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Within his first month in office, President Johnson learned that the situation in South Vietnam had greatly deteriorated as noted in Document 15 (Logevall).  What were the problems in South Vietnam?  Why hadn’t the situation been resolved?  What could be done to improve things?  What did people think would happen if the United States did nothing?
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Lyndon Johnson became president under the most trying of circumstances.  The manner in which he ascended to the presidency had an enormous effect on the decisions he made, especially in relation to Vietnam.  It is instructive to understand President Johnson’s view of his position, as well as the dependence he felt on members of his cabinet, especially Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara.  

Lyndon Johnson had felt like an outsider as Vice President in the Kennedy Administration.  In addition to feeling that he had not been included in key decision-making there was a sense of inferiority when dealing with those who have been called “the best and the brightest” of John Kennedy’s cabinet and sub-cabinet.  While Johnson did not personally question his own abilities, he did worry excessively about the view others held of him, especially Ivy-league advisors such as McGeorge Bundy and George Ball.    Robert McNamara was viewed by LBJ as the best of the men that had surrounded Kennedy and the impact of his views, as demonstrated in his report to the president in December 1963, cannot be underestimated. 

Johnson was determined to carry out the plans and programs of John Kennedy to the best of his ability.  This commitment reflected less his respect for the late president and more his determination to take on what he referred to as the “aura of Kennedy” in preparation for the 1964 presidential election.

So, what was the situation that faced Lyndon Johnson as he assumed his new role as president of the United States?  According to the Secretary of Defense the situation in Vietnam was “very disturbing”
.  McNamara went on to predict that in the next few months the best result that could be anticipated was neutralization of the enemy, if not the emergence of a full-fledged communist government
.  Vietnam was a nation dealing with great instability.  In recent months the government of Ngo Dinh Diem had been overthrown in a bloody coup.  Diem had been an ally of the United States and, ironically, in the end had been deposed with the approval of the same.  McNamara viewed the new government, led by General Duong Van Minh, with skepticism.  He noted that there seemed to be a lack of experience, ability and will to lead effectively on the part of the Minh regime.  McNamara also gave Johnson the impression that the American Ambassador, his staff and other U.S. personnel were working at cross-purposes.  The secretary stated that there was little leadership from Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge and that it was difficult to make clear assessments based on the intelligence provided by the Vietnamese and still less so based on the facts presented by the Americans
.  In short, the situation in Vietnam at the time of President Johnson’s arrival in office was confused, unstable and difficult to interpret.  

The situation in Vietnam was not easily resolved.  Not only was the ability and direction of the present Vietnamese government questionable, but also the nature of the commitment of the American government was somewhat unclear.  While Lyndon Johnson believed, according to Bill Moyers, that the U.S. commitment was “honorable”, he also understood that Vietnam was a war that could overtake his presidency
.  At the beginning of his administration Johnson was not prepared to make the military commitment that might have changed the course of the Vietnamese conflict.  The focus of the Johnson administration at this point was to keep Vietnam from overshadowing the 1964 election as well as the programs of the Great Society, LBJ’s package of unprecedented domestic policies.  

McNamara’s report to the president in December 1963 was not only a list of the problems faced by the Americans in Vietnam.  The secretary also listed three strategies to improve the Vietnamese situation:

1. Redouble the efforts of the Vietnamese army in key areas that had seen advances by the Vietcong.

2. Increase the number of Americans stationed in Vietnam in order to acquire better, more complete and independent information about the situation in the country.

3. Create “realistic pacification plans” that would allow the government of Vietnam to strengthen its hold on areas already under its control.

Perhaps one of the greatest problems faced by President Johnson, and one that would help to direct the course of the war in Vietnam over time, was the concern about what world opinion would be should the United States do nothing at all.  First, there was concern that America would be viewed as unreliable by her allies.  Should the U.S. abandon Vietnam in this time of need what would prevent similar situations from occurring with other allies?  There was also the worry that our enemies, especially in light of the Cold War which was at its height, would view the United States as lacking resolve in the fight against communism.  In his work A Noble Cause? Gerard DeGroot contends that, “…  Vietnam had assumed a symbolic importance which outweighed its actual strategic importance.  At stake was America’s reputation as a defender of small nations and her status as anti-communist crusader.”
  Finally, it has been said that the Democratic Party, with Lyndon Johnson at its head, had to be concerned with the view that a loss in Vietnam would create the appearance that it was soft on communism and lacked the resolve to fight it with the required strength.  This view was based partly on the fact that China was “lost” to communism during the Truman administration
.  A further “loss” could prove to be devastating and, when taken in the context of December 1963, just eleven months before a presidential election, is seen as a real threat to the presidency.

Lyndon Johnson was faced with an enormously complicated conflict in Southeast Asia when he came to the presidency.  It was a conflict whose solution had evaded several of his predecessors, not to mention the French government before them.  In addition to the problems that had been faced by earlier presidents, LBJ was filled with the feeling that he would personally be held responsible for failure in Vietnam.  Just as he had feared, in the end, much of the good that was accomplished during his administration was overshadowed by the conflict that would overtake him. 
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