* Episode 4 Forum

Group #1

Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Escobar - Wednesday, 18 April 2007, 06:39 PM


Discuss the significance of leadership and changes in leadership in the U.S. and Vietnam, during this 1964-65 time period.  In particular, what impact did the change from JFK to LBJ and Ngo Dinh Diem to the series of generals have on the conflict?

Delete | Reply

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Paul Rasmussen - Tuesday, 24 April 2007, 02:42 PM


I just got done watching episode 4 and the change from JFK to LBJ seemed to have quite an impact on the conflict.  When LBJ took over the presidency, there were 16,000 U.S. advisors in Vietnam.  He kept the war issue out of his campaign in 1964 and won by a landslide victory over Barry Goldwater.  The Viet Cong attacked the U.S. ship "The Maddox" while it was on a "routine" patrol in the Gulf Of Tonkin.  In reality, the ship was on an intelligence mission to observe South Vietnamese attacks on bases in the North.  Supposedly, another U.S. vessel was attacked in the same place, the U.S.Turner Joy.  It seems that event was not exactly "confirmed"...  After several attacks on U.S. forces in Vietnam, LBJ decided to retaliate.  He went from 16,000 advisors to 200,000 troops, along with bombing campaigns to areas in the north.  He gradually invested the troops, so that Ameerica would not get "war fever" and panic.  He aslo did it to keep the Soviet Union and China from doing something rash (such as using nuclear weapons).  Basically, after LBJ took over, the war was escalated dramatically in the next couple of years.  The bombings weren't doing to much good (supplies were still reaching communist forces in the south), and the Viet Cong were ravaging the south's forces.

    Meanwhile, the government in Saigon was still very unstable.  After Diem was ousted and killed, several other people came and went as prime minister.  They didn't last long, and coups were constantly happening.  The buddhists and students rioted against the government, and it seemed that order would never prevail in the south.  It was too easy for the Viet Cong to beat the south because of their lack of stable leadership.  LBJ was very discouraged by the behavior in Saigon, and he feared it would hinder the effects of the war against communism.  The south vietnamese people went through several leaders, the government was then given to the citizens, and taken back by the military after it went to pieces.  It seemed that the constant disagreements in the south's govenmental system were losing them the war.  It was almost entirely up to the U.S. to stop the flood of communism in South East Asia.  Eventually, a simple pilot was given the rank of Prime Minister in the South, and he wasn't even too thrilled about it.  He admitted that he was no leader, and that he had no idea what to do.  Nobody else would accept the responsibility.  It seemed that all hope was lost for the vietnamese non-communists.  Leadership was almost non-existant.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Ronda Wilson - Tuesday, 24 April 2007, 03:18 PM

After Kennedy’s assassination LBJ did not seek reassessment; he sought victory. He could have stepped back and evaluated the situation but instead dove head first into building momentum for more US involvement. I think that if Kennedy would not have been killed the United State’s involvement in Vietnam would not have been more than giving funds and some training to the military. Throughout 1964 and 1965, as the Johnson administration repeatedly escalated the war in Vietnam, the military remained unconvinced of the need for or value of intervention, but with a Commander-in-Chief so focused on winning the military fell in line.

America 's biggest problem remained the absence of a legitimate government in the south. Ever since putting Diem in power, the United States had been looking for a popular and effective government in southern Vietnam, but was no closer in 1964 than a decade earlier. After Diem was ousted there was a steady stream of petty generals ruled in Saigon while the war intensified and American involvement grew substantially. The many changes of leaders in Saigon left everyone unconfident on how things were going. Why would anyone have confidence in a government that could not find a leader to help them get out of this war they were thrown into? Even when leaders were asked to step in, they backed out after three days of service or were told by family to not take the position. They knew it would be a setup for failure.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Kristina Clark - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 03:37 PM


 You bring up some vdery interesting points, especially about JFK. I agree with you that had he not been assassinated the US involvement would have been dramatically different. It just goes to show you what a president can do, if he chooses. Reminds me of the current president Bush, at least in this aspect.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Chelsea Romney - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 07:07 PM


You are right about South Vietnam lacking "a popular and effective government."  I think that America's politics did not work in Vietnam.  For instance, the strategy of gainig popularity by visiting the people.  I don't think that America had the right to appoint leaders in Vietnam and then support coups to try to fix their bad decisions.  America put Saddam Hussein into power!  Can we not learn from our past?  I think that a leader needs to have the skills to promote himself.  An outsider appointing people to power does not work.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Robert Meador - Tuesday, 24 April 2007, 10:52 PM


The change to LBJ from JFK made a substantial difference in the war. As Paul mentioned, LBJ significantly increased the military presence in Vietnam. During JFK's time in office, American troops or "advisers" were seeing action but Americans at home still viewed the situation as the US assisting South Vietnam, not actively fighting a war. It seems that the American people of that time basically viewed the conflict in Vietnam as something that LBJ got the US involved in, not JFK. In fact, Vietnam was often referred to as "Johnson's War." The the 70's there were few Americans who remembered the Vietnam war as having been an affair of JFK.

It's often discussed whether or not JFK would have pulled out of Vietnam had he not been assassinated. If that were the case, then many American lives could have been saved. This would altered the outcome of the war quite significantly. Although many believe JFK would have pulled out, LBJ took advice from many of JFK's advisers who suggested to go to war. Also, after his death JFK's policymakers insisted that he never discussed pulling out at any time.

*This is kind of off-topic a bit, but you guys covered this pretty well and I'm trying to bring a little bit of new information up*

Prior to the death of Ngo Dinh Diem the United States had been able to advise South Vietnam in its war against the North and communism through Diem (although he didn't always want to cooperate). After his death the South was unable to establish a solid government. In the years following his death, coups continually took place which naturally continued to impact the lack of reliable government in South Vietnam.

Upon hearing that the US had backed the removal and killing of Diem, Ho Chi Minh was reported to have said "I can scarcely believe the Americans would be so stupid."1

The following is also a quote from Ho Chi Minh: "The consequenses of the 1 November coup d'état will be contrary to the calculations of the U.S. imperialists... Diem was one of the strongest individuals resisting the people and Communism. Everything that could be done in an attempt to crush the revolution was carried out by Diem. Diem was one of the most competent lackeys of the U.S. imperialists... Among the anti-Communists in South Vietnam or exiled in other countries, no one has sufficient political assets and abilities to cause others to obey. Therefore, the lackey administration cannot be stabilized. The coup d'état on 1 November 1963 will not be the last."1

What he said here turned out to be very true. The US wouldn't find another leader that had the ability to keep the South stabilized (not that the South was very stable, but it didn't get any better) and also, there were more coups to come...

1Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ngo_Dinh_Diem

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Nathaniel Coxon - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 07:07 AM


LBJ and Kennedy both agreed that Vietnam was going to play a key factor in undermining communism in south east Asia.  When Johnson came into office he had a game plan for America that entailed education reform, civil rights legislation, and tax cuts.  What he didn't know was that Vietnam was going to consume his entire presidency, and most of his funding also.  I think this was the first sign of confusion that was brought on by the abrupt change in Presidents. Kennedy was just starting to grasp how big the Vietnam conflict was going to get, whereas Johnson had no clue.  What Johnson inherited was a country without even the stability of a goverment.  I think the constant shift in leaders that was taking place in Seoul took attention away from the war at a time when it was needed the most.  How can the masses of South Vietnamese have faith in a government that does not exist?  On one hand you have a stable government that is being ran and fought by the Vietnamese; on the other you have a foreign power that is fighting and no government.  If I were a peasant in the countryside the choice of who to fight for would not be difficult.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Sharon Wurtz - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 02:53 PM

I think everyone has done a good job in covering this subject,but here is a few points I wanted to make.  President Kennedy elected in 1960,assassinated Nov. 1963, just 3 weeks after the muder of Diem? Does anyone feel there is a connection there?  Americas responsibility for Diems death haunted U.S. leaders during the years ahead prompting them to assume a larger burden in Vietnam, which nis just what they did. Our involvement went form 16,000 advisors to 200,000 troops.President Kennedy had some realistic ideas of how big the Vietnam conflict was going to get, but LBJ had other ideas for his presidency, including education reform, tax cuts, the whole Great Society idea of helping people help themselves. He had no idea the war would take up all his time and funding. Many events escalated our involvement. North Vietnamese attack American Destoryer in the Tokin Gulf, resulting in Congress passing the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution on Aug. 7th 1964, it was LBJ's legal justification for escalating Americans involvement.Late Aug. American aircraft bomb North Vietnam for the 1st time and October 1964 China explodes its first atomic bomb, these are all signs of the increase involvement after LBJ'S take over as president.

Inefficient as Diem had been, his successors were worse. They squabbled among themselves and the chronic turmoil in Siagon dashed new hopes for American progress on the battlefield,as the communist escalated their offensive. There was so much betrayal in the Diem goverment is was classified as unreliable.General MInh head of the group that ousted Diem was himself overthrown in 1964. Minh did very little to govern South Vietnam was quickly overthrown by General Khanh, who quickly gained the supportof the U.S. He arrests 4 generals, but allows General Khanh to remain as Chief of state. Khanh leaves the country in Feb. 1965 and the successors who followed had more problems and lasted only a short time.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Paul Rasmussen - Friday, 27 April 2007, 11:27 AM


Sharon-  I was reading what you said about LBJ having no idea that the war would take up all of his time and funding.  This may have been questionable, but it's a good point.  Here is something he said to his biographer Doris Kearns -"In order to involved with that bitch of a war on the other side of the world then I would lose everything at home.  All my programs.  All my hopes to feed the hungry and shelter the homeless.  All my dreams to provide education and medical care to the browns and blacks and the lame and the poor." (Karnow, p.336)  This was something that he claimed to know from the start.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Michelle Toney - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:40 PM

Sharon, 

There are many conspiracy theories that LBJ had JFK assassinated so that he could further his agend with his Great Society, tax cuts, education reform, etc. Kennedy was so loved by our country that there was no way for LBJ to leapfrog him and become the president without JFK out of the way.  Otherwise he would have to wait 8 years so he could even try to campaign.  I don't know what I think about these theories because for someone to have that kind of deviant determination to hold this office is just crazy, scary, and outlandish for me to even entertain!  I'm not saying that it's not possible, I just hope that our country's government isn't that corrupt.  It would have taken a lot of planning and trust in the other key players to have pulled it off.  Obviously it may hold true because we still haven't proven it either way.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Sharon Wurtz - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 03:00 PM

Nathaniel,

Are you saying that " when LBJ inherited a country without the stability of a government"  are you saying that the United States had no stable government?  I got confused.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Nathaniel Coxon - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 07:43 PM


What I was referring to was Johnson inheriting the "advising" on South Vietnam.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Paul Rasmussen - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 08:58 PM


I totally understand what Nathaniel is saying.  For the peasants in Vietnam, choosing a side was probably not too difficult.  They had been abused for so long by Diem's regime that they probably weren't interested in becoming a part of the south's jumbled political mess.  Joining the viet cong gave them stability and a purpose.  After all, after Diem's death, the Viet Cong came and helped them tear down the strategic hamlets that caged them for so long.  Why wouldn't they want to fight for Ho?  He freed them from what was basically a "lockdown".  They weren't even able to raise crops and make money before the Viet Cong stepped in.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Michelle Toney - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 02:53 PM

The impact of the change in leadership from JFK to LBJ can only be speculated since JFK was assassinated.  I believe that JFK would have kept funding the South to fight the communist, but I don’t believe he would have sent our troops in the droves that LBJ did.  Of course this is a matter of opinion since JFK didn’t have the opportunity to serve his term. 

LBJ on the other hand had a huge impact on the status of war.  He was willing to put all efforts into fighting the communists and had every intention of doing what it took to win.  He was able to get a bi-partisan agreement in congress to support his decisions and was given a “blank check” to use whatever resources needed to fight the North.  Which was very strategic on his part because it allowed him to keep the war out of his upcoming presidential campaign.   

After Ngo Dinh Diem was killed there were many changes in the South’s leadership. This had a huge impact on the people because there was no stability in their government.  Without a solid set of ideals to follow, and the North looking so stable under Ho Chi Minh’s leadership the South Vietnamese lost hope in winning and lost their drive to independence.  With the Americans there fighting for them why would they need to.    

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Sharon Wurtz - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 03:06 PM

Does anyone know the reason for LBJ keeping the war issue out of his campaign, and did goldwater address the war in his?

Also if you were a voter than , Do you think the issues of the war would have impacted your vote?  Think about our upcoming election and what is going on with regards to war, are those issues important? Then why do you suppose they werent important in 1968??? I mean if a man can win an election with out addressing the issues at hand at the time.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Robert Meador - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 02:45 AM

Regarding whether or not Goldwater addressed the war in his campaign:

This is right out of the "Patriots" book: "The presidential election of 1964 was a crucial part of the context in which these momentous decisions were made. Republican candidate Barry Goldwater had accused LBJ of cringing in the face of Communist bullying and promised, if elected, to fight in Vietnam with a force and resolve Johnson lacked."

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Paul Rasmussen - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 10:18 AM


Sharon-

    I read what you wrote about the connection between Diem's death and JFK's assasination and I can't help but wonder if they were somehow related.  I was thinking that myself, considering the two events happened so close to each other.  As for keeping the war out of his campaign, I think maybe LBJ wanted to keep America comfortable with him in order to win their votes.  He may have been afraid that the topic of war would panic them into voting for Goldwater.  Most Americans at that point weren't fully aware of the situation in Vietnam yet, so I think that LBJ wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible.  This is evident in the way he gradually invested troops to Vietnam and didn't advertise it in anyway.  He wanted people to think that he was making decisions in their best interest and not putting American troops in danger.  I think today, George Bush is a little bit more careless with the impression he is making on the American people.  I mean, he has the support of the republicans no matter what he does, and a lot of the democrats don't vote.  As far as my vote would have been concerned in 1964, I would have probably voted in favor of the candidate who wasn't interested in war.  If LBJ would have convinced me that he was all about solving problems here in the U.S., and not pro-war, I would have voted for him.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Sharon Wurtz - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 04:45 PM


Robert ,good reply and also like you if I had been so uninformed of the happenings in Vietnam, I would have made my vote based on the other issues LBJ addressed. I think in the 1960's the government was able to keep more secrets from the American public. Thanks,I never thought of it  that way.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Chelsea Romney - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 06:47 PM


I agree with Paul, that Johnson wanted to keep the Vietnam War "on the Down Low" for as long as possible.  I think that he appealed to a lot of people during that time because of the issue of segregation and the newly accepted right to vote of African Americans as well.  His "Great Society" sounded great to a lot of people.  He would deal with the war after he was elected, “Just let me get elected, then you can have your war” (Karnow 342).

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Paul Rasmussen - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 10:26 AM


I totally agree with your view on the South's government.  With the full suport of the U.S., they didn't really have the drive within them to fight for independence.  They couldn't hold their government together to save their lives, and Ho was loved by his men.  They united for him and fought for him and his cause.  No matter how indecisive they were, the South could depend on U.S. forces to do whatever was necessary to stop the viet cong.  LBJ was more interested in stopping communism than helping the people in the South.  They were directly benefiting from LBJ's cause and they took advantage of it.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Michelle Toney - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:24 PM

Paul,

I was just reading your comment about how LBJ was more interested in stopping communism than helping the people in the South.  I think that our government got so involved focusing on the issue of communism that they were blind to the basic needs of what the South's people needed.  They had been exploited for so long, hundreds starved to death from lack of food because it had been exported for profit for the French.  They were trying to gain back some stability and they didn't want to fight anymore.  We were supposed to be there to help them build an effective government and help them gain their independence.  Instead we destroyed their farmlands and villages with chemical weapons and bombs. 

I was curious who you were saying was benefiting from LBJ's cause and the benefit of it.  Were you referring to the North or South?

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Chelsea Romney - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 06:56 PM


Michelle,

I agree that the leadership in the South was lacking in solidity.  There were the Military, Buddhists, Catholics, Rich, Poor, Anti-Communists, and others all disagreeing and forming coups.  What do you think would have happened if the country had not been split?

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Michelle Toney - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:02 PM

Chelsea,

I think had the country not been split and had been more unified there may not have been a war.  If they were all communists and the US came into try and break it down they would have banded together and to make one Vietnam and told the US to get out that this is how they liked their country.  On the other hand, had they been more unified as Anti-Communists they may have fought harder with the US to keep the Communists out. It is very easy to have hindsight and say that the war could have all been stopped or that it could have gone more in the Anti-Communists favor had the country itself been more unified.  Hopefully we all realize that this is why it is so important to study history, so that history doesn't repeat itself! 

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by David Stich - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 05:05 PM

The Vietnamese people have been resisting foreign domination for the last 20 centuries, a people that are truly united. The leadership of the US was naive and ignorant for leading its people down the war path. Hind sight is 20/20 but if I were asked wither or not the US could change this counties foreign policy at the time of the first US involvement my answer would be no. I see it as a matter of resources, man power and morale. The resources it takes to transport our troops and supplies to a front half a world away in a place that holds out numbering odds with terrain in their favor with a recent victory fresh in their minds, all spell defeat to me. Now we throw in new leadership for the US, and no leadership for the South Vietnamese. The significance is little if JFK and LBJ would have had the same actions toward the war; the war was un-winnable by any modern invading force. What is significant is that JFK more likely than not would have had a different policy towards the Vietnam War than LBJ.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Chelsea Romney - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 06:38 PM


    I hadn't really thought about "The resources it takes to transport our troops and supplies to a front half a world away."  That is interesting.  Our world is so big in some ways and so small in others. But to think of the huge monetary allotment it would take to transport all that material shows just how far away it is.  With all of our technology, it lets us live in a global world.

     I agree that the lack of leadership in Southern Vietnam was a huge problem.  Had the government in South Vietnam been more solid- they may have been able to fight their own battle without America's "help".

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Michelle Toney - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:18 PM

David,

I don't feel this war was un-winnable.  The US generals and troops  were not allowed to do what they needed to do in order to win.  Getting the troops, the supplies, resources etc. was not the issue of why we didn't win this war.  We have taken all the appropriate resources to other countries such as Japan, France, Germany etc. and have won hands down.  The reason we didn't win this war is because LBJ was afraid of starting WWIII.  He was so concerned with what China might do that he did not want to use the valuable resources we had with the Navy and the Army's B-52 bombers which could have easily cut off supplies from the North.  The thought was that it would have punished them enough that they would have wanted to sue for peace.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Chelsea Romney - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 04:41 PM

President Johnson found himself in the middle of a war leftover from President Kennedy.  He had big plans to improve America- his Great Society- but Kennedy’s commitment to South Vietnam needed Johnson’s attention.  During this time, it seems that the American government would tell its people one thing and do another.  Though Johnson claimed that he did not “seek a wider war,” he stated after the Maddox incident that their commitment would be “redoubled,” and he slid thousands of American troops into Vietnam through the backdoor (Vietnam: A Television History).  Though in the beginning, Johnson was looking for an honorable way out- he and the new leaders that he selected ended up escalating America’s involvement in the war past the point of honorable return.  The Southern Vietnam government could not even begin to fight the war on their own with their unstable, and corrupt government, which faltered in a succession of coups after Ngo Dinh Diem’s assassination.  Though McNamara and others said publicly that the war was going well, privately they admitted that the situation was continuing to get worse.  The Vietnamese government was unstable, and their army was no match for the Viet Cong.  America continued to try to stabilize the government in Saigon, but it was not effective.  During this time, the escalation of American troops combined with the instability and corruptness of the South Vietnamese government led some Vietnamese to suspicion; Le Lieu Browne said, “It wasn’t good to have generals as presidents.  They gave me no hope.  But the American buildup also left me skeptical [...] Corruption and police harassment made people distrust the government and sympathize more with the Viet Cong”  (Appy 75).  The combination of increased troops with increased instability left Johnson in a situation where he couldn’t lessen U.S. involvement in the war.  Karnow suggests that even though Johnson had hoped to minimize American involvement, he “realized that he could not count on the undisciplined South Vietnamese, who plainly possessed neither the will nor the capacity to block what then appeared to be an almost inevitable Communist victory” (401-02).  The changes in leadership in both the U.S. and in Vietnam led to Americanization of the Vietnam war, entrenching the U.S. in a struggle they couldn’t easily back out of.
