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In 1954 France withdrew its troops from Vietnam, and the country was divided into two 
halves. North Vietnam had a Communist government, while South Vietnam was non-
Communist. Communist guerilla forces, supported by North Vietnam, soon threatened to 
gain control in the South. The United States sent aid and advisers to help South Vietnam. 
The non-Communist government still neared collapse. In February 1965, the United 
States started bombing North Vietnam. That summer, Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara proposed sending American combat troops to Vietnam. The text below is 
from a meeting President Lyndon Johnson had with his advisers on July 21,1965. Under 
Secretary of State George Ball and Johnson discuss the proposed U.S. escalation in 
Vietnam. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What objections does Ball make to increasing the U.S. military commitment to Vietnam? 
 
 
 
BALL: I can foresee a perilous voyage, very dangerous. I have great and grave 
apprehensions that we can win under these conditions . . . 
 
THE PRESIDENT: But, George, is there another course in the national interest  . . . that 
is better than the one McNamara proposes? We know it is dangerous and perilous, but the 
big question is, can it be avoided? 
 
BALL: There is no course that will allow us to cut our losses. If we get bogged down, our 
cost might be substantially greater. The pressures to create a larger war would be 
inevitable. The qualifications I have are not due to the fact that I think we are in a bad 
moral position. 
 
THE PRESIDENT: Tell me then, what other road can I go? 
 
BALL: Take what precautions we can, Mr. President. Take our losses, let their 
government fall apart, negotiate, discuss, knowing full well there will be a probable take 
over by the Communists. This is disagreeable, I know. 
-
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THE PRESIDENT: I can take disagreeable decisions. But I want to know can we make a 
case for your thoughts? Can you discuss it fully? . . . 
 
BALL: We cannot win, Mr. President. The war will be long and protracted. The most we 
can hope for is a messy conclusion. There remains a great danger of intrusion by the 
Chinese. But the biggest problem is the problem of the long war. The Korean experience 
was a galling one. The correlation between Korean casualties and public opinion showed 
support stabilized at 50 percent. As casualties increase, the pressure to strike at the very 
jugular of North Vietnam will become very great. I am concerned about world opinion. If 
we could win in a year’s time, and win decisively, world opinion would be alright. 
However, if the war is long and protracted, as I believe it will be, then we will suffer 
because the world’s greatest power cannot defeat guerillas. Then there is the problem of 
national politics. Every great captain in history was not afraid to make a tactical 
withdrawal if conditions were unfavorable to him. The enemy cannot even be seen in 
Vietnam. He is indigenous to the country. I truly have serious doubts that an army of 
Westerners can successfully fight Orientals in the Asian jungle. 
 
THE PRESIDENT: This is important. Can Westerners, in the absence of accurate 
intelligence, successfully fight Asians in jungle rice paddies? I want McNamara and 
General Wheeler to seriously ponder this question. 
 
BALL: I think we all have underestimated the seriousness of this situation. It is like 
giving cobalt treatment to a terminal cancer case. I think a long, protracted war will 
disclose our weakness, not our strength. The least harmful way to cut losses in SVN 
[South Vietnam] is to let the government decide it doesn’t want us to stay there. 
Therefore, we should put such proposals to the GVN that they can’t accept. Then, it 
would move to a neutralist position. I have no illusions that after we were asked to leave 
South Vietnam, that country would soon come under Hanoi control . . . 
 
THE PRESIDENT: But George, wouldn’t all these countries say that Uncle Sam was a 
paper tiger, wouldn’t we lose credibility breaking the word of three presidents, if we did 
as you have proposed? It would seem to be an irresistible blow. But I gather you don’t 
think so? 
 
BALL: No sir. The worse blow would be that the mightiest power on earth is unable to 
defeat a handful of guerillas. 
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