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A CRISIS OF CREDIBILITY 
The go\rernnient of the United States faces a 
crisis of credibility. Simply put, many citizens do 
not believe that the go\*emnient officials are tell- 
ing the tntth about current issues-most signifi- 
cantly, about the war in Vietnam. 

Evidence of the crisis is everywhere apparent. 
\!‘hen Arthur Goldberg referred to the diplo- 
matic peace offensive being conducted by the 
United States he said that “there has been-great 
concern as to whether we really are pursuing 
what has been said is a path to peace. . . . !!‘e 
have had a great problem here maintaining our 
credibilitrf with our own people.” But this was 
merely ;pen and official acknowledgment of a 
situation that had been long in the making and 
may not )pet have gathered to a head. 

The relevant questions, then, do not concern 
the esistence of the crisis but rather why there is 
such a crisis, how damaging it is and what can 
be done to resolve it. The beginnings of such a 
crisis are always tenuous and obscure, open to 
interpretation and judgment. But for conven- 
ience, a good point to begin an examination of 
our present crisis might be a statement made by 
Arthur Sylvester when he was an Assistant Sec- 
retary of Defense for Public Affairs. Asked to 
account for what was termed “management of 
the news” during the period of the Cuban block- 
ade, he answered that the government had an in- 
herent right “to lie to save itself.” hlr. SyIvester’s 
response can be faulted for its expression, but 
not because he misinterpreted actual practice. 
Every government must, on occasion, conduct 
some of its operations in secret. This is neither a 
new nor startling discovery. \\$at is novel is for 
an acting official to declare that maintaining that 
secrecy against enquiry necessitates ‘lies.” A 
proper moral casuisty or a better political sense 
would find a better and more accurate term. 

That upset might in time have quieted down 
but for two things. The first is that some news- 
men felt they had been offered a view of “man- 
aged news” that was both complacent and self- 
righteous; they did not intend to let that issue 
disappear without continued examination. The 

sccond reason is more important. High oficials 
in our goveninie~it issued statements n.liicli were 
later disproved or discounted, and niany people 
q i i  it  e natura 1 1 y wondered tvh e t h er i 1 I cl e‘cd t 11 cs e 
statements were not lies. 

The I‘ietnilm situation itself accounts for sonic’ 
of the clifficiilties. I t  is niessy, its histon. is fiairl\. 
iii\.oI\.ecI illid AAiilericiins are gellerilIi>v I& knowi- 
ctlgeable about Southenst .4sin and its inipor- 
tillice to the U.S. than they are about otlier ilreiis 
where lve ha te  committed large amounts of men 
and materiel. No President has been able to 
speak with complete persuasiveness aliout \vIiy 
the U.S. is i l l  Vietnam. A numbcr of reilsolis haire 
lieen offered, but where no single reason semis 
convincing. all are under stispicion. Further, thc 
estimates about how long U.S. aid would he 
needed and how much would be required have 
been subject to colisti1nt correction and illcrease. 
However such faulty e\duations are esplaincd, 
they do not inspire trust in the nest estiimte 
that is trotted out for inspection and npprovd. 

In a situation where all statements about U.S. 
policy in Vietnam are going to be scrutinized, 
one would expect responsible officials to take 
special care. Unfortunately they haven’t. The 
\!We Paper issued by the Department of State 
in February 1965, for example, was for many 
people an unconLincing document that did the 
opposite of what was intended. For them it illus- 
trated the accuracy of U Thant’s coninlent that 
“in times of war and hostility, the first casualty 
is truth.” 

To be more specific, some citizens who are 
both informed and concemed and who recognize 
that sincere and committed people can disagree 
about important issues, believe that the go1w-n- 

is not a question about policy onlv, for here they 
would expect differences, but about how that 

ample, sa>.s that our initial “commitment” to the 
I‘ietnamese people was made by Presiden t Eisen- 
hower in his letter of October, 19S-4. Yet an cs- 
aniination of that letter reveals not a commit- 

ment has not been dealing fairly with them. This 

policy is presented. President Johnson, for ex- 
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nicnt but a highly tentative and conditional offer. 
Nor is there a treaty which places the U.S. under 
;iii obligation to &e its own forces to  ‘defend 
South l‘ietnam. Again, the International Control 
Comniissioii (constituted to enforce the Geneva 
.4ccoid of 1954) is cited in the State Department 
\\‘liite Piipcr to show that North Vietnam vio- 
h t c d  tlie Geneva Accord. But Lvliat is not cited 
arc fiiidiiigs bv the same Commission w.hich in- 
dicate \iolntio;is by South Vietnam and the U.S. 
Agtiiii, one l\’hite Paper attempted to prove that 
Nortli !‘ictiinni supplied large numbers of. men 
aiid ai’iiis to the l’iet Cong, but the evidence lire- 
sell tcd \\’ils ludicrously unpersunsive. 

Otlier points could-readilv be made, but thev 
add up to one charge. Apart from the actual pol- 
icv of the U.S. in Vietnam, the presentation of 
t l k t  policy is lamentable. One can sympathize 

with officials who must conduct a messy policy 
and yet maintain public support; some officials 
have a right to  feel aggrieved a t  the charges 
made against them. (But  the war‘ in which some 
of these dissenters are  treated-’from Senator J. 
\\‘. Fullbright to potential draftees who oppose 
the war-diminishes that sympathy. ) 

If this crisis deepens i t  will damage not only 
the debate concerning the Vietnam war, but  thk 
outcome of that struggle itself. It will, fiirther- 
more, weaken the authority of the govenmient, 
not only with its own citizens, but with countries 
around the world. If the U.S. is to worry about 
coniinitment, national interest, prestige and 
honor-all terms that are invoked to support our 
engagement in Vietnam-i t should examine the 
present relation of government and citizens in 
exactly these terms. J . .  F. 

the magazines 

A closc~ look : i t  thc TlianLsgiLing Lveckciid activities 
of stridrnt protcst groups gathered in it’ashington at 
tlic time of the “national peace march” organized by 
SANE, is provided by Renata Adler in the December 
11 issucn of TIic iVm1 Yorkcr. As hliss Adler describes 
tlica stridrnt movements in “The Price of Peace Is 
Confusion,” “the charge of Communist inspiration 
. . . seems particularly wide of the mark.” For, she 
\\ ritcs, “ i f  anything lids characterized the movement, 
froin its beginning and in all its parts, i t  has been 
;i spirit of decciitriilizution, local autonomy, personal 
clioicr, and freedom from d o p a .  On many cam- 
p i s c ~ s ,  c’i’c~i simple majority rule is regarded as CO- 
c8rciL.c of the minorih;  policy decisions require a 
‘coiiscwsus.’ A s  :i result, very few policy decisions 
;ire nixlc .  I n  fact. it oftcn appears that the move- 
ment may be, in the end, more right than left-that 
i t  i i i ; i L  Ii.i\.c picked up :I dropped conservative stitch 
i i i  tlk : \ n i ~ ~ i c ; i i i  political tradition. Individualism, 
pri\,;ic\*, 1)c~rsoii;il initiative, even isolationism and a 
\.ic.\r. of tlic fcdcral govemnient as oppressive-these 
c h ~ n i c . i i t s  of tlic right-wing consciousness have not 
been argued in such depth (least of all by the right 
\\.ills itself, n i t h  its paradosicnl insistence on do- 
iiir>tic police csp;insion and on military intervention 
;ibro;itl) siiicc 1932.” 
0 

“The Gospel of Jesus Christ in its entirety, includ- 
ing the full spectrum of Christian morality, is the 
oiiiy liopc for thci world. But this is not what some 
clc‘rgiiicn arc preuching,” contends R. N. Usher- 
\\.ilsoii, a priest of the Church of England now liv- 
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ing i i i  New York (Chiistiunity Today, December 
17 ). A number of prominent churchmen, he sa s, by 

campaign and with regard to such matters as ob- 
scenity and civil rights, have led us to conclude that 
“the public moral attitudes of private persons 
toLvard race, poverty, and war are important; but 
the private morality of public figures is not impor- 
tnnt-or at least none of OUT business.” 

These “false alternatives of public and private 
morality,” hlr. Usher-\Wson writes, may cause us 
to ‘lose sight of a vital purpose of the Church. For 
the Church must create a new type of society emerg- 
ing from a ne“ type of man. This does not mean 
that the problems of race, color, poverty, and war 
must not be tackled vigorously and head on. It does 
mean, however, that such effort must never become 
a substitute for bringing men to that rebirth which 
puzzled Nicodemus and ever). pragmatist who fol- 
lo\vecl him. This world needs what St. Paul spoke 
of, ‘If any one is in Christ, he is a new creation.’ 
This new creation inevitably includes the fulfillment 
of personal morality. If we do not comprehend this, 
tliere is a very real possibility that the Church will 
become nothing more than a glorified social service 
agency. 

‘TVithout some charactercreating power at  work 
in men, society may well become prey to a pervad- 
ing legalism backed by physical force,” he wmns. 
“For esample, racial integration depends for its true 
sticcess on men’s freely choosing to associate with 
one another.” But “without the creation of new moti- 
vation in individuals, it will be left to the state to 

their public statements during the last Presi 8 entia1 


