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THE QUAGMIRE MYTH AND THE
STALEMATE MACHINE

DANIEL ELLSBERG

In South Vietnam, the U.S. had stumbled into a bog. It
would be mived down there a long time.
Nikita Khrushchev to Ambassador Thompson,
July 1962

By the middle of the First Indochina War, French journalists,
contradicting the generals, were telling French readers of a bog
in Indochina. Lucien Bodard’s account of the 1946-1950 period
— which looks quasi-prophetic today — was entitled “The Bogging
Down,” or in its American edition, The Quicksand War.! By the
mid-1960s Americans had similar stories to tell. The parallel
account was David Halberstam's The Making of a Quagmire?
published just as the real buildup of American ground forces and
airpower was beginning.

“Many people thought the title was too harsh, more pessimistic
than was warranted,” Halberstam recalls. Within two years many
of the same people had come to find that title just right. This
included some former officials — Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., for one,
and later Richard Goodwin and Townsend Hoopes — who now
saw the war, with its greatly increased human and material costs,
reflecting good intentions but wrong premises and offering little
promise of success.

For a great many, perhaps most Americans, images of “quag-

* This article is part of a larger study of “mechanisms™ and perceptions that
have shaped American involvement in Indochina, now in progress at the Center
for International Studies, Massachusetts Institute of Technology. My particular
debt to Leslie Gelb is acknowledged below (see footnote 26). 1 have also benefitted
greatly by discussions with Morton Halperin and Richard Moorsteen.

An earlicr and longer version of this paper, entitled “Escalating in a Quagmire,”
was delivered at the Annual Mecting of the American Political Science Association,
Los Angcles, September 12,1970, This abridgement does not fully reflect the many
valuable comments elicited by a wide informal distribution of that version.

1 Lucien Bodard, The Quicksand War: Prelude to Vietnam (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1967), which combines, somewhat abridged, translations of L’Enlisement
(Paris, 1963) and its sequel, I’ Fhuoniliation (Paris, 1965).

2 David Halberstam, The Making of a Quagmire (New York: Random House,
196 1).
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mire . . . morass . . . quicksand . . . bog” dominate their per-
ception of America’s relation to the Second Indochina War. Along
with the notion of “stumbling in,” these metaphors convey a par-
ticular, widely-shared understanding of the process of decision-
making that has yielded a steadily expanding American military
involvement in Indochina.

It is a conception that Arthur Schiesinger, Jr., has made precise,
as we shall see below. Its implications of lack of foresight, aware-
ness, or calculation are not highly flattering to past responsible
officials but are at least extenuating. They accord with the almost
universal presumption that the outcome of the process — in Schle-
singer’s words, ‘“‘that nightmare of American strategists, a land
war in Asia” — must be “a war which no President . . . desired
or intended,” a war in which “we” — Presidents and all — “find
ourselves entrapped.” 3 .

Yet the quagmire conception is, it will be argued here, a pro-
foundly misleading one. The factual premises on which it is
based, about what the President was told to expect from various
courses, are mistaken. On more inferential matters, it suggests
answers that are probably wrong to the questions: What did our
Presidents think they were doing?> What was aimed at, what hoped
for?> What was the causal role of inattention, bureaucratic conflict,
and overoptimism? With respect to the future workings of the
decision-making process, the “quagmire’’ notion is likely to yield
poor predictions, and poor advice on how to bring about change.

For one critical decision period, at least — the fall of 1961 — in-
formation now publicly available is sufficient to test, and indeed
to establish, these propositions. That is possible mainly because
of the revelation by the “Kennedy historians” of much previously
concealed data relating to the decisions. For few other periods are
the public data comparably adequate. Thus, until more such
materials are made public, readers who have not had official access
to them can only regard most of the propositions presented here
with respect to periods other than 1961 as hypotheses. As such,
their implications, at least, can be analyzed; and they can be tested
to some extent against the judgments of others who have had

3 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., The Bitter Heritage (vev. ed.; New York: Fawcett
World, 1963), p. 7.
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relevant governmental experience, as well as against past and
current events.*

Let us begin by examining the late-1961 decisions in detail, as
a test of Schlesinger’s “quagmire model,” which is first defined.
Then we shall turn to the origins in 1949-1950 of American mili-
tary involvement in support of the French, for clues to an alter-
native understanding of presidential motives, perceptions, and
choices. One hypothesis that seems to ‘fit well many otherwise
puzzling aspects of choices over the entire period from 1950 to
1968, and perhaps later, is presented in the form of a “stalemate
machine™: a set of decision rules that Presidents (four so far,
going on five) have acted “as if” they obeyed. After exploring
some of the patterns in policy and performance that emerge from
applying such rules to the problems officials have perceived in
Indochina, we will return to the “quagmire model” to consider
why, flawed as it is empirically, it appears so plausible and appeals
- so strongly.

The Schlesinger “Quagmire Model”

The precise implications of the “quagmire” notion for an under-
standing of the policy process have been spelled out by Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., in two much-quoted passages, the first referring
to the increases in the level of military advisers in Vietnam under
President Kennedy in November 1961:

This was the policy of ‘one more step’ — each new step always

promising the success which the previous last step had also

promised but had unaccountably failed to deliver. . . .
And so the policy of ‘one more step’ lured the United States

4 The assertions and speculations below on U.S. decision-making reflect the
writer’s experience as Special Assistant to the Assistant Secretary of Defense (ISA),
August 1964 to August 1965; member of General Lansdale’s Senior Liaison Office in
Vietnam, August 1965 to December 1966; Special Assistant to the Deputy Am-
bassador, Saigon, December 1966 to June 1967; and research since that time, in
part as a consultant, with official access. All of these functions posed the respon-
sibility and opportunity to learn data on carlier decision-making. Unsatisfactory
as it is to present generalizations and assertions without specific citation, it seems
less so than either to rely entircly on the public record or to pretend to do so, to
forego generalizations or to subscribe to wrong ones.

5 Schlesinger, op. cit., p. 39; italics added.
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deeper and deeper into the morass. In retrospect, Vietnam
is a triumph of the politics of inadvertence. We have achieved
our present entanglement, not after due and deliberate con-
sideration, but through a series of small decisions. It is not
only idle but unfair to seek out guilty men. President Eisen-
hower, after rejecting American military intervention in 1954,
set in motion the policy of support for Saigon which resulted,
two Presidents later, in American military intervention in
1965. Each step in the deepening of the American commit-
ment was reasonably regarded at the time as the last that
would be necessary. Yet, in retrospect, each step led only to
the next, until we find ourselves entrapped in that nightmare
of American strategists, a land war in Asia.

With this dynamic “quagmire” model, “step by step, each one
promising success,” Schlesinger purports to explain the whole
process that led from Eisenhower’s support to Diem in 1954 to
American military intervention in 1965. The model can as well
be measured against the longer period from our first direct mili-
tary grants to the French in 1950 under Truman — Schlesinger
curiously neglects these Democratic roots — to the present. Many
would find it equally persuasive, compellingly so, for the whole
period.

It is an unusually satisfying abstraction. It is simple, even ele-
gant. It sums up a long series of decisions coherently to explain a
baffling outcome. It is unquestionably plausible: almost surely
more so than any simple alternative drawing upon publicly avail-
able evidence. So many of the gross, observable features of our in-
volvement are encompassed: the gradualness; the public, some-
times clearly genuine optimism; evidently surprising setbacks fol-
lowed by new commitments. And it accords with the major,
almost universal presumption that the “nightmare” outcome must
have been as unforeseen even as a strong possibility by those who
made the decisions leading toward it; or else they would have
drawn back, or warned the public of the demands ahead.

6 Ibid., p. 47; italics added. It is only because this statement of a familiar point of
view is so explicit, and because his own factual testimony is critical to refuting it,
that Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.. — who has elsewhere said many cogent and useful things
about our Victnam involvement — is so often cited in this paper in such a way as to
appear inadvertently as a whipping boy.
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As a generalized account of the important decisions, and the
considerations that led to them, which increased American involve-
ment in Indochina, this explanation is marred only by being
totally wrong for each one of those decisions over the last twenty
years. '

This is not to deny that there were months and years in those
two decades when ill-founded optimism — which was publicly
asserted almost continuously by officials to the American people —
-actually ruled the minds of most insiders including the President.
For example, this was true during most of 1962; 7 likewise, parts
of 1953, 1957, and 1967. But none of these were years in which
significant new U.S. commitments were determined or begun.
Indeed, what needs explaining is not how optimism led regularly
to decisions to escalate — there is no such pattern, nor even a major
instance through 1968 — but how bureaucratic optimism devel-
oped after, and out of, decisions to expand the nature of U.S.
involvement. The latter decisions, as revealed in internal docu-
mentation, reflected desperation more than hope.

The specific years in which these new involvements and new
programs were chosen and begun were without exception periods
of crisis and pessimism, generally far blacker than ever admitted
to the public. Nor, in retrospect, do the dark assessments during
these periods appear nearly so distorted or unfounded as do, now,
the moods of optimism that regularly came later. In the actual
years of decision, the gap between estimates and reality — covering
both the current situation and the prospects of the option actually
chosen — was relatively small, surprisingly and creditably so.

Not one of these decision points, in fact — 1950, 1954, 1955,
1961, 1963, 1965 (see the discussion below) — fits Schlesinger’s
generalization to the slightest degree. For not one of them, viewed
from the inside, is that description anything but radically mis-
leading.®

T See Schlesinger's accurate description of the exuberant mood in that year,
going into 1963: op. cit., pp. t1, 42: and sce the discussion below of the causal
mechanisms by which optimism follows from escalation. )

8 The same is true of a more recent formulation by Schlesinger, which focuscs
specifically on military promises and responsibility. At every stage of our de-
scent into the quagmire, the military have played the dominant role. . . . . At each
point along the ghastly way, the generals promised that just one more step of
military escalation would bring the victory so long sought and so steadily denied,”
See Partisan Review, XXXVII (No. 1, 1970), 517.
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That is strikingly true of the very decision that Schlesinger
characterizes as typifying the “policy of ‘one more step’”’: John F.
Kennedy's decision to break openly through the 1954 Geneval
ceiling on U.S. military personnel in South Vietnam, starting the
climb from under 1,000 to over 15,000 *advisors” and support
personnel at the time of his death. .

To be sure, newspaper accounts at the time of this episode of
policymaking — whose public aspects began with Kennedy's send-
ing General Maxwell Taylor and Walt W. Rostow on a mission
to Saigon — fully support, in retrospect, the “quagmire” inter-
pretation. But those accounts were mistaken, based partly on
-official lies. Ironically, it is Schlesinger’s own account that reveals
the facts that contradict both these earlier, “managed” inferences
~and his own generalization. Because the phenomenon of decep-
~tion is part of what is to be explained, let us look first at the
néwspaper versions, then at Schlesinger’s report.

“The November 1961 Decision

“The day that General Taylor and his mission left Washington for
South Vietnam, the New York Times headlined a story by Lloyd
Garrison: “Taylor Cautious on GI's for Asia”; “Departs for South

~Vietnam — Hints US Reluctance to Commit Troops.” *

The story noted:

Last week President Kennedy announced that he was sending
General Taylor and an eleven-man mission to South Vietnam
to make ‘an educated guess’ about whether the United States
would be required to send troops to stop Communist ad-
vances in Southeast Asia. . . .

Before he departed aboard a military jet airliner, General
Taylor, who is the President’s special military adviser, was
asked to comment on reports that President Kennedy was
becoming increasingly reluctant to commit United States
forces to a fighting role in South Vietnam. . . .

General Taylor declined to speak for the President, but

9 New York Times (October 16, 1961: story datelined October 13). All newspaper
stories cited in this section are from the New York Times; dates are dates of pub-
lication of stories (gencrally datelined a day earlier). All italics added.






