Melvin Small

Public Opinion on Foreign Policy:
The View from the Johnson and
Nixon White Houses!

Som en forste fase i en underspgelse af, hvilken indflydelse protestbevagelserne
med krigen i Vietnam havde pa prasidenterne Lyvndon Johnson og Richard Nixon.
drofter artiklen, hvorledes de to prasidenter og deres nwrmeste radgivere forholdt
sig til opinionen i udenrigspolitiske sporgsmal. Det vises, at de fremherskende opfat-
telser i den akademiske litteratur om opinionens rolle i den udenrigspolitiske beslut-
ningsproces ikke er dakkende. Artiklen, der blandt andet bygger pa interviews med
centralt placerede prisidentielle ridgivere, konkluderer, at prasidenterne ikke for-
mede deres opfattelse af opinionen pi grundlag af eksplicitte forestillinger om pé-
virkningskanaler og reprasentativitet eller systematisk indsamlede data, men pd
grundlag af tilfeldige informationer og intuitive vurderinger.

Working on a study of the impact of the American antiwar movement on Lyndon
Johnson and Richard Nixon, I found it first necessary to determine how both
presidents and their inner circles dealt with public opinion on international issues
in general. This is a complex question, which, as we shall see, cannot be answered
through recourse to any of the many academic models of the way opinion showuld
affect the president.? Perhaps it can never be answered satisfactorily since it
means getting inside the heads of the main players in the White House drama to
discover their perceptions and assumptions. Yet the question is too important to
ignore. It is central to understanding how individual citizens and organized
groups, the media, the bureaucracy, and Congress influence foreign policy decisi-
on making through their perceived expressions of public opinion.

How does the president use public opinion polls? How is presidential mail
evaluated? What newspapers and journalists are important under what circum-
stances? How do the policy preferences of friends and family affect opinion analy-
sis? The answers to such questions may be different for each president and even
for different periods during indivdual presidencies. Nevertheless, in examining
what Johnson and Nixon considered as public opinion on foreign policy, we may
be able to generalize about the issue for recent American history.

A Complicated Problem

In his pathbreaking monograph published in 1961, James N. Rosenau suggested
factors that one must examine in order to determine how public opinion and
foreign policy interact in the United States.” Because of the complexity of the
problem, he found it necessary to present three strata of the public, sixteen kinds
of opinion makers, and ten channels of communication that he felt could some day
become the components of a formal model.

We have not moved very far beyond Rosenau’s “pre-theory” over the past
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several decades, despite the considerable scholarly attention paid to his problem.
Our lack of progress may be attributable to the challenging nature of the issue.
Indeed, when I was turned down for several grants to support my project on the
antiwar movement, evaluators noted that while I had posed a significant problem,
they thought it was impossible for me to solve it. 1 could understand, if not
approve of, their caution.

Historians, especially, are rightfully leery of examining any issue before the
archives are open and before time has past to allow one to gain perspective. In the
case of Johnson who left the presidency over fifteen years ago, although a good
deal of material is available in his presidential library in Austin, Texas, much in
the foreign area remains classified. As for Nixon, who resigned over a decade ago,
few written documents or tapes have been released to the public, in part because
of the former president’s continuing series of lawsuits. It is true that most of the
main actors, including both presidents, have written their memoirs, but these are
no substitute for the paper trail left within the modern executive bureaucracy.

George Reedy, one of Johnson’s press secretaries, is even suspicious of the
value of that paper trail. In the first place, he emphasizes the complex nature of
the mind of Lyndon Johnson, so complex that he doubted whether the president
himself knew why he was behaving the way he did. Moreover, the memos availab-
le in the Johnson Library offer little indication of their impact on the president
since he rarely responded to them. According to Reedy, one could only be certain
that a comment was noted when it appeared in a sentence or two in one of the
president’s speeches or press conferences.* Of course, Johnson was always careful
to initial everything that he read.’

One advantage of studying something so recent as the United States during the
nineteen sixties is the availability of sources for interviews. In fact, the major
difficulty interviewing people in 1984 is not only that some key figures have died,
but that the memories of the living are already beginning to fade. Thus, the more
specific questions — did X say such and such at the July 21, 1965 meeting? — cannot
always be answered through the interview process. It is interesting to note that
most of the major presidential archives now try to complete their oral histories
within a few years after the end of the administration.

The recency of the subject to be analyzed is only part of the problem. Suppose,
for example, the subject was the isolationists’ impact on Franklin Roosevelt in
1940 rather than the antiwar movement’s impact on Richard Nixon in 19707 Most
likely, historians and political scientists would still maintain that the assessment of
impact or influence, though important, is ultimately impossible, even with the
mountains of documentation available for 1940,

One reason for this pessimism relates to the reluctance of decision makers to
explain their foreign policies in terms of public pressures, unless they are looking
for scapegoats. Whether one examines the documentation behind decisions to go
to war, to increase troop levels, or to begin or stop bombing, the emphasis
publicly is upon strategic concerns and the president’s concept of national securi-
ty. Clark Clifford, for one, who was called in by President Johnson to reassess the
Vietnam policy in early 1968, claims that he rarely factored opinion into his
deliberations — he was concerned with military questions.® Similarly, the reports of
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national security advisors McGeorge Bundy and Walt W. Rostow during the
Vietnam War rarely included discussions of public opinion.

When I asked Rostow whether my impression was correct that he, even more
than his predecessor, rarely wrote about opinion when discussing options in
Vietnam, he agreed and asserted that he did not feel that it was his task to concern
himself unduly with opinion when he was charged with analyzing national security
affairs. On the other hand, both McGeorge Bundy and Dean Rusk emphasize the
importance of opinion to them. Bundy remembers many long conversations with
President Johnson about opinion, especially durig the first part of 1965. Rusk
explains that foreign policy makers are like airline pilots, checking a variety of
factors before take-off. with opinion always an important factor.” Yet a careful
analysis of their formal memoranda and policy papers suggests that in print, at
least, opinion was a negligible factor in most cases.

In their public statements, members of the executive branch, including the
president, often talk about support as shown in opinion polls and how their
adversaries should know that the American people stand behing their president.
[n private, it appears that to admit discussing or even to discuss the impact of
public opinion on a foreign policy would be to abnegate their sworn responsibility
to maintain national security, insulated from the vagaries of uninformed and
emotional currents of opinion. It seems indecorous for presidents to raise the issue
of the public, and thus politics and elections, when it comes to considering life and
death questions in which only they and their aides allegedly have the information
and expertise to make an informerd judgement. They would agree with Edmund
Burke who told his constituents that

"I know you chose me, in my place, along with others, to be a pillar of state,
and not a weathercock on the top of the edifice, exalted for my levity and
versatility and of no use but to indicate the shiftings of every fashionable
gale.”®

Such noble sentiments may be related to the fact that in the United States, at
least, elections have rarely involved foreign policy issues.” Whether one considers
the so-called League of Nations election of 1920 or the "mad bomber™ election of
1964, foreign policy issues in presidential elections have turned out to be only
marginally important. An excellent example in the period in question is the 1968
contest. Although the Vietnam War was obviously a dominant public issue that
fall, most voters were unable to exercise either hawkish or dovish options when
they came to choose between Nixon and Humphrey. '

It is possible, of course, that the public is always there in the minds of the
decision makers as the ultimate determiner of the boundaries within which they
must operate. Since they have internalized the conception of what the public will
bear, there is no need to discuss it. For example, when occasionally toying with
the idea of a tactical nuclear threat to North Vietnam, it was unnecessary for the
inner decision making circle to mention the probable public shock at such a
demarche.

This argument weakens when we look at the historical record. The parameters
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for action allegedly established by the public can be shifted over time through the
impact of events as well as "educational” campaigns led by the president. In 1943,
the thought of stationing American troops permanently in postwar Europe see-
med preposterous. The boys would have to come home post haste at war’s end.
Faced with the onrushing Cold War, the American public accepted this unprece-
dented policy only three years after Roosevelt had conveyed to Stalin the strongly
isolationist preferences of his constituents.

It is true that presidents have occasionally explained a major policy in terms of
public pressure. Most famous may have been William McKinley's decision to
retain the Philippines, at decision he attributed to divine guidance and strong
popular sentiment he discovered on a speaking tour. As with other tributes to the
power of the people, historians have taken this one with a grain of salt as they
pointed to the strategic and economic considerations that went into McKinley’s
decision to make the United States a colonial power.

More generally, the identification of motives for any individual act is always a
tricky business. Officials, as well as ordinary people, are not always able to ex-
plain with confidence why they behaved in a certain manner. The problem is
compounded by leaders who often try to justify their programs in memoirs written
many years after the events. The slippery nature of the evidence for motivation
available on paper strengthens the argument for the efficacy of working in this
area even before all the documents have been released.

There are mitigating factors that make the search for the impact of opinion on
the decision makers somewhat easier in the cases of Johnson and Nixon. Above
all, the number of participants in the making of foreign policy was quite small.
Both men, especially on international issues, relied on only a few advisers who
met in intimate settings where, alas, few notes were taken, although Nixon’s tape
recorders were rolling constantly.

By 1966, Johnson had come virtually to ignore the National Security Council,
which, ironically, had been established because the Cabinet was too unwieldy a
body for foreign policy deliberations. Instead, the president relied upon the Tues-
day Lunch group that usually included, in addition to the president, the secreta-
ries of state and defense, the director of the CIA, the chair of the joint chiefs, the
president’s assistant for national security affairs, and the press secretary. Despite
its semi-institutionalized status, the Tuesday Lunch was more informal than it
seemed because few notes or minutes were taken.'’

A comparable, even less formal arrangement obtained under the Nixon admini-
stration with the president, his national security adviser, and sometimes the chief
of the White House staff discussing most of the major policy initiatives in the
intimacy of the Owval Office. Most likely, there were even fewer meetings on
foreign policy matters under Nixon than under Johnson, in which the president
was directly involved. Presidential counselor Bryce Harlow paints a picture of a
president spending inordinate amounts of time by himself, away from the White
House in the Executive Office Building, where, alone, surrounded by briefing
papers, he contemplated the hard decisions. Nixon speechwriter and adviser Ray
Price fzeports similarly that his boss preferred memos to meetings with indivi-
duals.
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One reason for this centralization had to do with the greater efficiency of small
groups. No less important, however. was the fact that both presidents, like many
before and after them. were obsessed with the leaks that poured out of the larger
Cabinet and National Security Council sessions. Assistant Secretary of State for
Far Eastern Affairs, William Bundy feels that once a group becomes larger than
thirty, it is impossible to keep a secret in Washington. Dean Rusk was delighted
with the Tuesday Lunch arrangement because the handful of participants could
debate openly without fear of finding their often frank statements in the media the
next day."

Undoubtedly, the more people involved in the decision making, the more likely
the leaks. especially from members of the competing foreign policy burcaucracies
trying to protect their turfs and reputations. In both administrations, the presi-
dents were troubled by the inordinate amount of time spent by officials in the
departments of state and defense, as well as by the national security council staff,
bad mouthing one another to the Washington press. '

The fewer the chief advisers of the president and the more narrow the decision-
making settings, the easier the task for the scholar. Although the bureaucracies
continued to turn out long memoranda at all levels that were dutifully shuffled up
a few levels, and the deputy and assistant secretaries held constant coordinating
meetings, much of this activity had little bearing on what went on inside Johnson
and Nixon’s tight little groups. Of course, the secretaries of state and defense, for
example, might have been exposed to some of these materials and they ultimately
influenced the president. Nonetheless, the historian of this era should be wary of
attributing too much importance to the mountains of paper emanating from the
vast bureaucracies. One is reminded of the World War II historiographical pro-
blem when revisionist historians, looking for evidence of American anti-commu-
nist policies, found scores of such memos from assistant and deputy secretaries
and desk people in the State Department. The problem was that Franklin Roose-
velt cared little for their advice and chose to rely upon his own intuition, ambassa-
dors, and private advisors.

So circumscribed where the decision making groups under Johnson that some
senior staffers complained that they rarely knew what was going on, even though
they were charged with producing background reports that assumed full knowled-
ge of American policy.'® During the Nixon years, a scandal erupted when it was
discovered that a military aide to national security adviser Henry Kissinger was
leaking documents to the joint chiefs because even they did not know what was
going on in American foreign policy.'®

Aware of the criticism concerning the insular small groups making policy, both
presidents tried to give the impression that they were open to all sorts of views
from all sorts of people. One of the most celebrated such cases was the large
interdepartmental meeting of July 21 and 22, 1965, when Johnson decided to
escalate dramatically the American ground commitment in Vietnam. Assistant
Secretary of State George Ball's famous dissent was most likely leaked to the
press to give the impression that not only did Johnson listen to conflicting views
but that the decision was not made until everyone had his or her say. George
Reedy disagrees with this interpretation suggesting that Johnson had already
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made up his mind and that he was a master at informally "scripting” meetings to
make them look spontaneous and significant to the participants.

Social Science and the Real World

Clearly, one encounters many problems in attempting to determine how Presi-
dents Johnson and Nixon were affected by opinion on their Vietnam policies. One
probably should not begin a study of this issue with the formal, social scientific
models of opinion formation and submission that have been developed by acade-
mics. In conversations with government officials, [ was struck by one common
theme - public opinion is what we thought it was, whether or not it conformed to
the neat flow charts created by the scholars. That is, even though presidents
seemingly do not "understand” how public opinion works in American society, if
they label some expression of opinion as an important reflection of public opinion,
then it is in terms of impact on American policy. And that is all that should matter
to the scholar.

On occasion, presidents’ impressions may indeed reflect the state of the sociolo-
gical art, even if they do not know it. Johnson, for one, was very worried about
intellectual dissent, even when the public opinion polls were favorable to him.
When I asked George Reedy whether the president felt that way because of the
role intellectuals play in forming opinion and that though small in numbers, they
can ultimately be very influential, Reedy responded negatively. Johnson most
likely never thought about why the intellectuals were important; he just knew they
were, 1

Most politicians believe they can intuit public opinion, with or without data
provided by pollsters. There is evidence that people do become leaders in small
groups in part because they are best able to understand what members of that
group desire.'”

Harry S. Truman prided himself on his ability to sense public opinion irrespecti-
ve of what the media and polls reflected. In 1948, at least, he was right while the
experts had egg on their faces.”” And this is not just an American phenomenon.
When 1 asked Jens Otto Krag, the late prime ministers of Denmark, how he
gauged opinion in his own country on a foreign policy issue, he responded that he
read several morning newspapers, called a few trusted friends, and then relied
upon the sensitive antennae he had developed over the years. Naturally he turned
to the polls as well, if he had time, but at bottom, the handful of informal, and
maybe even unrepresentative, sources were the most important to him. Krag was
one of the most successful Danish politicians since 1945.

Similarly, when I asked another of Johnson’s press secretaries, George Christi-
an, how he reacted to reading a newspaper petition with 5,000 college professors
as signatories, he responded that he thought such evidence of dissent to be impor-
tant. When I tried to talk him out of its importance, or at least how his administra-
tion could have developed a rationale for ignoring that type of opinion, he refused
to accept my approach, an approach which devolved from the most sophisticated
theories of academia.

Even more astounding in this vein is Dean Rusk’s contention that the elite
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media and intelligentsia do not necessarily have a strong influece on foreign policy
1ssues with the rest of the population. According to the very experienced Ameri-
can statesman, when his "country cousins” in Georgia turned against the Vietnam
War in the spring of 1968. they made up their minds virtually independent of
currents of opinion emanating from the East Coast literary and journalistic estab-
lishment. And thus, from his perspective, on this issue at least, Dean Rusks denies
the hallowed academic two-step-flow of informaton theory.*'

The more [ talked to such people, the more I became convinced that academic
experts who write about public opinion and foreign policy are, for the most part,
stereotypical ivorytowered philosophers, insensitive to the real world. Or to put it
another way, presidents and their advisors deal with public opinion in an amazing-
ly idiosyncratic, unsystematic fashion that makes a mockery of the models that
pervade the scholarly literature.

Both Bryce Harlow and Jack Valenti emphasized that their repsective booses
were ultimately human beings who were quite capable of behaving irrationally
and unpragmatically.?? Nixon might allow one lone picketer in Lafayette Park to
arouse him to a frenzy while Johnson's day could be ruined because of one word in
a report from an Associated Press correspondent.

Sources of Opinion in the Oral Office

Given the problems inherent in this issue area, it is probably easiest only to
enumerate potential sources for opinion and how they were used by Johnson and
Nixon. It is futile, for the nonce, to weigh the relative significance of each of them.
Further, we will eschew an analysis of how opinion is made — we are only intere-
sted in how public opinion arrives in the Oval Office and is perceived by the
decision makers. :

The most obvious and “scientific” source for opinion is the public opinion
poll.?* In recent years, the most important of these have been those that ask the
same question — Are you satisfied with the president’s handling of foreign rela-
tions? Was it a mistake to become involved in Vietnam? — at periodic intervals.
Johnson, as most everyone knew, literally carried supportive polls in his pock-
ets.?* Nixon and his advisers were even more keen observers of the polls.?

There are polls and there are polls. One White House aide felt that the most
important ones were those that were featured in newspapers or on television
because they created opinion in their own right.® If the CBS/New York Times
poll announced that 50 per cent of those polled were opposed to further escala-
tion, another 10 per cent of the population might join with the majority that has
sanctioned, for them, a critical attitude toward the war. Thus, a week after the
poll had been published, the 50 per cent might have become 60 per cent because
of the poll itself. At the same time, published polls during the Vietnam period had
an effect in Hanoi as well.

Most of the time, the polls are too insensitive and gross an instrument for the
president to employ to gauge reactions to one or another foreign policy initiatives.
For one thing, polls are often outdated by the time they reach the decision-
maker’s desk.”” Any poll on Soviet-American relations taken during the week
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before the Korean airliner incident would be worthless the minute the news of the
tragedy hit the air waves.

In addition, in most periods, Americans tend to support the presidents’ foreign
policies in greater numbers than their domestic policies.” This virtual knee-jerk
support may be a product of insecurity relating to the public’s lack of knowledge
in this complex and usually remote area.”” Moreover, presidents can make their
approval rating rise merely by doing something in the foreign policy sphere, the
most famous case being the rise in John F. Kennedy’s popularity after he publicly
accepted the blame for the Bay of Pigs fiasco.*®

Another potentially quantifiable and scientific source for general opinion is
mail, telephone calls, and telegrams sent to the White House and executive de-
partments.> This can be something of a two-way street with calls and telegrams
generated by party officials to demonstrate to the rest of the nation that people
support the president’s policy.** In most cases, however, the correspondence and
communication to the White House is spontaneous. Depending upon the admini-
stration and the issue, departments keep records of this expression of opinion that
is forwarded to the president.*

After the Johnson administration first began bombing North Vietnam in the
aftermath of the attack on Pleiku on February 7, 1965, over 1500 telegrams were
received by the White House. According to McGeorge Bundy, this represented a
medium to heavy flow with the negatives outnumbering the positives at a 12-1
ratio. Bundy evinced concern about these telegrams, especially when compared to
the 3~‘(‘.4?u.1lf of Tonkin attack of the previous year when the negative ratio was only
2-1.

Or again, looking at the mail flow over a weekend period in early April of 1965,
national security council aide Chester Cooper counted 380 letters against and only
96 for the Vietnam policy. A worried Cooper noted, the letters did not look like
they were part of an organized campaign and were "judicious and reasoned”. The
White House became more confident several days later when the mail on the
president’s Johns Hopkins University speech came in at a positive ratio of 4-1.%

It seems surprising that 700 letters over a weekend in a population of 200
million could have an impact on the White House, but they apparently do.* It
may be that a certain number of letters expressing a certain distribution of opinion
becomes the norm and that when the number fluctuates or the opinion becomes
skewed, the mail is considered potentially reflective of attitudes in the nation at
large. In their more rational moments, White House officials do recognize the
unscientific nature of the mail flow they monitor. One aide who told Bundy that
telegrams were running 14-1 against the president while the polls gave him a 76
per cent approval rating, commented, "It goes to show something about telegrams
to the White House.”?’

Such skepticism about the meaning of White House mail should have been
reinforced by the fact that people tend to write more frequently to their political
friends than to their political enemies.”® We also know that letter writers during
the Vietnam period tended toward the hawkish side of the argument while demo-
nstrators were more likely to be dovish.*® Other scientific analyses of the meaning
of the mail were available to the White House operatives. However, when the
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president asks about the mail count or even asks to see a letter or two, the mail
becomes an important indicator of opinion to him. an indicator that may have an
effect on a policy decision.™

When we leave the polls and the mail (and. of course, election returns), the
presidents’ sources for public opinion become more unguantifiable and unsyste-
matic. They are no less important. however. and in the case of the decision
makers’ acquaintances, friends. and family. they may be all important. The inti-
mates to whom a president and his staff talk regularly, over the breakfast. confe-
rence, or cocktail table, both offer their own ideas about public opinion and
reflect elite opinon. One can imagine, for example. Richard Nixon asking his
daughter, Julie, what her classmates at Smith would think of such and such a
policy, as well as what she thought of it.

It is true that both presidents seemed to surround themselves with sycophantic
types. Or perhaps, their forceful personalities and oversensitivity to criticism
created sycophants out of previously strong-willed individuals. In any event, the
presidents’ intimates often found themselves in the position of telling them what
they thought they wanted to hear. All the same, it is apparent that those intimates
themselves were affected by family and friends, especially on the Vietnam War
issue. Most important, the intimates were central to the opinion presenting pro-
cess, explaining to the president what was going on "out there”. William Bundy
remembers the way that wives of officials often confronted harsh criticism on
Vietnam policy from friends because those friends found it easier to open up to
the spouse. George Reedy recalled the role of his own wife, as well as the wives of
other high officials, who fell off the Vietnma bandwagon early and told their
husbands so in no uncertain terms. Bryce Harlow remembers an informal discussi-
on with a group of his son’s high school friends, none of whom was prepared to
accept a draft call. The mother of Nixon’s secretary of defense, Melvin Laird, as
well as Laird’s son, the children of Gerald Ford, John Ehrlichman, Spiro Agnew,
and Roberet McNamara, among other, brought to their important relatives a
feeling for the antiwar sentiment abroad in the land.*'

The same goes for social contacts in Washington and New York.** From 1966
onward, in both parties and in many different social circles, more and more of the
friends of the decision makers became critical of Vietnam policies, and until they
became too strident, were able to relay that criticism to the Oval Office. George
Christian felt that when influentials like Dean Acheson and Mathew Ridgeway
privately and informally began to express displeasure with the way things were
going in Southeast Asia, the president took notice.** In a study of the weapons
industry during the period, one scholar discovered that friends and family were
very important in affecting scientists’ attitudes toward government policy, ultima-
tely figuring prominently in their decision to leave war-related research.*

Congress is still another source of public opinion for the president.** Indeed,
opinions from the Hill are often taken as surrogates for public opinon by White
House staffers. Undoubtedly, publicly expressed opinion from prominent cong-
ressonal leaders can affect opinion, as was probably the case with the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee’s televised hearings in January of 1966.%¢

In general, however, congressional opinion is more a reflector than a shaper of
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public opinion as congressmen are loath to move out in advance of their constitu-
ents on an important issue. Bryce Harlow, for one, feels that Congress is a
“superb mirror” of public opinion.*” Complicating matters is the suggestion that
legislators and their constituents are least congruent on their opinions on foreign
policy issues.*®

In the case of Lyndon Johnson in particular, congressional opinion on foreign
affairs was especially salient when the former master of the Senate discovered that
colleagues in his own party began to oppose his foreign policy. Although he
discounted the opinions of his old friend, Senator J. William Fulbright after the
fall of 1965, he continued to listen to the views of Senator Mike Mansfield who
met often with him.* Congressional opinion, as reflected informally, as well as in
hearings, can ultimately be converted into legislation, as was the case after 1969.%°

A final source of opinion for the president is the media through which elite,
congressional, and public opinion is reported and influenced. Bernard C. Cohen
sees the media playing four roles — presenter of opinion, critic of government,
policy advocate, and even policy maker.*' It is the first role, presenter of opinion,
upon which we will concentrate here, never losing sight of the fact that all four are
interrelated.

As has been often said, the media may not be able to tell people what to think
but they can tell them what to think about.>? To some degree, the White House
determines the news budgets of the electronic and print media through their own
actions, well timed news releases, and even intimidation. President Johnson's
staged media event, the Honolulu Conference of 1966, took the limelight away
from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings on Vietnam held during
the same period.>® Later, the threats of Spiro Agnew produced a virtual blackout
of television coverage for the massive Mobilization protest of November 13,
1969.3* The media are not always manipulable as was the case with the New Yok
Times series by Harrison Salisbury on the bombing of Hanoi in December of
1966, as well as the same paper’s publication of the Pentagon Papers.

Some media may be more influential than others as sources of public opinion on
foreign issues. Perhaps because electronic media are supposed to be objective,
opinions expressed in newspapers tend to be those most noticed by the White
House.™ It may be that electronic media, from the White House view, are impor-
tant in affecting opinion, while newspapers and magazines are important in relfec-
ting opinion.

The New York Times and the Washington Post play a central role in the political
life of the capital.®® For members of the bureaucracy and especially Congress,
those two papers, which are required morning reading for conscientious officials,
not only present opinions but also information unavailable to those not at the
center of power. For those making the decisions, the two papers represent a daily
scorecard. They desire the approval of the Times and the Post. Lyndon Johnson
wanted Walter Lippmann to say nice things about his Vietnam policy, because of
his ego as well as because of the fact that everyone else who counted read his
column.?” Richard Nixon, who did not expect much from the newspapers, never-
theless was distressed when they did not give him more credit for the way he was
extricating the United States from Vietnam.®
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Presidents often confuse the opinions they see in the Times and Posr, as well as
among the Washington press corps. with public opimion. From time to time. their
aides try to place a Reston or Lippmann column in perspective, to point out that
the polls and 95 per cent of the newspapers are supportive, but they usually fail to
convince the president to ignore the criticism.™ In part. Johnson and Nixon beca-
me "Washington types” who placed inordinate emphasis on the two major elite
dailies. just like evervone else who is anyone in the capital.®

In Washington, at the least. the Times and the Posr have an influence far
greater than their national circulations might indicate in that opinions presented in
their pages have a disproportionate impact on leaders who read them each day.”!
And this is not the entire storv. Washington journalists interact daily with Was-
hington officials. Not all of their influence comes from specific words presented in
their columns. George Reedy talks of news people engaging in a “continuing
dialogue™ with policy makers. Thus, a tew words at dinner concerning bombing in
Vietnam from the publisher of the Washington Post to an assistant secretary of
state are likely to be reported to the president within a day or two and might have
as much impact as a published editorial or even a memorandum from a national
security advisor.®

The Flow of Opinion of Foreign Policy

Presidents Johnson and Nixon received opinion from the polls, correspondence,
friends and acquaintances, Congress, and the media. Each day they were exposed
to a plethora of formal reports and informal observations concerning polls, mail
flows, print and electronic journalism, congressional activities, and comments
from intimates, all of which constituted the flow of perceived public opinion into
the Oval Office. Clearly, in a conventional sense, only the polls and the mail flow
are sources of public opinion. Yet, as has been noted, presidents tend to see
public opinion reflected in the other sources as well.

In both presidencies, no systematic attempt was made to coordinate the flow of
public opinion nor were any specific aides responsible for its monitoring.® It is
unlikely that Jack Valenti or H.R. Haldeman, upon telling the president what the
Times had to say that morning, also informed him that it was not public opinion
but only opinion expressed publicly in a newspaper. On any day, the president
and his advisors might be impressed by a poll result, or a comment by a television
anchorperson, or a phone call from Clark Clifford or Thomas Dewey, or an idea
from a Georgetown professor in an undersecretary’s carpool, or a letter sclected
at random from the mail sack, or any combination of the above. What was noted
and taken seriously as meaningful public opinion depended upon the mood in the
Oval Office and the sort of opinion for which the president was looking.** Some-
times a “scientifically” sound datum became important; most of the time the
public opinion that counted would not impress an academic analyst.

Presented schematically in Figure 1, in its simplest form, is the flow of public
opinion on foreign poicy to the president.”® If only the real world was so simple
and uncluttered as depicted in the figure, with the five main sources directly
conveying public opinions to the White House.
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Figure 1. The President's Source for Public Opinion
on Foreign Policy

Figure 2, a decidedly cluttered diagram, represents much more accurately the
ways alleged public opinion comes to the president. In the first place, the presi-
dents do not passively receive spontanecusly developed public opinion. They play
a part in modling that opinion through their public and private statements to the
media, to friends, and to Congress, as well as in their role as national agenda
setter. After all, there would be little expressed opinion on the decision to bomb
North Vietnam until that bombing started.

Moreover, almost all of the sources for opinon influence one another. Thus,
congressional opinion influences the opinions of presidential family and friends,
the media, the mail flow, and the polls, while it is influenced by the media and the
polls. Presidential family and friends are influenced by opinions picked up in the
polls, the media, and Congress. The media influenced the other four sources and
is influenced by Congress. Public opinions in the polls influence the opinions of
the other sources and are influenced by the media and Congress. Finally, the mail
flow to the White House is influenced by the polls, the media, and Congress.
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Figure 2. Influences on and Reflections of public

Opinion on Foreign Policy

(s
5%

During times of public debate, such as the Vietnam period, a sixth source for
opinion may emerge as depicted in Figure 3.° The opinions expressed by the
antiwar movement influence opinions reflected by all of the others sources and
were influenced, in turn, by the media, the president, and Congress. To place the
ideas represented in Figure 2 and Figure 3 in another perspective, public opinions
directly presented by one of the six sources may appear to the president filtered
through almost any of the other sources. Thus, the president might learn about
congressional reflections of public opinion from the media, from the antiwar
movement, from friends and family, or from the New York Times.
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Figure 3. Influences on and Reflections of Public
Opinion on Foreign Policy During the
Vietnam War

Antiwar
movement

Figures 2 and 3 suggest the chaotic nature of the way putatively public opinion
on foreign policy is perceived by presidents in the modern era. It is irrelevant to
point out that some of the things that they consider to be public opinion are not.
Complicating matters further is the fact, as we have seen, that presidents and their
advisors rarely devote public attention to the impact of their foreign policies on
public opinon and vice versa.

Where does this leave the scholar interested in tracing the role of American
public opinion in the making of foreign policy? Once having determined what
sorts of public opinion attracted the attention of a president (no simple task), and
perhaps, his initial personal response to that praise or criticism, the scholar must
then examine the policy initiative in question, and make an informed judgement,
based upon circumstantial evidence, about the impact of opinion on the initiative.
This is a most unscientific procedure, to say the least. But given the nature of the
available evidence, and the likelihood that opinion is generally a background or
even a subconscious variable in foreign poicy decision making, the prudent scho-
lar can do little more. No wonder we have not come very far in understanding this
important issue area in American politics.
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