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Question #1

Clark Clifford’s change in American strategy in Vietnam was a key influence on President Johnson’s March 31, 1968 speech.  Read document #14 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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A Change in American Policy


By 1968, the United State’s involvement in Vietnam was the largest it had ever been.  At this time also came the first true questioning of our policies in South East Asia, especially among the government entities.  By this time there was a large anti-war movement going on among the public in the United States.  Many different groups with different goals and reasoning, joined together to protest this countries involvement in Vietnam.  Among these groups were also Vietnam veterans.  The Vietnam policy had remained unchanged and largely unquestioned by politicians up until this time.  Earlier in the year the Untied States suffered a huge blow with the Tet Offensive launched by the North Vietnamese.  Speaking of the United States, General Giap claimed, “Until Tet they had thought they could win the war, but now they knew that they could not” (Hall, 51).  After the Tet Offensive, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the General Westmoreland expressed the need to expand the war in Vietnam and into neighboring countries.  Westmoreland requested that 206,000 more troops be sent to Vietnam.  Half of this number actually reached Vietnam by the end of the year.  In wake of the Tet Offensive there were also people who emerged with the idea that the United States should no longer expand the war in Vietnam but instead start to withdraw and encourage peace negotiations with the North.  


Throughout his presidency, Johnson had always been faced with decisions that were unappealing from both sides.  Now another tough decision lie on his shoulders.  Johnson asked the Secretary of Defense, then Clark Clifford, “to evaluate Westmoreland’s troop request and ‘give him the lesser of evils’” (Hall, 51).  Clifford had always supported the president’s policy in Vietnam, since his first concern of sending combat troops in 1965.  Clifford, now being in his new position as the Secretary of Defense, could again ask the same questions he had years before and he felt this would enable him to give the president a more reliable evaluation of the situation in Vietnam.  “We can no longer rely just on the field commander.  He can want troops and want troops and want troops.  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 at home; 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” (DeGroot, 170).  Clifford concluded that the current policy towards Vietnam had failed, and that a further escalation of the war there would give no guarantee of victory.  And this escalation would be greater in cost and commitment of the people of this country, which they did not seem willing to give.  Clifford and his advisors did advise small troop increases but only for population security.  Further escalation of the fighting was not advised and the search and destroy strategy was also claimed by the group as having failed.  Clifford’s final suggestions were not to send more troops but also not to change the current, overall strategy.  The Defense Department received a lot of opposition in these suggestions but it also helped to stir more controversy over our involvement at all, among government officials and the American public.  Johnson at this point, seeing the division among his people did not want to make more divisive decisions.  


The American media took an increasing stand against the government’s policies in Vietnam, especially after the Tet Offensive.  The media, both print and television publicly criticized to the American public the goals and strategies of the US government in Vietnam.  On February 27, 1968 Walter Kronkite’s broadcast went as follows:


“To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past.  To suggest that we are mired in stalemate seems the only reasonable, yet unsatisfactory conclusion” (Hall, 52).

Clark Clifford’s evaluation and concurring suggestions about the course of the war stirred things up in the government and on the public level.  Shortly after the New York Times printed a story about Westmoreland’s request and the public showed there concern with more protests.  The Congress of the United States also began questioning, and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee held special hearings.  A week later, a complete review of the Vietnam policy was requested by the House of Representatives.  Sensing that any further escalation in the war would divide the people even more, Johnson made some decisions.  President Johnson gave a speech on March 31, 1968 that was largely influenced by the events in the last few months and largely influenced by Clifford’s review.  This speech did mark the end of America’s escalation in the war, even though the government was still seeking the same goals of preventing the spread of Communism.  “His biggest fear was the collapsing home front” (Hall, 53), and any further escalation of war would have worsened the situation.


In his March 31st speech, President Johnson announced there would be no more aircraft or naval attacks on North Vietnam.  He expressed his encouragement and need to North Vietnam to enter into peace talks immediately.  Johnson stated that we would continue in our efforts to aid the South Vietnamese against their Communist invaders.  “We shall accelerate the reequipment of South Vietnam’s armed forces-in order to meet the enemy’s increased firepower.  This will enable them progressively to undertake a larger share of combat operations against the Communist invaders….” (Hall, 99).  Clifford had advised Johnson to move “from search and destroy to a strategy of population control, but only token troop increase” (Hall, 52).  This idea is seen in Johnson’s speech as he expressed the United States continued aid but also expressed that the Vietnamese must be a part of their defense.  Johnson says, “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 grow and develop.  On their efforts-on their determination and resourcefulness-the outcome will ultimately depend…” (Hall, 99).  


In the preceding months to this speech, Clark Clifford had done much to stir things up on the issue of Vietnam.  This helped in showing the president the true dividedness of the country.  Another thing Johnson saw was that people on opposing sides or opinions, in the end wanted the same things, peace.  

“Peace will come because Asians were willing to fight for it- and to sacrifice for it-and to die by the thousands for it.  But let it never be forgotten: Peace will come also because America sent her sons to help secure it….  Yet, I believe that we must always be mindful of this one thing, whatever the trials and the tests ahead.  The ultimate strength of our country and our cause will lie in the unity of the people…  There is division in the American house now.  There is dividedness among us all tonight.  And holding the trust that is mine, as President of all the people, I cannot disregard the peril to the progress of the American people and the hope and the prospect of peace for all peoples…”.  

Johnson continues from here in his speech to announce that he will not run for reelection: 

“Believing this as I do, I have concluded that I should not permit the Presidency to become involved in partisan divisions that are developing in this political year.  With America’s sons in the fields far away, with America’s future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world’s hopes for peace in the balance everyday, I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome duties of the office-the Presidency of our country.  Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President” (Hall, 100).  President Johnson’s decision to not run for reelection was also largely influenced on the activity of the last few months.  With the division among the people, Johnson was only being fair and true to his office and his duty and felt he should focus on it.  In Johnson’s response to a friend telling him he could beat Nixon, he nodded and said, “Yes, I think I would beat him.  But the race would be too close for me to be able to govern.  The nation would be polarized” (DeGroot, 176).  “It is a measure of a man that he recognize the welfare of the nation and the cause of peace were better served if he did not run” (DeGroot, 176).  Johnson later said, “I never was surer of any decision I ever made in my life, I have 525,000 men whose very lives depend on what I do, and I must not be worried about primaries” (DeGroot, 176).  


I believe the events that arose due to Clark Clifford’s review and suggestions of the Vietnam policy, greatly affected President Johnson’s speech.  Clifford’s actions had created turmoil in the government on the policy and the public’s anti-war movement was on the rise.  Between January and March of 1968, one in five went from hawk to dove.  Clifford’s actions largely affected the President’s speech, these few months when looked at as a whole marked a shift in American policy and feelings on the war in Vietnam.  Johnson’s speech specifically marked a public announcement of a change in The United States strategy in Vietnam.  However, always making it clear that our original goals for peace and freedom for the South Vietnamese people would never be forgotten or abandoned.  “But let men everywhere know, however, that a strong, a confident, and a vigilant America stand ready tonight to seek an honorable peace-and stands ready tonight to defend an honored cause-whatever the price, whatever the burden, whatever the sacrifice that duty may require” (Hall, 100).
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