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Question # 1

Clark Clifford’s Change of opinion of American strategy in Vietnam was a key influence on President Johnson’s March 31, 1968 speech. Read Document #14 (Hall) and describe how much the decisions announced in the President’s speech owe to Clifford’s work in the month preceding it.
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Assignment #2, Question #1

In 1968, President Johnson’s incoming Secretary of Defense, trusted adviser and supporter of the war from the beginning, Clark Clifford, was asked by the President to evaluate General William Westmoreland’s request for 206,000 additional troops. President Johnson asked Clifford to “Give me the lesser of evils.”(Hall, p. 51)

Clifford, after reassessing the fundamental questions of how long it would take to end the war, how many more troops would it take, would 206,000 additional troops answer the demand, might there be more, and discerning that the military had no real idea what, if anything, would lead to a successful conclusion to the war, “I turned against the war.” (Vietnam:  A Television History Tape 7)

Clark Clifford decided, with the help of Harry McPherson, Counsel to the President, to try to affect policy in an effort to extract the US from the war. To this end, Clifford recommended curtailing the bombing, denying Westmoreland’s troop request for an additional 206,000 troops, and moving from search and destroy to a strategy of population security.

On March 25, Johnson convened a meeting with the Wise Men, a group consisting of elder statesmen, including establishment figures such as former Secretary of State Dean Acheson, former Ambassador to Vietnam Maxwell Taylor, and former National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy. Their recommendation was not to increase force levels in South Vietnam, and that there should be a modification of the policy of bombing North Vietnam.

After months of indecisiveness, and the gloominess of the “wise men” and his advisors, President Johnson began to prepare an address to the nation. At first, the speech was strong, “We will be in there, we will be fighting, they will not drive us, we will save Vietnam.” (Vietnam:  A Television History Tape 7) Clifford said to a group of the President’s advisors during a meeting that the speech was a disaster; it had to be rewritten. The speech then began “Good evening, my fellow Americans. Tonight I want to speak to you of peace in Vietnam and Southeast Asia.” (Vietnam:  A Television History Tape 7) 

The President’s reiterated the offer that he had made a year ago in August, to stop the bombing of North Vietnam. This is far from the military strategy of the war up to this point. The bombing of North Vietnam was supposed to, over time, deplete the North of their military strength thus, forcing the North Vietnamese to the bargaining table. One of the recommendations Clark Clifford had made to the President was the cessation of the bombing in North Vietnam.

“We are prepared to move immediately toward peace through negotiations.” (Hall, p.99, Document 14) This quote from the March 31 speech to the American people was the result of another of Clifford’s recommendations. The recommendation was that the cessation of the bombing over North Vietnam would encourage negotiations with Hanoi.

Johnson continues with “We and our allies can only help to provide a shield behind which the people of South Vietnam can survive and can grow and develop.” (Hall, p. 99, Document 14) Clifford’s influence noted in his argument to the President:

The country we are trying to save is being subjected enormous damage. Perhaps the country we are trying to save is relying on the United States too much. When we look ahead, we find that we may actually be denigrating their ability to take over their own country rather than contributing to their ability to do it.

“I was convinced that the military course we were pursuing was not only endless, but hopeless,” Clifford remarked. (Degroot, pp. 170-171) President Johnson reflects these quotes by Clifford in his speech when he speaks of the acceleration of the re-equipment of South Vietnam’s armed forces, enabling the South Vietnamese to take over a larger share of combat operations against the Communist invaders, and the token increase of only 13,500 additional troops rather than Westmoreland’s original request for 206,000.

In conclusion, President Johnson was fighting a war that seemed endless. The war was interfering with his domestic plans for the US. With the anti-war demonstrations, weakened economy, and Congress wanting de-escalation. Lyndon Johnson felt he no longer could do the job for which he took the office of the President of the United States. After Clark Clifford rendered his recommendations, Johnson’s speech to the American people had been changed dramatically toward a plan to end our participation in the Vietnam War, and his decision not to run for re-election for the President of the United States. The March 31, 1968 television speech ended America’s escalation in Vietnam.
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