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Written Assignment #2

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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Lyndon Johnson was, by 1968, a truly embattled president.  Seeing himself confronted on all sides by enemies, both real and perceived, he began to question his ability to win a mandate in the upcoming election.  In addition to his political concerns, President Johnson was faced with a situation in Vietnam that caused his normally circumspect wife to record that he was “deeply worried”
 despite his public declarations of hope and progress on the war front.

Lyndon Johnson’s speech on March 31, 1968, and the influence of Clark Clifford on its content, must be seen in context, for the address is a culmination of several factors playing on the president.  The speech is often remembered most for Johnson’s declaration that he would not seek reelection.  While this was a key element in the televised address, it overshadowed much that the president had said about the war.  Johnson’s decision not to run, and more importantly not to accept the nomination if drafted by the party, was made in part because of the opposition he would face from his nemesis, Robert Kennedy.  In addition, Johnson had sought the advice of several trusted aides; most trusted among them being his wife, Lady Bird.  While many agreed that he could win the election, and most thought that he had a duty to run, Mrs. Johnson helped to persuade him that seeking the nomination would be a mistake.  With that in mind, President Johnson felt free to make significant shifts in his Vietnam policy – the very changes advocated by Clark Clifford.  

Johnson’s political concerns were only part of what led him to make his historic speech in the spring of 1968.  Following the Tet Offensive and General Westmoreland’s request for over 200,000 more troops, the president felt the need for a complete review of his Vietnam policy.  Johnson called upon two sources that he had tapped before – Clark Clifford and the so-called “Wise Men”. 

Clark Clifford was a remarkable example of the ultimate Washington insider.  Clifford rose to prominence as a key advisor to his fellow Missourian President Harry Truman.  The young attorney became acquainted with then-Senator Lyndon Johnson and made a favorable impression.  By the time Johnson became president, Clifford had furthered his credentials by advising John Kennedy.  As president, Lyndon Johnson had considered Clifford for such positions as Attorney General and Undersecretary of State.  By the time Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara decided to retire from government, Clifford had been advising Johnson on Vietnam for several years.  In 1965 he had opposed the introduction of combat troops but had, in the intervening years, supported Johnson in his conduct of the war.
  Clark Clifford’s impact on the president’s speech is certainly evident in the content, but perhaps even more striking is the fact that Johnson trusted Clifford to the extent that almost all of his views were included in language so similar to Clifford’s own.  Lyndon Johnson trusted Clark Clifford implicitly and saw in his views a way to shift his policy on Vietnam in the face of opposition from the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Department of Defense.

Following the Tet Offensive, President Johnson asked Clark Clifford to present the facts of the situation in Vietnam as they were.  Clifford’s brief from the president was to, “[g]ive me the lesser of evils.”
  Clifford presented a compelling argument for de-escalation.  In one section of Clifford’s report he states that, “[w]e can no longer rely on just the field commander.  He can want troops and want troops and want troops.”
  Johnson’s reply to this observation was to reassign Westmoreland, the “field commander”, to Washington and to deny his request for over 200,000 troops, instead approving only 13,500.

Clifford also went on to say:

Perhaps the country we are trying to save is relying on the United States too much.  When we look ahead we find that we might be denigrating their ability to take over their own country rather than contributing to their ability to do it.

In his March 31 speech, the president seems to echo Clifford in his statement that:

Our presence there has always rested on this basic belief:  the main burden of preserving their freedom must be carried out by them – by the South Vietnamese themselves.

We and our allies can only help to provide a shield behind which the people of South Vietnam can survive and can grown and develop.  On their efforts – on their determination and resourcefulness – the outcome will ultimately depend…

We shall accelerate the reequipment of South Vietnam’s armed forces – in order to meet the enemies increased firepower.  This will enable them progressively to undertake a larger share of combat operations against the Communist invaders…

In addition, Clifford was concerned with the domestic situation and the American position as it related to its other commitments around the world.  Clifford stated that: 

We must look at the overall impact on us, including the situation here in the United States.  We must look at our economic stability, our other problems in the world…  we must consider whether or not this thing is tying us down so that we cannot do some of the other things we should be doing.

In his speech, the president noted the problems he faced domestically, noting that, “[t]here is a division in the American house…”  With that division, Johnson’s effectiveness with the nation’s other allies could only be hampered, and the country faced serious economic and social challenges.

Despite the president’s reliance on Clark Clifford, he also sought the advice of others.  Much like Clark Clifford, the “Wise Men” - a group that included former Secretary of State Dean Acheson, George Ball and McGeorge Bundy - had also been previously consulted by the president and had, until the Tet Offensive, supported his Vietnam policy.
  Following Tet the view of the majority of this select group is reflected in Dean Acheson’s statement that, “[t]he issue is can we do what we are trying to do in Vietnam.  I do not think we can…  The issue is can we by military means keep the North Vietnamese off the South Vietnamese.  I do not think we can.”
  Confidence in the ability of the US to win the war in Vietnam was at an all time low in every quarter, from the president to his advisors to the citizens of the United States.

Lyndon Johnson’s speech to the nation on March 31, 1968 signaled the end of a stage in the Vietnam War, as well as the end of a long and extraordinary political career.  While the influence of Clark Clifford should not be underestimated, other factors contributed to the content and spirit of the speech.  The opinions of Clark Clifford and the Wise Men, combined with Johnson’s decision not to seek reelection, freed him to make the policy changes that he desired.  However, it was Clark Clifford who gave Lyndon Johnson the arguments by which to act.
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