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of heroism and monomania that a succession of outsiders have looked there
for a key to some riddle and then been expelled by a ferocious persistence
that not only thwarted the foreigner’s exertions but hazarded his own in-
ternal balance?

Our predecessors had entered in innocence, convinced that the cruel
civil war represented the cutting edge of some global design. In four years
of struggle they had been unable to develop a strategy to achieve victory—
and for all one can know now such a strategy was not attainable. They
had done enough to produce a major commitment of American power and
credibility but not enough to bring it to a conclusion. In the last year of
the Johnson Administration the Communists had launched a massive coun-
trywide offensive. Few students of the subject question today that it was
massively defeated. But its scale and sacrifice turned it into a psychological
victory. Under the impact of the Tet offensive we first curtailed and then
ended our bombing of the North for no return except the opening of ne-
gotiations which our implacable adversary immediately stalemated. Public
support was ebbing for a war we would not win but also seemed unable
to end.

And in our country, opposition grew. It was composed of many strands:
sincere pacifists who hated to see their country involved in killing thousands
of miles away; pragmatists who could discern no plausible outcome; iso-
lationists who wished to end American overseas involvement; idealists who
saw no compatibility between our values and the horrors of a war literally
brought home for the first time on television. And these groups were egged
on by a small minority expressing the inchoate rage of the 1960s with shock
tactics of obscenity and violence, expressing their hatred of America, its
“system’” and its “‘evil.”” All these groups had combined to produce the
bitter chaos of the Democratic Convention of 1968, the campus violence,
and the confusion and demoralization of the leadership groups that had
sustained the great American postwar initiatives in foreign policy.

Richard Nixon inherited this cauldron. Of all choices he was probably
the least suited for the act of grace that might have achieved reconciliation
with the responsible members of the opposition. Seeing himself in any case
the target of a liberal conspiracy to destroy him, he could never bring
himself to regard the upheaval caused by the Vietnam war as anything
other than a continuation of the long-lived assault on his political existence.
Though he sympathized more with the anguish of the genuine protesters
than they knew, he never mustered the self-confidence or the largeness of
spirit to reach out to them. He accepted their premises that we faced a
mortal domestic struggle; in the process he accelerated and compounded
its bitterness.

Fairness compels the recognition that he had precious little help. After
all, Hubert Humphrey, whose entire life was a reach for reconciliation,
had been treated scarcely better during his campaign for the Presidency.
And after Nixon took office those who had created our involvement in
Vietnam moved first to neutrality and then to opposition, saddling Nixon
with responsibility for a war he had inherited and attacking him in the name



