Richard (Russ) Lowell

HST 195 Vietnam Telecourse

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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Student Note:

For the purpose of distinguishing between a footnoted quoted source and later repeating the quote, the first time quote is enclosed in quotation marks with the appropriate footnote, and the repeated quote is enclosed in apostrophes without a footnote.

During Harry Truman’s presidency from 1946 – 1950, Clark Clifford served as Special Counsel to the President.  After his government service he returned to private law practice in Washington, D.C. and frequently served as an unofficial presidential counselor.  He was a member of a group known as the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board during the Kennedy administration and was appointed its chairman during Lyndon Johnson’s presidency.  He was quite knowledgeable on defense matters, and widely known and respected in Washington for his influence with Congress.

When Clifford was nominated for Secretary of Defense in March of 1968, he was generally hailed as a worthy successor to McNamara.  Many in the executive and legislative branches, as well as the press and general public, thought his selection as Secretary of Defense might presage an escalation of the U.S. war effort in Vietnam.  Clifford attempted to allay such fears when asked if he was a hawk or dove by responding, “I am not conscious of falling under any of those ornithological divisions.”

At his nomination hearings he told the Senate Armed Services Committee that he was committed to continuing President Johnson’s Vietnam policies and he opposed ending the U.S. bombing in North Vietnam.  But he also acknowledged that the situation could change.  His statement that the situation could change could have been the result of his doubts about how the war was being waged in Vietnam.  This is even more likely when considering what Clifford learned before his nomination for Secretary of Defense in early 1968.  During an August 1967 trip to Southeast Asia with General Maxwell Taylor, special military advisor to President Johnson, Clifford discovered that America’s allies in the Pacific Rim countries were not concerned about America’s fight against communism in Vietnam, nor they would provide combat troops, material, or equipment unless it was paid for by the United States.  “I came back from that trip…disturbed and worried at the lack of feeling of immediacy or concern on the part of our allies…I started off wondering after a visit or two (with allied governments) and ended up with a deep concern over it.”
  These doubts and concerns soon turned to a conviction that the war, as it was being waged, could not be won.  “I could not free myself from the continuing nagging doubt over that August [1967] trip, that if the nations living in the shadow of Vietnam were not now persuaded by the domino theory
, perhaps it was time for us to take another look.”

President Johnson, uncertain what to do after the January 1968 Tet Offensive, launched in South Vietnam by Viet Cong guerillas aided by the North Vietnamese Army, looked to Clark Clifford for a solution.  The president asked his new Secretary of Defense to conduct a thorough review of the United State’s policy on Vietnam.  Publicly, President Johnson explained that Clark Clifford brought a new pair of eyes and a fresh outlook that would guide the study.  In private he told Clifford: “Give me the lesser of evils.”

An Ad Hoc Task Force on Vietnam was formed with Secretary of Defense Clifford serving as chairman.  Its purpose was to examine the military’s request for more forces, up to 206,000 troops, and to determine the domestic implications.  It was generally understood that their assignment was a fairly narrow one – how to give the U.S. military what it said it needed, with acceptable domestic consequences.  Initially, Clifford adopted a neutral posture, encouraging others to develop information.  He then moved to broaden the scope of the task force by questioning whether the United States should continue to follow the course of escalating 

the war.  His perspective was that by increasing troop levels, the pressure on the South Vietnamese government toward self-sufficiency in the war would be relieved and therefore the U.S. would be even more heavily committed – militarily and financially – to the war effort.

Even with counterarguments about waning public support for escalating the Vietnam War and the potential political consequences, the task force recommended to expand the war.  On March 7, 1968, Clifford passed along the report but was uneasy about it.  The following day, Clifford went to the White House to discuss the proposed actions and their implications, and also to lay before the President some of the fundamental questions which had formed in his own thinking about Vietnam.  Clifford explained that the report’s recommendations were responsive to the President’s instructions…if that was the course the President chose to pursue.  But Clifford added his own comments during the meeting.  He said that he felt obliged that while not agreeing or disagreeing with the thrust of the report, he had developed doubts about the efficacy of the ground strategy, the effectiveness of the bombing campaign, and what could really be accomplished by a further large infusion of American troops.  When the basic differences were out on the table, the President was less than pleased with Clifford’s position.
  He had expected Clifford to be loyal to his Vietnam agenda and maintaining solid group harmony.  Clifford had told the President that Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Chief of Staff Rostow, Generals Wheeler and Taylor, and Secretary of Treasury Fowler did not share his doubts about the task force’s recommendations.  As a result the warm, long-standing friendship between the two men grew formal and cool.  Secretary Clifford had violated what President Johnson valued most – personal loyalty with respect to Vietnam.  Clifford later described President Johnson’s reaction as though, “this Judas appeared.”

However, it’s conceivable that Clark Clifford’s candidness, after thoroughly evaluating the pros and cons in classic legal fashion, is what President Johnson needed.  He already had doubts about winning the war in Vietnam, doubts about winning reelection at home.  President Johnson knew that if the war continued, his social programs would be in jeopardy, public opinion was turning against him, his cabinet members were disagreeing with each other, and the Democratic Party was dividing – U.S. Senator Robert Kennedy from New York had announced his candidacy for president in mid-March 1968.


Considering all this turmoil, internally and externally, during March 1968, Clark Clifford’s candid, judicial assessment of the Vietnam War appears to have been the catalyst President Johnson (and Secretary of State Dean Rusk who held considerable sway over the President) needed for the decisions presented in the speech of March 31, 1968.  Those decisions being the end of the war in Vietnam by negotiated settlement, and that he, President Johnson, would not be a candidate for reelection later in 1968.

Clark Clifford, long-time friend of the President, respected and influential attorney, seems to have fulfilled the; ‘Give me the lesser of evils’ President Johnson had confided in with Clifford.  Thus came the solution President Johnson needed for a graceful exit from office.  It was Clifford that changed the tone of the speech – from war to a peace, and it’s likely President Johnson had already made the decision not to run for reelection.  After all, he did reserve the right, and did, write the closing for his March 31, 1968 speech.
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