed as much by what one does not do as by what one does. 


Schelling explains that accepting limitations in the conduct of war also entails accepting limited defeat if one would have to break the tacit agreement to avoid the defeat.
 One also must accept limited gains. Once one party breaks the tacit agreement there is no guarantee that the other party will continue to respect the agreement. Even if there are prior agreements by the belligerent parties on the accepted range of limitations, there is no guarantee that both sides will abide by those agreements when threatened with defeat. Thus, the transgression of tacit agreements has the potential to widen or deepen the conflict beyond the interests of either party; it opens up the prospect of uncontrolled escalation. 


In the eighth chapter, entitled “The Threat That Leaves Something to Chance,” Schelling introduces the foundational principles of strategic coercion that he would develop in far greater detail in his later work, Arms and Influence.
 In this chapter he differentiates between those threats of massive retaliation that are automatic, that unfold without decision, that leave nothing to chance, and the threats which are not automatic, that are left to chance because they involve choice, decision and interpretation. The phenomenon of limited war falls within the latter category since the decision to embark on a limited war is not automatic, it leaves something to chance. The decision to embark on a limited war could have unintended consequences since there is a possibility that a limited war could inadvertently trigger a general war. 


Schelling shared a principal concern with his RAND counterparts – concern that limited war could be subject to escalation, which could be difficult to manage. Schelling points out that, “The danger of all-out war is almost certainly increased by the occurrence of limited war; it is almost certainly increased by an enlargement of limited war.”
 This enlargement could occur inadvertently, completely by accident since both sides could misinterpret the other’s intentions or their actions. When one or both sides are already at a state of heightened readiness the risk of miscalculation increases.
 


One way to reduce the chances that a limited war escalates into a general war is through a series of smaller, escalatory threats. One could punish an adversary for small transgressions with limited reprisals that increased in intensity as the transgressions continues. On this gradual approach, Schelling said, “Between the threats of massive retaliation and of limited war there is the possibility of less-than-massive retaliation, of graduated reprisal.”
 The individual responses would have less deterrent effect in themselves, but cumulatively they threatened an opponent with the promise of greater pain for continued transgression. The advantage to this approach is that it offers the threatening party a way of controlling the escalation and thereby avoiding broadening the conflict. 

Yet the risk can never entirely be eliminated. “Whatever it is that makes limited war between super powers a risky thing, the risk is a genuine one that neither can dispel if it wants to.”
 Chance is always a variable in war. Yet this inevitable risk also has a deterrent effect that can limit the prospects of reckless behaviour by an adversary. 
CONCLUSION

The ideas and concepts that Schelling presented in the Strategy of Conflict certainly had parallels with those of the RAND community of nuclear strategists, and the influence that they had on his work is evident. Nevertheless, his articulation was novel and the analysis of the bargaining aspect of conflict was unparalleled. He was able to identify some of the key planning variables that would later bedevil the Vietnam planners with such accuracy that it is hard to imagine that they arose by accident. 


As is demonstrated in chapters four through seven, John McNaughton was deeply concerned about America’s security commitments and what withdrawal would mean for these commitments.
  For McNaughton, American credibility and reputation were always primary concerns; preserving them was worth the cost of entering a war that was otherwise of marginal national interests. Most of President Johnson’s principal advisors were also concerned with American credibility and recognized that if the US did not uphold both its threats and promises in Vietnam that its standing in other more important regions would be compromised. 


Another vital planning consideration that was shared amongst the main planners was the need to keep the war limited, to avoid escalation and to ensure that the Soviets and Chinese were not inadvertently drawn directly into the conflict. 
  The planners wanted to ensure that the US was able to maintain as much control of the tempo and manner of escalation as the situation permitted, and they did not include any escalatory steps without first considering whether their steps would increase risk of intervention by either China or the Soviet Union. 


Throughout the deliberation and planning phase, and even into the first months of the bombing, the threat of future pain or additional damage was viewed by the principal strategists as more important than the destruction caused by any particular strike or operation. They wanted to retain a hostage for future bargaining, something that Hanoi held dear enough that it was willing to compromise rather than see it destroyed. This view of conflict bargaining was evident in Strategy of Conflict, since Schelling’s theories addressed the threat of destructive force and the concessions that would result rather than the destruction one actually caused.

Schelling’s influence through his academic work, his consultation work, his war games and his personal acquaintances wove through RAND, Harvard and into the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. The next chapter looks at the formation of the Kennedy team and explores the inner and outer circles of influence on presidential decision making. Drawing upon Allison’s governmental politics model, it explores the layers of interests and influence to show how those with less direct access to the presidents had tremendous influence on the manner in which decisions were shaped for the senior leadership. 
CHAPTER 3 - THE INNER AND OUTER CIRCLES: EPISTEMIC COMMUNITIES INFLUENCE ON VIETNAM DECISION MAKING 

INTRODUCTION


The RAND and Harvard based epistemic community was composed of a collection of intellectuals who distinguished themselves by the body of work that they produced. The community that formed under President Kennedy, commonly referred to as ‘Camelot’ was composed of intellectuals, academics and men with experience in government. They are remembered for how they shaped the decisions of two presidential administrations during one of the most perilous periods in American history. They provided guidance through two major Cold War standoffs with the Soviet Union – the Berlin Crisis and the Cuban Missile Crisis – and they also participated in the major military debacle that was the Bay of Pigs invasion. Established and well connected, they were considered amongst the most talented, ambitious, intelligent men in America at that time.


Amongst the numerous advisors that President Kennedy surrounded himself with, his Secretary of Defense and National Security Advisors had particularly important roles, not only in shaping the foreign and defence policies of his administration, but for the influence they would exercise over his successor, President Johnson. Although not a professional academic, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara was an intellectual who applied his talents and new ideas in business management and statistics to re-shape the auto industry. McGeorge Bundy was an intellectual, brought over from Harvard and was well acquainted with the leading intellectuals at that university. They had direct access to both presidents and as such had an outsized role in shaping US strategic direction in the early to mid-1960s. 


They were aided by three influential figures who would come to play a dominant role in shaping the Vietnam Strategy. McGeorge’s older brother, William Bundy, was a seasoned bureaucrat with considerable political influence. Walt Rostow, whose position and influence varied during his time as a member of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, was a prolific writer and one of the leading economic theorists of his day. John McNaughton was not a published academic, but taught law in the prestigious Harvard Law School before moving to the Department of Defense. 

As is shown below and throughout successive chapters, these five men drove much of the analysis, debate and planning for the US involvement in Vietnam, and as a group they consistently recommended applying a bargaining strategy to resolve the Vietnam conflict. Although not an epistemic community by virtue of the fact that they were brought together from disparate backgrounds to perform a function within a decision making body, they did form an inner circle of trusted advisors who shared many of the same strategic principles and applied them to their own style of crisis management in the age of nuclear standoff. William Bundy and John McNaughton are particularly noteworthy members of this group insofar as they are often overlooked in the secondary literature on Vietnam decision making; however, their bodies of unpublished works, to include numerous memorandums, analysis, position papers and working group drafts suggest that they provided much of the material that their respective secretaries presented to President Johnson for decision.
 


Nevertheless, a number of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson’s key staff were not a part of this inner circle. They were important members of the Johnson Administration, but they did not share a common strategic view based on bargaining theory; they were independent advocates who had no intellectual connection to the work of the RAND community. The most noteworthy member of this outer group was Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, who was an experienced senior bureaucrat, but he did not have the academic pedigree of the aforementioned group. His assistant, George Ball, played a significant role in the Vietnam War deliberations as a ‘devil’s advocate,’ but he did not share the set of ideas that McNamara group held in common about the war. Maxwell Taylor was also a key figure and provided important insight on the situation on the ground in Saigon during the critical period between summer of 1964 and the summer of 1965. He shared many of the ideas of the McNamara group, but did not have the same intellectual background, having risen to prominence through a distinguished military career. Notwithstanding his military background and training, Taylor became somewhat of a ‘visiting fellow’ of the school of thought that was shared by the McNamara group, essentially arguing their position against the military advisors.
 


In contrast to the McNamara community was the epistemic community of the senior military leadership, namely the members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Commander in Chief of the Pacific Theater (CINCPAC), Admiral Sharp, and their representatives at the various working groups.
 They disagreed about how to conduct the war and about which service should have been the main effort, but they agreed on several key points based on their experience during the Second World War and Korea.
 They collectively advocated for aggressive and decisive military action in order to produce victory as quickly as possible and with as few casualties as the situation would permit. The body of work on limited war in the nuclear age produced by the RAND community had little to no influence on their thinking. They preferred the more established approach to war in which they would commit themselves to decisive victory, and then let the politicians and bureaucrats work out the peace conditions. 


This chapter explores these circles of influencers – the McNamara/Mac Bundy group, the non-aligned and the senior military staff – and will evaluate their influence, relations and the manner and content of their advice to President Johnson during the deliberation period leading up to US commitment to the Vietnam War. These groups represented distinct schools of thought, with the McNamara/Mac Bundy School coming out dominant, resulting in them overriding and stifling the influence of the JCS School by virtue of their dominant position as Secretary of Defense and NSC and the personal influence they had with President Johnson. 

PRESIDENT KENNEDY BUILDS HIS TEAM 

President Kennedy was the first president to populate his administration from leading academic institutions. He chose amongst the ‘Best and the Brightest,’ to borrow David Halberstam’s apt description of Kennedy’s team. This team came predominantly from Kennedy’s alma mater, Harvard University, which lost more than 50 professors to the new administration, thereby earning a reputation for becoming the fourth branch of government.
 Halberstam describes Kennedy’s team as full of youthful energy and vibrant intelligence. They portrayed the “image of virility; they played squash and handball to stay in shape, wrote books and won prizes, climbed mountains to clear their minds.”
 They carried with them the new President’s youthful vitality, a distinct break from the conventional approach to government. 


One of Kennedy’s top priorities in preparation for taking office was to assemble a top rate national security team.
 He developed a deep-seated skepticism of military leadership and was troubled by their overreliance on nuclear weapons to solve American security challenges.
  He needed his key national security advisors to be as concerned about the dangers of nuclear war as he was; he needed fresh thinking in the national security apparatus. He brought in Robert McNamara from the Ford Motor Company and McGeorge Bundy from Harvard to occupy two the key security portfolios.  Both men were new to Washington, but they took on the new challenge with vigour and enthusiasm. 


Of the two men, Mac Bundy was to play a more central role in Kennedy’s White House as the National Security Advisor (NSA). Kennedy wanted a strong voice at his side while deliberating on national security matters, and as such he anticipated that Mac Bundy would have a greater role in national security than even his cabinet officers.
 To assist with this heavy load Kennedy created the position of Deputy NSA and filled it with another brilliant academic, Walt Rostow from MIT.
 What is perhaps even more telling about Kennedy’s intention to take personal control of foreign affairs was his choice for Secretary of State, Dean Rusk. Rusk was seen as passive and compliant, someone who would not try to contend with the President on foreign policy matters. Robert Dallek writes that, “As Kennedy already understood, Rusk was the sort of man who would take orders without complaint and could do the President’s bidding.”
 With Mac Bundy and Rostow working directly for the President in the White House, President Kennedy had created a close circle of defence and security team that could both cut through the bureaucracy of the Defense and State Departments and limit the influence of the military in defence matters. 


President Kennedy further centralized control of defence and security matters by cancelling two significant National Security Council (NSC) committees: the Planning Board; and the Operations Coordination Board.
 He found the NSC to be a cumbersome and bureaucratic advisory body and decided to only consult it when absolutely necessary to finalize decisions that he had already made. Amy Zegart claims that by 1963, “the locus of foreign policy making had moved from the Cabinet to the White House,” marking a shift from a formal, structured process to one that suites the decision making style of the president.
  Kennedy developed a national security apparatus that offered the President greater freedom and agility in setting the course for America’s engagement with the world, but it was wholly dependent on the President’s direct involvement in foreign affairs. 

PRESIDENT JOHNSON ADOPTS THE TEAM



President Johnson was not a part of Kennedy’s inner circle and was barely involved in either foreign affairs or defence issues.
 He inherited a White House in which he had not been a major participant during the administration of his predecessor. Having been brought in for his experience in legislative affairs, Johnson’s focus during Kennedy’s Administration was on the Senate and domestic reforms, freeing up the President to devote his time and energy to the many foreign crises that dominated his short time in office. 


Every president has a chance to shape the way in which he receives his advice. Johnson had his own peculiarities, his own approach. What was unique, however, is that in becoming the President because of the assassination of President Kennedy, he was neither able nor comfortable with establishing his team from scratch, but he opted to maintain continuity and keep the principal advisors in place. Aside from the confidence building trip he took to Vietnam in 1961, President Johnson knew very little about the situation in Vietnam, making him even more dependent on his inner circle of advisors, most of whom he retained from the Kennedy team.
 Thus, on the issue of Vietnam, the opinions of McNamara, Mac Bundy and Rusk were those that mattered most to the President. 


Johnson preferred his advice off the record in discrete conversations. He was very particular about secrecy and deeply worried about information being leaked to the press. As such there are little written records for those discussions in which vital decisions about Vietnam policy were made.
 For example, the infamous Tuesday lunch meetings became the main forum in which bombing targets were selected, strategy discussed, and Presidential policy direction provided; however, the meetings were informal and no minutes were taken.
 


Thus, the President outsourced much of the thinking and planning to Defense, State and NSA. He listened to their arguments and provided some direction, but in the end he approved what was recommended when it suited him and the case was compelling enough. He sought consensus above all, so he left it to his principal advisors to come to that consensus before coming to him with advice.
 President Johnson was therefore not a significant player in the formulation of policy in 1964. He provided the initial guidance and the final approval, he had to be convinced, but the options under consideration were presented to him by those who struggled with the options as their full-time preoccupation. The President’s approach to the war changed dramatically in 1965, after winning the election and after the bombing started he became far more involved in detailed planning, almost obsessively so, personally providing target validation at his Tuesday lunch meetings.
 

MCNAMARA AND DEFENSE


Although he grew up on the West Coast and attended Berkeley for his undergraduate degree, McNamara, like many of Kennedy’s inner circle, went to Harvard and obtained a graduate degree in the Harvard School of Business, graduating in 1939.
 After a brief stint teaching at Harvard, McNamara joined the Army Air Corps where he was able to apply the methods he learned and taught at Harvard to statistical problems for the Air Corps while serving in the Office of Statistical Control.
 He would eventual transfer to the Pacific theatre where he worked in General Curtis Lemay’s Bomber Command as one of the planners of the firebombing campaign.
  Upon leaving the Army, McNamara joined Ford Motor Company, where he was able to apply the methods of statistical analysis to business problems. By 1960 he became the company’s president, the first president who was not a member of the Ford family.  


When McNamara was asked by President elect Kennedy to be his Secretary of Defense in December 1960, he accepted the job on the condition that he could chose his subordinates and build his own team.
 Thus, given a free hand to choose his staff, McNamara filled his department with several notable figures from the RAND community of the 1950s.
 He asked Charles Hitch to be the Pentagon comptroller. Hitch was the head of the economics department at RAND and had impressed the Secretary with his approach to budget analysis.
 Hitch in turn brought over Alain Enthoven, also from RAND, to be his Deputy Assistant for Systems Analysis. Enthoven had to take over for Hitch when he became sick with pneumonia, and in this role he worked directly for McNamara, who considered him one of his key staff. Paul Nitze, a key Truman advisor and drafter of the famous NSC-68 was brought into the role of Assistant Secretary for International Security Affairs (ISA). Harry Rowen, one of Albert Wohlstetter’s research assistants at RAND, became his deputy and would remain in the job under John McNaughton. Rowen had both Daniel Ellsberg and William Kaufmann do some consulting work, and Kaufmann even moved to the East Coast to divide his time between teaching at MIT and working in Washington.
 


McNamara brought to the Department of Defense an entirely new way of approaching defence management. Having developed aspects of his systems analysis approach during his work on the bombing surveys of the Second World War, he became a champion of systems analysis while in business, and he brought this approach to Defense. 
 He was at the forefront of a data-centric approach to defence problems, utilizing statistics and the social sciences in ways not seen before him.


Although the approach McNamara brought with him from industry was familiar and tested, his knowledge of defence issues was relatively shallow upon taking office, and he knew very little about Vietnam.
 While working for Ford Motor Company he lived in Ann Arbor Michigan where he was able to maintain a network of academic acquaintances and discuss key issues of the day.
 He was able to stay current on defence and foreign affairs matters, but he was by no means an expert, given that the majority of his time and effort was spent dealing with production and management concerns. Thus, like President Johnson upon assuming the Presidency, McNamara had to rely on his team of experts until he became more familiar with the Defense portfolio. The experts he turned to, however, were largely his civilian experts from RAND and Harvard, not the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Many of these experts were in turn new to the Department of Defense, which created a sense of mutual mistrust between the civilian and military staff in the Pentagon, a distrust the lasted for the duration of McNamara’s six plus years in office.
 


As such, McNamara did not look to the military community to furnish advice on Vietnam; rather he relied largely on his assistant, John McNaughton, who was his principal advisor on Vietnam and the member of his staff to draft most of his memorandums, speeches and analysis papers on Vietnam.
 Before McNaughton took the job in February 1964, Bill Bundy was McNamara’s Assistant Secretary for International Security Affairs and was also a trustworthy advisor. McNamara would write in his memoirs that Bill Bundy along with John McNaughton were his most important advisors on Vietnam.
 Bill Bundy’s move to the State Department greatly contributed to the influence of the ideas shared by the McNamara/Mac Bundy inner circle in one of the departments that had stakes in the Vietnam strategy decisions.
 McNamara also had a very close working relationship with Mac Bundy as the NSA.  McNamara and Mac Bundy co-signed a pivotal memorandum on January 27, 1965, which called for decisive action in Vietnam, and finally changed the President’s mind on the US role in the war, thereby setting the stage for the commencement of Operation Rolling Thunder.
 McNamara, McNaughton and the Bundy Brothers formed a tight cadre of advisors that shared many of the same views and provided a mutually reinforcing consensus on many of the key issues pertaining to Vietnam strategy making in late 1964, early 1965. 

Amongst scholars, the consensus is that Robert McNamara was the dominating force amongst Johnson’s advisors. McNamara had greater influence with Johnson than he did with Kennedy, who developed many of his own ideas on strategy and defence policy, and who relied heavily on his brother Robert as a sounding board.
  Johnson considered McNamara the most able, the most capable member of his administration. David Barrett claims that McNamara was dominant amongst the advisers and seemingly entranced the President with his imposing intellect and persuasive manner of speaking.
 Thus McNamara’s ideas and the courses of action he recommended to the President were more likely to be accepted than those of the President’s other advisors. 
DEAN RUSK


The Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, had an impressive background that was not too dissimilar to those in Kennedy’s inner circle, with one notable exception; he had not attended Yale or Harvard. He was a graduate of Davidson College in North Carolina, where he distinguished himself academically by winning a Rhodes scholarship.
 He spent two years studying at Oxford, and upon his return to the United States he studied law at Berkeley. During the war he attained the rank of Colonel and was a staff officer to General Joseph W. Stillwell in the China-India-Burma theatre.
 After the war he entered President Truman’s Administration, climbing the ranks of the State Department, eventually becoming Deputy Undersecretary of State under George Marshall and Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs under Dean Acheson.
 During the Eisenhower Administration he left government to become the President of the Rockefeller Foundation. 


A seasoned bureaucrat and administrator, he was neither President Kennedy’s first nor his second choice for the post, but he was considered an acceptable third choice.
 Kennedy wanted a competent bureaucrat who would run the department, while he and his inner circle shaped foreign policy.
 Nevertheless, Kennedy was frequently frustrated by Rusk’s inaction.
 As such, Rusk remained an outsider in the White House, never penetrating Kennedy’s inner circle of trusted confidants, which included Harvard graduates, McNamara and Mac Bundy. 


Rusk had a better relationship with President Johnson, who was also somewhat of an outsider in Kennedy’s White House. 
 He said of President Johnson, “although I admired and respected both men greatly, I was closer to Lyndon Johnson than to John Kennedy; our official relationship was reinforced by personal friendship.”
 However, he did not have a major role in Vietnam strategy making, deferring this task largely to his Assistant Secretary, Bill Bundy, and other outspoken members of his team such as George Ball and Walt Rostow. He commented on decisions pertaining to Vietnam, but did not generate ideas or provide meaningful suggestions. 

MCGEORGE BUNDY 

McGeorge Bundy was a powerful intellectual force. He was highly revered by Kennedy, who thought he was one of the smartest men he had ever met, and he maintained his influence in the first two years of the Johnson Administration. 
  According to David Halberstam, Bundy was made for high office, claiming: 
He was the brightest light in that glittering constellation around the President, for if those years had any central theme, if there was anything that bound the men, their followers and their subordinates together, it was their belief that sheer intelligence and rationality could answer and solve anything.
 
Highly connected as an intellectual and a Washington insider, he was good friends with fellow Harvard colleagues Henry Kissinger and Thomas Schelling.


Halberstam paints a picture of Bundy as someone who excelled at everything he did, even from a young age; someone who was destined for greatness both by birth and by upbringing.
 Mac Bundy went to school at Yale from the late 1930s through to the early 1940s. He did a junior fellowship at Harvard in the early and mid-1940s while also serving in the Army as an intelligence officer and aid-de-camp. Like many in the Kennedy Administration, he worked on implementation of the Marshall Plan in the late 1940s. He was so successful with his fellowship that he was able to bypass doctoral studies to become a popular undergraduate lecturer on government. The fellowship program was designed for exceptional students who were identified as having an aptitude for professorial employment without the requirement of going through the labour of doctoral studies.
 His success and affability was evident through his appointment to Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Science in 1953 at the age of 34, after being narrowly by passed for the role of President of the college for Nathan Pusey.


In the late 1950s he began to form a relationship with the Massachusetts Senator and presidential hopeful, John F. Kennedy, through their mutual friend Arthur Schlesinger.
 President Kennedy originally wanted Mac Bundy for Secretary of State, but he shied away from the idea because it could look bad to have so many young men in senior positions, Bundy being only 41 at the time.
 In 1961, Kennedy appointed him to be his National Security Adviser (NSA), a post he also occupied in the Johnson Administration from late 1963 to early 1966. Halberstam observes that as NSA, through his “force of personality, intelligence, and great and almost restless instinct for power he was to create a domain which by the end of the decade would first rival, then surpass the State Department in influence.”
 Mac Bundy shared President Kennedy’s impatience with the manner in which Rusk ran the State Department, and because of the confidence that the President had in him, he formed an alternate wing for foreign policy analysis.
 As the head of a mini-State Department, Mac Bundy’s team “could move papers quickly, something State could never do, and through an informal network at Defense and CIA, they could exploit sympathetic friends and thus create an informal inner network in the government.”
 In essence, Mac Bundy was able to leverage the informal Harvard network that Kennedy had established to bypass the standard bureaucratic process of government, thereby responding directly to the President’s information requirements. 


Despite their rough start, Mac Bundy would become an indispensable advisor to President Johnson.
 In this capacity he was one of the early advocates of gradual pressure, gradual response strategy in Vietnam. While not a hawk, he believed that the US needed to contain communist spread in Southeast Asia and advocated a strong response to communist provocation in Vietnam. He worked closely with John McNaughton, and together they formulated the Pleiku memorandum in February 1965 that tipped the scales in favour of commencing Operation Rolling Thunder. 
  Mac Bundy biographer, Gordon Goldstein, commented of the relationship that, “McNaughton, an ardent student of game theory, enjoyed Bundy’s strong support for importing intellectual precepts of conflict management developed in the classrooms of Cambridge and applying them to the guerilla warfare in Vietnam.”
 Like most of the other architects of the war, he began to harbour serious doubts once the US become more decisively committed in 1965, which ultimately led to his resignation on February 28, 1966.
 

WALTER ROSTOW


By the end of Johnson’s Presidency, most of Kennedy’s advisors and key staff had fallen out of favour or left the administration for one reason or another. For Mac Bundy and McNamara the failings in the war and subsequent irreconcilable differences of opinion drove them to resign. The opposite was true for Walter Rostow, who rose in status during the Johnson Presidency after he became the NSA in April 1966.


Rostow’s evolution into one of the leading hawks was not evident in his early academic career as a professor of economic history. Walter Rostow studied at Yale and Oxford through the 1930s, and received his PhD in Economics from Yale in 1940.
 During the war he was stationed in London with the Office of Strategic Services where he was responsible for target selection during strategic bombing campaign, a job that no doubt shaped his views on the use of air power.
 As part of the recurring pattern with Kennedy/Johnson principals, he worked on the Marshall Plan in 1947. Upon returning to the United States in 1950, he accepted a job at MIT, where he taught economic history from 1950 to 1960.


Kennedy and Rostow met in person for the first time in 1958, and from that point on Rostow became one of Kennedy’s preferred foreign policy advisors leading up to his presidential victory, and he had a notable impact on Kennedy’s campaign, in particular through his speech writing.
 His affable working relationship with the presidential candidate assured him a spot on Kennedy’s team upon assuming office. President Kennedy had wanted to give him a position in the State Department, but Secretary Rusk refused, so Kennedy offered him to McGeorge Bundy to be a part of his beefed up NSA team.
 


Like Schelling, Rostow wrote and lectured on economic theory, but the two men diverged in their approach to economics in that Rostow was an economic historian, whose principal effort was to debunk Marxist economic theory, thereby discrediting the baseline assumptions of communist economic policy. His master work was, Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, published in 1960. The principal question of the work is whether economic progress was leading to communism or capitalism as its natural culminating point.
 He argued that capitalism could lead to more meaningful and desirable modes of living because humans are driven by forces other than naked self-interest. Capitalist systems were both more productive and more conducive to natural human development. 
 The work established Rostow’s position on economic development in the Third World, a position that he would seek to put into policy upon his arrival in the Kennedy White House. 


Yet, Rostow’s academic writings prior to becoming Deputy NSA in 1961 did not in any way foreshadow his aggressive advocacy of a coercive approach to dealing with the communist insurgency in Vietnam. His academic work focused on economic theory and political philosophy and had nothing to do with game theory or political decision making processes. Schelling’s work, on the other hand, was primarily concerned with economic decision making. Rostow was a colleague of Schelling’s and participated in his war games, where he learned the principles of strategic coercion.
 Rostow’s use of the principles and theories of coercion and game theory in his approach to strategic problems while in government is notable insofar as his approach did not reflect his own theoretical work, but belied the influence of Schelling on his thinking. 


In the early months of the Kennedy Administration the Bundy-Rusk NSA team worked well together, working almost as equals, with shared access to the President.
 During the first few months of Kennedy’s Presidency, Rostow’s approach to diplomatic crises started to become apparent as he began to demonstrate an aggressive, hawkish approach to conflict situations. Rostow advocated a coercive approach to the Berlin Crisis, and was the first in the Kennedy Administration to argue for a coercive bombing program to resolve the Northern supported communist insurgency in South Vietnam.
 The idea to conduct a bombing campaign in Vietnam arose as a result of a fact finding trip he took with Max Taylor to Indochina in October 1961. In his trip report, co-written with Taylor, Rostow claimed that Hanoi had a nascent industrial capability that it valued, so threatening it with aerial destruction would coerce Hanoi to step into line. In a cable to Kennedy dated October 23, 1961, he stated, “[North Vietnam] is extremely vulnerable to conventional bombing, a weakness which should be exploited diplomatically in convincing Hanoi to lay off [South Vietnam].”
 At the time it was written, this approach to conflict resolution was beyond what the President was willing to do to dissuade communist infiltration in what amounted to a relatively peripheral theatre of operations. But Rostow had sown the first seeds of what would become Operation Rolling Thunder three and a half years later. 


By late 1961, Rostow had overplayed his hand with Kennedy, having become dangerously hawkish and was monopolizing the President’s time, so he was moved to the State Department on November 29, despite Rusk’s reservations. He was made head of the Policy Planning Council.
 In this capacity the problem of Vietnam was set aside, and it was not until Johnson assumed the presidency in November 1963 that Rostow took it up again. Rostow’s fortunes improved markedly under Johnson, who viewed Rostow as someone with new ideas who was committed to defeating communism in Southeast Asia.


In the year of intense planning and deliberation leading up to Operation Rolling Thunder, March 1964 to March 1965, Rostow frequently commented on bombing options, proposing what biographer David Milne describes as the ‘Rostow thesis’ –threatening Hanoi’s industrial capability as a means of compelling Hanoi to cut off support to the insurgency in the South. However, he was not directly involved in the planning efforts, a responsibility that fell to Bill Bundy as the State Department’s lead planner on Vietnam. Nevertheless, his position was influential, and he was one of key members of the Johnson Administration that consistently applied the principles of coercive diplomacy to resolve the Vietnam dilemma. 


By the time Rostow assumed the role of National Security Advisor in April 1966, the coercive bombing campaign had shifted to one of interdiction and destruction of Hanoi’s war making abilities. Rostow was re-installed in the White House staff because of his hawkishness, and during his tenure in this office oversaw the precipitous increase in the bombing effort though 1967.
 He remained committed to the bombing campaign through to the end of the Johnson presidency, never shaken in his belief that the US was making military gains in Vietnam despite the setbacks of the Tet Offensive in January 1968. 
JOHN MCNAUGHTON

The most significant figure in the McNamara’s inner circle that planned US involvement in the Vietnam War was John T. McNaughton. After serving in the US Navy during the war he attended Law School at Harvard from 1946 to 1948.
 Given the years of his legal training, he would have been a classmate of William Bundy, who was also studying law at Harvard at the same time. Upon graduating from Harvard he studied at Oxford under a Rhodes scholarship, moving between his studies and work on the Marshall Plan. It was during his time in Europe that he met Schelling for the first time.
 When he returned to the US he eventually went back to Harvard, where he taught Law from 1953 to 1961. During his time at Harvard he was a faculty colleague with many notable figures in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, including McGeorge Bundy, Arthur Schlesinger, Henry Kissinger, and Thomas Schelling. 


As a neophyte in government, McNaughton rose remarkably fast through the Pentagon’s bureaucracy, advancing to the head of one of McNamara’s key planning and policy departments in just over three years. Due to his connections with Schelling, he began working in arms control under Paul Nitze, who became McNamara’s Assistant Secretary of Defense for ISA in early 1961. According to Fred Kaplan, Nitze originally offered a job to Schelling to work in arms control, but Schelling deferred to his friend and colleague, McNaughton, who at the time claimed to know nothing about arms control, a reasonable claim considering he had been teaching law during the previous eight years.
 Schelling offered to instruct him in all that he would need to know for the job, essentially infusing him with a Strategy of Conflict approach to thinking about defence problems. McNaughton was a quick study and began to use the language of Schelling’s approach to game theory, employing concepts such as ‘non-zero sum games’ and ‘reciprocal fear of surprise attack” during an address he gave to the University of Michigan on December 19, 1962.
   By the end of his first year under Nitze, McNaughton became McNamara’s key advisor on arms control and was instrumental in convincing the Pentagon on the merits of the limited test ban treaty.
 Nitze would subsequently go on to become the Secretary of the Navy in November 1963, to be replaced by Bill Bundy. In February 1964, McNaughton took over ISA while Bundy moved to State. 


It is remarkable that McNaughton would have moved so quickly up the rungs of Pentagon bureaucracy with only minimal previous government or military experience. He arrived at the job as a novice in defence issues, but well versed in litigation, which explains why he was drawn to Schelling’s principles and able to apply them so nimbly. He was known as a master negotiator proficient in the art of bargaining, which he applied to the design of Vietnam strategy.
 


The exact nature of the relationship between McNaughton and Schelling remains a historical mystery. Robert Pape describes McNaughton as a dedicated devotee of Schelling.
 Lawrence Freedman claims that Schelling’s influence on McNaughton was evident based on the work he was doing in arms control and the associated language that he used to describe arms control mechanisms, such as ‘non-zero sum games;’ and ‘reciprocal fear of surprise attack.’
  Deborah Shapley describes McNaughton as being “a student of the fashionable bargaining and escalation theories of nuclear war and an expert on legal negotiations.”
 That they were friends is clear, so is the fact that Schelling had some degree of influence McNaughton, but the extent to which McNaughton was a disciple of Schelling will remain a historical mystery, due in large part to McNaughton’s untimely death and the lost opportunity for him to have presented his own version of the history of decision making in Vietnam.
 

McNaughton worked well with McNamara, earning his trust and providing appealing alternatives while remaining behind the scenes, in the secretary’s shadows and thus he has largely been overlooked in the historical accounts. McNaughton was skeptical of the common precepts or received orthodoxy in defence, which made him a perfect complement for McNamara, who was a procedural revolutionary in the department. McNaughton was a rationalist who mastered the metric-centric manner in which McNamara ran the Defense department.
 His challenge of defence orthodoxy and distrust of the motives of the military leadership put him at odds with the military establishment, which created a tension that persisted throughout his tenure at ISA. According to McNamara’s biographer, Deborah Shapley, McNaughton had a significant influence over McNamara insofar as he offered a way out of the quagmire of Vietnam, or at least plausible options. During the intense period of planning and debate leading up to the decision to commence the bombing campaign, McNaughton offered the secretary a plausible solution –“they could fight a new kind of limited war of managed risk.
 McNaughton understood McNamara and was able to shape his analysis and advice in the manner that would be most receptive to the Secretary. Ellsberg wrote in his memoirs that McNaughton began to accompany McNamara to regular White House meetings in the fall of 1964.
 It was at this time that McNaughton had direct access to the President, although it is unclear how much of a speaking role he had at these meetings. Ellsberg claims that he was mostly an observer and only offered an opinion when asked.
 Nevertheless, even as an observer he was able to obtain a much clearer sense of the President’s intentions and misgivings and thereby tailor his advice accordingly. 


McNaughton, therefore, clearly earned the trust and respect of Robert McNamara. In one of the few passages of McNamara’s autobiography in which he mentions McNaughton, he claims that both McNaughton and Bill Bundy were his most trusted advisors on Vietnam.
  Shapley comments that McNaughton was virtually McNamara’s only advisor on Vietnam, since the Secretary did not trust his military advisers.
 As such, McNaughton bore a disproportionate amount of responsibility for the plan. McNaughton provided a highly rational, dispassionate analysis of the situation and the options, which were very appealing, and provided the Secretary a sense that he would be able to manage a limited war on China’s borders, one in which he was able to control – to escalate and de-escalate at will.


Nevertheless, McNaughton was deeply divided about how the US should approach Vietnam. Many of his analyses were profoundly pessimistic about America’s prospects for success. David Halberstam provides a rare description of McNaughton based on accounts from those who knew him or worked for him. He depicts him as being deeply torn between his realization that the US was walking into a disastrous, unwinnable situation in Vietnam on the one hand, and his loyalty to McNamara coupled with a strong drive to succeed on the other hand.


McNaughton trusted very few other Washington insiders with his doubts. One of those that he did trust was his aide, Daniel Ellsberg, who he assigned the project of developing a plan for US withdrawal in late 1964 if Vietnam fell apart.
 One of the few Vietnam experts in the Kennedy Administration, Michael Forrestal, also became an important sounding board for McNaughton. Like Schelling, McNaughton had been friends with Forrestal for years, as they also met while working together on the Marshall Plan.
 Starting in early 1964, they would meet at the White House so as to not draw attention at the Pentagon, and discuss the situation in Vietnam, both agreeing that the situation was rapidly deteriorating and that US prospects did not look promising.
 Many of his draft documents, as will be seen below, belie his scepticism and uncertainty. 


McNaughton was an extremely complex yet highly competent bureaucrat who leveraged his extensive network of academics and government officials to provide the best options on the Vietnam dilemma to Secretary McNamara. He was loyal, but divided. Despite being largely overlooked in the secondary literature, an oversight that is due in no small part to his untimely death in 1967, McNaughton played an enormous role in shaping the strategic options debated in 1964 and 1965. 
WILLIAM BUNDY

William Bundy was the other assistant secretary that led the Vietnam planning efforts in 1964. He completed his undergraduate studies at Yale and then went to Harvard to study law in the early 1940s. He took a break to serve in the military, where he was employed in signals intelligence, leading a team of American cryptologists in Bletchley Park decoding intercepted German signals.
 Upon returning to civilian life he finished law school at Harvard in 1947. Amongst the principal architects of the Vietnam War he was one of the only ones with government experience, working for the nascent CIA throughout most of the 1950s.


Like his brother, he was extremely well connected to the foreign policy elite of the 1950s. He benefited greatly from the personal and professional relationship he had with Allen Dulles, and he was married to Dean Acheson’s daughter, Mary.
 His connection to Acheson slightly dampened his standing with the Kennedy Administration, so he went to the Department of Defense when Kennedy was forming his administration in 1961. Acheson helped him get that job, sending him to work as deputy to Paul Nitze, who had worked for Dean Acheson in policy planning under President Truman.
 He took over as the head of ISA when Paul Nitze moved on to become Secretary of the Navy, occupying the post for a short period between November 1963 and February 1964. In February he replaced Roger Hilsman as Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East.
 Halberstam claims that McNamara orchestrated Bill Bundy’s move to his job in the State Department, where he remained a McNamara loyalist.
 His most significant contribution to the planning efforts was the November 1964 planning group that he led with assistance from McNaughton. Bundy’s planning group firmly established the options that led the US into the war and shaped the way that the US approached the conflict. 


The position of Assistant Secretary of State of Far Eastern Affairs was arguably the most important job in government for formulating policy on Vietnam.
 Halberstam called him a classic insider, and surmises that “His name would probably be on more pieces of paper dealing with Vietnam over a seven year period than anyone else’s.” 
 His was a hinge position, connecting the senior decision makers with the regional experts and teams in the field. “He was the pivot, the man who had contact with the Secretary and Undersecretary, while at the same time the lower-level men, the experts, had 90 percent of their contact with him.”
 As such, his opinions on what options to consider in Vietnam were highly respected within the Johnson Administration. 


The nature of Bill Bundy’s relationship with John McNaughton is unclear from the historical records. Bundy’s biographer, Kai Bird, refers to McNaughton as a kindred spirit with whom he shared his secret doubts about the war.
 Although they both went to Harvard Law School around the same time, there is no evidence to suggest that they were friends or that they even knew each other; however they would have almost certainly had common acquaintances. They both worked under Paul Nitze at ISA in the Kennedy Administration. The only second hand account of their relationship comes from David Halberstam, who mentioned that McNaughton was the only person in the administration that Bundy saw as an equal – everyone else was either a superior or a subordinate, and Bundy behaved towards them accordingly.
  What is clear, however, is that as the Vietnam planning efforts intensified through mid-to-late 1964, they worked together closely and had a very sympathetic exchange of ideas and viewpoints.  

MAXWELL TAYLOR 


Although not a part of the Harvard clique, General Maxwell Taylor adopted many of the ideas that were prevalent amongst the intellectual cast of the Johnson Administration. Halberstam comments that, “If Harvard produced generals it would have produced Max Taylor.”
 Taylor was one of the early critics of the New Look, but he had to temper his criticism while in the service, waiting until becoming a civilian in 1960 to launch his book, Uncertain Trumpet, which was systematic critique of the New Look doctrine.
 In that work he outlined the genesis of the opposition to New Look, stating, 

It was from unofficial critics of national defense that the public was first to receive intimations of the limitations of dependence on a nuclear strategy. Among the writings on the subject was George F. Kennan’s 1954 book, The Realities of American Foreign Policy, in which he stated that ‘the day of total war has passed…from now on limited military operations are the only ones which could conceivably serve any coherent purpose.’ Articles in a similar vein appeared over the signatures of B.H. Liddell Hart, W.W. Coffman, Vannevar Bush, and Bernard Brodie.
 

Although not a member of either the RAND or Harvard epistemic communities, Taylor drew from the ideas of these leading thinkers to support his own efforts to develop a defence policy that provided greater resources to the US Army so that it would be ready to fight the limited wars that he expected the nation would demand of it.


Taylor was a central figure in both the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. Having coined the phrase ‘flexible response,’ in his 1960 book, Uncertain Trumpet, his approach to defence and security was in sync with the young President who was also deeply skeptical of Eisenhower and Dulles’ doctrine of massive retaliation and the reflexive reliance on nuclear weapons as the main tool in America’s defence and security toolkit.
  Kennedy brought him into the White House to participate in an investigation into the failed Bay of Pigs invasion.
 Impressed with his work, and recognizing the need for a military advisor in the White House, President Kennedy created a position of Military Representatives of the President, which Taylor assumed on June 26, 1961.
 In this role one of his main responsibilities was to head the Special Group Counterinsurgency, which he ran until becoming the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in October 1962.
 In this role he was charged with repairing the broken relationship between the President’s senior civilian officials and his senior military advisors. He remained as Chairman until July 1964, when he became the Ambassador to South Vietnam, a post he would hold for a year, the year in which US significantly deepened its involvement in the country.
 


He was to be the bridge connecting the McNamara and the military epistemic communities. Yet, he ended up being as remote from the military community as the other members of McNamara’s cohort. According to H.R. McMaster, Taylor in effect acted to silence their dissent, diminish their advisory role and cede center stage to the civilian planners. He writes, “Taylor discouraged his colleagues from forcefully voicing their doubts about applying incremental military pressure against the North.”
 As Ambassador to Vietnam, Taylor obtained unprecedented control over military affairs by civilian holding the rank of Ambassador. “Johnson’s grant of plenipotentiary powers to Taylor as Ambassador, combined with Wheeler as his replacement at the JCS, further weakened the Joint Chief’s ability to influence military policy and planning in Vietnam.”
 Although Taylor came from the military community, he was one of the few in the military that was able to adapt to the more subtle approach to strategy adopted by the RAND and Harvard communities, and like President Johnson’s civilian advisors, he fell out of step with his military colleagues on how to best approach the Vietnam conundrum. 
MILITARY EPISTEMIC COMMUNITY

The precepts of the military epistemic community concerning strategy making in the nuclear era are less well articulated as there is not a body of available literature. There was also a lack of consensus amongst the senior military leadership as to what was the best approach to take in the new era of warfare. Each service chief tended to argue in favour of their own service’s prerogatives, seeking to place their own service at the centre of the new form of warfare. Taylor’s vision for Flexible Response fit well with his own service’s requirements as the Army had taken drastic cuts under Eisenhower’s New Look policy.
 General Curtis LeMay consistently advocated for an aggressive bombing campaign akin to the bombing campaigns in Europe and Japan that would cripple the North Vietnamese economy and war making capability.
 While Taylor remained an outlier, the remainder of the Chiefs were united in their opposition to the gradualist approach and advocated for aggressive, decisive action – for quick victory using all means at their disposal. They adopted a ‘never again’ mantra to limited conflict, collectively believing that the constraints imposed on the armed forces during the Korean conflict led to a pointless stalemate and a senseless waste of lives.
 


The epistemic community of the service chiefs held views on the risks associated with nuclear war that were at variance with those held by the senior civilian policy makers.  The military leadership maintained their traditional view of warfare that called for the maximum use of destructive force to overwhelm an adversary, render them militarily impotent and in doing so break their will to continue the struggle. Nuclear weapons were little more than really powerful artillery pieces.
 The civilian leadership, on the other hand, were desperately concerned with escalation control. They recognized that unleashing nuclear war had the potential of leading to mutual national suicide between belligerents.
 


Philip Davidson accurately describes the tension between the two epistemic communities, stating, “The struggle, largely by indirection and innuendo, was for dominance in the field of military operations, heretofore the preserve of the uniformed leaders. Both sides distrusted the motives and experience of the other.”
 Kennedy felt that the senior military ranks misled him during the Bay of Pigs debacle and grew even more dissatisfied with their advice after the Cuban Missile Crisis when they forcefully advocated an aggressive approach that would have threatened significant escalation with the Soviet Union and could have led to nuclear war.
 Trusting more in his handpicked cadre of civilian advisors, Kennedy dismantled the National Security Council apparatus that was established under his predecessor, thereby diminishing the influence of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. His structural modifications continued under Johnson, who also deeply distrusted his military advisors, also believing that they were heavy handed.
 According to McMaster, President Johnson was not interested in the JCS advice on military matters, but he did not want it to appear as though he completely ignored them either.
  He was concerned that they would decent and create a political uproar before the election. 


Mac Bundy also held a negative opinion of military leadership that was reinforced by his participation in a series of war games in the spring of 1964. Of the experience he said we would have to “watch out for fools who happened to have stars on their shoulders.”
 The military leadership had remained so wedded to an outmoded notion of warfare that proved useful in the 1940s, but was obsolete by the 1960s that they appeared foolish to the leading thinkers of the day that made up the defence establishment under Kennedy and Johnson.


When President Johnson assumed office, Maxwell Taylor was still the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. General Curtis LeMay was the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, after having spent many years as the Commander of Strategic Air Command. General David Shoup was the Marine Corps Commandant, the only remaining chief that had been carried over from the Eisenhower Administration, and he was soon replaced by General Wallace Greene. The Chief of Staff of the Navy was Admiral David McDonald. General Wheeler was the Chief of Staff of the Army who was recommended for the post by Taylor for his adeptness at navigating Washington’s bureaucratic maze.


The five men differed substantially in their view of how to approach a conflict like Vietnam. Taylor believed that the US could contain communism in a limited war without becoming overly committed. Shoup believed that the US should avoid committing ground forces to an Asian conflict and opposed any expansion of US operations. His view was not welcomed by the President, prompting his replacement by General Greene, who did not share his reservation and was more willing to commit the Marines to combat roles.  General LeMay forcefully advocated for a devastating air campaign against communist forces. McDonald was relatively indifferent to the situation in Vietnam and Wheeler followed in step with Taylor.
 


Amongst the Joint Chiefs, Curtis LeMay was arguably the senior service representative most at odds with the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations and the civilian analysts that ran the Pentagon. LeMay was the strongest advocate of an aggressive bombing campaign. He had lost credibility during the Cuban Missile Crisis, forcefully arguing for an all-out bombing of military targets in Cuba.
 When the crisis passed he was livid that a more forceful approach had not been taken. He was on record stating that the event was the greatest defeat in American history, prompting President Kennedy to remark that the first thing he would advise his successor would be to be wary of the generals who think their opinions on military matters were worth a damn.


The Commander in Chief of the Pacific Theatre (CINCPAC), Admiral Ulysses S.G. Sharp, was one of the most vocal advocates of the military’s view on strategy making in Vietnam, as well as one of the most vociferous critics of the civilian disregard of military advice. Sharp summed up his position aptly in his memoirs, stating:

From the very beginning I recommended to the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) that we take military action to resolve this conflict as quickly as possible… The JCS strongly supported my recommendations and did everything in their power to get on with the war, but the roadblocks were unbelievable.
 
He believed that the JCS presented very clear, decisive, precisely drawn and comprehensive recommendations, but that these recommendations were dismissed out of hand by the civilian leadership in Defense.
 Particularly grating for Sharp was the haphazard implementation of the graduated pressure program. He did not support the approach, but was willing to endorse the program if pressure would have been more consistently applied and increased in intensity. According to Sharp, gradual pressure was a poorly conceived strategy that was implemented in a manner that was least likely to produce the desired results.
 


Colonel (ret) Harry G. Summers Jr. argues that the divergence between the civilian and military view of strategy was due in part to the military’s neglect of strategic analysis within the military community coupled with the enthusiastic immersion into strategic problems on the part of civilian academics. He claims that,
Almost all of the professional literature on military strategy was written by civilian analysts – political scientists from the academic world and systems analysts from the defence community…What was missing was the link that should have been provided by the military strategists – ‘how’ to take the systems analysts means and use them to achieve the political scientist’s ends.
 
As a result, “the military had allowed strategy to be dominated by civilian analysts – political scientists in academia and systems analysts in the defense bureaucracy.”
 The military gave up thinking strategically because of the new weapons of war that rendered much of the strategy and tactics learned in previous wars appear obsolete, at least in the context of a super power war, and instead focused on managerial and bureaucratic efficiency. Speaking of his own epistemic community, Summers states that the result was that “Instead of being experts in the application of military force to achieve political ends of the United States, we became neophyte political scientists and systems analysts and were outclassed by the civilian professionals.”
 As indicated above in the previous chapter, a similar observation was made by Schelling well before the war, where he highlights in the opening chapter to Strategy of Conflict that the military profession lacked academic homologues to instruct them on strategic theory.
  

CONCLUSION

President Kennedy’s approach to national leadership was a bold departure from those of his predecessors. He rose to office during a time in America when more youth were attending university than ever before. The social sciences exploded in popularity as new disciplines emerged in a wave of scientific positivism that promised to solve many of humanity’s most pernicious dilemmas through reason and empiricism.
 Kennedy’s Administration embodied this positivism and rationalism, and his team approached governance with greater confidence that they would be able to find the answers to the country’s problems that had bedevilled previous administrations. By drawing from Harvard to build his administration President Kennedy set the tone for his administration; it was to be a tight knit group of individuals with a common intellectual background and a predisposition to take a rationalist approach to problem solving and crisis management. They were bold, young, brilliant but arrogant. Those who were outside of this group had a difficult time gaining the President’s trust and respect. 


Under this framework for decision-making it was inevitable that the senior military leadership would have a difficult time gaining the trust and respect of the President. The military leadership had played major roles in defeating the Germans and the Japanese two decades earlier. They had built their careers not on finesse and restraint, but by being decisive and employing maximum force. They were not theoretical men, nor where they generally highly educated; they were tough minded pragmatists who wanted the freedom of action to accomplish their missions. 


President Johnson inherited this division between the civilian and military national security apparatus, and due in part to his lack of confidence, he kept the structure largely in place. His advisors were loyal to him, and gave him the best decisions they thought available at the time, but during the Kennedy presidency they were a part of the President’s inner circle that had excluded Johnson. As such, President Johnson was even more reliant on the advice and expertise of his key advisors than was his predecessor. He also had little time in the Oval Office before having to shift his attention to campaigning for re-election. His Secretaries and their lead staffers would therefore have the task of doing the hard thinking about Vietnam and how to manage this conflict so as to achieve US security goals in the region at minimal cost and commitment. 


As this chapter has demonstrated, the principal architects of the Vietnam War strategy were “unofficial members” of an inner circle that formed around Secretary McNamara and NSA Mac Bundy and that developed an approach to crisis management shaped by RAND and Harvard nuclear strategists. Their views contrasted and consistently opposed those of the military leadership who approached the Vietnam dilemma from a completely different paradigmatic perspective. The military’s recommendations were largely dismissed during the planning phase of the war, between March 1964 and March 1965. The next three chapters examine this period of intensive planning and debate in order to demonstrate that the Vietnam War strategy was developed along the lines of Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict as well as the principle of coercive diplomacy that he developed in more detail in Arms and Influence. 
CHAPTER 4 - DEVELOPING A COERCIVE STRATEGY: FEBRUARY TO OCTOBER 1964

INTRODUCTION


The situation in Vietnam drastically deteriorated in the early months of Johnson’s presidency, forcing it to the forefront of the new administration’s attention. The Diem assassination followed by political turmoil in Saigon along with a growing insurgency in South Vietnam compelled President Johnson’s national security team to continuously examine and revise their estimates of the situation, develop and revise contingency options, and explore alternative approaches to resolving the developing crisis. February 1964 was a tense month on account of the Khanh coup
 and reports of increasing Viet Cong activity in the South.
 As stated in the Pentagon Papers: 

as the winter drew to an end in February-March 1964, it was recognized, as it had never been fully recognized before, that the situation in Vietnam was deteriorating so rapidly that the dimensions and all kinds of efforts so far invested could not hope to reverse the trend. This was indeed a turning point.
 

As such, 1964 was the pivotal year with respect to planning for the Vietnam War. It was in 1964 that President Johnson’s principal advisors debated the various options available in Vietnam and eventually came to a general consensus that a coercive approach involving a combination of bombing and signaling a willingness to negotiate would be the most likely means to achieve their objective of preserving a nominally democratic ally in the Republic of Vietnam (RVN).  


In 1964 there were two initial periods of concerted planning and debate that led up to the main planning session led by Bill Bundy and John McNaughton in November. The first was a period from late February through to early April when President Johnson’s principal security advisors conducted fact finding missions and held working groups to address the rapidly deteriorating security situation in South Vietnam. The second ran through the month of August following the Gulf of Tonkin incident and culminated in a principals meeting on September 7. Nothing decisive arose from either of these periods, but they set the groundwork for the main planning session in November, thereby shaping the options under consideration. 


The coercive communication strategy was also set in motion in 1964 through the use of Canadian International Compliance Commission (ICC) representative Blair Seaborn. He was sent to Hanoi in June and August to both convey a message to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) leadership and to collect intelligence for the Vietnam planners. During these meetings he conveyed US intentions in the region and delivered the threat of increased use of force if the DRV continued to support the Viet Cong insurgency and interfere in South Vietnam. 


For President Johnson and his national security team, the period between February to October 1964 was one in which the US needed to respond to the growing crisis without becoming decisively committed. The President was primarily concerned with his bid for election and all of his decisions at this stage were influenced by this primary imperative. He wanted to be viewed simultaneously as being tough on communism and as not hastily committing US forces to a conflict that was of marginal interest to the average US voter. This is the period where the President sought to hold a middle course in Southeast Asia. 


During this period the ideas developed at RAND and Harvard in the mid to late 1950s concerning strategy in the nuclear era began to influence the thinking of the principal planners. They started to develop a bargaining strategy that would avoid decisive engagement, a strategy that centered on threats and assurances; threats to Hanoi that they would be punished for supporting the insurgency in the South, and assurances to China and Russia that the US would not expand the conflict. This was the period when Bill Bundy and John McNaughton rose to the fore of the Vietnam planning efforts. 

THE MARCH-APRIL 1964 PLANNING EFFORTS

As early as October 1961, Walt Rostow began to articulate an air power centric coercive bombing campaign in Vietnam.
 In language very reflective of Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict, he proposed that: 

we could ‘increase pressure directly against North Vietnam’ through air strikes in an ‘interdiction operation [that] would be susceptible to flexible control at all times to meet a changing military and political situation.’ We might even want to introduce more ground forces so that ‘we could make [their] withdrawal a bargaining counter in a Vietnamese settlement.
 

He had the support of Maxwell Taylor in this proposition. In October 1961 Taylor was sent on a fact finding mission to Vietnam with Rostow and also concluded that Hanoi would be susceptible to a bombing campaign and that such a vulnerability could be used as a bargaining leverage to convince Hanoi to discontinue its support of the insurgency in the South.
 Nevertheless, owing to the myriad of diplomatic pressures on the Kennedy Administration and the fact that the instability in Vietnam did not reach a tipping point during his time in office, the idea of using coercive force against Hanoi was not seriously entertained again during Kennedy’s tenure, although the idea never lost its appeal to Rostow and Taylor. 


Rostow continued to be an enthusiastic advocate of a bombing campaign through the transition to the Johnson presidency. Most of the principals in the Kennedy Administration knew of Rostow’s bombing thesis, but it was presented to President Johnson for the first time in December 1963 when Rostow proposed the idea in a memorandum.
 Rostow invoked the language of coercive diplomacy when he proposed a graduated military pressure campaign to the President, stating: 

By applying limited, graduated military actions reinforced by political and economic pressures on a nation providing external support for an insurgency we should be able to cause that nation to decide to reduce greatly or eliminate altogether support for the insurgency…the threat that is implicit in initial US actions would be more important than the military actions themselves.

The President’s reaction to the memorandum is not known aside from his evident reluctance to entertain bombing this early in his presidency. Rostow, however, was persistent and raised the issue again with Secretary Rusk in mid-Feb 1964.
 


One of Rostow’s deputies, Robert Johnson, was tasked with heading a study group to explore the likely efficacy of a bombing program.
  Johnson was not the ideal candidate for the study group, since he was opposed to a bombing program at the outset, despite his boss’s zeal for such a program. The study was exhaustive in spite of the quick turnaround, only two weeks, and it explored several questions related to the likelihood a bombing campaign could change the course of the conflict in the South. The study concluded, contrary to Rostow’s view, that the bombing would not likely have any appreciable effect on Viet Cong activity.
 The result of this study dampened the enthusiasm amongst several civilian planners, but it did not dissuade Rostow.
 


Nevertheless, Rostow was not alone in his persistent advocacy of a bombing program. The US Ambassador to the RVN, Henry Cabot Lodge, also advocated a bombing program, first privately to Averell Harriman on October 30, 1963,
 then to the President through McGeorge Bundy in February 1964.
 Referring to it as a ‘carrot and stick’ approach, Lodge envisaged setting up a secret contact with Hanoi to demand that the DRV cease its covert support of the Viet Cong. In exchange the US would offer economic aid in the form of food and imports. If Hanoi refused the offer, punitive strikes would be initiated as a means to compel the DRV to comply. On March 17, he received a direct reply from President Johnson indicating that he agreed with Lodge’s ‘carrot and stick’ approach in principle as long as it was covert, but he was not prepared to undertake overt measures against the DRV at that time.
 The result of this effort was the establishment of the use of a third party interlocutor to convey both the threats and incentives for Hanoi to change track, eventually becoming the Seaborn contacts.
 


The Joint Chiefs also pushed for an aggressive bombing campaign to the newly sworn in President. The Joint Chiefs of Staff drafted a memo for President Johnson in January 1964, urging a more aggressive approach to Vietnam, including a destructive bombing campaign.
 They pressed him again in early March, urging the President to use all force necessary and disregard any concern for China entering the war.
 They argued that the US should destroy the North Vietnamese burgeoning industrial capability, thereby undermining their war making capability. Yet, despite the uptick in Viet Cong attacks, the justification for such wanton use of force had yet to be established and the concern for Chinese intervention remained at the forefront in the minds of the civilian planners. 


Alarmed by troubling reports on South Vietnam, President Johnson tasked Secretary McNamara to go to South Vietnam to shore up the political image of the newly installed RVN President Khanh.
 Prior to leaving for Vietnam, McNamara had McNaughton and Bill Bundy draft a memorandum that would serve as the conceptual foundation for the US position on Vietnam and provide the basis of his trip report upon his return.
 This is one of the first instances of the two men working together in their new capacities. At this point McNaughton began to exert his influence on Vietnam planning. On March 16, this memorandum was given to the President, and the following day it was approved as NSAM 288, thereby becoming official US policy.
 


In the memorandum McNaughton introduced concepts commensurate with Schelling’s notions of coercive diplomacy. The memo stated: 

The concept would be to exploit North Vietnamese concerns that their industrialization achievements might be wiped out or could be defended (if at all) only at the price of Chicom control of their country, to capitalize on Communist fears that military action might escalate to levels dangerous for them, and to demonstrate to Hanoi that their more powerful Communist allies would not risk their own interests for the sake of North Viet-Nam.
 

He added, “we should develop a capability to initiate within 72 hours the ‘Border Control’ and ‘Retaliatory Actions’… and we should achieve a capability to initiate with 30 days’ notice the program of ‘graduated overt military pressure’.”
 In NSAM 288 McNamara and McNaughton described the initial components of a program of overt graduated military pressure against the DRV. It was to include preplanned air attacks against military and industrial targets by a combination of US and ARVN aircraft.
  Nevertheless, neither the President nor McNamara were convinced at this stage in the evolution of the war that the situation warranted the commencement of a strategic bombing campaign owing to the political risks involved. He was concerned that it could lead to rapid escalation, to which the small US military contingent in the country was not prepared to respond.
 If the Khanh government would have been able to stabilize the South by solidifying its base of support or if there was a significant escalation by the Viet Cong forces, then the US should be prepared to increase pressure on the North through graduated overt military attacks.
 Planning and preparation for this contingency was to be ongoing so that the trigger could have been pulled if required. 


The memorandum also included a list of initial targets, including: rail lines to China; roads between Laos and South Vietnam; training camps; industrial complexes; oil storage; all while avoiding civilian casualties to the extent possible. According to McNamara and McNaughton, “Air strikes in any number would imply a US commitment to go all the way if necessary.”
 In line with Schelling’s discussion of commitments and threats, McNaughton and McNamara recognized that it was necessary for the US to demonstrate commitment to the threat of violence if its coercive actions were to be effective.
 

Yet the fear of uncontrolled escalation was an ever present planning consideration. Owing to a vivid recollection of the Chinese intervention in Korea just over a decade earlier, all planning efforts at this stage of the deliberations had to account for escalation controls and likely Chinese responses.
 In the memorandum, McNamara and McNaughton stated that they did not believe that the Chinese would intervene directly if the President made it clear that US involvement would be limited.
 But they did believe that the Chinese would respond in some manner, stating that “Communist China would find it difficult, in view of the position it has taken in the Sino-Soviet dispute, to permit Hanoi to be threatened and forced to retreat without a substantial reaction.”
 Although still unlikely, they could envision the possibility of a major Chinese escalation that would require a stiff US response, which could include not only the introduction of “substantial US ground forces into Southeast Asia”, but also the prospect of nuclear strikes against Communist China, on either a “selective or broader basis.”
 In order to communicate a deterrence posture to China, they maintained that, “We would have to be ready for the worst case and convey this readiness posture to the enemy.”
 The line of thinking in the memorandum illustrates that the principal planners were well aware of the risk of Communist Chinese intervention; so much so that the nuclear option was even considered as a way to deter and even defeat the Chinese Communists if the escalation progressed passed the point where conventional forces would have been enough to inhibit Chinese intervention. 


McNamara’s March 1964 fact finding trip changed neither the President’s nor the Secretary of Defense’s mind about taking more aggressive action in Vietnam. However, it did normalize the language of coercive diplomacy and made the prospects of a bombing campaign an option. Furthermore, it gave McNaughton and his team in ISA direction for further planning and analytic efforts. 


At the beginning of April, one of McNaughton’s deputies, Harry Rowen, outlined scenarios for political actions in Vietnam.
 Rowen’s options analysis was entitled, “Vietnam: Political Scenario in Support of Military Actions,” and it contained some of the most explicit examples of the concepts of coercive diplomacy to that date.
 The intent behind the document was to lay the groundwork for more assertive action at a later time in accordance with the President’s guidance. The document itself represents some of the early efforts to conceptualize a bombing program, while anticipating some of the pitfalls, and it provides insight into the line of thinking that was prevalent within ISA. 


Rowen estimated that it might take several months to detect compliance as measured in a reduction of insurgent activity.
 Rowen differentiated between a retaliatory campaign and a coercive campaign, the latter being one that just responded to communist provocation to demonstrate US displeasure at Viet Cong attacks, while the former was intended to compel Hanoi to change its behaviour.
  Applying coercive language, he stated, “the actions would not be on a ‘tit for tat’ basis, but would rather be expressly described as pressure originating from the GVN and undertaken for the purposes of compelling the DRV to cease the insurgency in GVN.”
 Differentiating between the retaliatory strikes and the coercive bombing attacks was important at this stage of the planning, because the US lacked a viable justification for such a wanton use of force at this stage of the conflict. 
 There was concern that the US would face an international backlash unless it was able to tie its bombing to tangible actions on the part of the Vietnamese Communists. Yet, he also recognized that a retaliatory bombing campaign would not exert sufficient pressure on Hanoi on its own. For it to have a truly coercive impact, the bombing had to be of sufficient intensity to cause pain. 


Rowen also considered scenarios that would justify greater US overt actions against communist aggression.
 He began to wrestle with the pros and cons of gradualism and outlined the framework for what would eventually become Operation Rolling Thunder. A gradual build up offered the advantage of giving the communists time to comply, and could, in principle, limit destruction. The disadvantage was that it gave space for international backlash to mount, a constant concern amongst the principal planners. The other option of a heavily destructive first strike had the advantage of not allowing enough time for international backlash to mobilize, but it might be unnecessarily over destructive, and it would not offer sufficient time to observe compliance. Furthermore, if it did not work, then continued escalation would have had to be even more destructive.
 


US force build up in the region would have been observable by the both the Chinese and Vietnamese Communists. 
  The build-up was intended to be part of the messaging, part of the coercion. It had to appear threatening if it was to change Hanoi’s calculation. Rowen recommended the deployment of “interceptors and fighter bombers to Thailand and SVN; ground forces (perhaps Marine brigade) to Thailand and perhaps SVN; and one or two carrier task groups to the South China Sea.”
 Such a buildup would convey US seriousness and commitment to stability in South Vietnam.


Bill Bundy was involved in the planning efforts and knew of the work that ISA was doing on the political scenarios and possible US actions in Vietnam. On April 4, he sent a memorandum to Lodge in which he described the planning efforts at that stage.
 In the memo he explained that they were planning a synchronization of military actions with the political situation on the ground. He also mentioned the planning for retaliatory strikes and the intelligence estimates on communist reactions. He expressed skepticism as to the efficacy of the tit-for-tat retaliatory strikes because it was hard to find fitting responses to instances of communist aggression, and because this manner of retaliation in itself did not convey the “concerted and steadily rising pressures” that would demonstrate US resolve, and hence act as a deterrent.
 


Mac Bundy shared the views of his brother at State and the ISA team at Defense, and he also advocated a coercive approach to Vietnam.
  In a memorandum to the President dated May 25, 1964, Mac Bundy recommended a presidential decision on the use of “selected and carefully graduated military force against North Vietnam.”
 The language in the memorandum continued to reflect the principles of coercive diplomacy, suggesting that the strikes would be designed to hurt the North Vietnamese without being overly destructive, and that the purpose was to alter the North Vietnamese decision calculus concerning their actions in the South. In the memorandum he emphasized “that a pound of threat is worth an ounce of action – as long as we are not bluffing,” and that that air strikes should be designed to emphasize a deterrent effect as much as possible.
 Fred Kaplan aptly notes that with these recommendations to the President, “The Harvard professor’s [Schelling] theory had been translated into official US war strategy.”
 Thus, by the end of May 1964 most of Kennedy’s, and then Johnson’s, epistemic community of East Coast intellectuals were using the language of Schelling to advocate the use of coercive mechanisms to threaten and cajole the North Vietnamese into compliance. Those who were not a part of this inner circle, including the President himself, the Secretary of State and the Joint Chiefs of Staff were not yet persuaded by the logic of the argument. 


At the end of May and into early June Secretaries Rusk and McNamara, accompanied by CIA Director John McCone, met the Vietnam country team in Honolulu to discuss the evolving situation and consider plausible solutions for future development. The topic of applying coercive pressures against North Vietnam was not discussed in length at this conference, but McNamara did start to advocate for a limited air war against North Vietnam in line with what had been developed by his staff at ISA and had also been proposed by the Bundy brothers.
 Distancing himself from the option for massive strikes advocated by the other Joint Chiefs of Staff, Maxwell Taylor also advocated a coercive bombing campaign. In line with the ISA, he recommended a gradual escalation in intensity and destructiveness against North Vietnamese military targets so as to show US resolve and to dissuade the North from pursuing its objectives in the South.

FIRST SEABORN MEETING 

The Johnson Administration was eager to find a way to open direct communications with Hanoi. William Sullivan and Michael Forrestal suggested in March 1964 that a trusted third-party intermediary could be used to transmit a message to Hanoi from the White House.
 This idea was developed further and eventually led to a series of meetings between the ICC delegate, Blair Seaborn, and senior DRV government officials in Hanoi.


By 1964 the ICC had become more of a symbolic entity than an actual monitoring body, and the US diplomatic and military community did not have much use for it.
 What it did provide, however, was a direct link between a US ally and DRV officials, a diplomatic channel that would be valuable for conveying messages between Washington and Hanoi. With direct access to Hanoi, Canada was uniquely situated to be the US spokesman until a formal diplomatic channel between the belligerents was established.


The Seaborn channel became one of the key components of Washington’s coercive strategy, for through Seaborn they were able to convey the threat of destructive force for non-compliance, to convey America’s opening position in the bargaining process and to deliver an ultimatum. Before a single bomb was dropped, the Johnson Administration, through Seaborn, was able to communicate in clear and unambiguous terms to Hanoi that they would suffer under the weight of US airpower if they continued on their current path in South Vietnam.  Seaborn was not only instructed to convey a threat, but he was also asked to explain to Hanoi the limits of US interests, to assure the DRV leadership that the US did not seek a permanent presence in the region and to offer Hanoi economic assistance if it left its neighbour alone.


Meetings between the Canadian and US governments about the use of Seaborn as an envoy began on April 30. Secretary Rusk went to Ottawa to personally deliver the message that Seaborn was himself to deliver to Hanoi on behalf of the President.
 During this initial meeting, Seaborn was tasked to: 

(1) try to determine Ho’s attitude toward Chinese support, whether or not he feels over-extended, and his aims in South Vietnam; (2) stress US determination to see its objectives in South Vietnam achieved; (3) emphasize the limits of US aims in South Asia and that it wanted no permanent bases or installations there; and (4) convey US willingness to assist North Vietnam with its economic problems.
 

Seaborn was considered an ideal candidate for the task as he was a newly appointed commissioner with experience serving in both Moscow and Eastern Europe.


President Johnson was evidently quite enthusiastic about the prospects of using Seaborn to convey a message to the Hanoi leadership that might dissuade them from continuing their acts of aggression. He met personally with the Canadian Prime Minister, Lester B. Pearson, on May 28 in Washington, while a senior US State Department representative, William Sullivan, the chairman of the inter-agency Vietnam Task Force, met with the Canadian External Affairs Minister Paul Martin and Blair Seaborn in Ottawa.
 Although Seaborn was being used by the State Department to convey a message to Hanoi, Ottawa wanted to retain the right to add or subtract elements of the message in accordance with its own national interests. Martin told Sullivan that Canada would ultimately decide what Seaborn should communicate to Hanoi. This of course made Washington apprehensive about the use of intermediaries to convey their intent to Hanoi.
 For his part, Ambassador Lodge was rather explicit about the purpose of the Seaborn contact, viewing it strictly as a communication venue.
 He did not wish the Canadians to misinterpret their role and mistakenly consider themselves as intermediaries or spokesman – he believed that they were simply messengers.
 


The US government still had many intelligence gaps about the intentions and rationale of the DRV leadership, so Seaborn’s visits provided an excellent opportunity to answer some of these lingering questions. Sullivan instructed Seaborn to see if he could discern the DRV leadership’s motivation for its actions in the South. 
 He was also to try to understand their state of mind – were they nervous, confident, angry, etc. Sullivan gave Seaborn a list of specific items that he was to be alerted to, including: 

Differences in attitude with respect to the Sino-Soviet split; frustration over war weariness with the slowness of the effort in the South; indications of the North Vietnamese desire for trade or other contacts with western nations; evidence of cliques or factions within the Party and Government apparatus; and evidence of differing points of view between the political cadres and the military group.
 

He was also tasked with looking for opportunities to discern the level of involvement of the Chinese Communists in Hanoi’s political and military affairs.
 


Sullivan also made it very clear the way in which Seaborn was to communicate American intention to the communist leadership. He was to explain the nature of the US commitment to South Vietnam, expressing that the US position in Indochina had global ramifications, and as such they were committed to preserving a free and independent South Vietnam. Concerning the threat, Seaborn was instructed to say, “if it becomes necessary for the United States to force an alternative to the course it is now purposing, that alternative would be in the direction of enlarging the military action and escalating direct pressure against North Vietnam.”
 The direct pressure that Sullivan had in mind, while not explicitly stated, included bombing attacks on important targets in the DRV and the mining and naval blockade of Haiphong harbour. 


Seaborn conducted his first trip to Hanoi on June 18, 1964.  The Seaborn contact went largely unnoticed in the press and official circles, and the private 90 minute meeting he had with Prime Minister Pham Van Dong was kept a secret.
 The conversation started well with Dong expressing gratitude to the Canadian for his efforts to act as an intermediary.
 Seaborn conveyed the closeness between Canada and the US, adding comments concerning President Johnson’s desire for peace along with his insistence that RVN not become a communist country vis-à-vis a guerrilla insurrection. He went over the main points that Sullivan had instructed him to express, including: the maintenance of the territorial integrity of both countries in accordance with the Geneva Accords; the American intent to limit the conflict and not invade DRV; the US intent to not maintain a permanent military presence in RVN; US awareness of DRV control of the Viet Cong insurgency; the relationship between this struggle and other wars of liberation throughout the world; US loss of patience; and the mutual benefits associated with peaceful coexistence.
 He reiterated that although the US did not wish to extend the war to the North, it might be forced to if the Viet Cong carried on its war in the South.
 


Dong did not comment on the veiled threats, but stuck to his position of demanding a US withdrawal and the inclusion of the NLF in the political process in the South.
 He also outlined his people’s resolve, stating, “It is impossible for Westerners to understand strength of people’s will to resist, to continue, to struggle. It has astonished us, too.”
 Seaborn did not observe any indications of war weariness or political discontent in the DRV and did not think the DRV was desperate for a settlement. He also indicated that Hanoi was not convinced that the US would follow through on threats to attack the North given the prospect that this might lead to a wider conflict. They did not think Washington could achieve its ends through military force and believed that the Khanh government was weakening.
 The tone of the first meeting was cordial and professional and the Prime Minister concluded by stating that he looked forward to future talks, even holding out the prospects of a meeting with Ho Chi Minh. 
 


On June 22, Seaborn produced a second report that described the general mood and atmosphere in Hanoi and sought to provide answers to questions about war weariness, factions, and support from outside powers.
 To these questions, he was able to find no tangible proof of formal support from other communist powers and was able to discern no evidence of factions, noting that Ho Chi Minh maintained a demi-god like status in the country. The living conditions were comparable to that in Saigon, noting no evidence of overt hardship.  Signs of war weariness were not evident and the people seemed to maintain a quiet determination to continue the struggle irrespective of the costs. Seaborn concluded by remarking: 

I am also inclined to think that DRV leaders are completely convinced that military action at any level is not going to bring success for USA and Govt forces in SVN. They are almost completely convinced that Khanh Govt is losing ground on political front and are confident that in fullness of time success is assured for Liberation Front supported by DRV.
 

Seaborn’s assessment was frank, but it was not what Washington wanted to hear; Seaborn had suggested by implication that a coercive approach was unlikely to succeed in dissuading Hanoi from its goal of unifying the country under its rule. It appeared to him that they were deeply committed to this outcome and had the motivation to uphold that commitment. 

THE GULF OF TONKIN 

In the early summer of 1964 the planning efforts largely subsided given that the President was not willing to entertain a major escalation prior to the election. The situation in South Vietnam continued to deteriorate, but the main focus was on building up ARVN capability and disrupting communist operations through 34A and De Soto operations.
 The month of July was a relative calm before the political storm that would erupt in early August. 


On August 2 and 4, the US believed that two of its destroyers had come under attack by North Vietnamese torpedo boats in the Gulf of Tonkin, resulting in an immediate escalation of US commitment to the conflict. President Johnson authorized retaliatory air strikes on August 4 and 5 under the mission code name of Operation Pierce Arrow.  The Gulf of Tonkin incident was an important watershed moments in several respects; in addition to providing the pretext for the Congressional Gulf of Tonkin Resolution that gave the President a free hand in committing US forces to operations in Vietnam and in Southeast Asia, it established a pattern of retaliation and communication that would form the basis for later coercive air attacks. It was the first time in the conflict that the US used aircraft to strike North Vietnamese targets. The manner in which the strikes were conducted was clearly retaliatory in nature, not coercive. But the strikes along with the messaging from the President indicated that the US was willing to use force and would punish the North Vietnamese for any future provocation. It was a warning that was particularly poignant given the follow up communications of US intentions by Canadian envoy Blair Seaborn on August 13, just a few days after the incident. 


The reprisal strikes were an unmistakeable exercise in strategic messaging. With the reprisal attacks, President Johnson wanted to ensure his message was clearly communicated both to Hanoi and to Beijing. In his memoirs he noted that: 

We advised the North Vietnamese to have ‘no misapprehension as to the grave consequences which would inevitably result from any further unprovoked offensive military action against United States forces.’ When prompt delivery to Hanoi proved impossible, we broadcast the note on Voice of America radio and released it to the world press.
 

He also believed that it was extremely important that China knew that the raids were directed solely at North Vietnamese targets, that they were strictly reprisals, and that they did not represent US escalation.
  The President wanted to convey both the threat and the degree of restraint that the US was exercising. 


Bill Bundy perceived the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution as an opportunity for follow up action. He wrote a memorandum on August 11 that laid out a program of gradual intensification and increased pressure on infiltration routes and facilities.
 The nature of the targets he proposed, such as POL installations, bridges and railroads, would hinder military operations, but the main purpose of the attacks would be “to inflict progressive damage that would have meaningful cumulative effect.”
 It was to be a pressure tactic in a bargaining strategy. This memorandum, both the language and the timing, had a significant influence on the principals. In his memoirs, McNamara noted that this memorandum set the stage for discussions through to January 1965.
 The Gulf of Tonkin incident and subsequent US reaction created a strategic opening that Bill Bundy, among others, sought to exploit. 


The military leadership viewed the incident and the opportunity in a different light, seeing it more as a pretext for a strong and decisive massive retaliation campaign. Admiral Sharp believed that the Gulf of Tonkin crisis provided a perfect opportunity for a quick and decisive resolution to the conflict.
 On August 17, he sent a memo to the JCS outlining his belief that the US needed to maintain the pressure on the DRV. 
 He claimed that the North Vietnamese provided the provocation that justified firm resolve and rapid escalation. Congress provided the legal authorization for rapid mobilization and decisive action. The American population was by in large supportive of strong reprisal. This was one of the few moments in the conflict where everything aligned to give the President a window for decisive and conclusive action. Admiral Sharp reflected that, “pressure against the other side once instituted should not be relaxed by any actions or lack of them which would destroy the benefits of the rewarding steps previously taken.”
 On August 26, the Joint Chiefs sent a memorandum to the Secretary of Defense claiming that the reprisal bombing was successful and recommending further strikes.
  Reiterating the CINCPAC’s earlier statements, they claimed that: 

Recent US military actions in Laos and against DRV have demonstrated our resolve more clearly than any other US actions in some time… Failure to resume and maintain a program of pressure through military action could be misinterpreted to mean we have had second thoughts about Pierce Arrow and the events leading thereto, and could signal a lack of resolve.
 

Yet the views expressed by Admiral Sharp and the JCS were not aligned with that of the President and his principal advisors because Sharp did not take into account the demands of the election campaign, the concern over Chinese intervention or the international backlash that such a disproportionate response would generate. 


On August 21, Rowen reintroduced the ‘Rostow Thesis’ into the debate by redistributing Rostow’s earlier text to the White House, Department of State, Department of Defense and the Joint Chiefs.
 The ‘Rostow Thesis’ was the most purely coercive approach explored at this juncture of the planning efforts. Rostow had argued for an approach to bombing that was intended strictly to affect the decision calculus of Hanoi without necessarily affecting its war making capability. He did not advocate for physical damage of war sustaining material, but for pressure tactics that would cause psychological pain with an attendant fear of further pain for non-compliance. In other words, targeting should focus on threatening Hanoi’s nascent industrial base and not on weakening its war making abilities. 


According to the Pentagon Papers, McNaughton’s team at ISA drafted a critique of the thesis, although elements of it seemed to be closely in line with what ISA had been working on.
 They thought that Rostow’s proposition would work if the DRV was persuaded that the US goals and means were limited, that US commitment was nevertheless total, and that the US had sufficient domestic support. 
 The goals and means were to be limited insofar as they would only entail conventional operations to preserve the sovereignty of the RVN and not seek territorial expansion into the DRV, and the commitment was total insofar as the US would not stop pursuing these ends until their objective had been achieved. The difference between what Rostow proposed and the line of thinking evident in McNaughton’s thinking was only a matter of degrees. McNaughton was more pragmatic and put more weight on the prospect of hampering the communists’ warfighting capability. He was also more attuned to the political sensitivities of such bombing action, the reluctance of the President to embark on a campaign that carried significant political risk at home. Nevertheless, both approaches concluded that only coercive pressures – pain and the fear of further pain – would motivate the DRV to give up its support to the insurgency. 


As the situation in both Vietnam and the US continued to rapidly evolve, McNaughton and his team at ISA produced a document on September 3 that contained a recommendation for a “plan of action” as a preparatory position paper for the September 7 White House strategy review meeting.
 The main idea in this document, and one that cultivated the perception that McNaughton was a hawk, was the recommendation to provoke the North Vietnamese into taking the next step in the escalatory ladder as a pretext for a more concerted pressure campaign that would give the US the option for further escalation. At this juncture it was crucial that the US maintain the perception that their escalatory actions were provoked by the DRV and not a unilateral attempt to resolve the conflict in the US’s favor. They wanted to avoid a backlash that they expected would attend an aggressive and violent bombing campaign. 


McNaughton’s recommendation was firmly nested in a game theory approach to conflict resolution. He suggested that the US raise the stakes for the DRV, to increase the risk for Hanoi, make the war more dangerous, while minimizing the risk of escalation for the US, and to possibly offer ways for the US to extricate itself if the situation proved insoluble.
  McNaughton advocated increasing the cost for the DRV in order to improve the US negotiating position down the road and to demonstrate US commitment to an ally that was suffering under communist aggression. 


McNaughton envisioned a gradual, but steadily increasing military pressure against the DRV using ARVN led air and naval strikes that would increase in intensity. Such actions would either force Hanoi’s hand or, if unsuccessful, demonstrate the futility of propping up the fragile South Vietnamese Government. It was in this document that McNaughton introduced the concept of the “good doctor,” the idea that the US needed to be seen to be doing everything in its power to support an ally despite the chronic illness of the “patient,” and that if the patient died, if South Vietnam succumbed to North Vietnamese pressures, it was not for want of effort on behalf of the US. 


At this stage of the conflict McNaughton did not recommend any actions that would lead to victory in the conflict, rather his recommendations amounted to coming to terms that would be acceptable to the US. Military efforts that would not be intended to defeat the communists, but to weaken them sufficiently to give the US a favourable bargaining position once formal negotiations commenced.
 The divergence of views of the aim of using force was the source of dispute between the military and civilian leadership. 


Bill Bundy described McNaughton’s memo as one of the most systematic approaches to planning during the war. He stated:

In hindsight the McNaughton paper reads like a reduction [sic] ad absurdum of the planner’s art, combining realpolitik with the hyper-nationalist belief in control of the most refined American ‘think thank’. The Tonkin Gulf events had been unplanned, but had turned out favourably; this paper can be read as an attempt to devise more Tonkin Gulfs to order. In the whole experience of the Vietnam War, the proposal was perhaps the most extreme attempt to plan systematically.

The memo and the staff analysis that went into it would lay the foundation for the subsequent planning and options analysis that McNaughton and Bill Bundy would undertake in November, following President Johnson’s election victory. 


In his September 6 memorandum to the State Department, Ambassador Taylor also proposed air strikes as a means of pressuring Hanoi and bolstering the morale in the South. 
  The extent to which Taylor’s recommendation was the result of his own independent analysis, or was influenced by either McNaughton or the Chiefs is unclear.
 He acted as a remarkable bridge between the two epistemic communities. He was able to pull ideas from both and develop recommendations that would represent both views as much as possible without necessarily intending to do so. With respect to the reaction to the Gulf of Tonkin, it is quite possible that he came up with his recommendation largely independently from the two communities. The logic of the situation in September of 1964 was pointing most of the key advisors in the same direction – additional bombing would be required to hinder communist activity in South Vietnam. 


The military and civilian leadership were in agreement about the need for further action, and there was a broad consensus that bombing would be an effective way to hold the DRV at risk. However with the US presidential election looming, there was no appetite in the White House for further escalation. The civilian advisors were sensitive to this fact and sought to postpone more aggressive actions until after the elections, whereas the military leadership were pressing for more urgent action. The political value of McNaughton’s recommendations was that it put the onus of offensive action on the ARVN, with the US in a less visible supporting role. Also, by making the DRV look like the aggressors, any US response would make the President look tough on communism. If the minor provocations worked, more intensive and deliberate US action could be put off until after the election.
  


The decisions taken at the September meeting were promulgated as NSAM-314. The US was to postpone any major action and to focus on strengthening the Government of Vietnam.
 De Soto maritime operations, 34A raids and limited armed recce flights into Laos resumed. The principals agreed that further military action against the North would be required, but the decision to engage in more escalatory measures was postponed for what the Vietnam Study Task Force describes as tactical considerations - namely the election and the need to strengthen the Government in Saigon. 
 

SEABORN’S AUGUST MEETING 

Washington prepared Seaborn for another meeting in mid-August, two months after his initial meeting in June. The timing of the Gulf of Tonkin incident was coincidental, but given that it had occurred prior to the meeting, the expectation was that it would be the central focus of this second meeting. This time it was McNaughton who drafted Seaborn’s speaking points, which were delivered to Ottawa on August 8.
 Seaborn was to explain to the DRV leadership the US understanding of the sequence of events as well as American perplexity over the rationale behind the attacks.
 With respect to communications to the Prime Minister, Seaborn was to reiterate some of the basic points about the maintenance of territorial integrity on both sides and that the US held no wider ambition for a permanent military presence in the region. During this visit Seaborn was to point to the US retaliatory air strikes and additional deployment of US combat aircraft to the region as proof of waning US patience and explain that the Congressional Resolution supporting presidential efforts in the conflict demonstrated the unity and determination of the US people to do whatever was required to secure RVN from communist aggression.
 McNaughton’s communique provided one of the best examples of the explicit communication of threat and resolve. The basis for coercive communication rested on Seaborn’s ability to convey these messages. The fact that it was McNaughton himself that drafted this threatening message to Hanoi demonstrated the personal responsibility he assumed as one of the primary architects of the coercive pressure strategy used against Hanoi. In his own recollection of events, Bill Bundy claimed that his office also had a role in drafting the statement. He said, “The message was to be read in full by Seaborn – without the faint veil used in June – that he was speaking merely from great familiarity with American thinking.”
 The coercive strategy was being employed fully by both State and Defense. 


As anticipated, the focus of the second meeting was the Gulf of Tonkin incident.
 During his August 13 meeting Seaborn laid out the US version of events that was provided to him, and in doing so angered the Prime Minister Pham Van Dong, who was accompanied by two other observers on this occasion.
 The manner of the Prime Minister’s response indicated the bargaining strategy they chose to pursue after what they perceived as American escalation of the war – minimal concession, minimal flexibility, and lay the blame for escalation with the US. The Prime Minister interpreted the air strikes on the North as a way for the US to cope with the lack of progress in the South.
 He believed that much of US aggression was rooted in the fact that President Johnson was up for re-election and needed to “internationalize the war.” His most telling remark, however, was the counter-threat that he made, claiming that if the US brought the war to North Vietnam, that it would encompass all of Southeast Asia.
 This counter threat of escalation cut right to America’s worst fear – the expansion of communist revolutionary war in Southeast Asia. In stating such he demonstrated a superb understanding of the key American concerns and vulnerabilities. He clearly articulated the domino theory, but turned it on its head, making the US to blame for spreading communist revolt rather than the view that US intervention was necessary to stop the spread. He was goading the US, which in part worked. 


Upon the completion of his trip, Seaborn warned Washington that the Prime Minister appeared convinced that any war in Vietnam would end in their favour. He was confident and unmoved by US actions and threats.
 Seaborn’s message was that Hanoi was not concerned with the air strikes and saw it as an indication of US efforts to extricate itself from the RVN. Hanoi was not interested in negotiations because they estimated that they would be forced to compromise as they had in 1954. They saw victory as close at hand due to the political turmoil in the South.
 


The increased tensions arising from the Gulf of Tonkin incident and America’s reprisal strikes affected the manner in which Hanoi responded to the Seaborn meetings, thereby reducing the prospect that they would amount to meaningful efforts towards mutual accommodation.
 Pham Van Dong, was willing to keep the channel of communication open, which was encouraging, but the frequency of the meetings was reduced, and Seaborn did not return until December.


After the August meeting Washington also lost hope that the Seaborn contacts would amount to much. President Johnson was dismissive of Seaborn’s observations, feeling that he was just repeating DRV propaganda.
 From the perspective of the Vietnam planners and strategists Seaborn had fulfilled his mandate and was no longer required for the purpose of passing ultimatums to Hanoi.
 He had clearly conveyed the US position on two occasions and provided insight into the North Vietnamese government’s confidence in their own ultimate victory in the South with time, patience and persistence. 

OCTOBER

The September 7 meeting of the principals and the issuance of NSAM-314 marked the culmination of the post-Tonkin Gulf deliberations on the next US moves in Vietnam. The focus of the Johnson Administration shifted to election preparation, and as a result there was little new planning undertaken before November. The one principal advisor that did take advantage of the lull in Vietnam meetings to further develop his position was Undersecretary of State George Ball.


Ball was the most vocal and consistent critic of US military involvement in Vietnam and of the use of bombing as a coercive mechanism. In response to the Gulf of Tonkin resolution he drafted a 64 page memorandum on October 5 that outlined his objections to deepening US involvement. His objection was couched in the language of escalation and risk. He was skeptical of the prospect that the US could control escalation, skeptical of the idea that the US could treat escalation like a dial that it could turn up or down as it saw fit. He explained that it was: 

in the nature of escalation…that each move passes the option to the other side, while, at the same time, the party which seems to be losing will be tempted to keep raising the ante. To the extent that the response to a move can be controlled, that move is probably ineffective. If the move is effective, it may not be possible to control – or accurately anticipate – the response.
 

Ball’s criticism of the planning efforts at this stage amounted to a criticism of using a game theory approach to conflict. He did not believe that war could be conducted in such a calculated fashion. He did not think that the DRV would respond to US pressures in a predictable and rational manner. For Ball, war was a risky, messy and ultimately unpredictable endeavour. The main point of departure for Ball was that he did not believe that US credibility was on the line in Vietnam; he was not convinced that the US needed to maintain credibility in Southeast Asia in order to be seen as upholding its security commitments in other parts of the world. 
 In making these critiques he was critiquing some of the principal tenets of the Strategy of Conflict, even if he was not doing so intentionally. For Ball, coercive diplomacy was not a useful strategic approach in Vietnam because of the gross disparity in the commitment to victory between the two Vietnams and the lack of vital US interest in the conflict. Both Bill Bundy and John McNaughton were aware of Ball’s criticism, and were even sympathetic to a degree, and they grappled with his objections when they developed their options analysis during the November planning sessions.
 

CONCLUSION

The two main surges in Vietnam deliberations in the spring and summer of 1964 inched the Johnson Administration towards the primary options analysis that was undertaken in November. Some form of coercive bombing was viewed as one of the only viable ways of putting direct pressure on the DRV to cease its support of the insurgency in the South, but the manner, intensity and pace of operations remained a point of contention. Mining of the main port at Haiphong coupled with a naval blockade were considered as a part of the list of coercive options, but were viewed as too risky, as too provocative, at this stage in the coercive campaign. The discussion of the introduction of US ground forces was muted or barely mentioned. 


The political instability in the South was troublesome and reduced the confidence of all the principal advisors that a viable Southern republic was even possible despite US efforts. Nevertheless, after the Gulf of Tonkin incident the Administration’s view shifted from not wanting to take offensive action out of fear that the Southern government would not be able to handle the ramifications, to seeking opportunities for offensive efforts to bolster the morale of the South. There was a general reluctance to assume greater responsibility for the war, while at the same time a recognition that the ARVN did not have sufficient resources to defeat the insurgency on its own. 


President Johnson won a landslide victory against his hawkish Republican rival, Barry Goldwater, in part due to his promise to not widen the war in Vietnam. Nevertheless, the continued deterioration demanded administration focus, which led the President to order a systematic and thorough review of the situation and the options available. The two men responsible for this planning effort were Bill Bundy and John McNaughton, the secretarial assistants who were responsible for the Vietnam files in their respective departments. That they were chosen indicates their centrality to the overall planning efforts at this stage in the Johnson Administration’s deliberations on Vietnam. Their selection also indicates how much behind the scenes influence McNamara exerted over the outcome of the deliberations. 

CHAPTER 5 - THE NOVEMBER NSC PLANNING GROUP

INTRODUCTION


Following President Johnson’s overwhelming November 3rd election victory, the principal deputies were now free to embark on an extensive planning effort, which was led ostensibly by Bill Bundy and John McNaughton. In his memoirs, Bundy called the planning session “the most comprehensive of any in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations.”
 The planning group began its work on Election Day itself, November 3. The working group contained representatives at the assistant secretary level for each of the four main foreign policy agencies, which in turn reported to their principals at the National Security Council.
  The principal participants were William Bundy, Michael Forrestal, Robert Johnson and Marshal Green from State, John McNaughton from Defense, Harold Ford from the CIA and Vice Admiral Lloyd Mustin from the JCS.
 The purpose of the working group, as Bundy noted in his own personal agenda, was “to examine American interests and objectives in the conflict raging in South Vietnam, to assess the situation there and wherever in the world it impinged, to set forth the major alternatives of ‘options’ for action, and to argue the pros and cons of each.” 
  The group met every day for the subsequent three weeks, including weekends.
  The work culminated in the NSC meeting with President Johnson on December 1 when the principals presented the President the outcome of the working group’s findings.

The options analysis undertaken during the November 1964 planning sessions was wholly consistent with a bargaining approach to conflict resolution. The final report contained a brief description of US actions in each option; an estimation of probable reaction, both that of the international community and that of the adversaries; a description of how the authors thought the negotiations would unfold; and several pages outlining the communication strategy. The authors described the options as though the US were playing a multiplayer non-zero-sum game in which each party was able to obtain part of their objectives, but also would have to give up part of their goals.  

WORKING GROUP DEBATES


The working group debates were limited to discussions of three principal options, labelled A, B, and C, which were drafted by McNaughton, Forrestal and Bundy at the onset of the planning meetings.
 These were: 

 A) Continue on present lines; B) Present policies plus a systematic program of military pressures against the North, meshing at some point with negotiations, but with pressure actions to be continued until we achieve our central present objectives; C) Present policies plus additional forceful measures and military moves, followed by negotiations in which we would seek to maintain a believable threat of still further military pressure but would not actually carry out such pressures to any marked degree during the negotiations. 
 

According to all three options, the termination of hostilities was to be based on some form of negotiated settlement, and not military victory over the adversary and the destruction of his war making capabilities. Force was a tool of persuasion, not an instrument for the military defeat of an opponent. There were also no options that hinted at unilateral US withdrawal. Despite George Ball’s arguments to accept that South Vietnam was a lost cause, the option to leave the Government of Vietnam to its fate was not entertained within the scope of this working group, even if some of the principal planners secretly harboured grave doubts about American prospects for success. 

It is clear through the working drafts that McNaughton drove much of the analysis and discussion; the working group was ostensibly a meeting to discuss McNaughton’s proposals. Furthermore, from the onset, all three of the original drafters were strongly pre-disposed towards the third course of action, option C, which would have inevitably shaped the subsequent discussions and analysis. 
 

One of the main questions that the planning team struggled with during the working group was how to address the China problem. The planners viewed China as an expansionist power, and whatever course of action was chosen, it would have to be executed in a way so as to avoid provoking a strong Chinese response. The members of the working group expected some form of Chinese response in the form of material support and some limited military support, but they desperately wanted to avoid a repeat of Korea. On November 4, Michael Forrestal sent Bundy a memorandum in which he succinctly outlined expected Chinese reaction and the need to contain the spread of Chinese influence in the region. He stated, “I think it is difficult to conceive of the effects of an American partial withdrawal in Southeast Asia without taking into account the effect this would have on Chinese policy.”
 Forrestal believed that Communist China was under internal pressure to expand its ideology and influence in its periphery, which was the main reason that South Vietnam was under threat. US efforts in the region, therefore, needed to be directed at containing China. He recognized that a Chinese regional expansion was to a certain extent inevitable, but he believed it could be managed in such a way as to retain a degree of US influence in the region. He thought the best hope would be to establish non-aligned ‘Titoist’ regimes along the Chinese periphery that were Western oriented by maintained good diplomatic relations with China.
 The China question loomed so large for the planners that it had to be addressed in every working draft since the strength and weakness of the proposed options rested in large part on how they estimated China would react. 


On November 6, in the second draft proposal, the options were modified slightly to make the second and third option more distinct. The second option became more direct and forceful. It was now described as: 

Fast/full squeeze. Present policies plus a systematic program of military pressures against the North, meshing at some point with negotiations, but with pressure actions to be continued at a fairly rapid pace and without interruption until we achieve our central present objectives.
  

The timing and intensity of the bombing was now highlighted in the second option. The third option was modified to become:

Progressive squeeze-and-talk. Present policies plus an orchestration of communications with Hanoi and a crescendo of additional military moves against infiltration targets, first in Laos and then in the DRV, and then against other targets in North Vietnam. The scenario would be designed to give the US the option at any point to proceed or not, to escalate or not, and to quicken the pace or not.
 

This option began to highlight the gradual escalatory nature of the coercive pressures and emphasised the attendant communication strategy. 


The analysis of option C continued apace. On November 7, McNaughton provided a 3rd draft copy of his action for South East Asia memo in which he compared option C and option A.
 McNaughton argued that option C was more likely to lead to a successful outcome for the US, but he also admitted that it also was more risky, had the greater chance to lead to escalation, and as such also was more likely to lead to a very bad outcome. Option C, however, would preserve the image of the US as a reliable and committed security partner. McNaughton claimed that option C: 

would demonstrate that US was a ‘good doctor’ willing to keep promises, be tough, take risks, get bloodied, and hurt the enemy badly. OPTION C stands a better chance of avoiding appearances which will affect judgements by, and provide pretexts to, other nations regarding US power, resolve and competence, and regarding how the US will behave in future cases of particular interest to those nations.
 

For McNaughton American credibility as a reliable security partner remained the key consideration; without it future US threats and promises would not deter would be adversaries. For deterrence and compellence to work the US needed to demonstrate a willingness to use force when required, but in a controlled and calculated fashion.


Bill Bundy added that options B and C were very similar in that they could commence in a similar fashion before a decision was made to hasten the escalation or maintain the gradual intensification. They both relied on a negotiated settlement, but option C entailed greater compromise. Option C was, in essence, “a medium risk/medium hope of accomplishment option.”
 The differentiating factors were risk tolerance and acceptance of compromise. 


On November 10, Bundy circulated a memo to the working group members that was written by McNaughton and provided a detailed analysis of option C.
 He emphasized that this option was to provide the US with as much control as possible. It would give the President the option to either increase military pressure as needed or to reduce pressure in order to proceed with negotiations, all while maintaining the threat of additional pressure if there was no sign of compliance.
 


McNaughton believed that creating a favourable atmosphere for further military action was required before engaging in what he envisioned as a three-phase approach. The first phase would largely involve a continuation of the present program, including 34A operations, De Soto patrols, armed reconnaissance in Laos, and unarmed reconnaissance in the DRV. The second phase would see the inclusion of low-level reconnaissance in the DRV with the view that these reconnaissance packages would also have the option of striking infiltration routes. According to McNaughton, “These actions, actually hitting the DRV on an overt basis, would constitute the first real break point in terms of both the beginning of real pressures on the DRV and international pressures for negotiation.”
 Most of the analysis in the memorandum was concerned with the strength and weakness of various negotiating options. McNaughton expected that the international pressure to begin negotiations once the bombing started would be so great as to be unavoidable. He did not, however, foresee that negotiations at this stage would produce favourable results, thereby necessitating a third phase of bombing, which would entail greater military pressures, to include striking targets on the JCS 94 target list.
 


Option C was favoured because it was a more “hopeful” option than option A and was less risky than option B.
 Implicit in the option A analysis was a greater willingness to accept that the situation would be lost and to allow the country to be assimilated by the North. It was both viewed as fatalistic and defeatist. The risks associated with rapid escalation were considerable as the planners believed that an aggressive Chinese intervention was entirely conceivable. Ironically, one of the main cons for option C was a fatalistic admission that option C was not likely to achieve the US objectives in the end.
 


On November 10, Harold Ford of the CIA provided commentary on McNaughton’s draft proposal, pointing out that there was inconsistency with the manner in which the US would signal its intentions insofar as the signalling aspect of option B and C were conflated.
 He also pointed out that they would have to be very careful with the signals they were sending to the Government of Vietnam as it would appear to them that the US was looking for a negotiated way out of its involvement, which would have a demoralizing effect. Ford was not committed to one course of action over another, but did suggest that the working group was overly dismissive of option A.  


Robert Johnson also provided commentary on McNaughton’s draft proposal on November 10, and also felt that options C and B were conflated. Of option C, he said, “Isn’t it possible that this program of action will get us most of the disadvantages of Track B without giving us it’s hoped for advantages because of our unwillingness to carry the actions through to its ultimate conclusion?”
 Like Ford, he did not think the signals that the US were sending would be clear to the DRV, and that it would be understandable for them to view option C and option B as one in the same. His main concern was that overt military operations as outlined in option B and C would entail US ownership of the conflict and that this would force the US to see it through to a favourable conclusion or else risk US credibility, as much so if not more than doing nothing at all. 


Johnson did not think that the gradual approach would provide sufficient pressure on the DRV to make them willing to accept the US position during negotiations, which would in turn force the US to increase the pressure by more aggressive bombing. This would in turn lead the DRV to conclude that negotiations were fruitless and escalate their use of force as a means of counteracting US pressures. The escalation of US bombing would bring undesired negative pressures both domestically and internationally, which would in turn lead to a dampened bombing effort. He advocated for a more muscular option A in which the threat of intensification was given more weight, while avoiding an escalatory spiral. Accordingly, bombing would be confined to retaliatory strikes rather than as a part of an independent pressure campaign.
  In doing so he was one of the only planners to put forth a compelling argument for option A. 


In private, McNaughton’s belief about the efficacy of the gradual approach was not that different than what Robert Johnson articulated. Like Johnson, McNaughton foresaw option C blending with option B at some point down the road.  According to Ellsberg, McNaughton did not think that the gradual approach would be that much more effective than the JCS more aggressive approach. McNaughton was not as concerned about efficacy, but about limiting the destruction, having resigned himself to the inevitability of some form of bombing. Ellsberg recalled:

Aside from the issue of aggression involved in the planning for provocation, I believed, as McNaughton did privately, that this graduated approach to bombing was not a whole lot better than the JCS plan for an initial full scale attack. I thought it was likely to come to the same thing eventually. Still, given that some form of bombing seemed inevitable, McNaughton’s proposal slowed the progression toward the most destructive and dangerous forms.

McNaughton was intent on keeping the JCS in check and to limit the extent of the bombing damage as much as was feasible while still achieving minimum US objectives. McNaughton, like his boss McNamara and many others amongst the civilian security advisors, had grown leery of the persistent advocacy of application of maximum destructive force by the military leadership.
 


As the working group continued to refine their analysis they uncovered further difficulties with the proposed options. Negotiations were central to all three options since there was no consideration given to invading and taking over DRV militarily. As such, the DRV would have to be pressured into discontinuing its support of the insurgency through infiltration of men, weapons and supplies to the South. The negotiated agreement that the US would seek would require that this infiltration cease. However, because of its covert nature, it was very difficult to detect or monitor. The US would rest a major part of its bargaining conditions on the cessation of an activity that by its nature could not be verified with any degree of certainty. In the context of option B, which entailed aggressive military pressure, the means by which to ascertain DRV compliance would be lacking, so bombing would have to be stopped on good faith, which was ludicrous under the circumstances.
 The US would have not been able to hold the DRV accountable and the DRV would not have been able to demonstrate compliance with any degree of certainty. The fact that the larger part of the NLF was indigenous also made it difficult to hold the DRV accountable or ascertain compliance with any degree of certainty. The US negotiating position, upon which options B and C rested, was fraught with complicating factors; the success or failure of a coercive approach would be very difficult to measure. 


The working group members also believed that a firm Presidential statement on US intentions and efforts were vital to the success of either option B or C. A speech from the President would have several distinct audiences, so the message would have to be tailored carefully. He would be simultaneously speaking to the American public, Congress, US allies, the RVN government and people, the DRV leadership, China and Russia. According to draft documents: 

A speech by the President would need to reassure the American people and the work that our aim is still peace, but that military action against North Viet-Nam is both justified and necessary to force a decision on the part of the North to halt its support and direction of the aggression in South Viet-nam.
 
Presidential communication remained an important component of the coercive strategy through to the President’s April 1965 Johns Hopkins speech when he explicitly articulated the threats and incentives towards a negotiated settlement. 


The majority of the proposal for option B focused on negotiations – when they should occur, where, under what guise, what the US position should be, and likely reactions.
 The diplomatic component of this option was given far more consideration by the group than the military component. It was assumed that the maximum pressure tactic would work to some degree. It was also anticipated that there would be significant international backlash, and that some form of conference would be initiated. The timing would be important because the conference could not commence until it was evident that the DRV was ready to make a compromise and come to an agreement. Otherwise the bombing destruction would have been for naught. 


Further consideration of option B consisted of an analysis of communist escalation in response to intensified US pressures. Using language straight out of Schelling, in a November 13 draft the working group surmised that, “Hanoi might decide that the pain it was incurring was greater than the gains of continuing its present strategy in South Viet-nam.” 
  The working group members were trying to determine what the coercive tipping point would be for the DRV, and if there was even one at all. 

The fear of Chinese intervention was pervasive in the documents drafted by the civilian advisors. It was the key unknown variable and a major planning consideration, arguably the principal consideration since it was the planning factor that largely differentiated option B and option C. Bill Bundy did not think that a Chinese ground offensive into Vietnam was likely, but he did not think that it could be discounted either.
 He also thought the Chinese might intervene in Laos instead. Uncertain of Chinese decision variables, he was concerned that, “Peiping might so intervene either for reasons that seem irrational to us or because it miscalculated the objectives of US moves in the area.”
 He added that, “Communist China’s capability for conducting a ground war in adjacent areas of Southeast Asia is formidable.”
 He did think that it was more likely that China would deploy combat aircraft to the North to assist in air defense, which in turn carried risk of escalation into a major war on the scale of Korea.

They thought that, although option B was more likely to move Hanoi to the conference table with a greater sense of urgency than option C, which carried the risk of a prolonged conflict, option B also carried a much greater risk of heightened conflict with the DRV and Communist China. 
 Further considerations were given to the manner and intensity of the communist’s retaliatory options and likely US responses. They anticipated communist reaction would consist of one or more classes of action:  intensified VC insurgency; DRV or Chinese air attacks; a DRV ground offensive in the South; or a combined Chinese and DRV ground offensive in the South. 
 Against each of these retaliatory options, US responses were considered, to include major combat force deployment to halt a communist ground force offensive. The planners were clear-sighted in the kinds of risks involved with US escalation.


The analysis of option C, also dated November 13, contained most of the same planning factors as the analysis of option B, including detailed consideration of negotiating options and concerns about communist retaliation. The central operating principle behind option C was that it was intended to offer the US the greatest control of escalation, allowing it to ramp up or dial down the pressure according to DRV compliance and “to permit interruption at some appropriate point or points for negotiations, while seeking to maintain throughout a credible threat of further military pressures should such be required.”
 The main differentiating factor was that option C would begin with reconnaissance flights into Laos and the DRV that would seek out infiltration routes, and would gradually become armed reconnaissance flights that would detect infiltration activities and then strike at those targets.
 Despite the level of controls that option C entailed, Bill Bundy and the lead planners still viewed it pessimistically. Bundy concluded, “The course of action probably cannot achieve our full objectives even in the best case. The course of action has lesser risks of major military actions than Option B, but such risks cannot by any means be eliminated.”
 Option C was coming to the fore as the best of the series of bad options they were considering. 

By way of a conclusion to the analysis of the different options assembled on November 13 amounted to a proposal for immediate actions in the following weeks. What Bill Bundy and his team proposed was essentially the start of option C while waiting for a decision as to which option to pursue. They advised aggressive De Soto patrols, and armed reconnaissance over infiltration routes, while sending clear signals to the DRV that the pressure would be intensified if they did not start showing signs of compliance.


The following day, Michael Forrestal provided commentary on Bundy’s draft memorandum. He added two important considerations that would become part of the discussion going forward.
 First, he suggested that option C analysis  should  clearly articulate that the US would be willing to pause escalatory action, possibly for long periods in order to gauge Hanoi’s level of compliance and interest in formal talks, and to assuage international opinion about the level of aggressive action undertaken by the US. The second addition was the differentiation between communication with Hanoi and formal negotiations. He suggested that the US should be willing to engage in communication with Hanoi at any point, but that negotiations were a formal diplomatic mechanism that the US should engage in only once it had established a favourable bargaining position. 


As the sole representative of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Vice Admiral Mustin provided feedback and commentary on the proposals that reflected the armed services view of the planning efforts. In what would become a standard theme of the military thinking, he suggested that the civilian planners underestimated how devastating the loss of Vietnam would be to US credibility. As far as he was concerned, the US was already committed beyond the point of no return. He also believed that the civilian planners overestimated the threat of Chinese intervention because he thought China would be assuming the greater share of the risk in confronting the US than the US faced with direct Chinese intervention, assuming that the use of nuclear weapons would halt Chinese advances. 
 His most interesting comment, however, pertained to the condition for victory. He felt that the main US objective was to compel Hanoi to discontinue its support of the insurgency. “To achieve this objective does not necessarily require that we ‘defeat North Viet-nam,’ and almost certainly does not require that we defeat Communist China.”
 Contrary to criticisms later rendered by the military leadership, such as Admiral Sharp and Colonel Summers, Vice Admiral Mustin did not argue for a victory solution, but was willing to accept a status quo stalemate negotiated solution. Ultimately for Mustin, and for the JCS, the most important thing was for the US to act decisively and resolutely. The most dangerous recourse was to act indecisively against a determined adversary, irrespective of the risks. 


Although not formally part of the working group, Rostow tried to influence the planning through direct contact with Secretary McNamara. On November 16, Rostow wrote a memorandum to the secretary in which he argued that a greater emphasis should be placed on signaling, and lesser consideration should be paid to the actual damage inflicted on the North.
 The memo was a lucid articulation of his so called ‘Rostow thesis’. Rostow argued that the US efforts should concentrate on sending the precise signal to the North – that the US had the intention and forces in place to inflict far greater pain if the escalation were to continue.
 As a departure from the plans proposed by Bill Bundy and John McNamara’s working group, Rostow thought a ground troop deployment was a necessary bargaining tool; a threat, but also an incentive, which was a willingness to halt ground operations for a willingness to negotiate in earnest. 


On November 17, Bill Bundy sent the draft proposals to the Robert McNamara, John McCone, and the Chairman of the JCS for review, commentary and direction.
 Bundy asked to receive commentary back on the drafts by November 23 so that he could have the drafts ready for the principals meeting on November 24.


Although it has been commonly suggested that it was a foregone conclusion that option C would be selected by the working group and that option A was a throw away course of action, there was, nevertheless, a faction within the State Department that argued persuasively in favour of option A. On November 18, after Bill Bundy had summited his draft proposal to the principals for review, Robert Johnson sent Bundy a 22 page document in defense of option A that he copied to Rostow, Green, Moore and Forrestal.
 His argument consisted of three main points: first, that a robust option A would be as likely to coerce Hanoi into negotiations as option C; that option A carried less risks; and that option A should involve a more robust ground force counterinsurgency effort. 
 Unlike Mustin, he did not believe that US credibility was already at stake, and that by undertaking a more aggressive approach the US would become inexorably committed to a favourable outcome.


Johnson had been highly skeptical of the bombing option and the tenets of the Rostow thesis since his March study, and he was not convinced that it would produce the coercive effect that they sought. Very conversant in the language and the principles of coercive diplomacy, he stated, “On the estimate that…a credible sense of threat may be as important or more important than its execution in creating such a bargaining leverage as can be obtained in this fashion, this approach might buy almost as much leverage as Option C.” 
  He did not think that either option would produce much bargaining leverage, but that they were relatively even in their odds of producing such leverage. 


To strengthen the case for option A, Johnson sent a memo the following day to Forrestal further outlining some of the intelligence to support option A based on analysis by George Carver of the CIA.
  Carver had produced a draft memorandum a few days earlier in which he made a case for a reorganized and resourced counterinsurgency effort. He argued that:

Option A is often categorized as ‘more of the same’; but this label is inaccurate and misleading. It blurs the distinction between palliatives undertaken within the present parameters of our current counterinsurgency program and the actions of a fairly radical nature (although no more radical than negotiations or escalation) which might be undertaken within South Vietnam to improve the position there.
 

Carver made the case that the ARVN was not well suited or organized for counterinsurgency and that a reorganization of the ARVN bolstered by US forces would significantly change the efficacy of the counterinsurgency operations. He saw no real value in a coercive bombing campaign, believing rather that the insurgency needed to be dealt with on the ground irrespective of support provided by Hanoi. 


On November 23, Bill Bundy provided a private memo to Secretaries Rusk and McNamara that proposed a ‘light grey’ view of the consequences of the loss of RVN. In his unpublished memoirs, Bundy pointed to the memo and the subsequent interaction with the Secretaries as the pivotal movement where the decision was made on US involvement in Vietnam. According to Bundy biographer Kai Bird, the memo hit McNamara’s desk like a bombshell and he immediately went to see Rusk to discuss its contents.
 Shortly thereafter they had a private meeting with Bill Bundy. In his recollection of the event, Bundy wrote that:

Differing estimates of Asian consequences had become the core of opposed arguments of policy. Secretary McNamara came early, and was alone with Secretary Rusk when they sent for me. It was not a long meeting, nor was much said – they had had some time together before. Now the verdict was clear and succinct: “It won’t wash.” I argued only briefly, for the day of reflection had brought me to the same conclusion in my inner mind and heart.

 The Secretaries wanted to keep the more pessimistic assessment, and this is the one that they would pitch to the President to advise him to take more decisive and concrete action in Vietnam. For Bundy, “that moment was critical, and the argument over East Asia consequences decisive.”
 The US would commit itself to preventing the loss of the RVN to communism. 

What Bill Bundy was trying to reconcile was the competing views of the likely consequences of losing Vietnam, upon which the decision to engage in RVN security rested. Some of the planners, including McNaughton and Forrestal, were concerned that the Government in Saigon might collapse regardless of US support, but that even if this were the case, the US should do what it could to preserve the US image as a security guarantor. It was widely accepted that if Southern Vietnam became communist that Laos and Cambodia would also succumb to communist expansion, while Thailand and Malaysia would be vulnerable and would not be confident in US support. Vice Admiral Mustin, arguing on behalf of the JCS, was adamant that RVN was a critical node for the defense of Southeast Asia, with consequences in Japan and Korea as well. Dissatisfied with the lack of evidence to support these views, Bundy tried to draft a more specific and convincing argument that “Southeast Asia would somehow stand, if the US carried on strongly, even after a Communist takeover in South Vietnam.” 
 McNaughton was one of the few people that saw the memo and viewed it as arguing for Ball’s position, the ‘get out of Vietnam before becoming too decisively engaged argument.’
 The Secretaries, however, rejected this view and convinced Bundy to no longer pursue it. 

Also on November 23, the JCS Chairman, General Earle Wheeler, provided extensive commentary on Bill Bundy’s November 17 review draft. 
 The Chiefs revised the options, claiming that there were actually five options under consideration, breaking A and C into two separate options apiece. They included a negotiated withdrawal, essentially Ball’s position, as option A, with A prime as the stay the course option. Option C contained two different paces of escalation. As, with previous commentary, they insisted that Southeast Asia was of vital strategic interest to the United States, reiterating that its loss would serve a severe blow to US efforts to stabilize and develop East Asia.
 


The Chairman’s greatest concern in the memo was with option C, which he viewed as the most risky. Underscoring the intense divide between the military and civilian advisors in the Department of Defense, the Chairman was intensely critical of option C, stating that it was: 

inconclusive as to accomplishment of over-all objectives, because it is undertaken without clear determination to see things through in full. Its uncertain pace could permit and encourage enemy build-ups to counter our own. Thus, it would raise the risks and costs to us of each separate military undertaking, would invite further escalations on the part of the enemy, and would make miscalculation regarding the resolve and determination of the United States more likely. At any specific level of intensity, this course of action appears likely to entail the highest military risks of those considered and to foster progressively increasing adverse political pressures in many quarters.
  

The Chairman’s comments summarized succinctly the military community’s wholesale rejection of the gradualist approach. 


Being unfamiliar with Schelling’s bargaining theory, upon which option C was based, Wheeler viewed the options from a completely different paradigm. He advocated for swift and aggressive use of force to quickly and decisively defeat and adversary and then impose conditions of surrender. His view of option B, was the complete opposite of that of most of the civilian members of the planning group. He thought that option B, “Offers the best probability of achieving our objectives at the least risk, casualties, and cost and with the least probability of enemy miscalculation.”
   Not being conversant in the academic theories of escalation that had become popularized by the RAND theorists, he did not see option B as likely to provoke escalation from China or in any way lead to thermonuclear war. The greater risk of escalation, according to Wheeler, laid in the prolonged and gradual approach proposed in option C.
   


Much of the efforts of the working group were intended to inform the principals meeting on November 24. This group, consisting of Secretary Rusk, Secretary McNamara, CIA Director, Mr. McCone, CJCS General Wheeler, Mr. Ball and NSA Mr. McGeorge Bundy were to take the work done by the NSC working group and formulate advice for the President. Part of the material that this principals group examined was an intelligence estimate on the current situation assembled by Bill Bundy and team, which was a composite of the intelligence estimates that they used to inform their understanding of the situation.
 Their estimate was grim. They claimed that Viet Cong strength in the countryside was increasing and that DRV involvement was also on the rise.
 They thought that Hanoi viewed the overall situation as favourable to the achievement of their military and political aims of unifying the country under their own rule.


The Bill Bundy team thought that the question of US commitment was of central concern for the DRV leadership – how committed was the US to achieving its military and political aims given the unfavourable odds? The authors of the estimate believed that they could provide answers to this question through the US posture in the region – they could communicate intent through their actions and words.
 Implicit in this estimation is the notion that the US could modify DRV actions by demonstrating US commitment. In other words, if the US demonstrated that it was willing to commit to the defense of RVN, the leadership in Hanoi would be less assured of eventual victory and thereby be willing to compromise. 


The intelligence estimate also explored the question of the level of pain or destruction that Hanoi would be willing to suffer to achieve its war aims. The authors thought that bombing destruction would greatly complicate Hanoi’s economic development and hurt their war efforts, but that it would not affect their ability to control the population given that the majority of the North Vietnamese worked in the agricultural sector at the village level and would be largely unaffected by a bombing campaign.
 Regarding the value that they placed on their industrial development, the authors thought that, “It is reasonable to infer that the DRV leaders have a psychological investment in the work of reconstruction they have accomplished over the last decade. Nevertheless, they would probably be willing to suffer some damage to the country in a test of wills with the US over the course of events in South Vietnam.”
 As such the coercive effects of bombing the DRV would not likely force them into negotiations. Despite the overall preference for option C, the drafters of the intelligence estimate recognized the difficulties that this option entailed. 


The advice and options provided to the principals, was therefore, fraught with the same internal tensions and difficulties that the members of the working group contended with during the previous three weeks. Bill Bundy sent a memorandum to the members of the principals meeting in the morning prior to the meeting that outlined some of the difficulties and contentious issues that the working group had struggled with.
 The memo revealed that there was intense debate amongst the various camps and that by no means had anything resembling a consensus emerged amongst the group members. They disagreed about the severity of the situation, with advocates of option A claiming that maintenance of the current course was an adequate response given the level of US interest in the region, while advocates of options B & C urged more immediate and decisive action. Advocates of option A also did not think the US negotiating position would improve substantially under the option C pressures, while advocates of option C thought it would. They disagreed about the stakes involved, with advocates of option B, namely the Joint Chiefs, claiming that maintaining a US position in South Vietnam was absolutely vital to secure the region from communist expansion. Advocates of option C had to contend with the contradictory position of pressuring the DRV into negotiations, while relieving pressure during the negotiations, and thereby losing their bargaining leverage. Despite three weeks of intense debate and deliberation, the fundamental divergence of views remained. 


The discussion at the principals meeting centered on the gravity of the loss of SVN to US prestige and influence in the region. Bill Bundy noted that all of the principals, with the exception of Ball, agreed that the region would fall to communist influence if the US was not able to keep RVN free and secure.
 With respect to the proposed options, there was no clear consensus.
  Ball favoured option A and Wheeler, as was evident from his recommendations from a day earlier, favoured B, possibly supported by McCone as well. The remainder, including McNamara, McNaughton, Rusk and the Bundy brothers favoured option C, although they differed in the variant of C they preferred, with McNamara and Mac Bundy preferring a firm C and the rest preferring a more restrained, incremental approach. The policy planning direction provided in this meeting required additional revision and rewriting before being submitted to the President. 


On November 26, Bundy distributed instructions to the working group to amend parts of the draft. He wanted to clarify part of the intelligence assessment concerning the degree to which the DRV was responsible for the insurgency in the South; to ensure the language was clear concerning the immediacy of the bombing attacks for option B; to rephrase the negotiating position for option C; and to insert McNamara’s comments on the next actions in Vietnam. 
 The resulting November 26 draft summary of the “Courses of Action in South East Asia” was assembled based on feedback from the principals meeting on November 24 and was clearer in its delineation between the options.
 It was clarified that option A contained no provision for negotiations; that negotiations were to be inflexible in option B, presenting Hanoi what was essentially an ultimatum; and that the US would put out feelers for negotiations as a part of option C and be willing to accept a compromised solution.
 The revised analysis of option A is noteworthy, because it provided a dismal picture of US prospects.
 Barring any major improvement of the government in Saigon, it was predicted that following an option A program would eventually necessitate a switch to either option B or C. One of the main advantages of the option A program was that if RVN fell apart the US would shoulder less of the responsibility. 


The principals met again on November 27, this time to include Ambassador Taylor, who had returned to Washington to participate in the meetings and provide his recommendations to the President.
 What is noteworthy about the attendance at these meetings is that aside from the secretaries and department heads, the only other participants were Bill Bundy, McNaughton, Forrestal and Ball, demonstrating the value that the principals placed on the recommendations of their key deputies. These men, who worked very closely together, were a part of the decision-making inner circle.  


Based on the minutes from the meeting it appears as though the focus of the meeting was to acquaint Ambassador Taylor with the options analysis and receive updates from him on the situation in Vietnam. The principals were concerned about the fragility of the current government in Saigon, and if there was a possibility that the US would have to go it alone if the government collapsed or capitulated. There was agreement that action should be taken, but that patience was required to allow the government some time to get established. Taylor suggested that “stronger action would definitely have a favorable effect on GVN (Government of Vietnam) and South Vietnamese performance and morale, but he was not sure this would be enough really to improve the situation.” 
 Option C was viewed as the best means to buy some time for the government. The members of the group concluded that the best course of action would be to adopt option A with elements of option C with the view that the more rigorous option C would soon be required. 


Bill Bundy and his working group participants made minor modifications over the next couple of days. The proposal was given to President Johnson on December 1. In line with the approach agreed upon in the November 27 meeting, the principals advocated option A with the view that option C elements begin in the New Year. This was phrased as phase I and II, which is how it would be henceforth referred to by the members of the NSC.
 The De Soto patrols were to recommence along with armed reconnaissance along the Laotian corridor. After roughly a month, and based on political considerations, phase II would commence with air strikes at targets in the DRV. The President only approved phase I at this meeting, holding the decision to begin phase II based on favourable conditions and further considerations. Bundy was charged with writing a NSAM that captured this direction and an infiltration study was initiated that would be used to justify intensified bombing efforts.
 The NSAM that Bundy was tasked to produce, however, was never issued, and as such direction resulting from the presidential decision was passed informally.
 


Thus, with the working group’s presentation to the President and the course of action set for the subsequent two months, the working group’s task was complete and the team was dissolved to return back to their respective departments. Phase I operations began on December 14 under the auspices of Operation Barrel Roll, which were the armed reconnaissance missions in Laos. The remainder of December produced little by way of new thinking or planning for US involvement in Vietnam. The efforts of the new administration were concentrated on preparing the President to set the agenda for his second term in office. The debates and deliberation would resume in the New Year with the attack at Pleiku and the transition to phase II, which was to become Operation Rolling Thunder. 

CONCLUSION


By the end of 1964 all the variables of the debate concerning US intervention in Vietnam had been considered, discussed and built into the subsequent strategy. At the undersecretary level, in ISA at Defence and the office of Far Eastern Affairs at State, the planning and debates were undertaken throughout the year, while the Secretaries were kept abreast of the planning efforts through periodic updates and guidance meetings. As Bill Bundy pointed out, the decision to decisively intervene in Vietnam was made in 1964, although it took the President a couple of additional months to come to terms with the momentum that was pushing the US towards engagement in Vietnam.
  The November NSC working group was the culmination of the thinking and debate about US intervention, and was the vehicle through which the decision was made and the strategy established. 


Their task was monumental because there were ultimately no good options, just competing debates about which were the least harmful options given the situation that the US found itself in. The planners and principals sought to employ a bargaining approach to conflict management; the debate revolved around the viability of Schelling’s bargaining theory as a basis for strategy. They sought to find a way to avoid engaging in large scale combat as much as possible and to bargain their way out of the conflict. Yet, they had few good bargaining points from which to negotiate. They were dealt a poor hand and had to decide the best way to play it.


Schelling’s concepts were employed throughout the debate, and he may have even had an opportunity to consult on the options under consideration. In what is the only documented evidence of Schelling having an indirect influence on the planning group considerations, Fred Kaplan wrote that McNaughton consulted Schelling at an unspecified time during the planning group deliberations and discussed bombing options.
  He asked Schelling what kind of bombing campaign: 
would best ensure that the North Vietnamese picked up on the proper signals and responded accordingly? Schelling first thought that the campaign should not last more than a few weeks; it would succeed by then or, if not, the effort should be called off since it would never succeed. 
 
McNaughton and Schelling tried to determine what they could demand of the DRV that would be measurable and irreversible, that would ensure that US objectives were met without risk of subsequent conflict. According to Kaplan, they were not able to come up with a plausible solution during this brainstorming session.
 


Nevertheless, James Blight, Robert Brigham and Robert McNamara viewed the two-phase formulation as a prime example of Schelling’s principles. Citing the Pentagon Papers, they extracted a quote from the planning documents that clearly correspond to Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict: 

The US must be willing to pause to explore negotiated solutions, should North Vietnam show any signs of yielding, while maintaining a credible threat of still further pressures. In the view of the working group, the prospects of greater pressures to come was at least as important as any damage actually inflicted, since the real target was the will of the North Vietnamese government to continue the aggression in the South rather than its capability to do so. But even if it retained the capability, North Vietnam might elect to discontinue the aggression if its anticipated future costs and risks were greater than it had bargained for.

Hanoi may not have understood the signals that Washington would send vis-à-vis the bombing campaign and was willing to absorb far more damage than the planners considered reasonable because the principles outlined by Schelling and adopted by McNaughton and Bill Bundy assumed that an adversary largely valued the same things and would act in a predicable manner to protect those things.


The planning group has often been criticized for essentially packaging option C, which was McNamara’s pre-determined preferred option, acting as a ‘planning theatre’ to give the perception amongst the dissenting groups that their views would be taken seriously. One of the harshest critics of the working group efforts was George Ball, one of the principals who received their briefs in the principals meetings. He said that they were essentially applying the ‘Goldilocks Principle’ to the presentation of options, proposing options that were both too weak and too strong so as to make the preferred option more palatable.
 Ball’s criticism, however, demonstrates his lack of awareness of the intense debates amongst the working group members, the draft recommendations written by the different camps advocating their position and the doubts that this engendered in both McNaughton and Bundy. Although it is true that their preferred option won out in the end, their confidence in this option was challenged throughout the working group deliberations. 


The debates were hard fought, there was never a consensus view, and the main communities disagreed throughout and remained divided through to the end of the deliberation period. The sharp divide between the military and civilian advisors persisted throughout the debates.  The alternative views were fairly considered. It was never a fait accompli. The advocates of option C were beset with a number of irreconcilable difficulties inherent in their proposed plan and remained skeptical of the likelihood it would succeed. Nevertheless, it formed the basis upon which Operation Rolling Thunder was devised, even if the implementation of the bombing campaign was weaker, more constrained and less coercive than originally designed. 
CHAPTER 6 - STARTING THE COERCIVE CAMPAIGN, OPERATION ROLLING THUNDER BEGINS AND PROJECT MAYFLOWER

INTRODUCTION

By January 1965 the decision to undertake a coercive bombing campaign had essentially been made. However, questions remained concerning when to begin and what would be an acceptable trigger. To a certain extent, the President was procrastinating. He agreed to a bombing campaign in principle, but hesitated when it came time to authorize the beginning of a sustained bombing campaign. Timing was crucial; the bombing could commence only when it appeared as though public opinion would be least mobilized against the strikes and at a time that would least provoke a strong Russian or Communist Chinese reaction.  

Yet the manner in which the bombing commenced and the subsequent deployment of combat troops proceeded in somewhat of an ad hoc fashion, barely resembling the systematic and deliberate approach that was constructed during the options analysis NSC planning group in November 1964. The bombing campaign lost its coercive impact in execution as the President became more involved in operational decisions. John McNaughton and Bill Bundy became gradually less influential in shaping the strategy and policy as the momentum of the war took on a life of its own. 


This chapter explores the lead up to Rolling Thunder, the initial Rolling Thunder missions and the first major peace initiative, Project Mayflower. It includes Seaborn’s December 1964 and March 1965 visits to Hanoi, President Johnson’s Johns Hopkins address and Pham Van Dong’s 4-point program. It demonstrates how the bargaining strategy, informed by Schelling’s theories, was implemented in the early months of US combat operations, albeit weakly and inconsistently, through a combination of coercive pressures, threats and promises, and overt efforts to start formal discussions. 

RVN UNRAVELLING 

Both politically and militarily, December 1964 was a tumultuous month in South Vietnam. Viet Cong attacks intensified to the extent that on their own they would have provided ample justification for US retaliation or escalation. On December 20, there was a military purge of Premier Tran Van Huong’s supporters in the High National Council led by Nguyen Cao Ky and Nguyen Van Thieu. The RVN Premier Lieutenant General Nguyen Khanh supported the purge and dissolved the High National Council despite US warnings and incriminations, thereby creating a major riff between Khanh and Ambassador Taylor.
 Then on December 24, the US officer’s quarters billet in Saigon was attacked, killing several Americans. The attack went unanswered due to the political unrest in the country; the President did not want to enter into an escalatory series of attacks and counter attacks while the GVN was in the throes of discord. Military defeats followed in the political turmoil as two ARVN Marine Battalions were nearly wiped out at Binh Gia between December 26 and January 2.
 

Against this backdrop of increased instability in SVN, Blair Seaborn conducted yet another visit to Hanoi in December 1964. He had nothing new to offer, and carried no message from Washington, but he felt it was necessary to keep the avenue for communication open should the DRV leadership have something new to say. He was instructed by Washington not to seek out meetings with DRV leadership, but was to gauge their reaction to his visit – to be receptive, but not to initiate.
 For their part the political leadership in Hanoi did not appear to be interested in further discussions with Seaborn, reneging on earlier promises that he would be able to meet Ho Chi Minh during subsequent visits. The cold reception he received suggested that Hanoi had also lost interest in the Seaborn channel.


The political situation in the RVN was looking even more perilous in early January 1965 than it did in November 1964. Bill Bundy prepared a memorandum for Secretary Rusk’s meeting with the President on January 6 in which he stated, “the situation in Vietnam is now likely to come apart more rapidly than we had anticipated in November.”
 In the midst of the political turmoil at the turn of the year, Ambassador Taylor advocated proceeding with phase II operations despite the President’s insistence that the situation needed to stabilize first. Taylor’s recommendation ran contrary to the position held by the Commander Military Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV), General William Westmoreland, who for his part opposed strategic bombing altogether. He thought it would be very ineffective and feared that it would only lead to counter-escalation.
 In his memoirs he stated that: 

In 1964 and early 1965, defeating or even containing the insurgency was a question of political stability, and such tangential benefits as a bombing program might produce were to my mind too minor to justify risking a North Vietnamese reaction that might overwhelm the existing unstable government.
 
Taylor and Westmoreland viewed the best approach to address the quickly deteriorating situation through notably different strategic lenses. Taylor believed that the initiation of US offensive air operations would provide the encouragement needed to stabilize the rapidly deteriorating situation in the South, while Westmoreland believed that greater resources applied to stability operations in the South was what was needed to give the government some breathing space. 

NEGOTIATIONS 

Alongside the debate concerning the time to start the coercive bombing campaign was the debate concerning the right time and manner to commence earnest talks with Hanoi. Negotiations were a key feature of the Vietnam War plans throughout the 1964 deliberation and remained a central theme even after the bombing started in March and troop escalation commenced in July 1965. President Johnson and his civilian advisors believed that the conflict would ultimately be resolved at a conference table and not solely on the battlefield. As such, battlefield actions were designed to produce effects in the negotiation and were not seen as independent venues towards victory. John McNaughton summarized this position when he stated: “To change DRV behavior [the] US should ‘negotiate’ by any optimum combination of words and deeds. Words across any conference table should be orchestrated with continuing military pressure.”
 This view held by the civilian advisors was contrary to the position held by the community of senior military officials, who believed that the US should focus its strategy on defeating the adversary militarily, and then the negotiations that would follow would have been surrender negotiations. 


President Johnson’s team, however, realized that from early 1964 through to the Christmas bombing pause of late 1965 the US had a weak bargaining position. Perpetual instability in Saigon meant that the US was unable to bargain from a position of strength no matter how much military pressure was applied in the field or against the DRV. Hanoi did not feel compelled to negotiate as long as it appeared that the GVN was on the verge of collapse. They also recognized that DRV leadership was deeply skeptical of negotiations based upon their experiences with the 1954 Geneva Convention, in which they felt as though they were sold out by the Russians and then were misled by the Americans, who they believed had encouraged Diem to renege on implementing on the Geneva Accords. President Johnson’s war planners had to find a way to convince Hanoi that negotiations followed by a settlement would also be in its interest. 


There were several factors that cautioned against entering negotiations in late 1964 and early 1965. Johnson’s advisors thought that the government in Saigon was too fractured and unstable to start talks. The GVN leadership would have had to have been able to present a unified front against a determined DRV leadership, which appeared far from certain at this point in the conflict. Planners were also concerned that a GVN faction would independently seek to accommodate to the DRV and make a separate peace, leaving to the US to defend a country that had de facto gone over to the communist side. Finally, the US felt that at this stage it still had no counter bargaining pressures. The communists had the upper hand both militarily and politically, so both these factors would need to be changed for US negotiating efforts to be fruitful. 


Nevertheless, President Johnson made the search for a negotiated settlement a key pillar of his approach to the war. In his memoirs he reflects that: 

The fact is that from 1965 until January 1969, we were in virtually continuous contact, either directly or through intermediaries, with leaders in Hanoi or their representatives. Hardly a month passed throughout that period in which we did not make some effort to open the gateway to peace.
 
Operation Rolling Thunder was itself halted on eight occasions, with the view that pauses in the bombing action would be a favourable enticement to begin negotiations.
 

Johnson’s planners and advisors struggled with several key questions, both during the lead up to the air campaign and while US involvement was gradually deepening. They debated when the right time to start signaling a willingness to negotiate would be, generally not viewing their position as favourable for negotiations before the pressures started to take effect. They debated when, how and in what forum to engage with third party intermediaries. They debated the format of the talks, whether they should be held secretly between Washington and Hanoi, or whether another Geneva Conference would be preferable. They also discussed who should participate in discussions and whether to include the NLF in the talks. None of these questions were answered definitively, but were addressed in due course as the events of the US response to the conflict unfolded.

SKEPTICISM PERSISTS 



Even as the US government was about to embark on a major coercive bombing campaign, many of the key planners still harboured doubts about how effective such an effort would ultimately be. There was also a degree of conflation of the intent and purpose behind the coercive and interdiction air efforts, having become blended in some of the discussions. None of the civilian advisors at that point in the lead up to the bombing campaign believed that the operations that they had in mind would cause sufficient material destruction on North Vietnam to force them to surrender. In other words, they would not be able to bomb Hanoi into offering the ultimate concession of ceasing to support the insurgency in the South. Rusk stated in his memoir that, “Although I supported the bombing of North Vietnam, from the beginning I was sceptical about claims that the bombing of North Vietnam would have dramatic effects on the battlefield in South Vietnam.”
 Bill Bundy was also skeptical that limited action against the southern panhandle of North Vietnam would have much of an effect on reducing infiltration, and hence cutting off support.
 Nevertheless, he remained committed to a coercive approach as the best of the bad options available to the Johnson Administration. 


Harkening back to the debate on ground troop deployment during the NSC planning group discussions, Bill Bundy even suggested involving US ground forces as part of the bargaining process. In an early January memorandum to Secretary Rusk, Bill Bundy outlined his recommendation, claiming that the: 

Introduction of limited US ground forces into the northern area of South Vietnam still has great appeal to many of us, concurrently with the first air attacks into the DRV. It would have a real stiffening effect in Saigon, and a strong signal effect to Hanoi.
  

The consideration of ground troop deployment was becoming a more pressing planning consideration as the ARVN counterinsurgency efforts proved impotent. 

Although cynical of the prospects of ultimately saving the government in Saigon from a communist overthrow, McNaughton argued for the need to preserve American commitments and to maintain a reputation as a power that makes good on its promises and its threats. In a January 4 draft memorandum he outlined the two main stakes in South Vietnam: “Buffer real estate near Thailand and Malaysia; and, our reputation.”
 He did not include the preservation of South Vietnam as a democratic ally as a main stake, suggesting that the US posture to confront future aggression was more important than its ability to stop present aggression in a country of little material consequences. He added that the preservation of US reputation was more important than preserving Southeast Asia, indicating how US actions in Vietnam were designed more as a mechanism to preserve America’s global position vis-à-vis communist expansion than it was about Vietnam itself. His disinterest in the fate of the GVN was further reflected in a memorandum to the Secretary of Defense on January 27, where he stated that “US objective in South Vietnam is not to ‘help friends’ but to contain China.”
 For McNaughton, American actions in Southeast Asia were a small but critical part of a broader effort to contain communist expansion. The significance of US actions in Vietnam rested on how they contributed to this greater effort.  

The challenge was to maintain the image of the US as a reputable security partner despite the looming prospect of GVN collapse. Khanh’s actions and dismissive attitude unsettled many of Johnson’s key advisors, especially the US interface with the government in Saigon, Ambassador Taylor, who refused to even meet with Khanh.
 McNaughton was not confident that the Khanh regime would survive, and he estimated that the GVN had two years before having to give into Hanoi’s demands.
 Like Bill Bundy, McNaughton also thought that the US needed to begin phase II operations in order to shore up US position and deter communist aggression. US resolve and commitments were coming into question, not only in South Vietnam but throughout the rest of Southeast Asia. Unlike Bundy, however, McNaughton opposed ground troop deployment. 
  He wanted to maintain the façade of commitment without actually committing. Ground forces entailed far greater commitment and ownership of the war. Recognizing that the GVN was likely irredeemable, he believed that the US was going to need to find a way out of the conflict while keeping its reputation intact; the introduction of ground forces with combat missions and tasks would make that impossible.  


As the Vietnam planners revised their estimates and advice based on the devolving situation in South Vietnam, the President remained unconvinced of the phase II program. Like the Joint Chiefs, Johnson was not a Harvard intellectual, and as such was not versed in game theory, bargaining theory, deterrence theory or any of the academic theories that were popular amongst defense intellectuals, including a large part of his civilian advisors. He was not convinced that bombing as a coercive tool would in and of itself be effective at bringing the conflict to a favourable resolution; he may not have really understood the dynamics of coercion, which contributed to his hesitancy.

In his memoirs President Johnson obfuscated the manner and timing in which the recommendation for the bombing campaign was presented to him. He claimed that: 
The idea of hitting North Vietnam with air power, either on a reprisal basis or in a sustained campaign, had been discussed inside the government, in Saigon, and in the American press for a long time…. However, during my first year in the White House no formal proposal for an air campaign against North Vietnam ever came to me as the agreed suggestion of my principal advisers.
 
While this may be literally true, it is misleading because the idea of a bombing campaign or even reprisal attacks had been suggested on several occasions in 1964, and he had even authorized reprisal bombing attacks during the Gulf of Tonkin crisis. The fully flushed out proposal was presented to him in November 1964, at the end of his first full year in office. The proposal for a sustained bombing campaign was not brought to the President before that time because McNamara knew that the President would not accept such a proposal before the election, which is why Johnson’s election victory was the impetus for the serious consideration of a bombing campaign. Yet even when his principal advisors came to him with a unified proposal, and even when he accepted the proposal, he remained reluctant to authorize the initiation of the campaign.
FEAR OF INTERVENTION AND ESCALATION 


In addition to his disbelief in a bargaining theory approach to conflict resolution, the President was deeply concerned about escalation and provocation in early 1965.
 Despite the prevailing estimate that the Soviet Union would not directly join the conflict, President Johnson and his principal advisors found it hard to imagine that Moscow would permit American attacks against a communist ally without some form of retaliation.
 Both the President and Secretary Rusk thought that an air war in Vietnam would give the Russians a pretext for increasing pressure elsewhere in the Russian periphery.
 A US war in Southeast Asia could carry global consequences that the President was not yet ready to confront so early in his second term.


The Department of State’s position was that the Russians were unlikely to intervene directly in the conflict. On January 8, in an appearance before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Secretary Rusk claimed that the Russians were not going to intervene in Southeast Asia in a confrontation between communist and capitalist forces, because they were deeply concerned with the consequences of such a confrontation.
 A week later, on January 14, the Secretary of State’s position was reiterated by one of the Department’s Russian experts, Llewellyn Thompson, during his testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 
  He claimed that the Russians were preoccupied with their relations with China and their growing rivalry over influence in the communist sphere. US actions in Southeast Asia would be viewed by the Russians through the prism of their growing confrontation with China.
 


Even if the Russians did not intervene directly, their material and propaganda support could have disastrous consequences for the proposed air campaign. In January, the CIA reported that the Russians would likely assist the DRV diplomatically and militarily, to include a robust arsenal of modern anti-aircraft systems such as radars, anti-aircraft artillery, and even surface to air missiles and advanced fighter aircraft.
  They assessed that Russian intervention would portend increased US casualties and increase the risk of miscalculation if the US were to kill Russian citizens either supplying or operating this equipment. This would require greater caution and carry higher risk for an air campaign against North Vietnam. 


Given the acute concern over what form of support the Soviet Union would provide Hanoi and what manner of retaliation they would undertake, there was no surprise that the De Soto patrols, which were intended to provoke a DRV response and hence trigger Operation Flaming Dart reprisal strikes, were cancelled on February 4 because of reports that Soviet Premier Kosygin would be in Hanoi on February 6.
 There were some Russian and Asia specialists in the State Department that thought the USSR would provide a counter to Chinese influence on Hanoi and could encourage a negotiated settlement to the conflict, so provocation of Soviet leadership while they were in Hanoi to discuss their level of support would have been a reckless move.
 Any actions that might provoke or antagonize the Russians, such as bombing raids while the Premier was in the country, needed to be avoided. 


Of greater concern than Russian intervention was the fear of escalation with China.
 It had been a major planning factor throughout 1964, but it became a more acute concern as the President moved closer to action. Skepticism of the bombing campaign coming from Undersecretary Ball emphasised the chain of events that would lead to a Chinese intervention. In a carefully sequenced chain of escalation, Ball described to the President how he thought it would proceed by an accumulation of small steps that would gradually draw the Chinese into the conflict.
 Ball described a scenario with China that seemed entirely plausible to most of the civilian planners, but not the military leadership, who felt confident that they would be able to defeat Communist Chinese forces if they did intervene. 
PLEIKU AND OPERATION FLAMING DART


Political turmoil in Saigon continued through to the end of January, making the situation in South Vietnam even more desperate.  The ARVN leadership managed to oust Huong on January 27 against a backdrop of anti-draft riots in the cities.
 Khanh himself was replaced by Quat in Mid-February. In the midst of the political crisis engulfing Saigon, President Johnson sent McGeorge Bundy, along with a group of advisors, to include John McNaughton, Chester Cooper, and Leonard Unger, to Vietnam on a fact-finding mission and to articulate further recommendations on the prospects of bombing. By sheer coincidence, the trip of senior civilian officials coincided with the largest Viet Cong attack to date. 


Throughout the planning deliberations the lead planners had been anticipating a “VC spectacular,” an attack by the communists of sufficient magnitude to justify US escalation, essentially another Gulf of Tonkin incident. The attack at Camp Holloway at Pleiku on February 7 was just that attack. The surprise attack damaged or destroyed 25 aircraft and killed or wounded over 130 US military personnel. This attack was arguably the turning point that prompted a presidential decision on the bombing campaign and the movement towards phase II actions, because the US now had no difficulty providing ample justification for massive retaliation.  Within 12 hours of the attack the President had ordered retaliatory strikes under the auspices of Operation Flaming Dart. 


There were two Operation Flaming Dart missions flown in February. The first was an immediate response to the Pleiku attack and consisted of strike packages of 63 aircraft that struck the Dong Hoi Barracks a few miles north of the demarcation line.
 The following day a strike package that consisted mostly of Vietnamese Air Force aircraft attacked the Chap Le Barracks just north of the demilitarized zone. Despite prior reservations against provoking the Soviet Union, these reprisal strikes were ordered while the Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin was still visiting Hanoi; the US was no longer able to allow what it considered Viet Cong attacks to go unanswered if they wanted to maintain a credible threat. Although it remains a mystery whether or not Hanoi ordered the Viet Cong attack to coincide with the Premier’s visit, the timing was ideal for Hanoi given that it placed the US in a dilemma – if they did not retaliate they would look week and irresolute, if they did retaliate it would antagonize the Soviet leadership.
  Washington sought to assure the Russians that the timing was an unfortunate coincidence, but the net effect of the attacks was greater Russian involvement in support of the Vietnamese Communists, an outcome that might have occurred even without the Flaming Dart raids. 

The second Flaming Dart mission occurred on February 11 and followed Viet Cong attacks on US barracks in Qui Nhon on February 10, which killed 23 and wounded 21 US servicemen. This time a strike package of nearly 100 US Navy aircraft hit the Chanh Hoa Barracks while Vietnamese Air Force aircraft struck Vu Con Barracks, again, both just north of the demarcation line, making it the largest retaliatory air strike to date.
 Yet, the success of the February 11 attack was questionable, as only 47 of the 491 buildings targeted were destroyed, with an additional 22 that were only damaged. 
 However, McNamara was not deeply concerned with the lack of physical damage at this stage of the air war, reiterating that “Our primary objective, of course, was to communicate our political resolve. This I believe we did.”
 He nevertheless directed the JCS to ensure that greater damage was done in future bombing missions in order for Hanoi to suffer the consequence of their actions. 


Communist reaction to the Flaming Dart strikes was relatively restrained.
 Fears of Russian retaliation to the initial salvo of US retaliatory strikes were allayed to a degree by a cable from Moscow by the US Ambassador in Moscow, Foy Kohler on March 2.
 Based on the Soviet message, he reported that the Soviets were not likely to respond physically to the US action, and would instead keep their response at the diplomatic level. He thought that the Soviets would have perceived the American position as weak in South Vietnam if it did not continue with the air strikes. He reiterated that Russian aid to Hanoi would remain defensive in nature since they also did not want to see the conflict escalate. The Soviets nevertheless started substantial shipments of military aid in February and March.
  China, for its part, condemned the attacks but indicated that only an actual invasion of the DRV would precipitate direct Chinese intervention.


The Mac Bundy team’s visit to Vietnam coincided with the Pleiku attacks and the Operation Flaming Dart reprisals. On their way back to Washington immediately following the air strikes, the group produced a memorandum that reviewed the range of policy options under consideration at that point in the escalation.
 Their report produced no new thinking, only reinforced the prevailing view that graduated and continued reprisal bombings remained the best option to manage the communist threat in South Vietnam.
 The intent was to link US bombing actions to both specific and general Viet Cong atrocities, thereby shifting the focus of blame for escalation away from the US towards the Viet Cong. The report was submitted to the President upon their return to Washington. President Johnson referred to the report in his memoirs, pointing out that it was actually McNaughton who drafted the report for Bundy, which he also often did for McNamara as the voice behind the principals.
 


Mac Bundy recommended initiation of phase II bombing. Although the idea of reprisal bombings in response to Viet Cong attacks in itself did not reflect a coercive approach to the conflict, McNaughton’s approach to coercive diplomacy was apparent in the memorandum.  
This reprisal policy should begin at a low level. Its level of force and pressure should be increased only gradually – and as indicated above it should be decreased if VC terror visibly decreases. The object would not be to ‘win’ an air war against Hanoi, but rather to influence the course of the struggle in the South.
 
They added, “We want to keep before Hanoi the carrot of our desisting as well as the stick of continued pressure. We also need to conduct the application of the force so that there is always the prospect of worse to come.”
 This memorandum contained one of the more definitive statements of coercive diplomacy as articulated by Mac Bundy and presented to the President for deliberation. It reflects some of the language and concepts of coercion, mixed with the language of reprisal, in its simpler form. 

Mac Bundy continued to urge the President to divert pressures to enter into talks at this early stage. He stated, “we should not now accept the idea of negotiations of any sort except on the basis of a stand down of Viet Cong violence.”
 He added, “There is no way of unloading the burden on the Vietnamese themselves, and there is no way of negotiating ourselves out of Vietnam which offers any serious promise at present.”
 Negotiations would not have had any hope of producing favourable results until more military pressure had been applied and Hanoi had become more fearful of the potential damage that the US could inflict.

The report also reflected the pervasive pessimism that hung over the principal advisors at this stage in US escalation. McNaughton and Mac Bundy admitted that this approach “may fail, and we cannot estimate the odds of success with any accuracy – they may be somewhere between 25% and 75%. What we can say is that even if it fails, the policy will be worth it.” 
   The idea was to demonstrate commitment and resolve to show America’s allies that the US was willing to do all it could to preserve a weak ally facing a threat. If that ally failed nonetheless, then the US could at least have shown that it did everything it could in defense of that government. What is noteworthy in the list of nine recommendations for immediate action was that there was no reference to the deployment of ground forces for combat missions or tasks. Consistent with McNaughton’s earlier memorandums, he did not support such deployments as an accompanying pressure to bombing reprisals, since doing so would overcommit the US.  


On February 8, McNamara asked the JCS to come up with an eight-week bombing campaign focused on infiltration routes and interdiction targets that would form the basis for Operation Rolling Thunder a month later. McNamara instructed the Chiefs to focus on targets along Route 7 and south of the 19th parallel.
  The intention for the bombing program would be for two to four combined US and VNAF strikes per week.
 Contrary to earlier plans for the bombing campaign, the manner in which targets were selected became less about any message that the US was sending through bombing, and more about the risk to forces undertaking the attacks. The program also did not have the creeping barrage sequencing that was envisioned by the civilian planners. In the program guidance it stated that, “The targets are attacked in the order of ascending risk to attacking forces and are attacked at a frequency that assures that continuous and regular pressure is maintained against the DRV.”
 In the execution, however, the attacks were not undertaking according to the plan that the JCS developed, but were conducted on an “ad hoc basis, strike by strike,” as the main consideration remained reducing risk rather than pressuring the DRV. 


The President authorized a sustained bombing campaign against the DRV on February 13, and sent instructions to Taylor to coordinate the strikes with GVN. The first bombing mission was to occur on February 20, but was postponed due to the coup that ousted Khanh and was led by Colonel Pham Ngoc Thao and General Phat, ultimately resulting in the removal of General Khanh from government.
 At the same time, the UK and USSR were also trying to reactivate the 1954 Geneva Conference, so bombing was seen to be counter-productive to US efforts to gain international support for its actions. 

OPERATION ROLLING THUNDER COMMENCES

Political turmoil and bad weather continued to cause delays to the start of the program, which finally commenced on March 2 against an ammunition depot and a naval base.
 Bombing missions henceforth were conducted on a weekly basis through to mid-May, striking primarily radar sites, infiltration routes, military barracks, bridges, ammunition depots, rail yards, airfields, POL (petroleum, oil, and lubrication) storage, all south of latitude 20˚. The targets struck in the initial 3 months were not of great value militarily for the DRV, nor did they carry significant symbolic value. The fixed installations and barracks were often abandoned, thereby minimizing the loss to the DRV as well as muting their coercive effect. 
 


When Rolling Thunder did commence, it was a mix of option B and C. It lacked the intensity of option B, but it was against the types of targets envisioned under B, those on the JCS target list. It also did not proceed in a creeping barrage as was originally envisioned under C. The USAF and USN were not permitted to eliminate the DRV air threat at the outset by destroying fighter bases, thereby allowing the DRV to fight back and inflict casualties on US aircraft. When the bombing commenced, it was executed almost as an experiment, in what Alexander George characterized as a ‘try and see’ approach to coercive bombing, as the principals observed and adjusted the effects on Hanoi.
 


None of the principals had high confidence in the coercive effects of the bombing, the execution of which was considered the best of a bad list of options. The planners were not entirely sure how long it would take for Hanoi to respond positively to their coercive pressures. Schelling posited that coercive effects diminish over time, so the coercive component of bombing campaign could only last a few weeks. 
  However, most of the principals roughly agreed that it would likely take six months to see results.
 

As the bombing commenced Washington made another effort to use Seaborn to convey US determination and provide a stark warning of what was to come if they continued supporting the insurgency. Seaborn went to Hanoi from March 1 to 4.
 This time he requested a meeting with Prime Minister Pham Van Dong, who declined the proposal, claiming to be too busy. Instead Seaborn met with the NVA liaison to the ICC, Col Ha Van Lau. Seaborn read a prepared statement that Ambassador Lodge had presented in Warsaw just a couple weeks earlier, which contained much of the same message as before about the US not seeking to invade the North and that it did not seek the destruction of the DRV, only its compliance.
 Col Ha Van Lau claimed to have already received the message from a Polish delegation and dismissed Seaborn’s efforts to convey a message on behalf of Washington. He viewed the American bombing as a way for the US to improve its bargaining position because it was desperate to extricate itself from the conflict, and as such the DRV would not succumb to such pressures. The DRV felt it was necessary to hold out so as to avoid a repeat of the 1954 Geneva Conference, in which a peace settlement robbed it of the total victory it believed it had won.
  Seaborn commented in his report after the meeting that Hanoi had lost interest in the Canadian intermediary.
 Charles Taylor points out that “by this time Seaborn was a messenger boy whose messages were second-hand and stale; it is no wonder that Hanoi was receiving him with barely disguised boredom.”
 The US position had not changed, nor did their message, so Seaborn’s trips had become a desperate hope that Hanoi might have changed its mind, despite the lack of incentive for them to do so. 


Ambassador Taylor was one of the first of the principals to convey a sense of futility with the early efforts of the bombing campaign, pointing out that it fell far short of what had been envisioned when it was designed. In a diplomatic cable to the Secretary of State dated March 8, he said he was concerned with America’s overall posture, and with the behind the scene diplomatic activity of the French and English to establish negotiations at this early stage.
  He stated that foreign interference and a lack of demonstrated resolve, “undercut our ability to convey a meaningful signal to Hanoi of USG [US Government] determination to stick it out here and progressively turn the screws on DRV.”
 As such, he believed that at this stage the air strikes were essentially ‘meaningless’ to the leadership in Hanoi and were not compelling them to change their behaviour in the slightest. Taylor advocated for a bombing campaign consistent with the original design, one that,

Combine the factors, frequency, weight, and location of attack into a rational pattern which will convince the leaders in Hanoi that we are on a dynamic schedule which will not remain static in a narrow zone far removed from them and the sources of their power but which is a moving growing threat which cannot be ignored.
   
The eight-week program that the JCS had developed could be ignored. Reflecting on Seaborn’s report, Taylor believed that Hanoi viewed the bombing as a way for the US to improve its bargaining position, and as such they were intent on obstinately holding out.
 The threat of further pain had not yet been conveyed; Hanoi thought they would be able to withstand the pain based on current levels of bombing and were not yet compelled to adjust their goals. 


In a surprising move, and one not extensively discussed among the principal planners, the President authorized two battalions of Marines to disembark near Da Nang on March 8, making them the first American ground combat formation in Vietnam.
 They were tasked with airfield security, a logical response to the attacks against Pleiku and Qui Nhon the previous month, as it had become evident that the ARVN did not have the capacity to protect the US personnel in the country. It was a significant escalation because it represented a departure from the limited commitment that McNaughton had recommended. Ellsberg recounts McNaughton’s strong reaction to the news of the Marine deployment, “Oh my God! We’re sending in the marines! That means we’ll never get out! The marines have landed! It says we’re going to take care of this, we’re going to win, on the ground.” 
 The deployment of Marines, even with a limited combat role, in SVN augured continued buildup of conventional military forces, deepening America’s ownership of the war and thereby making disengagement more complicated and costly. The move was also a signal to the RVN and DRV leadership that the US had greater stakes in the outcome in Vietnam, they were now more committed to the outcome, thereby raising the costs to the DRV. The US now had ‘skin in the game.’

Undeterred by the bombing campaign and the deepening US commitment to the conflict, the Viet Cong undertook the next escalatory step by attacking the US Embassy in Saigon on March 29. The attack contained tremendous symbolic and communicative value for the Viet Cong, and demonstrated the boldness with which they would continue to prosecute the war. The American response was muted and subtle. The President issued a formal statement indicating that the US would not undertake a specific reprisal against the Viet Cong or Hanoi, but would continue with the current program of bombing. 


In an April 2 memorandum to the President, Mac Bundy outlined a program of gradual escalation and increased ground force deployment.
 In it Bundy advised a slow and gradually ascending tempo of the bombing attacks. The President concurred, not willing at this stage to assume greater risk despite the lack of results from the first month of the attacks.
 The most significant component of the memorandum, however, was the authorization of additional forces to be deployed into theatre, 18,000-20,000 support forces and an additional two battalions of Marines. Coupled with that was an unspecified change of mission for the Marine battalions, which opened the way for them to engage in offensive combat operations. On April 6, the memorandum was issued as formal guidance as NSAM 328. This shift in strategy was carried out with minimal publicity, which provided no additional coercive pressure on Hanoi since it was done without the attendant communication strategy; it was carried out without either a threat or a promise, thereby deviating from Schelling’s precepts. 
  

CINCPAC, Admiral Sharp, was critical of the lack of forceful response to the embassy attack, claiming that it was a missed opportunity to demonstrate resolve and to aggressively retaliate in a manner that would have been perceived as justified by the international community and American public. He later reflected on the event as an example of counter-productive negative messaging – signaling intention and level of resolve by not doing something when the adversary would have expected something more.  He said: 
These terrorist tactics were met with timidity in Washington, and the President merely issued a statement to the effect that the United States had no intention of conducting any further specific reprisal raids against North Vietnam in reply to the bombing of the embassy. Thus, an opportunity to demonstrate American resolve and rally the American people was lost; indeed a fatal lack of will surfaced at the highest level of our government, and our enemies were not slow to grasp it.

Sharp had been one of the most vocal proponents of an option B manner of bombing and was continually frustrated that his advice as theatre commander was largely ignored. His view on how to conduct the war was too much at odds with the views of the leading civilian advisors, and he did not have the President’s ear.
 
Admiral Sharp was not alone in his view that the strategic approach as of April lacked coherence; CIA Director John McCone provided memorandum to Mac Bundy, Rusk, McNamara and Taylor on April 2 that was deeply critical of the approach proposed by Mac Bundy in his memorandum to the President.
 In McCone’s memorandum he was adamant that the ground force deployment would be futile if the scale and intensity of the bombing campaign did not also increase. He pointed out that the limited bombing had no appreciable effect on Viet Cong activity and infiltration; if anything it stiffened their resolve. They had not been sufficiently hurt to be willing to consider accepting terms. He thought that the US would eventually come under intense international pressure to cease the campaign, so they needed to act with urgency if they were going to compel Hanoi to accept terms. He also offered a different perspective on Soviet and Chinese support to Hanoi, claiming that the limited bombing as had been undertaken thus far would encourage them to become more involved because it was a less risky endeavor than they would have previously feared.
 

Sharp viewed this memorandum as a watershed moment in the development of Vietnam strategy. He later reflected that, “this fateful decision contributed to our ultimate loss of South Vietnam as much as any other single action we took during our involvement.”
 He blamed Secretary McNamara for largely ignoring McCone’s advice while pushing for more aggressive troop deployments without making any appreciable change to the bombing campaign. As a result, John McCone resigned in protest and was replaced by Vice Admiral William F. Raborn Jr. on April 28. 

Immediately following the release of NSAM 328, the President outlined his Vietnam War policy in an address at Johns Hopkins University on April 7, which marked another shift in the administration’s approach to managing the conflict.
 Up to this point the prevailing advice from the President’s principal advisors had been to avoid mention of negotiations until they had achieved sufficient bargaining leverage with the bombing campaign. Although these preconditions had yet to be achieved, the President was beset with both domestic and international pressures to demonstrate American good faith and willingness to search for peaceful solutions to the conflict.
 The speech, therefore, was simultaneously directed at several disparate audiences: it was meant to reassure the American public; to show the international community American benevolence; and to open an offer to Hanoi for a path out of the conflict. As such, the speech was a turning point on a few lines of effort. It was the first public articulation of America’s bargaining position; it was the first time the US offered tangible incentives to Hanoi to desist – essentially an attempt to offer something more attractive than the conquest of SVN; and it was the beginning of the peace offensive that became a hallmark of the Johnson strategy.
  


One of the key components of the speech was the offer to invest a billion dollars to initiate a Mekong Delta development project. This was the ‘carrot’ that Henry Cabot Lodge had suggested in 1964 to accompany the ‘stick’ of bombing. In terms of bargaining strategy, the US now offered a compelling incentive for Hanoi to change its approach to the South. Unfortunately for the Johnson Administration, the offer was too inconsistent with Hanoi’s war aims, and so it was not attractive. Hanoi was pursing reunification for nationalistic aims, not financial gains. The idea of a Mekong development project was not seriously entertained again. 


The main proposals contained in the speech were subsequently provided to the members of the seventeen nations who had participated in a mid-March conference in Belgrade in which a proposal for renewed talks was offered to the belligerent parties. Johnson’s address was to demonstrate to the international community the US willingness to search for a peaceful resolution and to enter discussion without precondition.
 If Hanoi was not willing to meet Washington halfway, then they would look to be the obstinate party.  


On April 8, Hanoi’s Prime Minister Pham Van Dong responded to President Johnson’s Johns Hopkins proposals with his own four-point program, which would become the foundation of Hanoi’s bargaining position going forward.
 The four points were: 1) Recognition of the basic rights of the Vietnamese people – peace, independence, sovereignty, unity, and territorial integrity. U.S. must remove its troops from South Vietnam: U.S. must stop its acts of war against North Vietnam. 2) Pending peaceful reunification of Vietnam, the military provisions of the 1954 Geneva Agreements on Vietnam must be strictly respected. All foreign troops must leave the country. There must be no military alliances between either the Hanoi government or the Saigon government, and outside powers. 3) The internal affairs of South Vietnam must be settled by the South Vietnamese people themselves in accordance with the program of the NLF, without foreign interference. 4) The peaceful reunification of Vietnam is to be settled by the Vietnamese people in both zones without foreign interference.
The ambiguity that had surrounded one another’s intentions up to this point was now lifted to a large degree as both sides were now aware of the other’s bargaining position and each other’s objectives were clear. President Johnson was now clear that he was willing to enter discussions, but Prime Minister Pham Van Dong remained aloof about the conditions under which he was willing to enter negotiations – was the cessation of bombing a precondition for any talks, or was it an outcome to be achieved during talks?

The US interpreted these points as the preconditions for beginning negotiations, whereas the DRV intended them to be their opening position. Point three was the sticking point for the US because it demanded that the NLF be involved in determining the fate of southern Vietnam, which the government in Saigon saw as an unacceptable precondition. The DRV later have claimed that this was a point in which they would have been flexible on.
  If it was indeed the former, then bombing pauses offered a potential mechanism to entice Hanoi to the bargaining table for more substantive talks. As such, preparations for the May bombing pause, Project Mayflower would begin following the Honolulu conference on April 20.  

HONOLULU CONFERENCE


Consensus amongst Johnson’s principal advisors was appearing to break down just as the US was deepening its commitments to support the GVN with increased military means. Sensing the need to get the principals back in alignment, McNamara arranged a hasty conference in Honolulu on April 20. For the Secretary, the purpose of the conference was to come to a consensus view on the next steps, which largely involved additional deployment of ground forces. McNamara claimed that he was able to get those in attendance to agree that the bombing pace, scope and target selection at that time was about right.
 In their autobiographies, however, Admiral Sharp and Ambassador Taylor claimed that they had expressed dissenting views, but they were overridden by the Secretary. Sharp felt that the intensity of the strikes represented only a fraction of what US airpower was able to deliver, and that they should prioritize the elimination of North Vietnamese aircraft and surface to air missiles.
 Taylor strongly suggested that the tempo should increase to daily strikes to deliver the message of unrelenting pressure on Hanoi.
  McNaughton’s notes record that there was agreement that the bombing campaign would take from six months to a year to show results, and that it was important to avoid hitting sensitive areas around Hanoi, Haiphong and Phuc Yen. They needed to preserve areas of value to Hanoi so as not to ‘kill the hostage’ as Taylor phrased it, meaning they had to hold out the threat of further pain, further damage.
 The meeting notes were drafted by McNaughton and later revised by McNamara to include more consensus language.
  Despite the disagreement amongst the participants, McNamara presented an image of consensus to the President and in doing so continued with the accelerated schedule for troop deployment. 


Despite appearing to share in the consensus view while remaining loyal to his boss, John McNaughton’s doubts continued to percolate just below the surface. In a very interesting thought experiment in late April, McNaughton articulated a possible criticism of the Johnson Administration’s strategy, outlining with remarkable accuracy the counterarguments to the current course of action.
 It is not clear what prompted McNaughton to draft this two-page document. It was not addressed to anyone and there was no preface to explain why it was written; it simply contains his name, the date and the title. Dated April 25, 1965, it was drafted on same day as his proposed scenarios concerning a bombing pause. It is most likely that when asked to consider what the reaction to a bombing pause might look like he used the opportunity to think deeply about what the bombing campaign would have looked like to those who objected to the US approach. From a bargaining theory approach, he was trying to think about the situation from his opponent’s view to better understand his own position. It is apparent from the draft document that McNaughton had no difficulty viewing the situation from an outside perspective. 


McNaughton’s draft document entitled “Criticism of the Initiative by ‘the Unsympathetic’” presupposed that the US has already undertaken a bombing pause and viewed the reaction from that perspective. In it he questioned the prevailing administration assumption that Hanoi was directing Viet Cong operations. If one sees the conflict in terms of a civil war, the rationale behind Viet Cong actions changes considerably. He questioned whether the US approach to the conflict would be viewed as fair by an outside observer. He stated: 
The US proposal contemplates that the GVN will continue military operations in SVN. This means that the US is asking “a horse for a rabbit’ – the US is expecting the DRV/VC to halt all of their activities in exchange for a cessation of only one-half of the US/GVN activities. Why should the VC give up land and people they hold in SVN (some for 25 years) in exchange for cessation of bombings in the DRV? This request is patently unfair. What would be fair is a total cessation of all hostilities in both the DRV and SVN, a recognition of existing power relationships of the contending parties and the immediate start of ‘unconditional discussions’ (quoting President) on that basis between the GVN and the NLF/VC.
 
According to this logic, McNaughton considered that perhaps giving the NLF a place in the governance of South Vietnam was the only way to resolve the conflict. Outside powers, be they American, North Vietnamese, or Chinese, were just deepening and prolonging the war. In what was perhaps his most acerbic criticism of the bombing campaign, he mused that, “The bombing pause is a patent confession of failure of a bad idea.”
 Yet, the extent to which McNaughton believed what he had written is unclear. It is also unknown whether or not anyone else in the decision-making apparatus viewed the document. That he was able to write it, to represent the opposing view accurately and sincerely, is strong evidence of the doubts that he harboured. 

PROJECT MAYFLOWER

From the very beginning of the planning of a coercive bombing campaign the Vietnam War planners had been concerned that both international and domestic pressure would mount once the bombing began, and as such there would be a limited grace period within which the US would need to achieve their strategic effect with the bombing. Thus, it came as no surprise then when such pressure started to mount in April 1965, just one month after the beginning of the bombing campaign. 
 The President was becoming more convinced by the intelligence reports that the communist position was strengthening and that they were showing no signs of bowing to the bombing pressure, and that stepped-up escalation would likely be required. The strategic question that the Vietnam strategists needed to answer was how to escalate without appearing too bellicose. The answer was to use a bombing pause as the pretext for escalation to place blame for deepening US involvement on communist intransigence. 


Shortly after taking over as the Director of the CIA from John McCone, Admiral Raborn expressed his support for a pause, indicating that breaks in the bombing tempo would provide opportunities for Hanoi to explore negotiating off ramps while still saving face. He said, “We should keep in mind the possibility of a pause at some appropriate time, which could serve to test the Communist intentions and to exploit any differences on their side.”
  The bombing pause was presented as a way to convey an appearance of making sincere overtures towards peace in order to placate those who were vocally opposed to the bombing, while simultaneously setting the stage for escalation upon the rejection of the peace overture.
 


As such, shortly after the Honolulu meeting Secretary McNamara tasked McNaughton with drafting a one week bombing pause proposal.
 The bombing pause that McNaughton drafted on April 25 would largely become the manner that the pause was executed a couple of weeks later.
 He sequenced out the actions that needed to occur leading up to the pause and then during the pause. Two days before the pause was to commence he envisioned that Ambassador Taylor would communicate US intention to the GVN in order to receive its concurrence. McNaughton envisioned a week-long pause unless positive indications of compliance were evident, which he believed unlikely. He acknowledged that the first pause was going to be test to “lay the groundwork for possible later uses of the same technique with better chances of success.”
 He also suggested that Taylor explain that the pause was to initiate additional deployments to the area. The pause was to be accompanied by intense diplomatic activity. The Soviets were to be the first informed of US intentions to seek a resolution to the conflict, and would be asked to urge the DRV to respond favourably to US peace overtures by stopping their attacks. During the pause itself, the Johnson Administration was to message that they were ready for unconditional discussions, borrowing the language from the President’s speech earlier that month. 


McNaughton was not convinced that the pause would produce tangible effects on Hanoi’s willingness to enter negotiations. He thought the most likely response would be negative one, a simple refusal to enter discussions at that time. He realized that the most dangerous response for the coercive strategy that they had embarked upon would have been for Hanoi to agree to talks at that point only on condition that the bombing pause would continue during the talks.
 This would have compromised the US strategy by taking away its coercive lever, while permitting the communist leadership to employ stall tactics. If the US were to continue to employ a bombing strategy it would have looked like the aggressor, whereas the Johnson team sought to place the onus of blame for the war on the communists. 


Having been convinced that a pause was the right move at this stage, the President authorized the pause on the evening of May 10 in a flash message to Ambassador Taylor, urging him to secure Saigon’s agreement to the pause before moving forward.
 Upon receiving appropriate GVN concurrences, the pause was set to commence at noon on May 12. Secretary Rusk set to informing the DRV government of the US intentions of the bombing through his Ambassador in Moscow, Foy Kohler, who was instructed to pass a message directly to the DRV Ambassador.
 The message was pure bargaining; the US had agreed to a temporary cessation of bombing as per the DRV’s precondition to the commencement of talks, but if there was no sign of good faith on the part of the DRV, then the US would increase the pressure on Hanoi by inflicting greater pain.
 The DRV Ambassador in Moscow, however, refused to accept the message directly and insisted that it be routed through the Russians. 

The President made a speech on the May 13, the first day of the pause, in which he again publicly declared an openness to work towards a peaceful solution. He said, 

the second face of war in Viet-Nam is the quest for a political solution – the face of diplomacy and politics – of the ambitions and the interests of other nations. We know, as our adversary should know, that there is no purely military solution in sight for either side. We are ready for unconditional discussions.
 
Highlighting the underlying strategy of the containment of China, the President placed the onus of responsibility on China for the war in Indochina, stating, “Communist China apparently desires the war to continue whatever the costs to their allies.”
 The President’s speech was a clear and succinct expression of US willingness to look for a compromise solution coupled with the threat of escalation for non-compliance. 


Despite a flurry of diplomatic activity during the short pause that was designed to ensure that Hanoi understood both the US desire to negotiate and its intention to escalate if the peace overtures were not taken seriously, the US was unable to discern any measure of receptivity for negotiations from either Hanoi or Moscow.
 Hence, the bombing resumed on the morning of 18 May, thus ending the short experiment with a bombing pause as a mechanism to encourage negotiations. 


McNaughton’s predicted worst case scenario of a feigned effort to negotiate to prolong the pause did not come to pass, but the DRV leadership was able to complicate the subsequent escalation by offering vague and perplexing hints at a willingness to begin discussions. Just a few hours after the bombing recommenced, Mai Van Bo, a high ranking DRV diplomat in France, passed a message to Washington through the French Foreign Ministry stating that, “Premier Pham Van Dong’s Four Points of April 1965 should not be considered as prior conditions but rather as working principles for negotiations.”
 Mai Van Bo hinted that there was a willingness on the part of the DRV to enter discussions, but he was extremely vague about how that would occur.
 


Washington decided to employ Blair Seaborn again despite his cold reception earlier that year, hoping that he would be able to clarify Mai Van Bo’s statements, get a better sense of what was implied in four points as conditions for discussions, and to discern the reason for the diplomatic rebuff during the bombing pause. Seaborn was asked to have another meeting with Prime Minister Pham Van Dong to obtain clarification from him directly.
 When Seaborn arrived on June 3, he was not able to secure a meeting with the Prime Minister, but was able to meet with the Foreign Minister and Deputy Premier, Nguyen Duy Trinh. Trinh was dismissive of Seaborn’s message and accused the US of being deceitful in its offer to negotiate while undertaking a military build-up in the South.
 He offered no clarification to the meaning behind the four points, only reiterating that they remained the basis for the solution to the Vietnam conflict.
 The Seaborn contacts by this point had clearly run their course and proved to no longer be a viable communication mechanism. 

CONCLUSION 


After just over two months of sporadic bombing and a major diplomatic push to begin talks, the American strategy appeared ineffective and led the restless and impatient Secretary of Defense to consider other options. Infiltration continued apace, with reports of a Regiment of the 325th PAVN Division installing itself in Kontum province.
 Hanoi had given no indication that the bombing was having any impact on its decision calculus. The military leadership in Washington, Honolulu and Saigon felt that the targets they were permitted to attack were random and illogical and that the targets that would have produced the greatest military and psychological effect remained off limits for reasons that were not clear.
 They believed that the destruction of DRV air and air defense assets would have made Hanoi feel far more vulnerable to American air power, and thus readier to negotiate. 

The bombing had not prevented the worst case scenario that was contemplated in late 1964 – deepening US commitment of ground forces in support of a failing government in Saigon. McNamara had quickly moved from bombing to troop deployment to keep the GVN from collapsing under the weight of the insurgency. Even though he ultimately orchestrated the bombing campaign, his attention shifted to ground force operations, thereby making the execution of the plan markedly different from the intended campaign design. Mark Clodfelter observes that “the Secretary’s disjointed counsel indicated that he had not settled on an overriding goal for Rolling Thunder, nor did he envision a prevailing objective for the campaign.”
 It was the Assistant Secretaries that did the careful planning and thinking about the campaign, but even at their level there was a lack of consensus and an uncertainty on the timelines required to see tangible results. McNamara’s restlessness, coupled with the President’s skepticism of bombing, caused him to shift strategic approaches mid-course and opt for deepening US commitment and ownership of the war despite the warnings against such a move. 
CHAPTER 7 - STRATEGIC SHIFT: THE BEGINNING OF GROUND FORCE DEPLOYMENTS AND OF COMBAT OPERATIONS

INTRODUCTION

Disappointment with the bombing campaign coupled with a futile May 1965 bombing pause led the President to put greater hopes in US ground forces to stabilize the South. Although the President and the Secretary of Defense lacked a degree of strategic patience to allow the effects of a coercive campaign to run its course, political chaos and successive military defeats precluded them from taking a more measured approach. The bombing pause was intended to provide a pretext for US escalation, although it inadvertently acted as a prelude to an intensified Viet Cong campaign. Near the end of May, a Viet Cong regiment ambushed and decimated an ARVN battalion near Ba Gia. An additional battalion sent in to reinforce the besieged unit was also destroyed.
  Losses continued to mount in June, which was the scene of some of the fiercest battles of the war to date. By the end of that month, 14 ARVN battalions were rendered combat ineffective in less than two months.
 These devastating losses pushed the ARVN as close to its breaking point as any point in the war, and it presented the US with the possibility of an ARVN collapse.
 In the aftermath of the June 12 overthrow of the Quat government and the installation of Air Vice Marshall Nguyen Cao Ky as Prime Minister and Major General Nguyen Van Thieu as Chief of State on June 21, the pressure on the Johnson Administration to deploy substantially more ground forces mounted. These events spurred a series of meetings and recommendations in July on the deployment of ground forces and what role air power would play in the expanded war efforts. 

This period, from July to December 1965, marks a shift in strategy from a half-hearted effort at coercion and gradual escalation to a ground force campaign that was designed to stabilize the South without provoking a full-scale invasion from the NVA or the Chinese Communists. Although there were still hopes that continued bombing would have a coercive effect, the way the air campaign was conducted shifted to more of an interdiction campaign with the view that by stopping the flow of personnel and material to the South the insurgency would be easier to contain. Although discouraged by the lack of results of the first bombing pause, the administration principals still held out hope that a longer pause at the right time could encourage Hanoi to come to the bargaining table, especially as the US had raised the ante by adding combat troops. They were still holding on to a bargaining strategy while laying the groundwork for a strategy of attrition.

The December bombing pause was the last hope for the use of air power as the main lever in a bargaining strategy. McNaughton played a lead role in the planning efforts, and drew heavily upon Schelling’s principles in its design. It was McNaughton’s last chance to apply Schelling’s concepts to the war strategy, it was his last chance to limit US commitment to what he progressively viewed as a lost cause. 
THE FATEFUL DECISION: EXTENSIVE GROUND FORCE DEPLOYMENTS


Irrespective of the deteriorating situation in the South and the failure of the US strategy to date, the embassy in Saigon was still reticent to increase the US ground force presence. In a conversation recorded between the Deputy Ambassador in Vietnam, Alexis Johnson, and McNaughton dated June 25, Johnson explained that he believed there was a point of diminishing returns when it came to increased US personnel in theatre.
 He stated that, “the more US troops there are the more likely it is that the feeling, just beneath the surface, against ‘outsiders’ will come through in the form of apparent and obvious resentment.”
 The addition of US ground forces would change the nature of the US presence in the country and hence the relationship the Americans in country would have with its hosts. Johnson thought that the continuation of the bombing campaign was the best option and that the level of bombing was about right, but he disagreed with Ambassador Taylor’s view on the regularity of the strikes, advocating for random pauses to upset the pattern. 


The die had been cast, however, as the principal planners in State and Defense worked on concurrent augments in support of a dramatic escalation of ground troops. On July 1, Bill Bundy drafted a memorandum arguing for a “Middle Way” course of action.
 He concurred with MACV, General Westmoreland, on the need to deploy additional ground combat forces. His views on bombing were consistent with the other principal planners as he maintained that strikes against Hanoi and Haiphong should still be avoided. He offered three main reasons: first, bombing Hanoi would stiffen their resolve, not diminish it; second, it could provoke Russia and China to become more involved in the conflict, either directly or indirectly; third, it would diminish America’s international reputation and likely draw severe condemnation. He agreed with the current plan to incorporate the 18 manoeuvre battalions into South Vietnamese defensive infrastructure, but he advocated for a deferral of the 44 battalions recommended by Westmoreland until the US ground forces gained more combat experience in jungle warfare and the diplomatic efforts had more time to bear fruit.


Also on July 1, Secretary McNamara recommended to the President an additional ground troop deployment of 175,000 regulars and the activation of 100,000 reservists. He also advocated for an increase in bombing pressure that would focus on interdiction of material into DRV, including rail lines to China, port facilities, POL storage, airfields and surface to air missile (SAM) sites.
 Rusk and Mac Bundy, however, were not as convinced of the need for intensified interdiction efforts, fearing that the proposed increase would be too risky.
 
President Johnson sent McNamara to South Vietnam on July 14 in order to validate the recommendations by gaining a better appreciation of the situation on the ground. In preparation for that trip, McNaughton provided the Secretary a draft memorandum outlining the position of ISA.
  McNaughton acknowledged, in a very somber analysis of the situation, that year on year the military situation was deteriorating, and that the last few weeks had seen a quickening of actions by the communist forces that needed a forceful US response if the GVN was to survive. His analysis largely consisted of a comparison of what kind of forces the US would need to either defeat the communist insurgency in South Vietnam or those needed for a compromised solution.
 He predicted that for the US to supress the insurgency in South Vietnam the deployment of upwards of 400,000+ ground forces might be required. Even so, he estimated that the chances of success by 1968 even with over 400,000 ground forces would be 50/50, with a 20 percent chance that the government in Saigon would collapse. The chances for success of a compromised solution would be 70 percent. For McNaughton, the most likely way for the US to get out of Vietnam with the US reputation intact was for some manner of compromise that would see a power sharing arrangement in the South. He considered whether a 60 percent chance of compromise would be better than a 40 percent chance of defeating the insurgency, and concluded that it would be if the compromise was tolerable.
 

Although McNaughton did not detail air actions in this memo, he continued to advocate for an aggressive bombing campaign that would concentrate on interdiction targets while avoiding population targets and other politically sensitive targets such as SAM sites. He thought that the Russians and Chinese would be unlikely to intervene directly at this point, but actions that might provoke Chinese reactions, such as a naval blockade, or the invasion of DRV, should nevertheless be avoided.
 As with McNaughton’s other evaluations throughout this stage of the planning, it was a somber assessment, but not altogether defeatist.


When he returned on July 20, McNamara sent the President a report of his findings that included a toned-down recommendation on the expanded air campaign. He no longer recommended strikes on targets near Hanoi and Haiphong, the transport links to China, port facilities, POL storage, airfields and SAM sites. He also changed his mind on the mining of Haiphong harbour, reserving this action for future reprisals as required.


The memorandum borrowed some of the language and phrases of the draft that McNaughton prepared before the trip. It is noteworthy that McNamara did not include the estimate for troop deployments of upwards of 400,000+ as McNaughton had, and he also omitted McNaughton’s estimations of the likelihood of success. McNamara advocated for an additional 20 combat battalions to be deployed through to October 1965, which would bring the numbers of US troops in theatre from roughly 75,000 to 175, 000 with the prospect of additional troop deployments in 1966. The recommended approach to the air campaign was only a modest increase, notably toned down from his position earlier in the month. The focus would be on interdiction and targets that were directly tied to supporting the insurgency in the South.
 Other strategic target sets were to be left at this time, but could be attacked for reprisal purposes if the need arose. He also laid the groundwork for future bombing pauses once the combat forces were installed in theatre, suggesting that a 6-8 week bombing pause might be explored to pursue diplomatic solutions. 


McNamara’s estimation of Communist reaction was virtually identical to what McNaughton had provided a week earlier, assessing that China and the Soviet Union would not directly intervene unless they had been attacked or the US invaded the DRV. The DRV, however, would likely increase the number of units it moved into the South as the Viet Cong forces were gradually attritted by US combat operations. In this eventually it would be vital for the US to avoid the temptation to invade the North, as he believed this would be the main trigger that would bring Russian and Chinese forces into the conflict.
 The President agreed with the ground force deployment, but needed further convincing on how to proceed with the air campaign. 


On July 30, McNamara provided the President a review of the bombing program to date. The review coincided with the Presidential decision to accelerate the ground force deployment. McNamara’s analysis was structured on two pillars, what he considered to have been the main objectives of the bombing campaign: to persuade Hanoi to enter into a negotiated settlement; and to interdict personnel and supplies moving from the North into South Vietnam.
 The first goal had not been achieved, and McNamara suggested that bombing was not going to affect Hanoi’s willingness to negotiate. Concerning interdiction, he claimed that it had a disruptive effect on the NVA and Viet Cong logistics, but by in large the communist forces were able to maintain sufficient supplies to continue guerilla operations.  What went unmentioned, however, was that the shift from the coercive campaign as originally conceived to an interdiction campaign was made without debate at the senior level. 

Nevertheless, McNamara has not entirely given up on the language and principles of coercion, and as such the strategy moving forward retained elements of the coercive strategy. In his recommendations on future actions he started with the notion that they needed to ‘emphasize the threat.’ Drawing from the coercive line of argument, he said, “At any time, ‘pressure’ on the DRV depends not upon the current level of bombing but rather upon the credible threat of future destruction which can be avoided by agreeing to negotiate or agreeing to some settlement in negotiations.”
 McNamara was banking on stabilizing the situation in the South through ground force operations as the means by which to pressure Hanoi, while maintaining a credible threat of overwhelming force in reserve. 

By the end of July the decision on how to proceed with the bombing and troop deployment had essentially been made. Bombing was to continue to escalate at a very gradual pace, while focusing primarily on interdiction targets and avoiding high risk, high payoff targets closer to Hanoi and Haiphong. On August 5, as somewhat of an afterthought, McNaughton finished his analysis of the bombing campaign.
 Much of the wording was also reflected in McNamara’s July 30 assessment of the bombing, which indicates that McNamara’s memo was likely drawn largely from earlier drafts written by McNaughton and his team.
 At this point McNaughton appears to have been converted to a slower paced escalation program that avoided undue political risks. His analysis contained a few additional details that offer insight into his thinking on the state of affairs at this junction in the bombing campaign. In the analysis, McNaughton recognized that they were caught in a dilemma concerning the pace and frequency of the bombing.
  For interdiction to be sustained it required a steady pace of operations at an elevated tempo. A coercive approach, on the other hand, required less frequent but more shocking attacks. The main problem with the interdiction campaign was that communist forces would become accustomed to the tempo and adapt accordingly. It might reduce the amount of war supply transported to the South, or at least make it proportionally costlier for the North to send personnel and materiel to the South, but it offered little pressure to encourage negotiations. As such, McNaughton advocated a ‘conditions-based’ approach. If they had indications that the leadership in Hanoi were starting to behave as though they were not going to achieve their objectives in the South at an acceptable cost, then the US should increase strikes on pressure targets to push them further towards negotiations. Until that time the bombing would focus almost exclusively on interdiction, with the view that the tempo and intensity could be increased if the conditions were favourable for a renewed coercive operation. 

In his August analysis of the bombing campaign McNaughton considered what had caused the Communist leadership to rebuff the US peace overtures and under what conditions could Hanoi be enticed into negotiations.
 He considered the possibility that by increasing the US ground force commitment the US would make the quick victory that Hanoi had been anticipating appear less likely. If the DRV leadership viewed their prospects using a rational cost-benefit analysis, then they would conclude that their chances of achieving their goals without incurring prohibitive costs were minimal and that it would be an advantageous time to begin negotiations. But McNaughton was not convinced that Hanoi viewed the situation in this way. It was conceivable that the loss of face associated with giving into American coercive pressure would be a worse outcome for the communist leadership than exorbitant battlefield losses. He reflected that, “It seems quite possible that the bombing program has been a negative factor reinforcing the North’s determination not to negotiate by increasing the commitment to the war and by putting them in a position where they cannot appear to ‘bug out’ on the Viet Cong in the South.”
 As such, the bombing campaign had to be reconfigured in such a way as to make negotiations more attractive, while avoiding offending their honour or appear as though they would be capitulating in disgrace. McNaughton concluded that additional bombing pauses would be the best way to offer the DRV leadership a face-saving mechanism and enter into substantive talks; they would have been responding to a goodwill gesture rather than caving under bombing pressure.
 


The unsuccessful efforts to establish a dialogue led to a surprising opening through Mai Van Bo for a second round of exploratory talks. Contact between Bo and a retired US diplomat who had served in Saigon, Edmund Gullion, was established by a US businessman, Mr. Arkas-Duntov in August.
 Bo and Gullion had four meetings – August 6, 15, 18 and September 3 – in Paris in what was arguably the most substantive set of talks between American and North Vietnamese representatives during the Johnson Administration.
 Like Seaborn, Gullion was sent with instructions to convey the threat of US expansion if the two sides did not come to some manner of resolution. He also played on their mutual fear of Chinese expansion, pointing out that a prolongation of the conflict would result in greater Chinese control of North Vietnam. 
 


The substance of their dialogue centered on the conditions for official state discussions. Bo maintained ambiguity concerning the preconditions for negotiations, reiterating the party line that Dong’s Four Points would need to be accepted as the basis for talks. Gullion agreed with the principles of the Four Points as he understood them, but the two men disagreed on how to interpret the Four Points. Both sides came close to accepting a revisit of the Geneva conference, but remained stuck on the issue of pre-conditions.
  During the fourth meeting Bo made the first substantive comment concerning the bombing campaign, recognizing that it was intended to pressure Hanoi into negotiation. This recognition was proof that the message that bombing was designed to send was clearly received in Hanoi. The reaction, however, was not in line with the intention behind the campaign insofar as Bo reiterated the point that bombing needed to cease before any talks could commence.
 The tone of their initial discussions was cordial and productive, but by the fourth meeting Bo had become more agitated. The contact was abruptly cut after the fourth meeting without explanation. 


Seaborn conducted his sixth and final trip to Hanoi from September 30 to October 4, in which he met with no members of the leadership and had no specific message to convey.
 The Seaborn meetings were viewed optimistically in the spring of 1964 as the only viable means that Washington had to send carefully tailored messages to Hanoi and to glean some insight into how the DRV leadership viewed the American role in the conflict. Yet, after the first hopeful meeting the value of the contact precipitously diminished for both parties as they ramped up their military efforts. The DRV reaction to the final four meetings sent a clear message that they thought the efforts feeble and not worth responding to in a meaningful way. Seaborn was a channel, but not a useful one, and the DRV leadership could detect that the US was putting no substantive effort in using Seaborn to convey actionable messages since the messages that he conveyed were essentially no different than US public declarations.
 George Ball later reflected of the Seaborn contact as “Foredoomed efforts, because we weren’t prepared to make any real concessions. Negotiations at the time still consisted pretty much of saying to Hanoi, ‘Look, let’s work out a deal under which you can capitulate.’”
 Seaborn was not given anything useful to work with, therefore his efforts were bound to be futile.

SETTING THE STAGE FOR THE CHRISTMAS BOMBING PAUSE

Operation Rolling Thunder continued a pace with the interdiction program through the summer and fall of 1965. The next major policy milestone was the debate concerning a more substantial bombing pause. At this stage in the air war the President and his principal advisors debated between three general options about how to proceed with the war. They could continue at the current pace of gradual escalation, which entailed little risk, but also held little promise; they could cease bombing altogether for periods of time in the hopes it might provide a diplomatic opening for Hanoi to start negotiations while saving face, although they had received no indication that this would happen; or they could significantly increase pressure on Hanoi, but also increase risk of escalation with China or the Soviet Union. 


The deep fear of escalation with China remained front and centre in all deliberations and public testimony at this stage. Secretary McNamara was under pressure from hawkish congressmen concerning the risk adverse approach to target selection that the administration had opted for and the subsequent lack of tangible results from the bombing campaign.
 On August 4, during a hearing before the Senate Armed Services and Appropriations Committee he defended the decision to avoid POL storage sites on the grounds that it would increase the risk of bringing China into the conflict.
 He restated the administration’s position two days later in a hearing before the House Committee on Armed Services in which he stated that strikes against targets around Hanoi would increase the pressure on China to take action in support of the DRV and to intervene directly.
 


In order to validate the working assumption that an intensified bombing campaign would provoke China, the President initiated a working group led by the Ambassador at Large for Soviet Affairs, Tommy Thompson, and included Max Taylor, John McNaughton, and Bill Bundy. The group provided a report to the President and Secretary McNamara on October 11, in which they reiterated the estimation that escalating the air war would indeed carry the risk of escalation with China, and that mining the harbour at Haiphong would likely make Hanoi even more dependent on Beijing for overland supply.
  The group thus recommended a bombing pause as the best means of gauging Hanoi’s willingness to enter discussions. 


Although McNamara had suggested in his July memorandum to the President that a 6-8 week bombing pause after the completion of the first phase of troop deployments should be considered, the resumption of discussions on a significant bombing pause did not resume until McNamara’s November 7 memorandum to the President that outlined the options and the rationale for such a pause. The memorandum commenced with what is perhaps the most blunt, frank recognition of America’s strategic intention in Vietnam – the containment of China. He started the memorandum by saying: 

The February decision to bomb North Vietnam and the July approval of Phase I deployments make sense only if they are in support of a long-run United States policy to contain Communist China. China – like Germany in 1917, like Germany in the West and Japan in the East in the late 1930s, and like the USSR in 1947 – looms as a major power threatening to undercut our importance and effectiveness in the world and more remotely but more menacingly, to organize all of Asia against us.
 

The infamous domino theory was a metaphoric way to explain the fundamental Asian security challenge to the American public. The underlying strategic problem was Communist Chinese expansion and the eventual ascension of China as the regional hegemon. Communist aggression in Korea, Malaysia, and Indochina were all viewed with this lens. The ultimate fear was that this expansion would lead to US loss of influence over, and access to the rapidly developing economies of, South Korea, Japan, Thailand, and Singapore. The section of the memo concluded with a reiteration of the centrality of Chinese reaction to US efforts in the region, and the need to preserve US interest in the region.
Fear of Chinese escalation loomed large in the planning because of long-term strategic interests in Asia.


The memorandum contained a very systematic and logical outline of the options available to the Johnson Administration at that stage of the conflict. There were three main military variables available to the US at this point: pauses, bombing, and troop deployments.
  The strategic use of pauses were further broken down again into hard and soft pauses; hard pauses entailed a resumption of bombing unless a tangible reduction in Viet Cong activity was observed; and the soft pause entailed a willingness to continue with the pause, and probe for negotiating opportunities. Rolling Thunder in turn could either resume with a ‘sharp blow’ or continue with the same incremental escalation.  The options for troop deployments were either settle at the current phase I levels, consisting of roughly 225,000 troops, or proceed with an additional deployment of 125,000 troops as per phase II. 


Combining these six options, Secretary McNamara proposed three courses of action.
   The first entailed the least risk of all three variables: soft pause, with minimal escalation of Rolling Thunder and no additional force deployment. This option sought to find a compromise solution, and as such was dismissed out of hand. The second course was a continuation with current activities, amounting to no pause, continuation of the bombing campaign and no further troop deployments in the near-term. This option was also viewed as less than optimal, as it would entail a loss of momentum and risked a prolonged stalemate. The final course of action contained the more aggressive of the variables, consisting of a hard pause, intensified Rolling Thunder and a move to phase II deployments. This was the Secretary’s recommended option. Under this scenario the pause would be used largely as a pretext for intensification of the bombing. It was estimated that the Russians would be less likely to intervene after a sincere demonstration of US willingness to negotiate was rejected. The President, however, was not convinced of the value of another pause at this point and as such no decision was made. 


Two days later, McNaughton provided a memorandum to McNamara outlining some of the differences between the Departments of State and Defense concerning the proposed pause.
 Secretary Rusk opposed both the pause and an intensification of the bombing program after the pause. He saw no evidence to suggest that Hanoi would respond favourably to the pause at this point in the war, and he still believed that intensification of the bombing campaign increased the risk of Chinese and Russian intervention to unacceptable levels. Rusk believed that a substantial pause would be something that could be tried once, and if it failed the chances of it working at a later date would be minimal. Rusk also opposed an intensification of the bombing, or what he referred to as an ‘extrapolated’ Rolling Thunder because he had no faith that any amount of coercive bombing would bring Hanoi to the bargaining table while the situation on the ground in the South was working in their favour. He did agree to the deployment of additional ground troops as part of the phase II program, but the way they were to be deployed should be as quiet and inconspicuous as possible so as not to alarm the public. 


McNaughton concluded the memo with a frank evaluation of both the memorandums, providing a manner of criticism to the Secretary’s proposals that could only come from a close and trusted colleague. He stated: 

I think that both papers set the goals unrealistically high (we should not be fooling ourselves in this respect), that neither memo give adequate emphasis to what Phases III and IV are likely to look like… and the odds that we will have a Phase III and Phase IV (50-70%) and that neither of them spell out a vigorous diplomatic offensive to accompany the military actions.
 

McNamara, however, would not be dissuaded, and the bombing pause debate continued through November and into December. 


Throughout the month of December McNaughton and the ISA team drafted numerous documents for the Secretary that provided a review of the situation and provided recommendations on the way forward with respect to ceasefires and negotiations.
 On December 23, McNaughton compiled the various drafts into one comprehensive document for the Secretary. 
 Their work was amongst the most remarkable, lucid, and comprehensive evaluations of the US efforts to date along with a frank evaluation of the prospects of success. McNaughton maintained a very sober view of the war throughout, always recognizing the strains on US influence in the conflict, but nowhere was this so clearly laid out as in this draft analysis. 


The documents revealed that McNaughton and his team held a sympathetic view of both Hanoi’s position and goals in the conflict. Rather than viewing them as part of a monolithic communist bloc, they accepted that from Hanoi’s point of view they simply sought to reunify the country in accordance with the 1954 Geneva Accords, and they viewed the separation of the two territories as an artificial construct maintained by US intervention and the prohibition against national elections.
 


McNaughton and his staff were also sympathetic to the DRV’s negotiating position. They recognized how unfavourable a negotiated settlement would appear to them as things stood in late 1965. They were also under no illusion of how weak the US bargaining position remained. They summarized the DRV position in the draft of their assessment in Dec 1965, stating: 

Under such a view the DRV must yield, and yield first, on substantially all points in dispute. It must bring itself into compliance with our view of the Geneva Accords while the United State remains in open defiance of those accords. It must give up its bargaining position with no assurance that the Geneva Accords will be carried out. It must abandon to the not-so-tender mercy of the GVN those in the South who have been fighting to unify the country and eliminate foreign military forces, as provided in the Geneva Accords. If one looks through the major points of the Geneva Accords one notices that on each point in which we are interested (stopping terror and sabotage; no infiltration; withdrawal of DRV troops), we would be insisting upon immediate performance. On each point on which they are interested (temporary nature of the zonal line; political unification, no foreign troops; no foreign bases; nation-wide elections; and perhaps ceasefire), they get no performance and no assurance of performance in the future. One should not be surprised if such a result strikes the DRV as neither a fair step towards implementing the Geneva Accords, nor as an outcome required by the present military situation.
 

McNaughton and Roger Fisher, a former Harvard Law School negotiations expert and one of McNaughton’s senior analysts, were under no illusions as to how unlikely the DRV would be to capitulate at this stage in the conflict; the coercive pressure that the US was trying to apply was not painful or punishing enough to change Hanoi’s decision calculus. Fisher aptly pointed out the Gordian knot that US negotiators would have to contend with was that in order for the US to achieve its objectives in South Vietnam the DRV would have to essentially to abandon all of its war objectives – the conflict had the appearance of a zero-sum game to the North Vietnamese. 


In an exercise in understanding the bargaining position of one’s opponent, they tried to view the situation through the lens of the communist forces to determine what their decision factors were. They recognized that above all, the communist forces saw themselves locked in an anti-colonial struggle and sought to free themselves from domination by colonial powers, be it France or its not-so-colonial replacement, the US. The more the US infused men, weapons and money into the South, the more it looked like a colonial power seeking to subdue a genuine independence movement. As such, the communist forces, “are morally certain that US troops do not belong in Vietnam, that in the long run they must leave, and since rather than leaving they are coming in very increasing quantities, that they must be made by force to leave, however long that might take.”
 They viewed the conflict in absolute terms and were ultimately not willing to accept a compromise situation. 


With such a clear appreciation of the adversary’s view of the situation, the McNaughton team recognized the difficulty in developing any means of compelling them to alter their position. They had to determine where the communist’s pain threshold lay, and then exceed it to make the war too costly.
  To do this, however, would be exceedingly difficult as the communists had already committed to victory in the South. Fisher aptly observed, “The rising difficulties are unfortunate indeed, but where principles are involved, slowly and steadily rising costs alone are unlikely to cause men to abandon those principles.”
 The war had become a battle of commitments and the side that adhered more obstinately to those commitments would ultimately prevail. 


The main leverage that they foresaw was the DRV fear of increased Chinese participation in the conflict with the eventual loss of sovereignty that direct Chinese participation would entail.  Its language was steeped in game theory principles; McNaughton’s team described the Chinese variable as a decision factor that both sides sought to avoid, but that Hanoi was more willing to risk to avoid complete collapse. They said: 

The fear of China’s getting involved, like the fear of nuclear war, is a fear on both sides. Both the DRV and we can play chicken. If Hanoi is faced with a choice between some plausible compromise or being swallowed up by China, it may be expected to prefer the compromise. But if the choice is between complete defeat on the one hand or allowing in a ‘few’ Chinese units on the other, it seems wishful thinking to believe that Hanoi would prefer military defeat. Hanoi will ‘know’ that when it comes to pouring military manpower into South Vietnam, the Communists can always raise the ante above the Americans. Hanoi can confidently assume that, once they have demonstrated a willingness to invite the Chinese, the Americans will recognize that they are in a game which they cannot win, and will be ready to work out compromise measures. If the Americans do not yet realize this, the North Vietnamese may say, a few more units of Chinese troops – this time regulars – will certainly convince them.
 

Thus the more successful that the US was in defeating communist aggression, the greater the risk of Chinese intervention, but the more decisively involved the Chinese became, the greater the risk for the Vietnamese Communists of losing their independence to the Chinese. Both sides had compelling reasons to avoid rapid escalation and decisive actions. 


A part of the December 23 document contained a draft produced by McNaughton on December 1 that outlined the rationale for offering a ceasefire.
  He argued that having halted the communist summer offensive and demonstrating US resolve to support the GVN with military force, the next step should be to aggressively move towards a settlement. The first step in achieving this settlement would be a ceasefire agreed upon by both sides. Although it could be politically risky for the GVN, it offered the best option at the time. He pessimistically concluded that, “No course of action has more than a modest chance of assuring a more favourable outcome,”
 so this would at least offer a way for the US to embark on an honourable withdrawal. 


The next section of the analysis went to the heart of the matter at this stage of the war; it was a detailed exploration of the means and rational for an urgent beginning to negotiations. As unlikely it was at this stage of the war to produce a favourable settlement through negotiations, it was, nevertheless, in America’s best interest to begin negotiations in earnest.
 Beginning formal talks offered several advantages insofar as it provided the venue for clear communications on both sides, something that had been sorely lacking up to that point. Fisher pointed out that, “The chances of miscalculation and misunderstanding are enormous when communicating ‘by smoke signals in a high wind’, adding that “the chances of producing an outcome acceptable to both sides are reduced when each must guess the true interests of the other.”
 Direct communications would allow the parties to determine what would be an acceptable compromise for both sides, to turn the zero-sum game that they were playing up to that point into a cooperative game. 


The challenge that lay before the Johnson Administration was to convince Hanoi that it would be better off entering negotiations than it would be with continued obstinacy. Viewing the situation from Hanoi’s perspective, while they were no longer assured a quick victory as a result of US ground force deployment, they could conceivably wait and see what advantages they could gain through continued military pressure on ARVN forces, while the RVN government in Saigon continued to flounder. On the other hand, agreeing to negotiate would carry significant risk as it would make them look politically weak, having succumb to the bombing pressure. They would lose honour, which in turn would make it more difficult to govern in a culture that places such a premium on honour and saving face. 


There were few viable options open for continued coercion as the DRV had become accustomed to bombing and was unlikely to agree to negotiate under the threat of additional force.
 It seemed more likely that they could make negotiations attractive by offering to stop the bombing or agreeing to a cease fire. In any case, the US would have had to provide a specific proposal that was sufficiently attractive as a way to simplify the decision calculus for Hanoi.
 Fisher believed that the offer for negotiations would have to come from a third party, because the DRV lacked trust in American intentions.
 The window of opportunity would also have to have a limit, it could not be open ended; otherwise the DRV would have no reason not to prevaricate. Fisher thought that a renewed Geneva conference chaired jointly by the UK and USSR would have been the most likely mechanisms to successfully launch negotiations.
 He even suggested sending Avril Harriman to Hanoi as a special representative to have direct talks with the DRV leadership. If, as it seemed likely, negotiations did not bear fruit at this time, beginning talks would clear up misperceptions and mutual misunderstandings and pave the way for eventual reconciliation.
 

CONCLUSION


As 1965 drew to a close, the American Vietnam planners, strategists and decision makers remained as perplexed about how to proceed as they had been a year earlier. Coercion had essentially failed, or at least it failed in the way it was employed. Interdiction was bearing little fruit as the movement of men and supplies into SVN proceeded with little disruption. Hanoi remained obstinately unwilling to enter any manner of formal talks. The ground force deployment of close to 200,000 troops blunted the Viet Cong offensive and bolstered the ARVN efforts, but the addition of US ground forces entailed a deepening of US commitment in the war, an eventuality that the principals sought to avoid a year earlier. 

America’s bargaining strategy had shifted. It was generally accepted that the gradual squeeze approach advocated a year earlier was not going to work and that they were not going to be able to compel Hanoi to give up its war aims through the threat of pain, violence and destruction. The proposition now offered to Hanoi was that their hopes for a quick victory in the South had been thwarted and that they would have to negotiate with the US if they wanted to avoid a prolonged and costly war. The continued bombing campaign coupled with ground troop deployments provided the US with two bargaining chips that they could offer an enticement to negotiate and incentives for Hanoi to modify its war aims. The pauses, especially the Christmas pause, were a part of the bargaining strategy because it offered Hanoi an opening to enter negotiations while saving face, while preserving its reputation amongst its people. Schelling’s concept that conflict is essentially a bargaining process, remained the central strategic principle for Secretary McNamara and his circle of trusted advisors. 
CHAPTER 8 - RECONCILING ARMS AND INFLUENCE WITH THE VIETNAM WAR PLANNING

INTRODUCTION


While Schelling’s first major work, Strategy of Conflict, laid out the principles of strategic bargaining and introduced the notion that game theory could be applied to defence and security problems, his second major work, Arms and Influence, provided a far clearer and more extensive theoretical examination of coercive diplomacy. There is a strong correlation between the language and principles articulated in Arms and Influence and those employed in the debates amongst the Johnson principals on strategy formation and escalation, especially amongst those in the McNamara, Mac Bundy school of thought.
 However, Arms and Influence itself was not published until early 1966, roughly a year after Operation Rolling Thunder commenced, so the work itself did not directly influence the Harvard intellectuals on Johnson’s team. The work was probably written in late 1964 and early 1965 and was first presented as part of the Henry L. Stimson Lectures that Schelling gave at Yale University in the spring of 1965.
 This being so, any influence that this work would have had on the Johnson Administration would have had to have been through oral transmission during his consultation work, discussions with colleagues or review drafts.
Schelling himself was aloof concerning his involvement and his influence. In an interview with his biographer, Robert Dodge, he claimed, “I think a lot of people think I had direct influence on Robert McNamara, Secretary of Defense, either because I had access to him, or because he was reading what I was writing. I didn’t have access to him, and I doubt whether he read anything that I wrote.”
 While Schelling is probably correct in his supposition that the Secretary did not read his works, he obscures the facts that the DoD’s ISA department was staffed by people that Schelling did have direct contact with, and who almost certainly did read a lot of what he wrote. McNamara himself has commented that a lot of people in the department were paying attention to Schelling’s ideas, indicating that he was aware of Schelling’s ideas, even if only second hand. 
  

Although it is evident from the numerous references one finds in Arms and Influence to ongoing events in Vietnam that Schelling was following the course of the war closely, it is unlikely that he would have had access to the copious documentation now available to historians to piece together the strategy making process undertaken in 1964 and 1965. Even though he was periodically employed as a consultant, he simply did not have the ‘need to know’ that would have permitted him access to the numerous ‘top secret’, ‘limited distribution’ and ‘for your eyes only’ documents that now make up the historical archives. On the other hand, the degree of familiarity with which he refers to the planning, intentions and debates within the Johnson Administration in the book suggest that he was not relying simply on media reports, he may have leveraged his extensive network of friends, colleagues and professional associates in senior positions within the Johnson Administration, including John McNaughton, Daniel Ellsberg, Harry Rowen, Mac Bundy and Walt Rostow to form the case studies in Arms and Influence.
 Unfortunately, one of the deficiencies of the work is that it lacks detailed footnotes and it does not contain a bibliography, so it is extremely difficult to trace his sources or references. Yet, it is evident that through this network he was able to glean enough inside information to piece together a remarkably accurate picture of the principles behind the strategic decisions and then reflect that in his writing.
 It also appears that he was able to exert an indirect influence on the strategy making through this network, even if inadvertently, by explaining the evolution of his thinking as it stood in the mid-1960’s.

In his hallmark work on coercion in war, Bombing to Win, Robert Pape places considerable weight on Schelling’s influence on the bombing campaign in the first few months of the war. He claims:

Johnson’s civilian advisers believed North Vietnam could be coerced by threats against its population and economy, and they produced what is best described as a ‘lenient’ Schelling strategy…. The key proponents of this scheme were Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, his assistant John McNaughton, Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Maxwell Taylor, director of the Central Intelligence John McCone, Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, Deputy National Security Adviser Walt W. Rostow and Assistant Secretary of State William Bundy. The attraction of senior civilian advisors to Schelling’s ideas was not an accident, since his views on coercive warfare were widely respected within the national security community, and John McNaughton, one of Robert McNamara’s closest advisers on Vietnam strategy, was a dedicated devotee of Schelling.
 

Yet, Pape takes on faith that Schelling’s ideas were transmitted to McNaughton in such a way so as to have a direct influence on the campaign. He does not provide sufficient evidence on the nature of that influence to be able to stand by his claim that the bombing campaign started as a lenient Schelling approach. He takes the nature of the influence as a given, and builds his analysis on that assumption.


Pape’s analysis of Operation Rolling Thunder rests on a tripartite division of strategic schools of thought; he identifies these as the Schelling, the Douhet, and the denial models.
 Each of these models were utilized during what he identifies as the four main phases of the campaign.
 The Schelling strategy was the “lenient” approach, since the threat of destruction was given prominence over actual destruction, and it comprised the initial stages of the campaign during the spring and summer of 1965.
 The second phase ran from the summer of 1965 through the winter of 1966-67 and focuses on denial and interdiction of NVA movement of personnel and supplies.
  It was during this period that the majority of the NVA POL was destroyed. The third phase occurred during the spring to fall of 1967 and was what Pape deemed the Douhet model, which sought to undermine DRV industrial capacity. During this phase nearly all of the available targets were destroyed, leading to the final phase of de-escalation, which lasted from April to November 1968.
 


This chapter resolves the central problem of Pape’s analysis of Operation Rolling Thunder, his assertion that it began in 1965 as a “lenient Schelling” strategy even though the ideas behind that strategy were not publicly available until 1966.
 It examines the remarkable correlation between Schelling’s concepts as expressed in Arms and Influence and the language and concepts used by the leading figures in the Johnson Administration that shaped the strategic decisions. It demonstrates that the strong correlation between Schelling’s principles and the conduct of the war in its early stages can be explained through his network of influence, or in other words, in his involvement in the Harvard and RAND based epistemic community that shaped defence policy in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations. 

ARMS AND INFLUENCE: AN EVOLUTION OF SCHELLING’S PRINCIPLES


Arms and Influence presents a slight theoretical shift from Schelling’s earlier work, changing the nomenclature from ‘bargaining situations,’ to the ‘diplomacy of violence.’  In this work Schelling transitions from a theory of bargaining with broad applications to a theory of bargaining that is more focused on altering an opponent’s behaviour to align with one’s own interests. Arms and Influence is more concerned with bargaining that is accompanied by threats of violence, by the power to cause pain and suffering. In Arms and Influence he also explores the implications of coercive diplomacy to small wars in greater detail than he did in Strategy of Conflict, using the ongoing war in Vietnam as a case study in the diplomacy of violence. 


Schelling claims that the purpose of the work is to outline the principles of the diplomacy of violence.
 Diplomacy had become, according to Schelling, violent bargaining, which is to say bargaining that is backstopped by the threat to cause serious harm in the event of non-compliance. Stating it bluntly, Schelling says, “Diplomacy is bargaining; it seeks outcomes that, though not ideal for either party, are better for both than some of the alternatives.”
 Compromise, as in any bargaining effort, is a necessary part of the outcome. The only time that compromise is not required is when one is able to achieve total victory over an adversary, but the cost of total victory at times is dearer than the compromise made when using a coercive approach to conflict resolution.  “Coercion requires finding a bargain, arranging for him to be better off doing what we want – worse off not doing what we want.”
 Coercion must change the decision calculus of the adversary to ensure that the interests of both sides are more closely aligned, to make the avoidance of war preferable to the cost of war. But in order to do this, the threat of a great deal of violence is often required. 


Central to the concept of coercive bargaining is the power to hurt, which came about with the ability to bypass an adversary’s military defenses and strike anywhere within a nation’s physical boundaries to cause harm.
   It resides in a nation’s ability to deliver a damaging blow to an adversary without direct fear of retaliation; otherwise it would be part of an escalatory war of attrition. 


For coercion to be effective one has to fear future damage. Coercive bargaining seeks to avoid damage as much as possible as it seeks to extract concessions from an adversary through threats of harm rather than through actual harm. The threat of damage, pain, and suffering is more likely to induce a change of behaviour than the pain of loss experienced from those things already destroyed, for without the fear of future loss, one has no bargaining leverage, no way to influence behaviour. A good example of this logic applied to the ongoing planning of the air campaign was the comment made by Ambassador Taylor during the April 1965 Honolulu conference where he recommended against striking lucrative targets in Hanoi and Haiphong in order to not “kill the hostage”, a metaphor that spoke to the need to keep the threat of losing something of value on the table. 
  Schelling states that “It is the threat of damage, or of more damage to come that can make someone yield or comply. It is latent violence that can influence someone’s choice – violence that can still be withheld or inflicted.”
  An opponent, therefore, needs to have things that they hold dear, a fear of the pain that losing those things would cause, and an assurance that one can preserve those things through compliance or acquiescence.
 Coercion, whether against an individual or a nation state, is designed to modify behaviour through the threat of pain. 


Within the paradigm of the bargaining through violence, military force was no longer directed towards the pursuit of pure military victory over an opponent, one in which the adversary’s military is rendered impotent to resist further aggression or has the opponent in control of their capital, and hence sues for peace. Rather, the military under this paradigm is the instrument of violence that can deliver on the threat of pain and destruction.  In a definitive statement of the advent of coercive diplomacy, Schelling states: 

Military strategy can no longer be thought of, as it could for some centuries in some eras, as the science of military victory. It is now equally, if not more, the art of coercion, of intimidation and deterrence. The instruments of war are more punitive than acquisitive. Military strategy, whether we like it or not, has become the diplomacy of violence.
 
This paradigm shift was understood by the Harvard and RAND academics in Johnson’s Administration, but it was not accepted by the military community with the exception of Maxwell Taylor.
 


Schelling was one of the first theorists to differentiate between two coercive forces, that of deterrence and compellence.
 Deterrence is the passive, defensive form of coercion insofar as it entails a threat to do something to an adversary if they act upon us. It is most associated with the nuclear stalemate since the nuclear weapons powers are said to have achieved strategic deterrence, that is the threat to unleash nuclear weapons against an opponent in response to an attack. Compellence, on the other hand, is the active, offensive form of coercion. It entails threatening to use force to persuade an adversary to do something or stop from doing something. 

Against powerful enemies who also have the power to harm in return, deterrence is the principal mechanism of coercion, but in smaller wars in which there is an asymmetry of destructive power, compellence is the coercive mechanism. Compellence is more often the coercive tool of small wars in situations where the stronger power seeks to compel an adversary to comply with existing arrangements or discontinue behaviour that is contrary to the stronger power’s demands.  Commenting on the use of coercion in limited wars, Schelling observed, “in coercive warfare there is another important reason for not committing all of one’s force, not destroying all the targets one might destroy, even if one faces no possibility of enemy escalation. It is simply that the object is to make the enemy behave.”
 Coercion and the power to hurt, therefore, becomes more of a mechanism of punishment used by stronger powers against weaker nations to uphold international norms in the absence of a framework in international law to hold transgressors of those norms accountable.  


Schelling observed that the communication of threat, both verbal and non-verbal, was even more evident in limited wars than in conventional wars.
 Limited war, for Schelling, is a psychological battle. In this battle of expectations and threats a coherent set of actions to communicate intent that can be felt and experienced are more powerful than verbal threats, which can be rationalized, intellectualized. 
 For this reason, Schelling placed a premium on the actions and reactions of the Johnson Administration to Vietnamese Communist provocation. For example, he thought the physical reaction to the Gulf of Tonkin attacks was the ideal use of non-verbal communication to threaten the North Vietnamese for recalcitrant behaviour.
 


Sharing the views of his RAND colleagues, and his protégé Morton Halperin in particular, Schelling reiterated that one of the central problems in limited wars, according to the logic of violent bargaining, is the constant fear of escalation, the fear that a small war could escalate to the scale and scope of a larger war.
 This fear was ever present during the Korean War, and it demonstrated how escalation and the crossing of ‘red lines’ had the potential to bring in more powerful adversaries. Schelling refers to small wars as ‘crisis diplomacy’, meaning that those involved in a sense represent the interests of major powers, powers for which they act as a proxy. If the greater power or the client state’s interests are threatened, then there is a risk that they will be brought directly into the conflict, which in turn triggers an adversary to respond in kind. Communication amongst direct and indirect participants becomes even more crucial, as one needs to communicate limits to the client state while communicating unlimited commitment to the direct participant in hostilities. 


The problem of escalation in small wars is compounded by their inherent unpredictability. Any war involves an element of chance and of risk, so once war is embarked upon, even a small, limited war, one cannot entirely control the direction, scope, intensity and speed of escalation. Strategy makers need to proceed in an extremely cautious manner to avoid undesirable escalation. Schelling recognized this, stating, “To engage in limited war is to start rocking the boat, to set in motion a process that is not altogether in one’s control.”
 Thus, small wars, “embody the threat of a larger war; they are not military engagement but ‘crisis diplomacy’.”
 The risk of escalation was at the forefront of those responsible for making the strategy, but it was not something that was publically communicated. 
Schelling, developed this theme in earlier works on nuclear conflict. In the coercive approach that Schelling explores, he describes the importance of intent over capability.
  In line with the psychological component of warfare, intent occupies the cognitive domain – will, intention, desire, endurance, resilience – whereas capability entails those elements of combatant’s strength – weapons systems, manpower, logistics, etc. For deterrence or compellence to work one must target and affect an opponent’s intentions, while making one’s own intention clear.


For coercive threats to work, one has to establish a reputation as someone who follows through with one’s threats. One has to be known as reliable, serious and earnest, otherwise an adversary can calculate that they can get away with actions contrary to the threatening party’s demands. In Berlin, Cuba and South East Asia the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations were deeply concerned with the US reputation of a country that made good on its threats and promises. If the US lost its reputation of a country that maintains its commitments, 
its ability to deter Soviet aggression would decrease, since US deterrence rested on Soviet expectations.
 This is the same logic that applied to Vietnam. Reputation and credibility were among the main reasons why the US entered the conflict in 1965.
 They operated within the logic of commitment and deterrence – the need to preserve credibility amongst allies and deter Soviet and Chinese aggression.
 International relations is a bargaining arena, and one has to occasionally take a stand in a conflict with little intrinsic value in order to retain a strong bargaining position in other more vital areas.  


Assurances are an important part of a coercive threat.
 When one offers threats one also has to provide assurances of what will be gained by complying with the desired change of behaviour. This can be done verbally or through gestures. The opponent must be confident that it will achieve the promised results if it complies. 
The May and December 1965 bombing pauses were part of a communication strategy that involved assurances. They were acts of good faith on the part of the Johnson Administration to demonstrate that it was willing to stop the bombing; they had the power to do so and would be willing to continue or extend the pauses if Hanoi met them half-way. President Johnson also tried to provide tangible verbal assurances in his April 1965 Johns Hopkins speech, offering the incentive of massive development project in exchange for a cessation of hostilities.  

SCHELLING’S COMMENTARY ON THE VIETNAM WAR


Schelling addressed the bombing campaign in his preface with a statement that has contributed to the ambiguity surrounding his role in the formulation of strategy. He stated: 

I have often used recent examples to illustrate some point or tactic; mention does not mean approval, even where a policy was successful. The several pages examining the 1964 bombing of the Gulf of Tonkin do not mean that I approve of it (though in fact I do); the several pages on coercive aspects of the bombing of North Vietnam in 1965 do not mean I approve of it (and in fact I am not sure yet).

 His uncertainty about Operation Rolling Thunder could have been due in part to some of the ways in which the campaign was not an accurate reflection of the principles he espoused insofar as the theory did not match the way the bombing campaign was conducted: the bombing was open ended; the communication of threat was vague; and the manner in which it was carried out was haphazard and not systematic It could also have reflected his uncertainty about the applicability of coercion in the kind of war that the US found itself in – a recognition that the adversary was not overly susceptible to coercive bombing in this instance. What is also likely, however, given his later opposition to the war, is that he did not want to become too closely associated with the destruction and violence that the application of his principles implied. It was one thing to reflect on the current way war was conducted, but it was another matter to have become the inspiration for an approach to war in which a far greater power uses its asymmetric advantage to bomb an underdeveloped country into submission. Given what coercive bombing had come to look like in a real war, Schelling was beginning to adopt the general mood around Harvard and other Ivy League colleges by becoming more of a ‘dove’. Such a conversion would, in part, explain why he largely abandoned strategic analysis after the publication of Arms and Influence. 

Irrespective of his approval of the way the compellent campaign was undertaken, he clearly viewed it as compellence, stating, “Compellence is the business the United States got into in North Vietnam. It was trying to make the North Vietnamese regime do something (even if only to stop something it was doing).” 
 But in doing so, in trying to compel the North to comply, he commented that the US was breaking new ground, engaging in a type of warfare that they had little direct experience with.
 The goal for the Johnson Administration as he saw it was to make going to war with the US so devastating to the North Vietnamese state that they would accept that it was not worth the cost and accept compromise. 
  


Schelling saw the entire US strategy in 1965 as a form of bargaining, both the bombing and the overtures towards negotiations. He dismissed the notion that only formal discussions constitute bargaining. According to his theory, this contains both verbal and non-verbal elements; there are both explicit and implicit aspects to it. Clarifying what he meant by strategic bargaining and how it applied to the US efforts to compel the North Vietnamese, he stated: 

the essence of bargaining is the communication of intent, the perception of intent, the manipulation of expectations about what one will accept or refuse, the issuance of threats, offers, and assurances, the display of resolve and evidence of capabilities, the communication of constraints on what one can do, the search for compromise and jointly desirable exchanges, the creation of sanctions to enforce understandings and agreements, genuine efforts to persuade and inform and the creation of hostility, friendliness, mutual respect, or rules of etiquette.
 

For Schelling the Gulf of Tonkin reprisal strikes were an eloquent example of bargaining through action to implicitly communicate intent accompanied by a small explicit, verbal component. He pointed out that the bombing, “took mainly the form of deeds, not words, but the deeds were articulate.”
 Given Schelling’s general skepticism of President Johnson’s approach to coercion, the Gulf of Tonkin reprisal strikes were one of the rare instances of a coherent compellent strategy.


For Schelling the material consequences of the air strikes were largely irrelevant. He did not think that the US would win the conflict by rendering the Vietnamese Communists incapable of armed resistance. He recognized that this would entail a level of commitment to the conflict that the Johnson Administration was not prepared to make. The raids were a communication tool above all else.
 Crossing into the kinetic realm communicated commitment and that the US would not stand by while its forces were attacked. The North Vietnamese were risking widening the war if it continued on its present path.


In Schelling’s estimation on the efficacy of the bombing campaign, it was important that the compellent campaign was not overly long. He stated, “There will be limits, probably to how long the compellent action can be sustained without costing or risking too much, or exhausting itself or the opponent so that he has nothing left to use.”
 Schelling recognized that the US would not be able to compel North Vietnamese compliance with a prolonged bombing campaign. The threat of punishment loses its potency once one becomes accustomed to it. The violence one perpetrates on an adversary needs to have a shock effect for it to change behaviour. The longer it lasts, the less ‘shocking’ it becomes. 


Schelling anticipated the dilemma that compliance would create for the threatened party. If one complies with the compellent threat, then it conditions an adversary to believe that it can obtain its objectives with compellence, and thus encourages them to do so again. It is also risky for a domestic audience as it makes a country’s leadership look weak and susceptible to coercive pressures. Schelling explored this problem in the case of Vietnam, recognizing that the application of coercive pressure on North Vietnam placed them in a very difficult position, to the point in which compliance became nearly impossible.
 Coupled with the compellent pressure, one had to establish a way out for an adversary that was not tantamount to political suicide; metaphorically one could not back an adversary into a corner, one had to offer a means of safely escaping. Having come to the same conclusion, McNaughton believed that Hanoi was unlikely to succumb to the bombing pressure because of the political risk associated with doing so, and as such he suggested extended bombing pauses as a way of convincing Hanoi that it could comply without dishonour and the loss of ‘face’ with its own people. 
 


Communication was the essential problem. If one uses verbal threats that are too explicit, then one runs the risk of placing the threatened party in an impossible situation. If one relies on non-verbal implicit threats, threatening actions that demonstrate intent but are unclear about desired outcome run the risk of being misunderstood. Communication of demands, threats, and ultimatums had to be subtle, skilful, and clever. One must be careful about not backing an adversary into a corner, not making demands that it would be impossible for an adversary to comply with. Language that is too blunt or too direct might be counterproductive. Schelling left open the possibility that President Johnson’s team pursued a deliberately vague approach to coercion to avoid backing Hanoi into a corner. 
 Through implicit, non-verbal bargaining techniques Hanoi would understand the meaning of bombing and the threat of further pain and comply without the loss of face that direct explicit threats would have entailed. 


Schelling was openly skeptical about the way in which the President and his senior advisors approached compellence in Vietnam. He speculated that in the formulation of strategy in Vietnam, President Johnson was, “not himself altogether sure of what action he wants, or how the result that he wants can be brought about.” 
   Showing a tremendous insight into the intelligence gaps that the administration planners had to contend with, he suspected that Washington was not sure about how much influence Hanoi actually exerted over the Viet Cong insurgency in the South. 
 He pointed out that the compellent campaign was based on the premise that Hanoi did control the insurgency, so if that premise proved false then the entire enterprise was bound to fail. Schelling was not even convinced that Hanoi was totally sure of its control of the insurgency. For compellence to work one has to have a very clear understanding of an adversary’s capability and intentions, for without such clarity it is extremely difficult to manipulate an adversary into compliance. Schelling appears to have recognized that a compellent strategy might not have been appropriate for the Vietnam insurgency, hence his reluctance to endorse the campaign in his preface and subsequent desire to distance himself from the influence he had on strategy making for the war. 

In a line that closely paralleled John McNaughton’s response to the Gulf of Tonkin incident, Schelling posited that “One can even hope for an excuse to conduct the reprisal, as a means of communicating a more pervasive threat.”
 In his September 3, 1964 ISA document entitled “Plan of Action,” McNaughton made almost the exact same statement.
 The main difference was that McNaughton suggested that the US provoke an attack so as to provide a context for an even more punishing reprisal. Whether Schelling and McNaughton discussed this option with one another is unknown, but the logic is remarkably consistent. 


Another example of the Johnson Administration’s explicit use of Schelling’s language and concepts occurred during the deliberations on escalation and troop deployment in July 1965. In his July 30 memorandum to the President, Secretary McNamara proposed a line of reasoning that appears to have been drawn from Schelling’s ideas, stating: 

the future program should emphasize the threat. It should be structured to capitalize on fear of future attacks. At any time, ‘pressure’ on the DRV depends not upon the current level of bombing but rather upon the credible threat of future destruction which can be avoided by agreeing to negotiate or agreeing to some settlement in negotiations. 
 

McNamara recognized that honour was an extremely important aspect of Vietnamese culture, and the US pressures should be varied to minimize the loss of face for the DRV leadership. In an argument favouring additional bombing pauses, he added, “The program should be designed to make it politically easy for the DRV to enter negotiations and to make concessions during negotiations and/or to make concessions at a time when bombing of their territory is not currently taking place.”
 Although the document was signed and endorsed by the Secretary of Defense, the document, like so many others that McNamara sent to the President, was likely drafted by McNaughton. Five days after the memo was sent to the President, McNaughton completed a draft analysis in which he used the exact same language and concepts as appeared in the memo. He stated:

The program should be structured to capitalize on fear of the future. At a given time, ‘pressure’ on the DRV depends not upon the current level of bombing but rather upon the credible threat of future destruction (or other painful consequences, such as unwanted increased Chinese role) which can be avoided by agreeing to negotiate or agreeing to some settlement in negotiations. Further, it is likely that North Vietnam would be more influenced by a threatened resumption of a given level of destruction – the ‘hot-cold’ treatment – than by a threat to maintain the same level of destruction [penciled note – getting irregularity into our pattern is important].
 

Although the sequencing of the documents are out of order, McNamara’s memorandum was probably finalized from earlier drafts, of which the August 5 document is the completion of those drafts. The replication of the language and concepts belies an incorporation of the latter document into the construction of the former document. 


Schelling’s most explicit comment on Operation Rolling Thunder also betrays his access to insider information. After comparing Rolling Thunder to bombing during the Korean War, he claims that the bombing:
was not an all-out interdiction campaign, exclusively designed to cut supplies to the Vietcong; had it been that, there would have been little reason not to do the bombing on a larger scale at the outset. The bombing had an evident measure of coercion behind it: it was evidently designed, at least partly, to inflict plain loss of value on the adversary until he began to behave. The bombing was widely discussed, and sometimes explained by the Administration, as a means of putting pressure on the government of North Vietnam; and when extension to industrial establishments was discussed, it was not mainly in terms of slowing down the enemy’s war effort but of raising the cost of not coming to terms. The occasions and hints of actual instances of conditional cessation of the bombing testified to its negotiatory character. The results of the bombing in North Vietnam, in contrast to that in the South, were to be sought in North Vietnam willingness to comply, to accommodate, to withdraw, or to negotiate (as well as in setting a pattern, and possibly warning, for the contingency of Communist China participation).
 

In this statement he claims that the bombing was designed as a coercive bombing campaign to inflict pain and loss to alter behaviour. He also states that the administration discussed the merits of a coercive bombing campaign, a fact he would have only known if he had spoken to administration officials who were involved in the campaign design. Finally, his association with Walt Rostow is evident in his reformulation of the Rostow Thesis, suggesting that attacking Hanoi’s industrial capacity would raise the ante beyond the point of Hanoi’s willingness to continue to suffer. 

CONCLUSION


If Arms and Influence would have been published two years earlier, than there would have been little dispute over its influence on Vietnam War planning. Schelling laid out a program of strategic influence that is recognizable in the language that the planners used, the principles that they employed, the assumptions that they made and the conclusions that they came to. However, the fact that it was published in 1966 has been problematic in the establishment of attribution to the ideas that influenced the planning. Fortunately, for Schelling’s reputation, the obscuration of his influence on the planners allowed him to maintain a degree of plausible deniability that did not undermine his subsequent eligibility for the Nobel Prize, which he received in 2005. This monograph has established Schelling’s influence on the planning despite this historical gap. 


Schelling’s influence is more apparent when the principles of an epistemic community are employed. He was an important and influential member of the RAND epistemic community and was one of the links that connected the RAND and Harvard communities in the late 1950s. When the RAND and Harvard communities converged under the Kennedy Administration in the early 1960s, Schelling remained an important figure behind the scenes and helped shape the Kennedy way of diplomatic warfare, of crisis management and nuclear brinkmanship. Through his war games and the consultation work he did for both the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, he remained in the background and educated the planners in bargaining theory and coercive diplomacy. All the while, these interactions informed his thinking and provided the material for Arms and Influence. 


In the domain of intellectual influence it is extraordinarily difficult to trace causal connections, especially when one does not explicitly state one’s influences through mechanisms like references and footnotes. It is, nevertheless, possible to demonstrate correlation, that there is a strong similarity between concepts. This chapter has demonstrated a strong correlation between Schelling’s ideas expressed in Arms and Influence and the arguments employed by the Vietnam War planners and presidential advisors in 1964 and 1965 when the coercive bombing campaign was undertaken. It has also established that Schelling had insider access to the plans and principles that informed the President’s decisions due to the nature of the examples that he used in his book.  It has shown that while Schelling was not the only intellectual to have some sway on how the war planning was conceptualized, he did have an underappreciated role in the campaign design. 

CHAPTER 9 - CONCLUSION


This thesis has demonstrated that there was an epistemic link between the scholarly communities at RAND, Harvard and the Johnson Administration officials primarily responsible for the planning and strategy making for the US involvement in Vietnam. More specifically, it has shown that the ideas and concepts of strategic bargaining and coercive diplomacy that Thomas Schelling articulated in the late 1950s through to the mid-1960s were applied to America’s Vietnam strategy in 1964 and 1965through his close association with some of the key planners. The genealogy of the ideas that shaped the Vietnam War strategy were developed as a result of the nuclear dilemma and the way that affected all aspects of war in the nuclear era, a genealogy that Schelling had a major hand in developing.
As outlined in the introduction, causality is very near impossible to determine with respect to ideas or concepts. As such, what has been demonstrated is a strong correlation between the ideas of the RAND epistemic community particularly through Schelling’s theories and the strategic principles that influenced the Johnson Administration’s approach to the Vietnam War. The categories of evidence of the influence of the epistemic community that extended from RAND, through Harvard and into the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations was outlined at the beginning of the work and a strong correlation has been established. The RAND and Harvard academics credited their mutual influence in the acknowledgements and introductions of their works; they made frequent reference to one another’s work and there is clear evidence of collaboration; they maintained a robust network as friends and colleagues that extended from Santa Monica, to Cambridge Massachusetts and then to Washington; they applied similar language and reasoning to defence problems, and they came to many of the same conclusions when translating theory into policy. 

The invention of nuclear weapons with their unprecedented destructive power dramatically changed the nature of super power war and the strategic factors associated with the contemplation of a major war by the late 1950s. The deterrent value of nuclear weapons for those powers that possessed them meant that every confrontation between nuclear power states contained the additional dimension of escalation that could lead towards complete mutual annihilation. Nearly any conflict during the Cold War contained the seed of a super power conflict if the belligerents did not proceed in a carefully measured fashion. Each war contained the risk of a global war and the horrors of a nuclear holocaust. 


Civilian defence intellectuals were quicker to grasp the changing strategic paradigm than the military leadership, thus shifting the foci of strategy making from the military to defense intellectuals. Under this paradigm it was the defence intellectuals, primarily those working at RAND in the 1950s, who recognized the changing nature of limited war as one of the secondary effects of the nuclear standoff, and they authored some of the early treatise on limited war in the nuclear era.  They emphasized that in a limited war the primary concern of the major powers was to avoid escalation since the consequences of escalation were far deadlier than in previous eras. In order to avoid escalation, limited war in the nuclear era involved bargaining, signaling, and restraint, which are many of the same requirements of nuclear brinkmanship discussed by Schelling, Brodie and his RAND colleagues.  For an actor like the US, the intent behind limited war engagements was not to destroy or decisively defeat and adversary; rather it was to maintain the status quo and compel an adversary to accept a settlement short of its ultimate war objectives. Force, when applied, would be used in limited doses and be carefully controlled; only as much as was needed to obtain compliance. Excessive force was to be avoided as it risked escalation and expansion of the theatre of conflict. 


 The scholars who were employed at RAND in the 1950s formed an epistemic community insofar as they shared a common set of beliefs and arguments about nuclear weapons and national security that they collectively shared with policy makers to influence US strategy.
Despite being divided by virtually the entire country, the RAND and Harvard intellectual communities were well connected, both socially and intellectually. They were the two main centers of strategic thinking of the time, so it was fitting that Schelling and his associates moved freely between the two centres of strategic thought. When Kennedy came into the White House he sought to take advantage of the intellectual energy generated from both of these hubs of nuclear strategists, and he and his principal staff, especially Robert McNamara, filled their respective staffs with a number of members from these two communities. This move to leverage the best of academia and the burgeoning think tank culture revolutionized defense analysis and the manner in which the Pentagon thought about warfare.


The central strategic imperative that energized the Kennedy Administration was the need to retain US influence and leadership throughout the world, while avoiding a mutually destructive nuclear war with Russia. From this imperative emerged the doctrine of flexible response, which became the hallmark defense doctrine of the Kennedy Administration and remained in place for the Johnson Administration. Thus, during the Cold War crises that arose during the Kennedy Presidency, brute force was replaced with a subtler, more sophisticated means of managing conflict using a bargaining theory approach that involved threats, assurances, posturing and both implicit and explicit communication strategies.  It involved negotiations backed by force rather than the use of force followed by negotiations.  It was an approach that was entirely consistent with, and even reflective of, Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict. Schelling’s theories, therefore, formed one of the intellectual pillars for the Kennedy Administration’s way of war. 


Nevertheless, Kennedy’s time in office marked a high point in US and Russian tensions, and confrontation between these super powers over their respective spheres of influence meant that there was bound to be strategic flashpoints in which the two hegemons would jockey for power and influence. These contests for influence almost came to blows numerous times during the Kennedy Administration – Berlin, Laos, Cuba – and necessitated the bargaining approach to war and conflict resolution that was articulated  by Schelling and advocated by the civilian staff.  


With the assassination of Diem in late 1963, the US become indelibly committed to preserving the GVN; abandonment was not a serious consideration for any of the key advisors with the exception of George Ball. It was widely believed that that US had committed to keeping SVN from falling into communist hands, and that if they gave up on the GVN in its time of need it would have complicated other precarious political situations throughout the world. The Administration principals believed that the US needed to preserve its reputation as a guarantor of security and protection against foreign aggression. In order to make sense of the Vietnam War strategy, the manner in which President Johnson and his staff deliberated on and developed options should be viewed within the context of the circumstances within which it was developed, such as the super power standoff, the intellectual theories on limited war in the nuclear era and the lived experience of the Kennedy crises.


The transition from the Kennedy to the Johnson Administrations was marked by tremendous continuity of thought, approach, and personnel. The intellectual community that circulated around the Secretary of Defense largely remained intact, while key members of this inner circle, Bill Bundy and John McNaughton assumed greater responsibility for planning and analysis concerning the looming crisis in Vietnam. Once committed, the US had to proceed cautiously and with patience, not something the military leadership was accustomed to or comfortable with, though the military did agree that the key issue was US global credibility. The heavy handed approach advocated by the military leadership would have been unpalatable domestically and would have undermined the liberal values that the US sought to project as the head of a liberal world order, thereby completely negating the purpose of being in Southeast Asia in the first place. The civilian strategists were attuned to these subtle imperatives of global politics, subtleties that were largely lost on the military leadership. Thus, the JCS remained marginalized, with the exception of General Taylor, who was more attuned to the changes in the use of force under the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, and eventually took over as Ambassador to Vietnam where he was able to exert considerable influence on the strategic options available for the President. 


Since 1964 was an election year, President Johnson was preoccupied with aggressively pushing his ‘great society’ agenda while preparing for the November elections.
 As such, he was not able to devote as much attention to the situation in Vietnam as he would later do. Bill Bundy and John McNaughton assumed greater responsibility for planning and analysis concerning the looming crisis in Vietnam. These men, along with Michael Forrestal and Walt Rostow, gradually shaped the options and the approach that they would flush out in far greater detail during the November planning group meetings. Their approach was in line with Secretary McNamara and NSA Mac Bundy, which suggests a process of mutual influence as the senior leaders provided the guidance, while their subordinates provided advice, recommendations, and drafted memorandums for the principals. The Allison and Zelikow governmental politics model has proven insightful for analysing the making of the Vietnam War strategy. Viewing the strategy making process from the assistant secretary level has provided far greater insight into the thinking, debate and discussion that informed the options and subsequent decisions than simply reflecting on statements by the President and his principal advisors at this stage of the planning. 


Nevertheless, Schelling’s direct influence on these debates remains partially obscure. Kaplan recounts a meeting between McNaughton and Schelling while the deliberations were ongoing, but the result of that meeting was inconclusive. A careful reading of Schelling’s Arms and Influence suggests both that his concepts provided a backdrop to the strategy discussion, and that his own comments on the progress of the war were informed by his access to Washington insiders. Schelling was the first theorist to fully flush out a theory of coercive diplomacy, and Operation Rolling Thunder was the first bombing campaign that was designed according to a theory of coercive diplomacy. The book was written and the bombing campaign was conceived concurrently, and the authors of each were long-time associates. 


Unfortunately, with McNaughton’s premature death and Schelling’s desire to distance himself from responsibility for the war, the precise nature of their interaction and hence Schelling’s influence will forever remain somewhat of a historical mystery. 


Notwithstanding Schelling’s ambiguous role, his ideas were at the forefront of the strategy that McNaughton and others developed. Gradualism was thus born from Schelling’s theories – it was a bargaining approach to conflict resolution. The planners that were influenced by Schelling’s models designed the war strategy akin to a game of poker where the main players continued to raise the ante with the hopes that it would become too risky for the opponent, who would subsequently fold out of fear of being cleaned out. The strategy consisted of the conveyance of threats of pain and destruction for lack of compliance with the US demands that Hanoi discontinue its support to the insurgency in the South. When the threats did not compel Hanoi to change its behaviour, the Administration followed through on the threats in order to retain credibility, but they also assured Hanoi that damage and pain that the bombing caused could be stopped with compliance; President Johnson even offered massive incentives for compliance including a major investment in a development project. A combination of formal and informal negations was conceived as the process by which the two sides would come to an agreement and end the hostilities. Shortly after the bombing started, President Johnson began offering opportunities for unconditional discussions. The threat of the use of force and the subsequent use of force were instruments of coercion, explicitly conceived as a means to get Hanoi to the negotiating table.  


Blair Seaborn’s June 1964 trip to Hanoi was the first move of the coercive strategy. He was delegated as the US spokesperson to convey the threat of pain and destruction for non-compliance. His meeting with Pham Van Dong was the primary mechanism for the explicit, verbal and fully transparent component of the bargaining strategy. Pham Van Dong himself used the opportunity to convey his own threats, but in a less explicit fashion. Although the Seaborn visits became progressively less productive over time, they remained one of the primary instruments of explicit bargaining employed by the Johnson principals.


The Gulf of Tonkin reprisal strikes of August 1964 were the first move in the Johnson Administration’s non-verbal, implicit bargaining strategy. Once the Johnson team had committed itself to the use of force and destructive pressures through the explicit statement of threat conveyed by Seaborn, they had to follow through with that threat when provoked, and the Gulf of Tonkin incident provided the pretext to demonstrate that commitment and prove that their threats were sincere. The reprisal strikes were a communication tool, far too limited to cause any major damage, they were intended to show Hanoi that the US was committed and that further provocation or non-compliance would be met with similar, or worse responses. 


Planning and debate continued through the fall of 1964, culminating in the November working group that was run by Bill Bundy, with considerable assistance from McNaughton. They were fully aware of the dim prospects for success, but they were charged with finding a way to untangle the Gordian Knot of Vietnam without cutting loose. Abandoning their commitment, especially after they had already bombed North Vietnam, and after having received clear support from Congress with the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, was simply not a valid option. Thus, when they began to consider the options available as the basis of US strategy, the departure option proposed by Ball was not given serious consideration even if it held some attraction.  


The context within which the strategy was developed was why the November planning group occurred at such a pivotal moment in the establishment of the US strategy. The options debated during that working group were not developed arbitrarily; they were truly the only options open to the Johnson Administration at the time. The options that were considered valid under the circumstances were: continue the present course in the hopes that the SVN government could turn things around with modest US support: engage in an intense and aggressive bombing campaign to force compliance; engage in an escalating campaign to gradually increase the pressure on Hanoi and compel compliance. Of these three, the latter two were consistent with Schelling’s approach to coercive diplomacy as advocated in Arms and Influence. Both the aggressive and the gradual bombing campaigns used pain and the threat of further pain as the coercive mechanism, the difference was the intensity and the immediacy.

The members of the November working group, and even the Johnson principals, were very cognizant and even clairvoyant of the outcomes. They foresaw the disadvantages of option C and were aware of the slim prospect for success.
 In the draft document on probable communist reactions to option C their estimation proved highly accurate.
 Option B would later become the Operation Linebacker I &II bombing campaigns. Many of the planning considerations proved correct with retrospective analysis. Overall, the members of the November working group were in no way naively optimistic about the prospects for success and had a very clear and accurate view of the initial consequences of their proposed actions.


The heavy-handed bombing campaign advocated by the JCS contained two major risk factors: it risked broadening the war and provoking Chinese intervention; and it risked undermining the US position at the leader of the liberal world order – it was too violent. The former concern was paramount for the President and his principal advisors. It is evident from the historical records that the principal planners and Johnson’s main advisors were at least as concerned about provoking a wider regional war with China and possibly Russia as they were about defeating the Vietnamese Communist forces. In his unpublished memoirs Bill Bundy reflected:

Thus, the story of American involvement in Vietnam cannot be told simply in terms of that country, or even Indochina. At every stage in the road, the men who together ‘made’ American policy were thinking in the broader terms of Asia, and only in these terms is it possible to understand the story.
 

Secretary Rusk was also deeply concerned about Chinese escalation. In his memoirs Rusk articulates the concern clearly, stating: 

Our conduct of the war and especially the bombing of North Vietnam were influenced by the possibility of Chinese intervention. If anyone had asked me in 1963 whether we could put five hundred thousand American soldiers in South Vietnam and bomb almost every military target in North Vietnam up to the Chinese border without bringing in the Chinese, I would have been pressed to say yes.
 

Rusk was convinced that escalation with China was a valid concern, one that necessarily affected US strategic options. In his memoirs he recalled that, “The possibility of Chinese intervention definitely influenced how we fought this war.”
 Given the main security concern of the time was a nuclear exchange with Russia, the fact that the US was able to keep the war limited is one indicator of a strategic success, even if it came at a great cost. 


Thus, the most reasonable option under the circumstance, given the US commitment and in light of the need to keep the war limited was the gradual response option, option C. Yet despite the soundness of the logic of Bill Bundy’s working group’s analysis, the President was reluctant to commit. He promised the US people that he would not be dragged into another war in Asia, and he suspected that such a war would divert his time and energy away from his ambitious domestic agenda. President Johnson had no interest in becoming a war time president. 


It was not until the fateful events of Pleiku in February 1965 that President Johnson was finally convinced by Mac Bundy and McNamara to pull the trigger and authorize the bombing campaign. But he remained reluctant, and the constraints placed on Operation Rolling Thunder limited its coercive effects. It did not apply consistently increasing pressure on Hanoi, either in intensity, types of targets struck or proximity to the major population centres. The bombing missions were haphazard and random, partially due to operational constraints such as weather, partially due to political constraints imposed by Washington.  


As a result the coercive campaign was ineffective in its first couple of months of execution, it did not compel Hanoi to negotiate and it did not hinder their military operations. The first major bombing pause in May was a desperate attempt to demonstrate America’s commitment to finding a peaceful settlement and to demonstrate an openness to conflict resolution, but also to act as a pretext for further gradual escalation. The idea was that if Hanoi’s refused to reciprocate Washington’s peace overtures, then they would appear as the aggressors, as the responsible party for the escalation. The bombing pause was the first overt communication through actions of the US desire for formal negotiations as the mechanism to resolve the dispute.  


Formal negotiations leading to a ceasefire or an accord was the end state of the Johnson Administration’s strategy, as all its actions, both diplomatic and military, were to ultimately culminate at the conference table. Thus, throughout the period of March 1964 to December 1965 the negotiating imperative was ever present amongst the lead planners, principal advisors and the President himself. The President and his team did not want to rely strictly on overwhelming force to resolve the conflict. At core, they did not want a war. Bargaining theory was attractive because it gave them a hopeful course of action that could limit the use of force through intimidation and threats. The coercive bargaining approach was intended to allow the US an option to use their massive military power held in reserve as a bargaining chip, not as an instrument of sheer destruction. Thus, the strategy was based on implicit bargaining that relied upon selectively applied force and the threat of additional force with the expectation that at some point it would evolve and become explicit bargaining in a formal setting. 

The US sought to communicate its limited objectives and the limited means they intended to employ in achieving those objectives to Hanoi, but their efforts bore little fruit because Hanoi was not operating with the same manner of self-imposed limitations. The communication of limitations, however, were directed as much at Moscow and Beijing as they were at Hanoi. 


Communication of intent and desired outcome is considered one of the most important ingredients of a successful coercive campaign, and Johnson and his principal advisors have been heavily criticized for their lack of clear, overt communication with Hanoi over their intent and desired outcome at the onset of the bombing campaign.
 The communication strategy was beset with dilemmas. Johnson wanted to communicate US commitment and resolve to maintain a non-communist South Vietnam, which was to have a compellent effect on the DRV. He also wanted to send a message to regional governments that the US government could be counted on to quell the wave of communist expansion and that the US would work with them in this effort. At the same time, the message to the Russians and the Chinese had to be one of restraint so as to avoid escalation. He also had to be very careful with the domestic audience, having been elected on a platform of minimal commitment to the war in Asia. The overall message therefore had to demonstrate resolve but restraint. In his own recollection of the start of the bombing campaign, Johnson explained the communication through deeds approach, stating: 

We hoped that the leaders in Hanoi would read our messages carefully and understand their meaning. We were issuing no ultimatums they might find impossible to accept, but it was important that they realize they would pay a price if they continued to push their aggression in the South.
 

As such, when the Johnson Administration undertook symbolically significant escalatory steps, the accompanying statements could not be overly bellicose so as to maintain the image of restraint, while the action had to carry the implied message of resolute intent.

There was a fundamental misunderstanding because the communication strategies on both sides failed. A major component of coercion is clearly communicating your intent to the adversary so as to convince him to comply with your demands. If neither side is clear on the other’s intentions, then they have to guess, which will greatly decrease the likelihood of their own success. Clear communications in a conflict situation, however, is nearly always impossible because one is unable to trust the statements of one’s adversary. The two sides were very close to coming to the negotiating table, but a misinterpretation of a word, or reading into a public statement turned them away from each other. This was especially the case with the government in Hanoi who played hard to get while the US was the frustrated suitor. Washington clearly made numerous attempts to bridge the gap and leaned as far as they could in the pre-negotiating phase to get Hanoi to the table, but the DRV leadership read deception and mal-intent behind US efforts. The DRV had neither the experience nor resources to be able to effectively match US diplomatic efforts. They distrusted the US motives and therefore were skeptical of the emissaries that were engaged in the emissary efforts.
 Nguyen Khac Huynh reflected of the North Vietnamese position that: 

It was very difficult for us, with very little information and few contacts with the US – even indirect contacts – to determine what was true or false, what was a smoke screen, what was being put forward simply to satisfy US domestic opinion. These factors made the evaluation of the proposals very complicated for us… it was very, very difficult to understand what was going on.
 

Mistrust is often what leads to conflict. One is always suspicious of hidden motives, lies, incomplete statements, hidden agendas. So even when an adversary communicates explicitly, that does not mean that the one will be able to accept the veracity of the explicit communication, therefore a certain amount of guesswork, estimation, calculation is always required. 


Another significant challenge that they confronted was the problem of mixed messages; they needed to demonstrate commitment and resolve while also appearing flexible and willing to compromise. An over eagerness to negotiate would have made the Johnson Administration look desperate for extrication, thereby demonstrating a lack of commitment and resolve. Yet the door needed to appear to be open to the negotiating possibility. The Pentagon Papers recounts that Bill Bundy commented on the eve of the November 1964 principals meeting that negotiations were, “the least satisfactory part of the present script.’ In particular it was recognized as difficult to ‘keep up our show of determination and at the same time listen for nibbles.”
 After completing an in-depth review of the options, he recognized that the negotiating component of the plan entailed an inherent contradiction that they still had yet to resolve; one that would not ultimately be resolved during the Johnson Administration. 

It was in an effort to resolve this contradiction that Schelling’s principles were employed. Consistent with Schelling’s ideas on coercive bargaining, McNamara, McNaughton, Taylor and Rostow were convinced that the threat of further damage, further pain would be the motivator that was to compel Hanoi into accepting a negotiated and compromised outcome. The US deliberately held back considerable force and kept vital targets in reserve under the assumption that Hanoi recognized that the US was not employing all the firepower they had at their disposal and would be so concerned about the prospect of suffering from unrecoverable damage that they would compromise. The main bargaining instrument that the US employed between the summer of 1964 and the end of the bombing pause in January 1966 was the threat of dramatic and catastrophic escalation. Hanoi, however, did not perceive the restraint as holding the threat of further damage in reserve, but as hesitancy, a lack of commitment, as a bluff, and they called the President out on his bluff. They were themselves the ones that undertook the dramatic and catastrophic escalation of the war with the 1968 Tet Offensive. They were the ones to raise the pain threshold beyond that which the US would be willing to endure.  

CONTINUED RELEVANCE AND AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH


The study of Vietnam War strategy remains an instructive and relevant subject for academics and practitioners, and there are still areas that warrant further exploration and analysis. Despite the ending of the Cold War, the fundamental strategic variables that the RAND community wrestled with in the 1950s remain in place. We still live in the nuclear era, and the existential problem of mutually assured destruction, nuclear deterrence, and small wars are still at the forefront of military thought. Senior military leaders speak increasingly in terms of ‘great power competition’ as China expands its sphere of control in the South China Sea. The strategic deterrence that nuclear weapons offer great powers is still the prime variable that prevents great power conflict and preserves a modicum of stability in international relations amongst great powers. 


It is remarkable how the planning factors that drew the Vietnam War planners to adopt a graduated pressure campaign remain as prescient today as they did in the mid-1960s. The US still seeks to exert an influence in Asia while avoiding provocation and escalation with China. Given the enormous risks associated with a direct confrontation between China and the US, they are still more likely to oppose one another through proxy forces in a limited war than in a major confrontation. The periphery of their spheres of influence are the most likely zones of conflict as they increasingly have areas of overlapping national interest. The US still maintains security commitments to key allies in the region, allies such as South Korea and Japan that are threatened by a rising China. 


Coercive diplomacy is still an appealing approach to resolve limited wars. Moreover, airpower remains the instrument of choice for senior policy makers as it offers a military advantage while limiting exposure of ground forces to excessive risk. Operation Inherent Resolve in Iraq and Syria against the Islamic State and Operation Odyssey Dawn against the forces of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya are recent examples of campaigns involving the preponderant use of airpower against a technologically inferior force to avoid both coalition casualties and decisive engagement. These campaigns were born of the same instinct that applied to the Vietnam dilemma in the early months of Operation Rolling Thunder before the US committed ground forces to combat operations. The USAF and USN did not have the technology at that time - the precision weapons and persisting Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance assets - to rely almost exclusively on airpower and native forces, but this is what President Johnson and his principal advisors would have preferred if that option would have been available. It would have represented the right level of commitment and battlefield effect that it recently provided for President Obama. 


Although a study of the strategy making in the lead up to the Vietnam War and its opening months do not provide directly applicable lessons of history, they offer remarkable parallels and provide a number of strategic variables for both academics and practitioners to consider in comparable cases. Perhaps more valuable, however, this study has provided insights into the strains and limitations that the main shapers of strategy had to contend with as they advised the President. John McNaughton was a deeply conflicted bureaucrat who bore a considerable share of the burden for developing a viable plan for Vietnam even while recognizing all along that the chances for success were slim. The insight that his personal case provides offers parallels for other defense officials charged with solving similar dilemmas. It is never as easy to establish a war strategy as it would appear in retrospect, even for the best and the brightest in the most prosperous and thriving nation of the era. 


This work has also provided a valuable study of the tensions between the military leadership and the academic world, between defense intellectuals and defense practitioners. The gap between these two epistemic communities has closed considerably over the succeeding generations, largely because the militaries of western nations have accepted that the insights and methods of the social sciences can be used to develop more educated officers, many of which have obtained graduate degrees. With the rapid proliferation of information technology (IT) military professionals are seeking greater and greater academic engagement to stay on the leading edge of IT progress. 


Despite the thousands of books and articles that have been written about the Vietnam War, this work has exposed a number of areas that are under explored in the secondary literature. The key figures of this study – John McNaughton and Thomas Schelling – are not as well known or as appreciated as they should be given the important roles that they played in the strategy formation process. John McNaughton is almost alone amongst the key players in not having a biographical work written about his life and involvement in the war. This is surely due to his untimely death and the lack of access to his own personal views on his life and contribution. But there are sufficient scraps from the official records and personal accounts to start to put together a more accurate picture of his involvement in the war. 


Thomas Schelling is also underrepresented in the literature on the period. His role in the war planning has been largely obscure aside from a few remarks in Fred Kaplan, Robert Pape and Lawrence Freedman’s work. The only biographical work written on his remarkable life is woefully inadequate and there are few noteworthy commentaries on his influential and ground-breaking work. Although game theory has not provided as insightful for the development of a theory of strategy as Schelling had hoped when he published his collection of essays in the Strategy of Conflict, his body of work provides a dense, but instructive basis for more sophisticated thinking on nuclear brinkmanship. Further study of his work can provide additional insight into the influence he had on the defense intellectual culture of the time and can inform present thinking about strategy and conflict. 


The epistemic community of defense intellectuals that congregated in the Pentagon, and National Security Advisor’s office is also not as well appreciated as it should be. There are frequent references to McNamara’s whiz kids, but little written on the actual members of his staff and the consultants brought in to advise on specific programs. Figures like Charles Hitch, Henry Rowen, Alain Enthoven and William Kaufmann are still not well appreciated for the work they did to transform the Department of Defense under McNamara, changes that affected the way in which the US approached and then fought the Vietnam War. An overall re-examination of the writings of the RAND and Harvard communities is sorely needed to inform decision makers in the current era. 
An overall rebirth of the golden age of strategic thought in the nuclear weapons age is needed to aid in the navigation of current and potential crises. The strategic landscape and the international system that the West now faces is more like the Cold War bipolarity or the pre-World Wars multi-polarity than anything it has experienced in the last 30 years. History is back with a vengeance as both China and Russia rapidly modernize their nuclear weapons systems and challenge the US led rules based international order. Nuclear brinkmanship is back and the strategic tools that the RAND epistemic community provided need to be relearned and updated to inform current strategic thinking. They also need to be revisited to inform decisions on engagement in limited wars, such as the war that has erupted in Ukraine and threatens European security. 
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