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ABSTRACT
The article focuses on three senior decision-makers in the John F.
Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson administrations that each played a key
role in the escalation in Vietnam, namely Walt W. Rostow, Roger
Hilsman, and John T. McNaughton. It builds on Andrew Preston’s argu-
ment in this journal that the dichotomy between ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’
might caricature Vietnam War advisors to suggest the same for the
dichotomy between ‘civilians’ and ‘veterans’. Using new material, most
notably McNaughton’s wartime diaries and Hilsman’s OSS files, the art-
icle suggests that wartime experience was clearly an important forma-
tive experience for civilian advisors but in different ways. First, where
political scientists tell us that veterans are more likely to espouse certain
views, and in particular resist the use force, these examples suggest
that proximity to combat - i.e. how much active combat they experi-
enced - mattered more. Second, there was no uniform ‘military’ experi-
ence: these advisors were more likely to support the types of tools – i.e.
air power or irregular forces - with which they were familiar and only
then, if they had become invested in the underlying bureaucratic pro-
ject of the agency in which they were deployed. In other words, a pro-
cess of socialization or indoctrination into the armed services happened
unevenly. Put together, the examples suggest that the formative experi-
ences in the Second World War cast a long shadow onto the Vietnam
War decisions but did so in complex ways.
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The Second World War was the last US war that mobilized a full generation of men into combat.
The veterans of the war went on to fill roles across US society and were conspicuous in successive
US administrations’ national security bureaucracies, including the John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B.
Johnson administrations during the escalation years of the US war in Vietnam. The political value
of an executive branch boasting military experience was not lost on President Kennedy, himself a
decorated veteran, who declared in his inaugural address on 20 January 1961,

Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a
new generation of Americans, born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace,
proud of our ancient heritage, and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human rights
to which this nation has always been committed, and to which we are committed today at home and
around the world.1
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For Kennedy, those entering office in 1961 understood hardship, service, and sacrifice, which
equipped them with the fortitude required to meet the challenges facing the United States.
Kennedy’s nod to ‘a new generation’ collectivized the benefits of military service beyond his
administration to American society more broadly, but it also flattened the variety of experiences
that characterized the American war effort. While the benefits to American society of the temper-
ing effect of war were pluralized, the tangible manifestations of those experiences were particu-
larized in policy debates. As we show in this paper, those who were ‘tempered by war’ were
tempered in different ways and to varying degrees.

It was 20 years ago, and in the pages of this journal, that Andrew Preston made a deceptively
simple, but nevertheless groundbreaking, contribution to the field of Vietnam War history. He
suggested that a neat dichotomy between hawks and doves might not apply to the Vietnam
War and introduced into the lexicon a new term of ‘soft hawks’ to identify those that straddled
the divide, who neither argued for withdrawal from Vietnam nor full-scale military intervention.
Our analysis builds on his work and challenges another dichotomy, that between veterans and
civilians. A key foundation of civil-military relations literature is the understanding ‘that there is
something called civilian and that it is different from the thing called military.’2 This theoretical
simplicity, however, camouflages the variety of military experiences. The differences in wartime
experience of the men who staffed the foreign policy machinery of the administrations of
Kennedy and his successor, Johnson, mattered.

Political science literature on civil-military relations is helpful to predicting how being a vet-
eran might influence policy preferences on the use of force. However, the presence of so many
veterans in government did not bring about any uniformity in policy as this literature predicts.
For the most part, this literature suggests that veterans tend to be more restrained when decid-
ing whether to use force: they are ‘reluctant warriors’ against more interventionist civilians.3

When in war however, these scholars tell us, veterans tend to have views that ‘track more closely
with military officers than civilians who never served in the military,’4 and are more hawkish
about the application of force.5 By investigating the military service of Vietnam-era policymakers,
assessing how they referred to that service while in government, and placing their personal pref-
erences into the policy debates around the prosecution of the Vietnam War, we conclude that
veteran status was not a binary quality. Military experience affected and shaped the politics and
policy of government officials in more complicated ways.

Our contribution adds a layer to historical work on Vietnam decision-makers by considering
more systematically how wartime experience shaped their perspectives. Existing historical work
on these men - they were all men6 - has tended to treat their military experience as a side-note,
if at all.7 H.R. McMaster, himself a veteran, for instance, has acknowledged that most of the deci-
sion-makers around Vietnam had served in the war in some capacity, but he handled their expe-
riences as a series of vignettes.8 Some historians have considered wartime experience as
currency: those with longer military careers or with a certain type of military experience com-
manded greater esteem in policy debates on the use of force, as compared to those who felt a
relative lack of comparable experience as a vulnerability or shortcoming. Historians have singled
out President Johnson and Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy for their ‘contrived’ toughness9

and their tendency to favor aggressive responses to compensate for their lack of direct experi-
ence in war.10 In contrast, Kennedy’s confidence and willingness to challenge military officials is
credited to his own heroic conduct in war.11 Arthur Schlesinger described how ‘the war experi-
ence helped give the New Frontier generation its casual and laconic tone, its grim, puncturing
humor and its mistrust of evangelism.’12

As a group, the Vietnam-era decision-makers spanned the range of possible wartime experien-
ces and disagreed on the use of force in Vietnam. For instance, Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy’s
advisor and speechwriter, had been a conscientious objector and went on to oppose the use of
force in Vietnam. Another dove, W. Averell Harriman, worked in the State Department from 1961
and was a senior diplomat during the war. William Colby, who served as the Central Intelligence

2 A. BASHA AND C. MCNULTY



Agency’s (CIA) chief of station in Saigon and rose through the agency’s ranks as the war dragged
on, had been a member of the �elite Jedburgh teams in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in
Europe and was particularly enthusiastic about pacification programs in Vietnam.

Archival examples abound of advisors drawing on their experiences in the armed forces to
present expert authoritative knowledge of war generally, and of Vietnam specifically. Alongside
this claim to expertise, wartime experience served a performative value as well. One advisor to
Undersecretary of State George Ball – a noted dove – remembered that ‘he must have men-
tioned [his experience on the Strategic Bombing Survey] fifty times’ to justify his dissent on
Vietnam policy, especially his opposition to the bombing program over North Vietnam.13

Similarly, National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy offered President Johnson a sweeping, con-
demnatory assessment of military planning, buttressing his criticism with a reminder of his own
time as an Army intelligence officer. In January 1965, he wrote: ‘The Army is running it in a regu-
lation way, and that means that we have too much staff, too much administration, too much
clerical work, too much reporting, too much rotation, and not enough action. (I was an Army
staff officer for three years, so this is not just imagination.)’14 Walt W. Rostow, who succeeded
Bundy at the National Security Council, saw fit to remind colleagues and superiors of his own
wartime experiences when introducing policy recommendations. In a letter to Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara in April 1965, for example, he began, ‘Bob: I’m an old pro in this field.
I could be wrong; but I think I’m right.’15

While there are dozens of government officials worthy of attention, our study focuses on three
case studies that span the range of civilian views during the escalatory period of the Vietnam War,
and that represent three different types of wartime experience. As case studies, they are, by defin-
ition, meant to be illustrative rather than comprehensive. The first, Walt Rostow, was Director of
the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and then Johnson’s National Security Advisor. During
the war, he served in the OSS and United States Army Air Forces (USAAF). Rostow was unambigu-
ously hawkish in the Vietnam policy debates.16 The second case study, Roger Hilsman, was
Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs in the Kennedy administration, and had served
as an infantry officer in the United States Army and then in the OSS in Burma. Hilsman was
decidedly more dovish than Rostow and one of Preston’s ‘soft hawks’. The third, John T.
McNaughton, was Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs (ISA) under
Johnson, had served in the United States Naval Reserve, and his dovishness/hawkishness could be
situated somewhere between the other two.17

Rostow, Hilsman and McNaughton were selected as the subjects of our case studies for a num-
ber of reasons. First, they occupied different points on the hawk-dove spectrum and the import-
ance of their formative experiences is evident in their recommendations for Vietnam. Put together,
they suggest that military experience in and of itself is less informative than the nature of that
military experience. Second, rich source material is now available for all three men, which allows
us to more fully capture their wartime experiences. Rostow and Hilsman both wrote about their
wartime service – in essays and a memoir respectively – and their OSS materials were recently
declassified. In McNaughton’s case, the recent recovery of his personal diaries have facilitated new
understandings into his wartime experience and Vietnam decision-making.

The three advisors suggest that military experience per se mattered less than first, proximity
to actual combat and second, what we call socialization, or the process and extent to which
these men adopted the doctrines and mindset of the agency or branch of the armed services in
which they served. On the first point, those who saw close combat – of our case studies,
Hilsman especially – were more wary of relying on military power and thus closer to the political
science caricature of ‘reluctant warriors.’ On the second point, while some exhibited enduring
institutional viewpoints and were inclined to believe that ‘their’ branch of the armed services
had played an important role in the Second World War and thus could so again in Vietnam,
others inherited a suspicious outlook on the military.
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Walt W. Rostow

As National Security Advisor and a senior cabinet member throughout the Kennedy and Johnson
administrations, Walt Rostow earned the moniker of ‘Air Marshall Rostow.’ His colleagues
described him as the ‘most aggressive civilian member’ of the cabinet,18 a ‘big bomb man,’19

and, less generously, a ‘menace.’20 He favored hawkish operations more consistently than most
other civilian advisors and was a fervent proponent of the bombing of North Vietnam, which he
argued could win the war. His case is particularly instructive for understanding how wartime ser-
vice shaped policy preferences because his recommendations for Vietnam can be traced so
clearly to his experiences during the Second World War as an advisor on the Allied bombing
campaign. As the journalist David Halberstam noted, ‘perhaps all men tend to be frozen in cer-
tain attitudes which have been shaped by important experiences in their formative years. For
young Rostow, one of the crucial experiences had been picking targets in Europe… . For the
rest of his life, he remained uniquely oblivious to counterarguments about bombing.’21

During the Second World War, as a promising young economist, Rostow was assigned to a
sub-section of the OSS called the Enemy Objectives Unit (EOU). The unit supported the Allied
bombing campaign by applying quantitative analyses to industrial targets in Nazi Germany and
ranking them. The EOU provided a rich evidence base for advocates of US strategic bombing
doctrines and proponents of the creation of an independent US Air Force.22 At the time, heated
debates were taking place over the use of air power within and between military branches and
international allies.23 Rostow and his EOU colleagues supported daylight precision targeting,
which was designed to leverage new technology to attack industrial targets and to demonstrate
the emergence of a ‘science’ of bombing that was amenable to quantification.24 Quantification,
for Rostow and the EOU, would facilitate more effective tactical bombing, and allow for a more
concentrated deployment of aircraft, personnel and ordnance than the heavy strategic bombing
preferred by strategists who focused on attacking the less palpable target of German morale.25

The debates of 1943–44 period, when Rostow was stationed in London, determined not only
how the war in the Pacific would be waged, but also laid the foundations for the use of air
power in future conflicts.26 Rostow gleaned the lesson that bombing, combined with good intel-
ligence and quantified targeting, could win wars.27

Rostow was only one of many Vietnam-era decision makers involved in the interlocking agen-
cies concerned with the bombing programs of the Second World War. Curtis LeMay, who rose
through the ranks of the USAAF during the war, led the Eighth Army Air Force in Europe and
eventually the strategic bombing campaign against Japan.28 Assigned to LeMay’s command was
a young Robert McNamara,29 who oversaw statistical analyses, and Nicholas de Belleville
Katzenbach,30 a navigator on B-25 bombers who spent over two years in German POW camps
after his aircraft was shot down. Several more Vietnam decision-makers participated in the
United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS), a civilian-led initiative to assess the impact of
the bombing program over Germany that ran between November 1944 and July 1946. They
included Secretary of the Navy Paul Nitze,31 George Ball and Ambassador and famed economist
John K. Galbraith,32 who acted as the Survey’s co-directors. Above all, the USSBS was, as one his-
torian has noted, ‘an effort by strategic bombing advocates to establish their craft as the ultim-
ate arbiter of all future wars’ and especially to ‘demystify the nuclear bomb’ as another weapon
in the US arsenal.33 During his time on the USBSS in Germany and then Japan, Nitze had manip-
ulated intelligence to reinforce his defense of bombing as a decisive tool in future wars and
therefore of the value of an independent Air Force.34 Galbraith disagreed, and considered the
strategic bombing campaign to have been a ‘disastrous failure.’35 Alongside Ball, he concluded
that bombing had, in fact, streamlined the Germany economy. For them, the ground offensive,
more than strategic bombing, was decisive in ending the war.

Debates over the use of aerial force in the 1960s rehashed the arguments of the 1940s. Just
as in the Second World War, these debates hinged on the special stake of the Air Force in
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justifying its raison d’être in new wars.36 But where some men shared similar wartime experien-
ces, their policy preferences did not necessarily accord. Rostow and Ball demonstrated different
degrees of affiliation and socialization to the air power doctrines of their branch of service. While
Rostow remained a staunch advocate for the effectiveness of air power – specifically bombing
operations – Ball was a harsh critic and remained skeptical of Air Force dogma from the outset.
Although Nitze and Galbraith were relatively quiet in the most heated debates of the 1960s,
they were aligned with Ball and referred to their USSBS experience to argue to President
Johnson that there were no industrial targets in Vietnam of any value and that bombing might,
in fact, stiffen Vietnamese resolve as it had with Germany.

In contrast, Rostow was virtually alone among civilian advisors in supporting LeMay’s recom-
mendations for expanding bombing targets in North Vietnam as a way of ending the war,
including the mining of Haiphong Harbor, North Vietnam’s main port. By 1966, McNamara and
most of his civilian colleagues concluded that the ‘bombing of the North [was] a ‘side show’ of
‘minor military importance’’ and Army General William Westmoreland concurred that it was
‘largely irrelevant.’ Rostow, however, remained unbowed.37

Although Rostow had recommended the use of bombing as early as 1961, the connections
between Rostow’s wartime experience and his recommendations on Vietnam were clearest dur-
ing the divisive 1966 debates over whether to bomb petroleum, oil and lubricant (POL) targets
in North Vietnam.38 He referred to his ‘considerable background of practical knowledge in the
bombing business’39 and to ‘lessons of the Second World War’40 to support bombing POL tar-
gets. Rebutting Galbraith and Ball, he argued that ‘Ho Chi Minh has an industrial complex to pro-
tect: he is no longer a guerrilla fighter with nothing to lose.’41 More than that, Rostow had a
special fixation on the value of oil targets. During the Second World War, his colleagues in the
EOU had earned the nickname ‘the oily boys’ because of their focus on similar targets. Reflecting
in the 1990s on his work at the EOU, he justified his preoccupation with POL targets in Vietnam
by quoting Luftwaffe General Adolf Galland to explain that bombing of oil targets had been ‘the
most important of the combined factors that brought about the collapse of Germany.’42 His for-
mer USBSS colleagues disagreed.

Rostow’s example offers the clearest evidence of Peter Feaver and Christopher Gelpi’s argu-
ments that the ‘US military is an important socialization experience that shapes individuals’ atti-
tudes’43 and that ‘civilians who are military veterans [have views] that track more closely with
those of military officers.’44 More than a monolithic military perspective, Rostow bought into the
Air Force point of view. In the Second World War, he had supported the creation of an independ-
ent Air Force and his views matched those of LeMay, who was a key figure in that bureaucratic
evolution. However, as Galbraith and Ball’s examples suggest, not all of Rostow’s colleagues with
experience on the bombing campaign during the Second World War supported bombing over
Vietnam with his enthusiasm. They were less enamored with its strategic efficacy than Rostow
and did not demonstrate the same degree of institutional buy-in to the USAAF.

In addition to this socialization, Rostow’s example evidences the claim that proximity to com-
bat is important to shaping attitudes. His colleague Nicholas Katzenbach, who became frustrated
with Rostow’s support of the bombing program in Vietnam, was recorded as leaving one particu-
larly acrimonious meeting in 1967 saying, ‘I finally understand the difference between Walt and
me. I was the navigator who was shot down and spent two years in a German prison camp, and
Walt was the guy picking my targets.’45 In Katzenbach’s view, Rostow’s advocacy of heavy bomb-
ing was founded on his view from behind a desk, rather from any real exposure to its essential
implications, either in the air or on the ground.

Rostow’s performance assessments during the war might have entertained Katzenbach (see
Figure 1) as they speak to their different experiences with aerial warfare. The reporting officer
gave Rostow commendable marks on his intellectual abilities, which included such criteria as
‘intelligence’ and ‘judgement and common sense,’ but could not comment on other criteria such
a ‘physical activity and endurance,’ ‘stability under pressure,’ and ‘leadership.’46 Although Rostow

THE INTERNATIONAL HISTORY REVIEW 5



and Katzenbach can both be described as veterans of air operations during the Second World
War, not all experience is equal. Those with greater exposure to the war’s violence and danger
had vastly different formative experiences than those involved only in its planning and adminis-
tration. If Kennedy’s generation had been ‘tempered by war,’ then Rostow’s example shows that
the men who shaped United States foreign policy had been tempered to greater or lesser
degrees based on the nature of their participation in war.

Roger Hilsman

One of Rostow’s most frequent and ardent critics was Roger Hilsman. First as Director of the
Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) and then as Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern
Affairs, Hilsman consistently resisted the introduction of conventional ground troops and the use
of offensive air power in Vietnam until he was eventually removed by the Johnson administra-
tion. He described himself as a ‘dove,’ though Preston identified him as a ‘soft hawk’ on account
of his support for the overthrow of South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963.47 His
experiences with unconventional forces in Burma in the Second World War convinced Hilsman
that Vietnam was an ideal spot to apply counterinsurgency strategies again. In his memoirs, he
recounted that ‘I had been bombed and strafed [… ] too many times to believe that air power
alone could win either wars or battles.’48 Much like Rostow, however, he regularly drew on his
experiences during the war to position himself as an expert on the problems in Vietnam and to
advocate for what he saw as the intelligent application of US power.

Unlike many of his colleagues in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, Hilsman was not
an enlisted member of the armed forces, but instead grew up as an ‘Army Brat,’ and enrolled at
West Point before the United States had even joined the war.49 In his memoirs, he wrote about
his 1943 graduating class, which had its graduation day pushed forward to meet wartime per-
sonnel requirements and ‘suffered more casualties than any other class at the academy, before
or since.’50 During the war, in the China-Burma-India (CBI) theatre, Hilsman also saw more direct
combat than many of his future colleagues. He received several medals, including a Purple Heart
and a Bronze Star (see Figure 2). His first mission was to command a unit of Merrill’s Marauders.
The Marauders were deployed behind enemy lines in Burma for intelligence-gathering purposes
and were infamous for their heroism, in addition to their appalling casualty rates.51 Hilsman was

Figure 1. Manner-of-Performance Rating, 4 October 1945, Walt Rostow OSS files, Folder: ROSTOW, Walter W., Box 662, RG226
Records of the Office of Strategic Services, OSS Personnel Files, 1941–45.
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wounded in combat but requested to be redeployed. He was assigned to OSS Detachment 101
in Burma, first as a liaison officer to the British Fourteenth Army and then as a commander of a
multi-ethnic guerrilla unit deep behind enemy lines that provided intelligence to the main Allied
forces and undertook sabotage activities. His final mission was a POW rescue in Manchuria where
he freed his own father from a Japanese camp.52

The differences between Hilsman and Dean Rusk, his boss at the State Department, were sig-
nificant. Hilsman disliked the Secretary of State with almost the same intensity as he had when a
young Rusk was assigned to General Joseph Stilwell’s office in the CBI theatre. During policy dis-
cussion about Vietnam, Rusk earnestly supported a stronger commitment to South Vietnam,
whereas Hilsman displayed that ‘laconic tone’ that Schlesinger ascribed to the New
Frontiersmen. In Burma, Hilsman recalled the ‘venomous hatred’ of the Marauders towards
Stilwell, who ‘never paid a visit to their training camp,’ and he blamed the General for ‘order[ing
his unit] into impossible situations without the supplies or reinforcements that were needed.’53

Rusk later remembered that the ‘troops in the field [… ] don’t care much for the staff. They’re
the guys back in the rear who are safe, relatively comfortable, not being shot at regularly.’54

While both Rusk and Hilsman were, strictly speaking, veterans of the CBI theatre, Hilsman’s mem-
oirs offer an intimate view into the reality of combat, whereas Rusk’s memoirs and oral histories
mostly reflected on the colonial gentlemen’s clubs that he frequented in Delhi.55

In addition to his disdain for Rusk and the other civilians he viewed as naive, Hilsman’s service
in the Second World War convinced him of the special applicability of his experience in guerrilla
warfare to Vietnam.56 Merrill’s Marauders and OSS Detachment 101 were precursors for the US
Army Rangers and the Special Forces respectively.57 These types of unconventional units were
on the fringes of the US military in the Second World War and thereafter. They were, however,
at the forefront of the Kennedy administration’s attempts to fight ‘wars of national liberation’ in
the developing world, and Hilsman was one of the key in-house intellectuals in that effort.58

These forces were also a core component of Hilsman’s ‘Strategic Concept for South Vietnam,’
a politico-military plan for Vietnam which he drafted in January 1962 in an attempt to halt the
momentum towards the militarization of the US commitment in Vietnam. He returned to his

Figure 2. Bronze Star Medal commendation, 5 September 1945, Roger Hilsman OSS files, Folder: HILSMAN, Roger Capt ARMY
Infantry, Box 335, RG226 Records of the Office of Strategic Services, OSS Personnel Files, 1941–45.
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Strategic Concept over and over again in the years that followed. In the document, he suggested
that Vietnam was a ‘political not a military problem’ that required efforts at the village-level. He
argued that the only type of US military assistance that could be of use would be smaller units
such as Ranger companies and air power that was used, not for offensive purposes, but instead
to assist these smaller units with air mobility. He chastized the military planners for ‘tactics more
appropriate to conventional, World War II situations than guerrilla warfare’ and pointed specific-
ally to his own experience in Burma as a more effective use of military power.59

With other colleagues that had emerged from OSS operational teams, Hilsman also empha-
sized the importance of ‘combining intelligence with unconventional warfare’ in the same organ-
ization.60 Chief among his allies here was William Colby, who, like Hilsman, had served in the
OSS and stayed on after the war as the organization morphed into the newly formed CIA.
During the early years of the Vietnam War, Colby was Station Chief in Saigon, eventually rising
through the ranks to become the Agency’s director in the 1970s. During the Kennedy administra-
tion, both Hilsman and Colby suggested, and for a time were able to secure, the assignment of
Special Forces to the CIA to meet their vision of a more flexible and grassroots-level US involve-
ment in South Vietnam.

Overall, Hilsman confirms the view that veterans are less likely to advocate for military solu-
tions to international problems. More than most, he also fits Army Chief of Staff Harold
Johnson’s comment that ‘the man in civilian clothes [… ] does not face the specter of death in
his mind as he deliberates on actions that might be taken.’61 Johnson’s statement speaks to the
impact that close proximity to combat had on foreign policy officials making decisions about
Vietnam. Hilsman blamed civilians, not the military, for the militarization of the commitment in
Vietnam. He explained how senior military officials, particularly in the Army, and including
Johnson, earned the nickname of the ‘Never Again Club’ because of their prescient opposition to
another land war in Asia and that the 1965 decisions to deploy combat forces in Vietnam were
ultimately civilian decisions.62

However, the trajectory of Hilsman’s views does not fit with the notion that once a decision is
made to go to war, veterans are more likely to be hawkish and to align their views with those of
the military. He consistently opposed military solutions to Vietnam, even after he had left govern-
ment for academia.63 As a veteran who had experienced guerrilla warfare firsthand in Asia, he felt
well positioned to question both civilian and military officials’ recommendations, which he did
repeatedly. As a result, he ‘made more enemies than anyone else in the upper levels of govern-
ment,’ including in the military, and was pushed out.64 The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Maxwell Taylor, himself an Army General, quipped that ‘it just shows what happens when you put
a West Pointer in the State Department.’65 Despite his West Point training, Hilsman’s recommenda-
tions suggest that he mostly represented an OSS point of view, that his experience during the war
socialized him into thinking of Special Forces-type troops as the ideal fit for the problems in
Vietnam. Just as Rostow displayed an organizational buy-in to the Air Force, Hilsman was con-
vinced that his types of forces were the most powerful tool in the United States’ arsenal.

John T. McNaughton

If ‘Air Marshall Rostow’ and Hilsman were on different ends of the hawk/dove spectrum, John
McNaughton sat between the two. McNaughton is most appreciated in the literature as Defense
Secretary Robert McNamara’s principal civilian aide during the Vietnam War, but his background
before his appointment as Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs has
received far less attention.66 His experiences, however, help to shed light on the contradiction of
the apparently hawkish McNaughton who appears in the Pentagon Papers and the more reluctant,
skeptical advisor presented in his diaries and colleagues’ recounting of his private opinions.67
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His wartime experience differed from that of Rostow and Hilsman: he served in the Naval
Reserve as Officer-in-Charge of a 25-man armed guard crew aboard a US merchant ship (see
Figure 3). While Rostow was poring over maps in search of bombing targets and Hilsman was
fighting a guerrilla war in the Burmese jungle, Ensign (later Lieutenant) McNaughton spent much
of the war fighting off seasickness, the misbehavior of his crew, and boredom. Where he did
encounter danger, it was from indeterminable submarine attacks, which resulted in confusion
and disarray.

McNaughton’s choice to enlist in the US Naval Reserve after he graduated in 1942 is some-
what surprising, considering he was a poor seafarer and experienced bouts of seasickness during
his teenage travels around Europe on the eve of war.68 During the war, his armed guard crew
took part in various convoys, including the transatlantic convoy HX-228 in the spring of 1943
destined for Loch Ewe in Scotland, via Belfast. After completing his training, McNaughton
‘shoved off’ from New Orleans in December 1942, but his excitement soon turned into a familiar
battle with seasickness, the symptoms of which he endeavored to hide from his crew.69

Boredom and uncertainty defined his experiences of the war. McNaughton spent much of his
time in the military confined to the small world of his ship, struggling against weather conditions
and unruly seamen, with little idea where he would be heading or when. He lamented spending

Figure 3. Lieutenant John T. McNaughton, undated (circa 1943), McNaughton family photo albums.

THE INTERNATIONAL HISTORY REVIEW 9



Christmas on board his ship, where he could ‘hardly tell one day from another’; ‘every day is a
completely new one with no heritage whatsoever.’70 His diary details the administrative tasks he
undertook: censoring his crew’s letters, organizing drill and gun tests, maintaining ammunition
supplies, assigning duties, and prescribing punishments.

Beyond daily struggles, McNaughton and his crew experienced more visceral dangers too,
reflecting the maxim that war consists of ‘months of boredom punctuated by moments of
extreme terror.’ His ship ran aground in December 1942 in the Florida Keys, alongside four
others, two of which were unable to be freed.71 The real danger, however, was the unpredictable
threat of attack from enemy submarines. His voyage was interspersed with instances of
‘submarine scares’ and sightings that forced his convoy to revise course, as well as real dangers
when multiple ships in his convoy were torpedoed.

The most destructive encounter came on 11 March 1943, when submarines attacked the con-
voy. After an order to abandon ship from the captain, McNaughton ordered his crew to stand by
while he inspected the ship for damage. As he reviewed the hull with his coxswain, a tanker in
the convoy 5,000 yards to McNaughton’s starboard bow was hit, and ‘the flames and explosion
lit up the sky like daylight.’72 McNaughton and his crew were thrown into disarray: seven of his
men went missing while his ship searched for survivors from the tanker. In the aftermath,
McNaughton was unsure what had caused the alarm aboard his own ship: ‘we either rammed a
sub, felt depth charges, or felt a torpedo explosion… but we were not torpedoed.’73 After the
attack, the ship’s captain was considered too nervous to continue and was replaced when they
docked in Belfast the following week. McNaughton, by comparison, received a citation for his
cool headedness and his crew’s contribution to the safe arrival of their ship in port.

This experience undoubtedly fed into his reaction – as the most senior member of the Defense
Department responsible for Vietnam – to the Tonkin Gulf attacks in 1964, which would provide
the trigger for the beginning of the bombing campaign over North Vietnam. The bombing of the
USS Maddox and C. Turner Joy in the Gulf of Tonkin delivered a pretext for ‘defensive action’
against North Vietnam, although historians now accept that the attacks themselves were in retali-
ation to US actions along the shore lines and in fact, the second attack never occurred. The events
in Tonkin mirrored McNaughton’s experience with uncertainty in naval encounters and may
explain why he was out of step with more senior colleagues when he insisted on gathering intelli-
gence about what exactly had happened before deciding on a response even if he was ultimately
overtaken by events and political considerations.74 In particular, as news of a second attack on the
USS Maddox and C. Turner Joy came into Washington on 4 August 1964, McNaughton ordered his
deputies to press local commanders for clearer intelligence as the prospect of ‘freak weather
effects on radar and overeager sonar men’ cast doubt over initial reports.75

More than his experience in the Navy, McNaughton’s experience after the war had the clear-
est influence on his thinking throughout the Vietnam War. Under the mentorship of W. Averell
Harriman, he worked on the European Payments Union in Paris where he forged a close friend-
ship with the economist Thomas Schelling. After a failed attempt to win Illinois’ 118th congres-
sional seat in 1952, he joined Harvard Law School as an associate professor and lived next door
to McGeorge Bundy in Cambridge. In 1964, McNaughton entered the Pentagon, first as General
Counsel and then as Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs, and became
Defense Secretary Robert McNamara’s closest aide on Vietnam. He displayed the kind of loyalty
that McNamara expected of his staff, and did his best to pursue the Defense Secretary’s Vietnam
agenda, even if it grew more hawkish than his own policy persuasions.76 Townsend Hoopes,
then Deputy Assistant Secretary for Near South-East Asian Affairs and McNaughton’s friend,
found McNaughton ‘serious, able, engaging, possessed of a mordant wit, and more than slightly
mesmerized by the McNamara mystique.’77

Throughout his tenure at ISA, McNaughton distinguished himself through his loyalty to his
boss; his clear, rationalist and legalistic approach to problems; and his disciplinarian approach to
staff. While some of these character traits are represented in his wartime diary and were
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rewarded in the Navy, they were more of a function of his personality than any socialization in
the military. McNaughton felt no great affinity with the military, and identified more as an aca-
demic than as a veteran.78 Like many civilians in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations,
McNaughton was especially chastened after the Cuban Missile Crisis, his key formative experi-
ence, when he concluded that recommendations from military officers had been dangerously
antagonistic.79

When confronted with the problems in Vietnam, McNaughton turned to the ideas of his
friend Schelling, not the military. As a pioneering game theorist, Schelling informed the Office of
the Secretary of Defense’s early advocacy of ‘coercive diplomacy’ and of the use of bombing
over North Vietnam as ‘signaling.’ McNaughton was originally optimistic about the prospects of
the bombing campaigns against the North and the novel application of military force, but as the
war drew on and the desired effects proved not to be forthcoming, he became more skeptical
and eventually joined the ranks of the administration’s dissenters.

Ultimately, McNaughton’s career challenges the idea that previous military service will align
civilians more closely with military policy preferences on the use of force. If anything, after July
1965, at ISA, McNaughton played a significant part in holding back or diluting military advice as
expressed through the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He never adopted the US Navy mindset in the same
way that Rostow was socialized in the bombing program. His proximity to combat was largely
limited to the single encounter of March 1943, although his experience with the chaos and con-
fusion of naval encounters made him wary of intelligence coming from Vietnam in the aftermath
of the Tonkin Gulf attacks in particular, events that closely matched his own experiences. His
wartime service, however, did not give McNaughton Hilsman’s temperance when faced with
decisions to use military force as his mathematical, more academic approach convinced him that
a ‘signaling’ or ‘graduated’ bombing campaign might hold promise in Vietnam. In this respect,
McNaughton was closer to Rostow in considering the use of force in a more detached fashion.

Conclusion

That a cultural gap existed between senior civilian and military leaders during the early decisions
on Vietnam is clear. Recalling his assignment to the Eighth Army Air Force, McNamara described
Curtis LeMay as ‘the finest combat commander of any service I came across in the war.’80 With
LeMay as Air Force Chief of Staff and McNamara as Secretary of Defense, however, McNamara
and most of his civilian colleagues saw LeMay’s hawkishness as dangerous. In many respects,
LeMay stereotypically represented the view that once in war, military officials are more likely to
be hawkish about the use of force. In one interview, for instance, he explained his preference for
a much more forceful air campaign over the North Vietnam, saying: ‘In spite of the arguments
we’ve had in the Joint Chiefs, everyone was of the opinion that once you choose military action
as a solution to your problem, then you ought to get in with both feet and get the chore over
with, and do the things that are necessary to be done.’81

LeMay, then, is a yard stick against which we might measure the cultural differences between
veterans that transitioned to civilian roles, and assess how distinct their Vietnam preferences
became from contemporary military personnel. Many of the Vietnam civilian decision-makers were
veterans of the bombing campaign during the Second World War. While Rostow’s views tracked
closely to LeMay and other senior military advisors, the same was not true for his colleagues.

Ultimately, our examples suggest a number of intuitive points, including the unsurprising con-
clusion that formative experiences during the Second World War did have an impact on civilian
decision-makers’ views on Vietnam. However, different experiences of war led to different ideas
about whether and how military power should be deployed. The impacts of serving in the US
military were sufficiently individualized to challenge the idea that civilians can be clearly demar-
cated from veterans. Rather than whether or not these men once wore a military uniform, we
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suggest that it was their proximity to combat, and the degree to which they were socialized in
the specific branch of their military service, that shaped their prescriptions for the use of force
in Vietnam.

Rostow and Hilsman’s examples mirror each other and speak to this process of organizational
buy-in: they not only served in a specific armed service, they also participated in its underlying
bureaucratic project whereas McNaughton served in adjunct roles, in which he was never accul-
turated into the Navy modus operandi. Both Hilsman and Rostow showed clear intellectual line-
ages between their experiences in the Second World War and their recommendations for
Vietnam, and contributed to the interservice rivalries that were a key feature of the Vietnam War.
Most of the veterans in decision-making roles referred to their experience in the war as a source
of legitimacy or to demonstrate knowledge of war, but Rostow and Hilsman saw their experien-
ces in the Second World War as directly transferrable to the problems in Vietnam. Hilsman was
critical of the Air Force’s bureaucratic agenda in pushing for the use of offensive air power in
Vietnam and he encouraged the use of Special Forces at a time when they were on the ascend-
ant and trying to prove their relevance.

The research has implications for historical scholarship in inviting others to more systematic-
ally consider how and why veterans in civilian national security roles might have adopted certain
views with respect to the use of force. It remains the case that US troop deployments are heavy
with logistical and other support roles, the type of role that Rostow for instance filled. The pro-
portion of troops in a combat role, the so-called ‘tooth-to-tail ratio’, has steadily declined in US
military deployments since the Second World War.82 Moreover, our case studies suggest that a
degree of socialization is important for the tendency in veterans’ views to track with senior mili-
tary officials and that socialization happens within a specific branch of the armed services, rather
than the military as a whole. During the Second World War, basic training was often limited to a
few weeks and, as a result, indoctrination may have been less effective than with officers who
attended military academies, such as Hilsman. As a result, it would be interesting for historians
to see whether and how the introduction of the All-Volunteer Force after Vietnam, with longer
training times and free choice to enlist, has accentuated this process of socialization.

Historians can usefully draw on relevant political science literature, which has a predictive
value and provides helpful labels that we can use in your own analyses. In turn, our contribution
can be to provide nuance, details that challenge neat dichotomies and conceptual frameworks.
Since Preston’s article, which marks its 20th anniversary this year, historians of the Vietnam War
have co-opted his language of ‘soft hawks’ and accept that categorizing civilian decision-makers
in sharply delineated hawk/dove categories oversimplifies the messiness of policy-making during
the war. Likewise, zeroing in on how the presence of veterans might influence their policy pre-
scriptions is helpful but ultimately challenges binary thinking that would separate veterans
from civilians.
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