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Question #5

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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Johnson Enters The War


After John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, Lyndon B. Johnson took over the presidency and entered into an office that, at the time was dealing with several problems including the crisis in Indochina.  Shortly after taking office, Johnson quickly learned that the situation in South Vietnam had been steadily deteriorating.  It is speculated whether or not President Kennedy would have continued our commitment in Vietnam had he not been assassinated.  President Johnson did choose to continue our commitment there, even though the situation looked bleak.  We must look at what President Kennedy had done in the previous years of our involvement there and what the outcomes of these actions were in order to understand the situation in South Vietnam when LBJ took over office.    


JFK’s brother, Robert, effectively summed up his approach to the war with this phrase, “We’d cross that bridge when we came to it” (Logevall 57).  Kennedy felt that we had a commitment to our South Vietnamese ally.  South Vietnam was then a non-communist country with a U.S. supported leader, Ngo Dinh Diem.  North Vietnam was a Communist controlled country, but the South had it’s communist followers as well.  Our government felt we had a responsibility to help protect South Vietnam from Communist occupancy and the further spread of communism in Indochina altogether.  Kennedy was very reluctant to send troops to Vietnam.  Through special operations, we trained the South Vietnamese in guerilla tactics and tried to set up a Strategic Hamlet Operation.  This however, failed to keep the Viet Cong (Communist) away.  Kennedy supported the coup of South Vietnam’s leader, Diem, in hopes that this might quicken the path to a resolution.  Shortly after Diem’s assassination, Kennedy himself was assassinated.  Up until Kennedy’s assassination, the Viet Cong had been infiltrating South Vietnam.  Johnson took office and soon realized the many problems in South Vietnam.  He was left to basically decide our ultimate fate there.  Should we withdraw from South Vietnam altogether or should we continue our commitment there?  He chose the latter. 


The American government had long believed that they must protect South Vietnam from communist control and the spread of communism as a whole in Indochina.  One reason for this was if we lost South Vietnam our credibility and stature would be damaged.  Robert McNamara stated in a report that, “The loss of South Vietnam would … undermine the credibility of American commitments elsewhere” (Logevall 46).  It was also feared that if South Vietnam was lost to Communism that eventually all of Indochina would come under it’s control.  Taken from Vietnam: A Television History, the democratic opinion at the time was, “Not to lose one square foot to Communism … to draw the line, to hold the line.”  So it was not really an option, or a political option anyway, to simply withdraw our efforts in Vietnam.  We had to do something.      


In December of 1963, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara made a two day visit to South Vietnam in which to identify and report any problems back to the President.  He stated that, “The situation is very disturbing” (Logevall 118).  It was his opinion, that unless something was done, Vietnam as a whole would most likely become a Communist state.  He also stated that the biggest problem was the current government of South Vietnam, it was very inexperienced and indecisive.  This did not help in a resolution of any kind.  Since the coup, the Viet Cong had been making a lot of progress.  They were now controlling many of the people in key areas and had destroyed many hamlets and roads.  The Viet Cong were continually infiltrating weapons, equipment, and men through Cambodia and Laos.  We had as of yet to stop the Viet Cong’s supply lines.       


Johnson had many options in front of him over the situation in South Vietnam.  He could have completely withdrawn and let the people come under Communist control.  But as explained above this really was not a political option.  We, as a nation could have just continued the same path we had been on as well.  Keep supporting South Vietnam, financially and with aides to help train their people, and also with artillery and equipment.  This did continue but Johnson also increased our troop presence in South Vietnam, slowly.  By 1965, there were    American troops in Vietnam.  Another option would have been to allow the free elections that were denied a few years before, to let the people decide what government to install and whether or not North and South should be reunited.  But this never happened for the people of Vietnam.  Johnson could have also pushed harder for more negotiations with the Vietnamese people and governments.  The National Liberation Front, a communist Vietnamese party called for reunification and free elections.  But Johnson feared that would lead to an all-communist Vietnam.  Which was what he and his predecessors were trying to avoid.  


When Johnson took office, late in 1963, the Vietnam crisis had been greatly deteriorating.  Johnson’s role in this war was very important.  He was basically the president who decided to make a mass commitment to South Vietnam.  There were other options open to him as far as our course in the war but he chose to increase our presence.  Looking back today on the situation, there is much room for criticism especially of Johnson for really being the first president to make a major commitment there.  He could have chosen other options on how to deal with this situation, but obviously he did not.  Maybe the whole outcome of the war would have been different if he had taken another path.  Sometimes unresolved foreign issues don’t require outside help or influence.  What would have happened if Vietnam had been left to hold it’s own free elections?  Could this have all turned out differently?  When Johnson took office our fate in Vietnam was left to him, and the choices he made about the situation at the time ultimately led to the outcome we are now reading about.       
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