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HST195 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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The Tet Offensive of 1968 proved to be a major turning point for both the Vietnam War and the Johnson administration.  The unexpected attack, while technically a defeat for North Vietnamese troops, caused huge losses to American and ARVN troops and shocked military officials who had not believed the North Vietnamese forces capable of an attack on such a large scale.


Perhaps the most devastating affect of the Tet Offensive was the wake up call it provided to Americans at home.  Up until this point, most believed reports that the U.S. was winning the war and that it would soon be over.  The Tet Offensive caused many to re-evaluate the methods being used in the war as well as the war itself, and to come to the conclusion that a U.S. victory of the war was perhaps not the sure thing they had been told it was.  Support for President Johnson plummeted in the aftermath of the Tet Offensive, dropping from 39% to 26% within a matter of months (DeGroot, p. 169).  


Despite the obvious disastrous outcome of the Tet Offensive, General William Westmoreland continued to insist that the enemy had suffered a “colossal military defeat”, and that the U.S. had “never been in a better position in South Vietnam” (DeGroot, p. 168).  Eager to exploit the ‘great opportunity’ he felt had been provided by the aftermath of the Tet Offensive, he requested an additional 206,000 men which he planned to utilize to pursue amphibious operations against bases in North Vietnam, attacks on sanctuaries in Cambodia and Laos, and an intensified bombing offensive throughout Vietnam (DeGroot, p. 168).


While maintaining a positive attitude in public, in private President Johnson was extremely troubled.  The devastation of the Tet Offensive made it clear that his current military strategy was not working, yet he was hesitant to enforce a more aggressive military strategy.  Public opinion of the war and his administration was plummeting.  He knew that approving Westmoreland’s request could result in his losing re-election, yet he was concerned that denying Westmoreland’s request would mean losing the war (DeGroot, p. 169).


Citing the need for a “new pair of eyes and a fresh outlook”, Johnson sought the advice of Clark Clifford, who would shortly succeed Robert McNamara as Secretary of Defense.  Feeling caught between a rock and a hard place, he asked Clifford to advise him as to the “lesser of two evils” (DeGroot, p. 169).


McNamara had already estimated that Westmoreland’s demands would cost the U.S. more than $27.5 billion dollars over the next three years, resulting in an increase in taxes and rampant inflation (DeGroot, p. 170).  These in turn would cause further discord and negativity regarding the Johnson administration and the Vietnam War among U.S. citizens.  Based on these estimates, and the belief that South Vietnam was becoming so reliant on the United States that it soon would not be capable of defending itself, Clifford became convinced that the military course Johnson was pursuing was hopeless (DeGroot, p. 171).


Clifford recommended to Johnson that Westmoreland’s request be denied and that future efforts should be made to transfer the military burden to the ARVN in an attempt to shift the majority of the war burden to South Vietnam.  Johnson agreed with Clifford’s assessment, and only approved a token troop increase of 22,000 (DeGroot, p. 171)


While Clifford’s findings in and of themself were not solely responsible for Johnson’s decision to not run for a second term, they did have a great impact.  Clifford’s recommendation, along with the growing negativity towards both the war and Johnson himself left Johnson feeling that he had no choice but to resign.  While he admitted that he felt he could certainly beat Nixon in a presidential race, Johnson felt that the war had taken over and was not allowing him to accomplish the social programs and other goals he had initially set for his presidency.  In his words, the presidency was “not fun anymore” (DeGroot, p. 176).  Johnson’s decision to resign came from a feeling that Vietnam had become an impossible situation which would continue to escalate in spite of his efforts, and that he could not fulfill the role of president to his own standards and satisfaction as long as Vietnam was a major factor.

