Appendix 2: Gareth Porter and Kennedy’s “Rationale” for Withdrawal from Vietnam 
On October 2, 1963, the White House issued a statement endorsing the view of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and JCS Chairman Maxwell Taylor that the Communist insurgency in South Vietnam could be contained by the end of 1965, that the United States could withdraw the bulk of its military personnel from that country by that date, and that 1,000 U.S. military servicemen could be withdrawn from Vietnam within the next three months.  But how is this withdrawal plan to be interpreted?
Some scholars think that President Kennedy intended to withdraw from South Vietnam even if that meant essentially abandoning that country to the Communists.  Gareth Porter, in his book Perils of Dominance, claims that Taylor and McNamara had by September 1963 arrived at a “private understanding with Kennedy that the withdrawal plan would apply whether the war went well or not.”
  What sort of argument does he make to support that claim, what sort of evidence does he give to back it up, and how well does Porter’s claim stand up in the light of the evidence?
The argument is developed on pp. 172-78 of the book.  Porter’s first point is that Kennedy, beginning in late August, had decided to oppose a coup in Saigon:  he wanted to keep the Diem regime in power because its inability to prosecute the war effectively would give him a good excuse—a good rationale—for pulling out.  “The evidence suggests,” Porter writes, “that Kennedy strongly preferred that Diem remain in power because he believed that political failings of the Diem regime provided another rationale for U.S. military withdrawal if the regime stumbled in the war.”
  

And what sort of evidence shows that Kennedy was actually thinking in those terms?  The proof, presumably, that Kennedy had decided to use Diem’s failings as a rationale for withdrawal should come in the next few pages:  the word rationale is in fact used in this sense on pp. 174 (twice), 175, 176, and 178.  But does the evidence that Porter presents in those passages really show that the president was thinking in those terms?

One can begin by looking at the first time Porter tries to back up that claim with evidence, a passage that begins on the middle of p. 174.  “Kennedy,” he writes, “was quite explicit about the new rationale for withdrawal when he met with McNamara and Taylor on September 19, with no one else present, and no notes taken.”  But if no notes were taken, how can Porter tell that Kennedy explicitly developed that rationale for pulling out?  No evidence is given to show that this was the case.  Porter simply goes on to say that the result of that meeting was an understanding about how the threat of a withdrawal would be used by McNamara and Taylor in the their forthcoming trip to Vietnam to put pressure on Diem.  But that, of course, does not prove that Kennedy wanted to keep Diem in power in order to provide himself with a pretext for pulling out.
And indeed many people (including Taylor himself, as Porter shows on p. 174) have argued that the withdrawal plan was basically a device to get Diem to see reason.  But Porter argues that it was more than that:  the Kennedy administration, in his view, was not bluffing;  it did not think, moreover, that the threat would work;  it therefore anticipated that the threat would have to be carried out—and that it would have a good rationale for doing so.   “Kennedy,” he writes, “did not intend merely to make an idle threat in order to pressure Diem.”  And what’s the proof?  Porter goes on to quote a passage from Taylor’s memoir, Swords and Plowshares:  “Explaining the rationale for the recommendation for a withdrawal plan on which he and McNamara had an understanding with Kennedy, Taylor wrote: ‘If further deterioration of the political situation should occur to invalidate the target date, we would have to review our attitude toward Diem’s government and our national interests in Southeast Asia.”
  This Porter interprets as follows:  “In other words, the withdrawal would be accelerated if it could be argued that Diem’s political failures had caused the planned turnover of the war to fail.”
  So according to Porter the expectation was that (a) Diem would be kept in power; (b) his failings would compromise the military effort; (c) the Americans would then do what they had threatened to do—accept the fact that the situation was hopeless and withdraw their forces from Vietnam.  The goal of the policy of pressuring Diem was not really to get him to change—since it was recognized that the measures that were adopted would probably not do the trick.
  The goal was simply to pave the way for a withdrawal.
That, it seems, was the main argument supporting Porter’s claim about Kennedy, and indeed a little later (on p. 175) he refers to McNamara’s and Taylor’s “private understanding with Kennedy that the withdrawal plan would apply whether the war went well or not” as though its existence had been proven.  But what in fact are we to make of Porter’s argument?We can begin with the quotation from Taylor’s memoirs.  Taylor here was talking about the report he and McNamara were going to make to the president when they returned from their trip to Vietnam.  They would recommend, he writes, that a statement be made that would, among other things, endorse the goal of withdrawing from Vietnam by the end of 1965.  It was in that context that Taylor made the comment Porter quoted about how if events were to “invalidate this target date,” American policy would have to be reviewed.  And indeed in the report they submitted, Taylor and McNamara recommended that a “statement be approved as current U.S. policy toward South Vietnam” that included a point about the political situation in South Vietnam:  if the political problems in that country compromised the ability of the government there to conduct the war effectively, the United States would “review its attitude toward support for the government.”

So the Taylor passage scarcely proves that he and McNamara had reached a “private understanding” with the president.  Taylor was talking about a statement that would be made, and there is little doubt that the main goal here—and this is clear from the extract from a Taylor oral history interview that Porter had quoted on p. 174—was to put pressure on Diem.  And it is by no means obvious from anything Porter said that Kennedy did not want it to work, or thought it had a negligible chance of working, or thought that if it did not work, the Americans would simply abandon Vietnam in that case and allow the country to fall to the Communists.  Perhaps they would decide, if Diem proved intransigent, to get rid of him by encouraging a coup.  
So to support his argument, Porter has to claim that Kennedy by this time (from early September on) was against a coup—that he wanted Diem to remain in power in order to provide a rationale for a withdrawal.  But is his argument on this point persuasive?  
He dealt with the issue on p. 172 of the book.  “On September 3,” he wrote, “Kennedy took a decisive step toward accommodation with Diem, declaring that he wanted no further contacts with the coup group, and ordered a shift to a ‘diplomatic route’ in regard to Diem.”  But this was not quite what the document he was referring to here actually said.  The key passage in that document reads as follows:  “The President decided that we should wait for the generals to contact us.  Meanwhile we assume they are not acting and that we are going down a diplomatic route.  When they come to us we will talk to them.  We should avoid letting the generals think that the U.S. has backed off.”
  Kennedy was clearly disappointed that the coup plotting had fizzled, and instead of “declaring that he wanted no further contacts” with the plotters, had simply decided that the Americans should “wait for the generals to contact us.”
There is one final point where Porter presents evidence to support his argument about Kennedy looking for a “rationale” for withdrawal.  On p. 176, Porter refers to a comment Kennedy made in the October 2, 1963, National Security Council meeting, the meeting at which the McNamara-Taylor report was discussed.  At that meeting, Porter says, Kennedy “referred to the same rationale for an even more rapid withdrawal that he had conveyed to McNamara and Taylor [at the September 19 meeting].  ‘To cut off completely would not be wise,’ he said, ‘unless the situation really begins to deteriorate more.’”
  But Porter, it seems, was misinterpreting what Kennedy was saying.  The president was discussing the recommendations for specific “political actions,” including various aid suspensions, which McNamara and Taylor had recommended.  “To cut off completely” in this context meant a total suspension of aid, and not just the selective aid suspensions that had been proposed.  Kennedy, in other words, was not referring here to a total withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam if the military situation got worse.  And his basic point was that things had not quite reached the point where the very strong medicine of a total aid suspension had to be used.
  But if it ever had to be used, it might either bring Diem to heel or (as the government understood) trigger a coup;  a total withdrawal would by no means have been the only, or even the most likely, outcome.
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