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Introduction

Ares, Virginia, and the Myth of the Water's Edge



We see, therefore, that War is not merely a political act, but also a real political instrument, a continuation of political commerce, a carrying out of the same by other means…for the political view is the object, War is the means, and the means must always include the object in our conception.

—Carl von Clausewitz, On War

The division between “domestic” and “foreign” policies no longer has meaning.

—Chester Bowles, writing in the New York Times in January 1960





In his sweeping history of the Peloponnesian Wars, the Greek historian Thucydides lamented the tendency for those in charge of the Greek city-states to allow domestic political considerations to affect questions of national security. In particular, he regretted how the Athenian leadership “adopted methods of demagogy which resulted in their losing control over the actual conduct of affairs. Such a policy…naturally led to a number of mistakes.” Eventually, the Sicilian expedition ended badly owing to the various elites “quarrelling among themselves,” which “began to bring confusion into the policy of the state…. And in the end it was only because they had destroyed themselves by their own internal strife that finally they were forced to surrender.”1 Had Thucydides lived two thousand years later, he could have written virtually the same words about the American experience in Vietnam. The nexus of domestic politics and foreign policy defined the U.S. commitment to South Vietnam, shaped American policies, and fundamentally influenced decisionmaking and choices in both the executive and the legislative branches.

Casual observers of the history of U.S. foreign relations might be surprised by this assertion. After all, there has been a long-standing and deeply ingrained axiom that politics stops at the water's edge for American politicians. Essentially, this myth posits that there will be all manner of dissension and partisanship when debating domestic policies but that, when it comes to international affairs, the country will stand firmly together, placing the national interest above a political party's temporary advantage or a politician's personal gain. This assumption, however, is demonstrably false. Indeed, the myth of the water's edge, although prominent even in some scholarship, is thoroughly debunked when examining the historical record of U.S. foreign policy. Even during the Cold War, while a consensus on strategy prevailed among most Americans, debate always raged about the tactics that would be employed to implement containment. Tension and conflict inhere within the framework of the U.S. constitutional system, and foreign policy is no different than any other aspect of governance. Many of these debates derive their strength from the parochial—that is, domestic political—concerns of elected officials.

The problem, of course, is that decisionmakers have a strong aversion to admitting that domestic political calculations play any role in the policies they craft and the choices they make. In their study of the Vietnam conflict, Leslie Gelb and Richard Betts argue that domestic politics “is a dirty phrase in the inner sanctums of foreign policymaking.” They contend that the water's edge myth “is unfounded but nevertheless potent. It creates great pressure to keep one's mouth shut, to think and speak of foreign affairs as if they are something above mere politics, something sacred.”2 Anthony Lake, who served on the National Security Council during the Nixon administration and later as Bill Clinton's national security adviser, once compared the discussion of domestic politics in foreign policy decisionmaking to the discussion of sex by the Victorians: “Nobody talks about it but it's on everybody's mind.”3

If one relied solely on the documentary record, it would be easy to suppose that presidents, members of Congress, and the foreign policy bureaucracy paid little to no attention to public opinion, the electoral calendar, or how their decisions could affect them personally or politically. But even a cursory perusal of American history—not to mention a careful reading of the documents and an examination of the context in which they were created—demonstrates that the opposite is true, from the partisanship inherent in the Federalist and anti-Federalist debates during the 1790s, to the anticommunism of the Cold War, to the war on terrorism. To be sure, this nexus should not be construed to be monocausal; military and diplomatic considerations also contributed to the character and trajectory of U.S. policy. But, in the hierarchy of influence, domestic politics clearly played (and continues to play) a critical and, quite frequently, decisive part in the evolution of American engagement in the Vietnam conflict.

This book focuses on how domestic politics influenced the trajectory, scope, and character of U.S. Vietnam policy from 1961 to 1973. More specifically, it examines how the Republican Party played a central role in the process of policy formation and execution, the nature of the imperial presidency and its relationship with Congress, and the remarkably consistent behavior of three consecutive administrations in dealing with the conflict. A complete understanding of U.S. policy on Vietnam during this period cannot be obtained purely from analyzing decisionmaking in the White House or considering the views and influence of notable Democrats. Much of the early literature on the war did just that, ignoring Congress, public opinion, and the role of the GOP while focusing almost exclusive attention on Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, McGeorge Bundy, and Walt Rostow. One of the primary goals of this study is to decouple the Vietnam experience from the myopic perspective of the executive branch and the Democratic Party and demonstrate not only the significant degree of Republican culpability for Vietnam but also the broader implications the war had for the presidency, executive-legislative relations, and the role of domestic politics in U.S. foreign relations. Theodore White wrote after the 1972 presidential election, “For eighteen years, in a way no historian can yet trace quite clearly, Vietnam had slowly grown to be the nightmare of American Presidents.”4 Nearly four decades later, with the benefit of perspective and a vast evidentiary record, this book analyzes the way in which Vietnam proved to be the nightmare of John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon as a result of their preoccupation with domestic political calculations.

The story of the second front of the Vietnam conflict—the domestic political battles fought at home simultaneously with the military conflict in Southeast Asia—and the Republican Party's influence on U.S. Vietnam policy has five primary and interrelated themes running through it. The fault lines in the Republican Party on the issue of the Vietnam conflict is the first theme. Most previous scholarship on the war identifies the GOP as the party of the hawks, supporting the escalation of the conflict in 1965, and advocating military victory well into the 1970s. The extensive research on which this book is based conclusively demonstrates that the Republican Party experienced the same divisions and upheavals as the rest of the country during the American experience in Vietnam. While the party was home to such überhawks as Barry Goldwater, John Tower, and Dwight Eisenhower, it also boasted some of the most devoted doves in the nation, John Sherman Cooper, Mark Hatfield, and George Aiken. Further, the intraparty squabbling over Vietnam, especially after the 1964 presidential election, would prove to be one of the major catalysts in bringing conservatives into an ascendant position in the GOP.

The second theme relates to the imperial presidency, which many scholars argue reached its apex during the Vietnam conflict.5 The research presented herein simultaneously supports and calls into question that conclusion. On one hand, the evidence demonstrates that Congress's inability or unwillingness as an institution to directly confront the president underscores the expansive power of the presidency during the Cold War. Any success that members of Congress might have enjoyed was diminished by a myriad of executive actions. To be sure, individual congressmen did challenge the three administrations directly on the war, especially as the United States became more deeply engaged in Southeast Asia. Yet, even then, success was rare and would quickly be overwhelmed by the president, using the power and influence at his disposal. But perhaps the most striking fact is that, throughout the conflict, Congress proved that it lacked the will to stand together and challenge the White House even when public opinion was firmly on its side.

Conversely, however, the concept of the imperial presidency is undermined when one considers the extent to which the expansive powers posited under that model clash with the very real limitations of domestic political considerations. Although freed from many of the intended constitutional checks and balances vis-à-vis Congress, all three presidents faced constraints rooted in domestic political considerations. As a result, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon failed to exercise their vaunted authority to its fullest extent because they feared the even greater influence of public opinion, the ballot box, and the potential harm to their reputations and legacies. Thus, the parameters of the imperial presidency are not as broad as they might appear at first glance. While seemingly contradictory, these two facets of the presidency's relationship to its two publics—Congress and the American people—help us understand the dynamics at work in the decisionmaking processes in each administration. As Andrew Bacevich observes, “What is most striking about the most powerful man in the world is not the power that he wields. It is how constrained he and his lieutenants are by forces that lie beyond their grasp and perhaps their understanding.”6

The third theme is congressional complicity in the war. One of the often-repeated refrains throughout the 1960s and early 1970s was that Vietnam was Lyndon Johnson's or Richard Nixon's war. There is no doubt that both presidents—along with John Kennedy and Dwight Eisenhower—deserve much of the responsibility for the conflict and its evolution.7 But to deny any congressional culpability misreads history. Through their actions and—perhaps more important—inaction, members of Congress played an essential part in the escalation and duration of the Vietnam conflict. The deference shown to the three administrations, the collective failure to challenge the presidents, and the willingness to continue approving appropriations for a war that most opposed—even as late as 1972—provide sufficient evidence to implicate Congress deeply in the entire tragedy. Lt. Col. Oliver North, the key figure in the Iran-Contra scandal of the 1980s, accused Congress of being “fickle, vacillating, unpredictable.”8 That description accurately summarizes how the legislative branch of the U.S. government approached the issue of Vietnam for two decades.

The fourth theme is the similarity between administrations regardless of party, experience, or timing. All three presidents discussed in this book—John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon—did everything they could to avoid public debate on the Vietnam issue, making decisions on the conflict that might jeopardize their political standing, and becoming “the first president to lose a war.” Fear of a right-wing backlash drove their policymaking, and each had to rely on the Republican Party to a much greater extent than has been appreciated by scholars to this point. Moreover, each made a concerted effort to manipulate public opinion and domestic support to his advantage in an attempt to maintain his own personal credibility, demonstrate the dependability of America's commitments to its allies, and achieve electoral success. Of course, in this they were not alone; selling war and other controversial U.S. foreign policies has a long tradition among presidents.9 The degree to which the Vietnam-era chief executives did so, however, was extraordinary.

The fifth and final major theme is, perhaps, the most crucial and pervades the entire book: the role played by domestic political considerations—public opinion, electoral calculations, personal credibility—in America's international affairs. The role and influence of domestic political considerations in making and implementing U.S. foreign policy—and the reciprocal relationship in which foreign relations influences political decisions at home—have long occupied scholars and observers. By its very nature, as Alexis de Tocqueville noted in the nineteenth century, the American political system consistently exerts a profound effect on the nation's international affairs. Democracies, he argues, tend to have “confused or erroneous ideas on external affairs, and decide questions of foreign policy on purely domestic considerations.”10 Although reductionist, Tocqueville's comment is instructive, particularly in the American context. Concern over public opinion and electoral success can lead U.S. policymakers to pursue foreign policies “excessively geared to short-term calculations,” as William Quandt suggests.11 More recently, Jussi Hanhimäki has argued, “One simply cannot understand foreign policy and international relations without relating it to domestic contingencies and vice versa.”12

Yet, just as politicians demonstrate a disinclination to admit the influence of politics, partisanship, and elections on foreign policy, most scholars have underestimated the importance of these factors in analyzing and understanding the history of U.S. foreign relations generally and the Vietnam War specifically. Many diplomatic historians write their narratives as if “partisan wrangling and electoral strategizing have generally not been significant determinants of the nation's foreign policy.”13 Important interpretive histories such as Michael Hunt's explanation of the rise of the United States to global dominance, the global context into which Odd Arne Westad places the Cold War, the scholarship of the eminent Cold War historians John Lewis Gaddis and Melvyn Leffler, and even the paradigm-changing monographs of revisionists like William Appleman Williams focus primarily on the international aspects of America's foreign affairs.14 To be sure, part of the emphasis in recent years derives from increased access to foreign archives, greater foreign language and area studies expertise among scholars, and prodding by historians and political scientists who urged diplomatic historians to decenter the United States and write truly international histories of American diplomacy.15 But the lack of attention given to domestic political considerations stands as a stark reflection of the imbalance in the literature.

In an overview of the recent historiography of U.S. foreign relations in the Journal of American History in 2009, Thomas Zeiler underscored this problematic trend. In his article, written for a nonspecialist audience, Zeiler rightly celebrates the health and vibrancy of the field, focusing on the sophisticated scholarship addressing “traditional realism's engagement with ideology (mentalités), the embrace of international history, and the study of culture and identity.” But politics? Barely even a passing reference. To his credit, Zeiler admits that “rooting the field in international history risks losing sight of the Americanness that is the very character of U.S. diplomatic history.” Unfortunately, he then fails to explore the historiographic and interpretive implications of this statement. Even the broader disciplinary trends adopted by foreign relations scholars that examine the influence of race, gender, identity, and culture—all topics rooted in the “domestic” realm—have obscured the political aspects of policymaking.16

There are exceptions, of course. In his presidential address to the Society of Historians of American Foreign Relations in June 2008, Thomas Schwartz implored his fellow scholars to correct this glaring oversight by recognizing the importance of these considerations and incorporating the domestic political context of U.S. foreign relations into the historical conversation.17 And a handful of scholars, like Fredrik Logevall and Campbell Craig, emphasize the existence and influence of the “intermestic”—the convergence of international and domestic—dimensions of policy in their work.18 But, for the most part, the role of domestic political considerations remains conspicuously absent in the contemporary history of U.S. foreign relations, limiting our understanding of how and why the United States acts internationally. This study seeks to restore the proper balance of causality and influence. Throughout the book, the power, consequences, and centrality of these forces and the constraints—both real and perceived—they placed on America's presidents and politicians during America's longest war will be demonstrated conclusively.

The sheer tonnage of scholarship and documentation on the Vietnam War boggles the mind.19 Newly available archival sources, recently declassified documents, examination of previously obscured aspects of the conflict, and reconsideration of long-held assumptions have created a vibrant and thriving debate. But, as Gary Hess noted in a historiographic article on the conflict, the “duration of the war and its antecedents…makes this a lengthy story and one being told more in fragments than in its entirety.”20 Like the expanding universe theorized by physicists, the canon of literature on Vietnam continues to proliferate almost exponentially with no end in sight. Yet, given the volume of literature on the conflict, it is surprising that the Republican Party has received so little attention in existing scholarship. Most accounts of the war relegate the GOP to obscurity, portraying it like a groundhog coming out of its hole every two or four years to make an appearance in an election campaign and then resume hibernating while the Kennedy and Johnson administrations unilaterally made and implemented U.S. policy. Even those who recognize the role of Congress tend to direct their attention to key Democrats like J. William Fulbright, Mike Mansfield, and Frank Church.21

Nothing could be further from the truth. Republicans played critical roles in the entire American experience in Southeast Asia. The GOP used the “loss” of China as a weapon to attack the Truman administration, which certainly contributed to the decision in NSC-64 to support the French in their colonial war in Indochina in March 1950. The Eisenhower administration continued to underwrite the French war effort until 1954, when it assumed responsibility for the fledgling regime of South Vietnamese premier Ngo Dinh Diem and began sending ever-increasing amounts of aid and military advisers to Saigon.22 But most important—and obscured to the greatest degree in the scholarship—Republicans exerted significant influence on U.S. policy in Vietnam during the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations.

Granted, Republicans remained the minority party in Congress throughout the 1960s and lacked direct access to decisionmaking positions until Richard Nixon assumed the presidency in January 1969. But the GOP acted as a pillar of support for all the presidents of the Vietnam era. Faced with opposition from opponents of the war, and preoccupied with the fear of a right-wing backlash if Vietnam “fell” to communism, each chief executive needed Republican backing for his foreign policies. Many notable figures within the GOP supported the U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia from the beginning and would continue to urge increased military, political, and economic support for the various Saigon regimes throughout the conflict. Indeed, the most strident hawks in the party pushed Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon to do more than the presidents themselves were ready or willing to do. This occurred, not from within the administrations, but from power bases outside the White House. As the political scientist James Lindsay has opined, “Even when members of Congress fail to dictate the substance of foreign policy, they frequently influence it indirectly.”23 This is exactly what happened during the Vietnam conflict.

It is important to note that the party was not a unitary actor as meaningful differences between liberal and conservative Republicans existed. The traditional division within the GOP between internationalists and isolationists/ noninterventionists would undergo a watershed change in the 1960s as the right wing of the party emerged as the dominant force, leaving the liberals virtually powerless within their own party—and prompting many like New York City mayor John Lindsay to defect to the Democrats. The result of this split would be the formation of new and shifting coalitions that permanently altered the political calculus in both domestic and foreign policy in the party and in the country. Conservatives would play a major part in the war, through both the pressure they put on the administrations to win a military victory and the potential domestic political specter they represented to Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon.

But, while the hawkish Republicans were numerically superior in the party, they represent only part of the story. Liberal members of the party figured prominently in providing a brake on the more vigorous options for prosecuting the war, working with key Democrats on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to temper suggestions for additional escalation by making it politically unfeasible to do so. Opponents of the war in the GOP included some of the most influential members of the party and became a much larger and more vocal cohort as the conflict evolved.24 Moreover, the strong sentiment within the Republican Party both for and against the war contributed to the divisiveness experienced by the country during the conflict and would merit consideration by scholars on that basis alone. Republicans played vital roles in the origins, escalation, and ultimate settlement in Southeast Asia; to tell the story of the Vietnam War without the GOP would be like watching “Seinfeld” without Kramer.

Perhaps the most important Republican during this entire period with regard to Vietnam was Richard Nixon. As president, Nixon obviously assumed direct responsibility for U.S. policy in Southeast Asia. But, while his role in the Vietnamization of the war and the negotiations that led to the fatally flawed Paris Peace Accords in 1973 has received wide attention, his function as an agent provocateur during the previous administrations has been seriously underestimated.25 He pushed both Kennedy and Johnson to act more forcefully in Vietnam, urging expansion of the war, and looming as the personification of the fear of the Right that so heavily influenced both presidents (and, ironically, would affect Nixon himself as well during his administration). Moreover, his ability to effectively manage the Vietnam issue in 1968 allowed Nixon not only to capture the GOP nomination but also to defeat Hubert Humphrey in the general election. Along with Lyndon Johnson, Nixon stands as the central figure in the American experience in Vietnam.

While Nixon appears regularly in scholarship on the war, he is one of the few Republicans who has garnered significant attention. That is not to say that their story is entirely absent from the literature. Terry Dietz, Robert Mann, William Gibbons, and Gary Stone all ascribe some degree of influence to the GOP during the war.26 Of course, biographies of key GOP figures—such as Nixon, Eisenhower, and Barry Goldwater—inform our understanding of the specific roles they played, but the common theme running through all those works is the presidency. Only a small body of scholarship exists on significant Republican congressional leaders, and even those works focus almost exclusively on the men who held senior leadership positions within the party—Everett Dirksen, Gerald Ford, and Melvin Laird. Virtually no literature exists on the breadth of congressional opinion among Republicans.27 More generally, there has been an increasing focus on the evolution of the Republican Party and the broader rise of conservatism since the 1950s, but few of these studies explore the linkage between the conservative ascendancy and the war.28 This book seeks to redress these historiographic lacunae.

It is fitting that this book began with a reference to Thucydides and Greek history. In looking back on the Vietnam conflict, Henry Kissinger later described the war as a “nightmare” and a “Greek tragedy” and suggested that the United States “should have never been there at all.”29 This frequently used analogy is appropriate, especially when considered from the perspective of the presidency. Tragedy depicts the downfall of the hero through some combination of hubris, fate, and the will of the gods. The tragic hero's desire to achieve some goal inevitably encounters limits (e.g., domestic politics). The hero need not die in the end, but he must undergo a change in fortune and may have an epiphany regarding or come to some understanding of his destiny. The experiences, actions, and decisions of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon during the Vietnam conflict could not be described more accurately.

In recognition of these parallels, each chapter title in the book references a character or concept from Greek mythology as a way of describing and framing a particular moment in the U.S. experience in Southeast Asia. The title of this introduction, for example, refers to the Greek god of war (Ares) and the goddess of politics (Virginia), a combination that would prove explosive during the twenty-five-year ordeal that the United States endured in Southeast Asia. If war is a continuation of politics by other means, then surely in the American context politics is war by other means.30 Unfortunately, the saga of the Republican Party and domestic politics during the Vietnam conflict is not a myth but a tragedy. It is a story filled with protagonists with tragic flaws, imperfect institutions, and lessons suffused with consequences that continue to be felt to the present day.





CHAPTER 1

Trapped between Scylla and Charybdis

JFK, the GOP, and Domestic Politics



The line dividing domestic and foreign affairs has become as indistinct as a line drawn in water. All that happens to us here at home has a direct and intimate bearing on what we can or must do abroad. All that happens to us abroad has a direct and intimate bearing on what we can or must do at home. If we err in one place, we err in both. If we succeed in one place, we have a chance to succeed in both.

—John F. Kennedy

One of the recurrent and dangerous influences on our foreign policy—fear of the political consequences of doing the sensible thing.

—John Kenneth Galbraith, A Life in Our Times





Shortly after his defeat by Franklin D. Roosevelt in the 1940 presidential election, Wendell Willkie advised his fellow Republicans, “Let us not, therefore, fall into the partisan error of opposing things just for the sake of opposition. Ours must not be an opposition against—it must be an opposition for.”1 Willkie's attitude reflected the prevailing sentiment in the party and the country at the time. Politics, argued leaders such as Senator Arthur Vandenberg (R-MI), had no place in making U.S. foreign policy. Vandenberg, who served as the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee during the Truman administration and is widely credited as being the architect of postwar bipartisanship in foreign policy, opined, “To me, ‘bipartisan foreign policy’ means a mutual effort…to unite our official voice at the water's edge so that America speaks with maximum authority against those who would divide and conquer us and the free world. It does not involve the remotest surrender of free debate in determining our position.” On the contrary, he continued, “Frank cooperation and free debate are indispensable to ultimate unity. In a word, it simply seeks national security ahead of partisan advantage. Every foreign policy must be totally debated…and the ‘loyal opposition’ is under special obligation to see that this occurs.”2

Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., the GOP senator from Massachusetts who would serve as ambassador to South Vietnam on two occasions during the Vietnam War under Democratic presidents, agreed. The opposition party should function as “the voice of conscience though not of power” in foreign affairs, undertaking a “calm and deliberate reappraisal of the facts” while offering “constructive suggestions.”3 Such lofty ideals did not prevent Republicans and Democrats alike from consistently questioning the tactics employed by the United States in opposing the perceived Soviet threat or in getting political mileage out of the fall of China and other foreign policy failures. Additionally, as former secretary of state Dean Acheson wryly noted, one of the benefits of a bipartisan foreign policy was that the president could characterize any critic of that policy as “a son-of-a-bitch and not a true patriot.”4 During Dwight D. Eisenhower's administration, the president worked with Democrats such as Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson to continue the tradition of cooperation. Although the consensus frayed occasionally, the Democrats worked fairly well with the White House during Eisenhower's two terms in office. With the election of John F. Kennedy in 1960, the Republicans found themselves thrust back into the role of the loyal opposition.

Should this rhetorical commitment to bipartisanship, an enduring hallmark of the Cold War, be considered posturing by politicians seeking electoral and policy advantages? Did a bipartisan consensus on foreign policy actually exist in the postwar period? The answers to those questions are not simple. To be sure, both political parties adhered to containment in its many iterations. But to translate the superficial agreement on the broad contours of strategy into any realistic, nonpartisan consensus on foreign policy—one in which politics stopped at the water's edge—misreads history. Republicans and Democrats fought vicious political battles during the 1940s and 1950s over questions of foreign policy, both in Congress and on the campaign trail. The presidential contest between Kennedy and Richard Nixon in 1960 demonstrated that fact vividly. Nevertheless, the rhetorical attachment to the ideal of bipartisanship remained a potent political force.

Such bipartisan rhetoric would not endure, however, as the burgeoning conflict in Indochina moved to center stage during Kennedy's thousand days. Owing to the emerging problem of Vietnam—not to mention the perceived missile and bomber gaps, Fidel Castro's continued presence in Cuba, and the ongoing struggle with the Soviet Union—the Republican Party moved toward a more confrontational stance with the administration, consistently attacking the president for his foreign policy failures and inability to effectively engage and defeat the global Communist threat. Moreover, as the stakes in Southeast Asia increased, the Vietnam conflict emerged as a potent electoral issue in 1964. This chapter will examine Kennedy's preoccupation with domestic political considerations and the evolution of GOP criticism of his foreign policies. As will become clear, the new president would find himself trapped between the Scylla of the 1964 election and the Charybdis of Republican attacks, a position that strongly influenced the decisions he made and, more often, postponed as he maneuvered toward his reelection campaign.

In the aftermath of Kennedy's victory over Nixon, the Republican Party appeared to renew its support of rhetorical bipartisanship. Senator Wallace Bennett (R-UT), one of the leading voices on financial policy in the Senate, who believed in a stout foreign policy, sounded a conciliatory note as the GOP found itself out of the White House for the first time in eight years. Echoing Willkie and Vandenberg, Bennett told his constituents, “Opposition for the sake of opposition serves no real purpose.” He hoped that “the new administration and the minority in Congress can get together on many basic problems. In the field of foreign affairs, particularly, the tasks we face are so monumental that we must avoid anything that will unnecessarily divide our people and dissipate our strength.” Describing the GOP as “the party of constructive and responsible criticism,” Bennett promised that the Republicans would “support the proposals made by the Kennedy Administration when we believe them to be right, but when we believe them to be wrong we will oppose them.”5

As an example, Bennett spoke specifically about the situation in Laos, where the administration eventually decided on a policy of neutralization. Several columnists criticized Kennedy's policy for dealing with the Communist threat in the region, but the Utah senator noted that the Republican leadership in Congress had “openly and vigorously come to the President's side in support of a firm stand against the Communists in Laos.” This, he insisted, represented the essence of the loyal opposition. While recognizing that the president played a “paramount role” in foreign affairs, he nonetheless asserted that the parameters must be shaped in public and that it would be “highly dangerous and unwise” for the president to exercise sole control over U.S. policy. To this end, Bennett called for full consultation with and complete information from the administration so that the Republicans would, as Vandenberg famously suggested, be in on the takeoffs as well as the crash landings.6

Building on this theme, Richard Nixon, perhaps his party's leading voice in foreign affairs, argued that criticism of the new president's foreign policy “for purely political purposes when his policy is right is irresponsible and unpatriotic. But, failure to criticize when his policy is wrong is just as irresponsible and unpatriotic.”7 Of course, Nixon in his own inimitable way simply meant that it was, in fact, OK to criticize Kennedy if it would help the Republican position. Nevertheless, on the surface it would be very easy for contemporary observers to believe that the two parties would present a united front to the world in terms of U.S. foreign relations. The media contributed to this notion as Republican rhetoric did not go unnoticed in the early days of the administration. A week after Kennedy's inauguration, a Washington Post editorial praised the GOP members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee for demonstrating “their interest in fair appraisal rather than in mere partisan opposition…. Such a role for Republicans concerned with foreign affairs may not conform to some of the urgings of the Minority Policy Committee. But it conforms, we think, to the public interest.”8

Yet loyal did not negate opposition; the honeymoon period between the Republicans and the administration would not last long. The GOP took advantage of every opportunity to attack Kennedy's foreign policies and began formulating its strategy for opposing the president even before the inauguration. Eisenhower summoned the party's congressional leadership to the White House just before he left office and reminded them of their responsibility to voice concerns over Democratic policy once the presidency no longer rested safely in GOP hands. Without a Republican president to oversee and formulate a unified party agenda, he argued, some other mechanism would be required to centralize and correlate Republican positions on the issues. Determined to chart, define, and maintain an integrated minority political strategy, the conferees created a joint Senate-House leadership group. In addition to their weekly press conferences, the leadership met regularly with prominent Republicans such as Nixon, Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ), and Governor Nelson Rockefeller (R-NY) in recognition of the need to unify the various wings of the party into a cohesive voice for national policy.9

Unity—and the lack thereof—would become an increasing concern for the GOP as the Kennedy years coincided with the acceleration of a tectonic shift in the Republican Party. Nixon's defeat in 1960 empowered the right wing of the party, a cohort that had never accepted the New Deal but had been “temporarily quiescent” during the Eisenhower administration. This faction gained strength as the Republicans increased their support in the South and the West, a demographic and electoral shift that would form the cornerstone of the party's support for the next five decades. This was a different brand of conservatism than that of Robert Taft, the Ohio senator who had lost the 1952 nomination to Eisenhower. Not only did it include Goldwaterites and economic conservatives, but it also counted on social and cultural conservatives, personified by William F. Buckley Jr., the editor of the conservative National Review and the host of television's “Firing Line.” Buckley's support for conservative causes and groups like Young Americans for Freedom challenged the notion of consensus politics within the party and would form the nucleus of the insurgency that would, ultimately, control the party and dominate its agenda. Indeed, the next decade would witness a struggle for the soul of the GOP.10

In 1961, however, these intraparty tensions had not yet been fully manifested, and congressional Republicans remained under the stewardship of Charles Halleck (R-IN) and Everett Dirksen (R-IL). Halleck served as the leader of the party in the House from 1947 to 1955 and again from 1959 to 1965. A traditional conservative from Indiana, he was tough, pragmatic, and intelligent and felt at home both in the circles of power in Washington and in his home district.11 Much the same could be said about Halleck's counterpart in the Senate. A conservative isolationist who evolved into a staunch cold warrior and presidential confidant, Dirksen became minority leader in 1959 and remained in that position until his death ten years later.12 Although they faced increasingly sharp criticism from the “Young Fogies” on the right wing of the party, both men were formidable opponents and commanded Kennedy's respect. The president, according to Terry Dietz, would have been “foolish to discount their abilities to question, probe, and diminish policy decisions made by his administration.”13

Halleck and Dirksen used those skills to publicly deride the administration's policies at the press conferences that followed the joint leadership's meetings in what became commonly referred to as “The Ev and Charlie Show.” They devised these spectacles to identify for the public areas of difference between the parties and to demonstrate the Republican Party's superior position. Unfortunately, Barry Goldwater and other GOP hard-liners distrusted Halleck and Dirksen “for having prostituted themselves during the Eisenhower years” and regarded them as relics of a dark period in the party's history. As a result, disgruntled conservatives would undermine the facade of unity with criticisms of their own, a trend that increased during the 1960s. It did not help that the leadership's press conferences “proved a total disaster”—a “turn of the century vaudeville act,” as Commonweal opined—in comparison to Kennedy's polished television presence; neither Halleck nor Dirksen would ever be considered a master of the medium.14 As a result, the press conferences may have done as much to highlight the fissures within the party as they did to critique the administration.

The emerging intraparty schism did not stop the leadership from continuing to criticize Kennedy and his policies, however. On ABC's “Issues and Answers” nine days after Kennedy's inauguration, Dirksen summarized the GOP position on supporting the administration's foreign policy. “When it comes to bipartisan foreign policy in so far as that is possible obviously we would like to go along,” Dirksen said, “but we have some firm notions about it.” The senator stated that the Republicans wanted to avoid getting “our country in a position of appeasement which for all the world will look like weakness and that we are dealing from weakness rather than from strength.”15 Dirksen, like many of his colleagues, believed that the opposition party had greater responsibilities than mere opposition. As a result, he tried to view national affairs, especially those involving international issues, from a patriotic rather than a partisan stance, which led him to work closely with both Kennedy and Johnson.16 Byron Hulsey suggests that the minority leader and the president had a “codependent relationship” during Kennedy's presidency, noting that the two men shared many similar philosophical and political beliefs. Yet overlapping political principles and rhetorical adherence to an ideal of bipartisanship did not mean that Dirksen considered his or his party's role as merely cooperating with the administration, as demonstrated by his enthusiastic support of the new Senate-House leadership group and his embrace of his role as a partisan fighter.17 This would become evident as the Republican leadership challenged Kennedy on the emerging issue of Vietnam.

The new president had a long record of supporting America's commitment to South Vietnam.18 As a senator, Kennedy had closely followed Eisenhower's post-Geneva Vietnam policy and never publicly indicated his opposition to the policies implemented by the administration, going so far as to call Vietnam the “finger in the dike” of communism.19 While Vietnam did not become a pivotal issue during the 1960 presidential campaign, Kennedy's rhetoric foreshadowed an uncompromising global anticommunism that would eventually affect his policies in Southeast Asia and throughout the Third World.20 Kennedy called for new and decisive leadership and in his inaugural address famously pledged that the United States would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”21 After his election, he rejected any likelihood of a toned-down policy owing to his political insecurity, his lack of widespread popularity, and an abiding concern over a domestic political backlash if he softened his position vis-à-vis the Communist world—all of which stemmed from his narrow margin of victory in 1960. Fear of a right-wing counterattack would be a constant theme from 1961 to the end of the war; even Nixon dared not ignore the potential political threat from the Right.

Compared to the dramatic confrontations over Cuba, the showdown with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev at Vienna, or the neutralization of Laos, the developments in Vietnam during most of Kennedy's presidency received relatively little public attention. But they would have a profound significance for his successors in the White House. JFK and his advisers saw Vietnam as a small and relatively manageable part of the global battle against communism whose significance derived from its role in that contest. They considered South Vietnam crucial because a Communist victory might demonstrate that the “national liberation” model the Soviets trumpeted early in 1961 could be applied successfully elsewhere in the Third World, thereby sparking a series of “brushfire wars” that would threaten world peace.22 On 28 January 1961, Kennedy held a meeting with his top advisers to discuss Vietnam and concluded ominously, “This is the worst one we've got, isn't it?”23 The president could not afford to ignore the problems in South Vietnam. As he told the columnist James Reston, “Now we have a problem in trying to make our power credible, and Vietnam looks like the place.”24 He knew that the Republicans would be waiting to exploit any stumbling by the administration in Southeast Asia. His confidence in the probable success of his strategy and fear of potential Republican criticism shaped the way he approached decisionmaking on Southeast Asia.25

Not everyone in the administration agreed about the importance of South Vietnam. The documentary record is replete with the contentious discussions that occurred among members of the president's cabinet and staff. As Kennedy's national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy, later said, Vietnam was “the most divisive issue in the Kennedy administration.”26 But the new president could not afford such dissension within his circle of advisers, or even in the Democratic Party generally, on Vietnam or other pressing foreign policy issues. Kennedy was highly cognizant of and concerned with domestic politics as they related to his foreign policy decisions, and that preoccupation led him to pursue bipartisan support—rather than empty rhetoric—for his initiatives. The president consistently sought GOP cooperation and support for political protection. Despite his efforts to reach out to Republicans, however, a coalition of Republicans and Southern Democrats emerged as an obstacle to his foreign policy and domestic agenda. As George Mayer has written, “In every Congress since 1939, this group exercised a life-and-death power over legislation; it killed much of the President's domestic program.”27

Further, Republican charges of weakness or appeasement in the face of the Communist threat hit uncomfortably close to home and echoed JFK's criticism of Eisenhower and Nixon during the campaign. The widespread use of the “Munich analogy” in dealing with the threat of global communism had a significant influence on the way Cold War presidents formulated and implemented policy.28 The fear of being branded as an appeaser—which had such negative connotations in the wake of Neville Chamberlain's failure to halt Nazi expansionism during the 1930s—shaped the Kennedy administration's response to the instability in Southeast Asia and foreclosed any realistic possibility of negotiations owing to the political peril that might result from failed diplomacy.

As a result, the upheaval in Indochina presented a constant concern for the president. Just prior to the April 1961 Bay of Pigs debacle—where CIA-trained Cuban exiles attempted and failed to overthrow the Castro regime—John Kenneth Galbraith sent the president a letter of warning about the situation in Vietnam. Galbraith, the new ambassador to India, called South Vietnam “a can of snakes” and warned that South Vietnamese premier Ngo Dinh Diem's efforts to cling to power could eventually draw the United States deeper into the conflict in Indochina. He also asked derisively, “Incidentally, who is the man in your administration who decides what countries are strategic? I would like to have his name and address and ask him what is so important about this real estate in the space age.” Galbraith concluded that, in the case of Vietnam, “it is the political poison that is really at issue. The Korean war killed us in the early ’50’s; this involvement could kill us now.”29 The ambassador's astute advice was not lost on Kennedy.

In the wake of the disastrous invasion of Cuba, Kennedy made several moves intended to mute Republican criticism and mitigate the damage to his presidency. First, he met with Eisenhower at Camp David and solicited his predecessor's public support. Privately, the way Kennedy handled the crisis disturbed Eisenhower, but the former president reluctantly made the appropriate supportive comments in public. In addition, he exerted significant influence in restraining both Halleck and Dirksen; he convinced the two leaders to temper their remarks, cautioning that heated criticism could “sound like McCarthyism.”30 In doing so, Eisenhower acted as a firewall for the administration, as no Republican would directly challenge the party's elder statesman on a foreign policy issue. Kennedy also met with Nelson Rockefeller, a moderate Republican with significant foreign policy experience. Following that conversation, Rockefeller publicly announced that all Americans should “stand united behind the President in whatever action is necessary to defend freedom,” providing the president with further political protection.31

In addition, Kennedy met with Richard Nixon. The former vice president urged bipartisan support for the president, stating that those with partial information and details about the invasion acted irresponsibly in criticizing the administration.32 The following day, Nixon reiterated his support, saying that he told Kennedy that he would continue to back administration policies that were “consistent with our international obligations” and “designed to stop further Communist penetration in this hemisphere, or in Asia,” including the commitment of American armed forces.33 Yet Nixon would also obliquely attack the president's actions in the aftermath of the invasion. In early May, he stated that Republicans should not publicly criticize the president for “mistakes which have hurt our world position.”34 Such a statement in itself was implied criticism of Kennedy and typified the types of subtle verbal barbs Nixon—and, increasingly, other Republicans—would direct at both Kennedy and Johnson in the years to come. Nevertheless, the president's damage control efforts did bear fruit. Republican criticism, while significant, was tempered in the wake of the comments by the party leadership, giving the administration a chance to overcome a major policy failure. Of course, Kennedy expected to face attacks from his GOP rivals on the issue of communism. During their final transition meeting, Eisenhower told Kennedy that he and the Republicans would hold the new president responsible for any retreat in Southeast Asia.35

Eisenhower would remain true to his word. On leaving office, he retired to his Gettysburg farm. Yet retirement proved to be a misnomer as a description of his postpresidential years. Eisenhower remained a prominent public figure and had incredible demands on his time and for his influence. In addition to writing his memoirs, the former president was the patriarch of the Republican Party, “a burden at once honorary, inescapable, irksome, and gratifying.”36 Eisenhower kept abreast of domestic political issues and world events, often discussing administration policies with former subordinates. Kennedy and the congressional leadership arranged for Eisenhower to be reinstated to active duty status in the military by act of Congress, allowing him to receive the benefits of his five-star rank—most notably regular briefings on foreign affairs. As a result, Eisenhower could give informed advice to and exert influence on Kennedy when crisis situations arose.

While his successor struggled with and hesitated to make foreign policy decisions, Eisenhower became more openly opinionated on issues facing the country. Unfettered by presidential expectations and politics, his comments became more pointed and strident, particularly on the need to oppose communism in Southeast Asia. Although Eisenhower had misgivings about the way in which Kennedy conducted America's foreign policy, he made a conscious effort not to criticize his successor publicly, a policy he would continue in his relationship with Johnson. Having been in Kennedy's position, Eisenhower preferred to level his criticisms at domestic policies. He did, however, offer his counsel when asked.

For instance, Eisenhower joined Kennedy at Camp David on 22 April 1961 to discuss the situation in Laos. Kennedy “was quite sure that there was no possibility of saving Laos by unilateral military action” and remarked that he was less concerned about Laos than he was about Thailand. Eisenhower replied that, if that were the case, the best course of action would be the immediate strengthening of the Thai military and positions against Communist forces. But his public comments differed markedly from his private thoughts. In the wake of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, Eisenhower wrote confidentially that there would be a public outcry “if the whole story ever becomes known to the American people” and wryly noted that it “could be called a ‘Profile in Timidity and Indecision.’”37 Eisenhower's remarks in both public and private had to concern the president as they undoubtedly reflected the more acrimonious statements likely to emanate from the rest of the Republican Party.

Moreover, the former president remained committed to the Republican Party regaining the presidency and saw Kennedy's struggles as crucial weapons in the coming political struggle. At a meeting of the joint GOP congressional leadership on 1 May, Eisenhower “cautioned and urged the Republican leaders to keep an accurate record, for future reference, of any conversations they might have with the President in White House conferences on matters such as Laos and Cuba.”38 For Kennedy's part, while he disagreed with Eisenhower on many issues, he increasingly came to realize that his predecessor was one of only three other men in the nation—along with Herbert Hoover and Harry Truman—who fully understood the burdens of the White House. As a result, JFK's respect for Eisenhower grew throughout his presidency. Nevertheless, the president realized that Eisenhower's forbearance was not likely to be emulated by his Republican colleagues, particularly given the diplomatic and military problems that emerged during 1961.

In terms of anti-Communist foreign policy, Kennedy's first hundred days in office were less than auspicious. The failure of the Cuban invasion and the agreement to neutralize Laos provoked “Republican criticism which questioned his courage and competence.”39 Barry Goldwater claimed that the entire country should feel “apprehension and shame” at the failure of the invasion.40 Senator Thruston Morton (R-KY), a respected moderate and former head of the Republican National Committee, declared that there was a lack of candor from the White House owing to the administration's refusal to admit its complicity in the invasion, foreshadowing the “credibility gap” critique the GOP would later use against Lyndon Johnson. The New York Times claimed that Morton's assertion “shattered the political calm” in Washington and upset the veneer of bipartisanship.41 Similar comments followed the administration's decision to neutralize Laos.

As a result, Kennedy “sought a contrasting and compensating scenario of militancy in Vietnam,” believing that, politically, he could not afford a third charge of retreat before the Communist advance so early in his presidency. His incentive to do so was bolstered by the perception that American credibility and leadership had suffered during his poor performance at the Vienna summit meeting with Khrushchev at the beginning of June.42 He expressed his concerns to Walt W. Rostow, the deputy national security adviser, who would shortly move to State to chair the Policy Planning Staff. The president told Rostow that, unlike Eisenhower, who had been able to deflect political criticism for Communist success in Vietnam in 1954 by blaming the French, he did not have that luxury. He feared being portrayed as an appeaser—a charge that had crippled his father's political career after comments about Germany during the elder Kennedy's tenure as ambassador to Britain—and realized that Republicans like Representative Melvin Laird (R-WI) would assail him for failing “to act with sufficient vigor to frustrate the achievement of Communist objectives.”43 For Kennedy, then, the domestic political consequences were too steep to accept. Galbraith recalled that, during the Laotian crisis, the president told him, “There are just so many concessions one can make to the communists in one year and survive politically…. We just can't have another defeat this year in Vietnam.” When the Laos agreement began to break down less than a year after its conclusion, “any possibility that Kennedy would even explore a negotiated compromise in Vietnam was foreclosed.”44

Even without the possibility of a negotiated settlement, the Republican Party stood to gain regardless of what Kennedy did in Southeast Asia. The GOP could realistically criticize the president for being either too confrontational or too lenient with Communist demands, depending on the situation. In essence, it was a no-win situation for the president in domestic political terms. The nation's pundits recognized the dilemma Kennedy faced all too clearly. A Herblock cartoon portrayed Kennedy as a doctor operating on the Laotian crisis. Into the operating room came “The Ev and Charlie Show,” Dirksen holding a paddle that said, “If you make concessions you're an appeaser,” Halleck holding one labeled, “If you get tough you're a warmaker.”45 The commitment to the principle of the loyal opposition eroded as the president's options in Indochina narrowed and the Republican Party recognized the opportunity to damage his political prospects further.

Perhaps no Republican utilized rhetoric more effectively than Richard Nixon. In a speech in Chicago in early May, for example, he sounded a common refrain. “Our criticism of the Administration should be responsible, constructive, on issues of real substance,” he said. “This is no time for nit-picking…. We certainly do not help America by running her down in the eyes of the world.” Then Nixon said something that, in retrospect, defies explanation: “I believe that the current obsession about the level of America's prestige in the world obscures the principles that should guide us in developing foreign policy. Those who talk constantly about our prestige would seem to believe that we are in a popularity contest.” During his own presidency, Nixon would become consumed with U.S. (and his own) prestige, and his decisions and policies reflected that fixation. Further, he chastised the president for paying so much attention to domestic political considerations, asserting, “Some political commentators have suggested that President Kennedy cannot risk action which might involve a commitment of American forces because of the fear of political criticism…. I can think of nothing more detrimental to our national interest than for a consideration of this type to have any effect in the high councils of the Administration.”46 In light of Nixon's obsessive concern with public opinion, electoral politics, and political criticism during his own administration, these statements seem extraordinarily contradictory.
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7 April 1961: “The Slapstick Boys in the Emergency Room”

Nixon was not alone. On 25 April, Representative John Rhodes (R-AZ) charged that the administration's failure to “act in a resolute way in Laos, and the recent fiasco in Cuba,” reflected “incredibly bad intelligence, worse planning, but a complete lack of resolution to carry through to a desired goal.” Rhodes tied these foreign policy shortcomings explicitly to the loss of China, exactly the type of rhetorical blast that the president feared.47 The attacks by Nixon, Rhodes, and other Republicans, combined with myriad foreign policy challenges facing the administration, caused Kennedy and his advisers a great deal of consternation. Not only did they worry about partisan criticism, but they were also concerned about the effect of these problems on executivelegislative relations. Walt Rostow mused that the administration would need a “big new objective in the underdeveloped areas” of the world in order to keep Congress “off our necks as we try to clean up the spots of bad trouble” in the Congo, Cuba, Iran, Indonesia, Laos, and Vietnam.48

The combination of continuing problems in South Vietnam and the administration's struggles in foreign policy led the president to approve National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 52 on 11 May 1961. The directive stated clearly that the overriding American objective in Southeast Asia was to “prevent Communist domination of South Vietnam” and authorized various supporting actions in pursuit of that goal. NSAM 52 committed the United States to South Vietnam, but not unequivocally. Kennedy approved only the actions required by present circumstances, postponing harder decisions until absolutely necessary.49 This approach to the situation in Vietnam would set a precedent that the administration would follow over the next two years and that Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon would replicate in their own deliberations about the course of U.S. policy toward Southeast Asia. Rather than taking decisive action, the Vietnam-era presidents would deal with problems incrementally and reactively.

While the administration studied its options for an expanded role in Vietnam, Kennedy sent Vice President Lyndon Johnson on a policy assessment trip through Asia, with a major stopover in Saigon. On completing the tour, Johnson testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He reported that the decision to negotiate with Laos had shaken Diem's confidence in the United States and warned that, if the United States intended to arrest the decline in South Vietnamese morale, “deeds must follow words—soon.” Significantly, Johnson did not advocate the introduction of U.S. combat troops, a result of his meeting with Diem.50 Representative Paul Findley (R-IL), who would later achieve notoriety as a major critic of U.S. policy toward Israel, called Johnson's statement that American combat troops were not needed in Vietnam at that time “an invitation to trouble.” Findley advocated publicly offering combat troops to Vietnam because they would be the most effective deterrent against aggression. War might be avoided, he argued, if the administration committed combat troops before Communist action rather than committing them “midstream,” which might trigger a larger war. Findley predicted that Vietnam could become another Laos and asserted, “We will be forced to send combat forces to a war already in progress, or once more be identified with failure.”51 As Findley's statement suggests, Republicans did not respect Kennedy's foreign policy decisions and expressed a distinct wariness of his reluctance to firmly oppose Communist aggression in Vietnam.

The president and his advisers took these comments very seriously. Domestic political considerations figured prominently in the calculations made by Kennedy and members of his administration during his first year in office. The National Security Council (NSC) aide Robert Komer, in a memo titled “Are We Pushing Hard Enough in South Vietnam?” concluded, “There are some strong political reasons for stepping up the momentum in South Vietnam. I believe it very important that this government have a major anti-Communist victory to its credit in the six months before the Berlin crisis is likely to get really hot.” Recognizing the political and diplomatic realities that existed in mid-1961, he urged a more aggressive posture in Southeast Asia: “After Laos, and with Berlin on the horizon, we cannot afford to go less than all-out in cleaning up South Vietnam.”52 In fact, many administration officials pressed for escalation in Vietnam during the summer, but Kennedy, preoccupied with other foreign policy matters, approved only small increments of additional aid.

As the situation deteriorated without decisive action from the White House, Republican criticism continued throughout the summer and fall of 1961. In an opinion piece in the Los Angeles Times in late July, Richard Nixon slammed Kennedy for “unsure and indecisive leadership in the field of foreign policy,” suggesting that the administration had been “plagued by a Hamlet-like psychosis which seems to paralyze it every time decisive action is required.” Contrasting JFK's “bold talk” with the outcome of his decisions, Nixon derided the “confusion, indecision and weakness” of the administration's actions.53 Kennedy grew increasingly concerned over the GOP's attacks, asking his close adviser and speechwriter Theodore Sorensen to speak with the columnists Walter Lippmann and Joseph Alsop and ask how the administration could counter Republican charges of appeasement. The president also urged Americans to display “national maturity” in the face of temporary gains and setbacks in the Cold War, an obvious effort to mute criticism before it occurred.54

Komer analyzed the domestic political situation for McGeorge Bundy in late October 1961. The man who became known as “Blowtorch Bob” and who would later head the Phoenix Program astutely observed, “I doubt if our position in [Southeast Asia] could survive ‘loss’ of S. Vietnam on top of that of Laos. Moreover, could Administration afford yet another defeat, domestically?”55 Komer was certainly not alone in recognizing this relationship. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk addressed Vietnam as a domestic issue on 3 November 1961 in a joint memorandum that assessed Gen. Maxwell Taylor's recommendations for further American action in Southeast Asia. “The loss of South Vietnam would stimulate bitter domestic controversies,” they argued, “and would be seized upon by extreme elements to divide the country and harass the Administration.”56 Kennedy agreed. If the United States walked away from Southeast Asia, he opined, the Communist takeover would produce a debate in the country more acute than the loss of China.57 Kennedy did not believe that he could weather such a storm on the heels of Cuba, Laos, Berlin, and Vienna. With his reelection hanging in the balance, he knew that he had to avoid making choices that would invite scrutiny and criticism.

The final weeks of 1961 marked a critical turning point in the American experience in Vietnam. Caught between those who wanted to extricate the United States from Vietnam and the aggressive proposals made by Taylor, Rostow, and others within (and outside) the administration who wanted to send troops to Vietnam, Kennedy put off the decision. He perceived the domestic political consequences of withdrawal to be too great a risk, and he realized what could happen if he gave the military permission to send combat troops at the end of 1961. Not only would the Republicans excoriate him for involving the United States in another war in Asia, but the conflict also had no foreseeable exit strategy, which would certainly endanger his reelection campaign in 1964. With a degree of prescience, the president told the State Department official Roger Hilsman, “They say it's necessary to restore confidence and maintain morale. But it will be just like Berlin. The troops will march in; the bands will play; the crowds will cheer.” But even if that occurred, “we will be told we have to send in more troops. It's like taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you have to take another.”58 But Kennedy was already sipping; by the end of the year, there were over thirty-two hundred “advisers” in South Vietnam—a 400 percent increase since 1961—and, on 20 December, they were given the first official authorization to use their weapons in self-defense.

With an increasingly unstable Vietnam already posing difficulties and midterm elections looming in November, the administration demonstrated a keen sensitivity to political considerations as the new year began. The presidential adviser Chester Bowles, who had recently been relieved of his duties as undersecretary of state, expressed his concerns to JFK in early 1962. “One of the most critical problems facing this Administration in the field of foreign policy,” he declared, “is the great and growing gap between the harsh, complex realities with which Washington policymakers must grapple and the generally limited understanding of these realities by most Americans, including the press and Congress. This gap is already dangerous.”59 Bowles's analysis proved to be perceptive. Senator Margaret Chase Smith (R-ME), a consistent and vocal critic of Kennedy's foreign policy, faulted the administration's limited escalation of more aid and advisers for Diem when Maxwell and Rostow called for American ground troops. As far back as 1953, Smith had lectured all over Maine on American responsibility in Indochina despite the fact that most Americans could not find it on a map, and the current situation concerned her greatly. In Smith's opinion, Kennedy was either “unrealistic” or “deliberately withholding or misrepresenting the facts.” Whichever was the case, she feared that South Vietnam, and, indeed, all Southeast Asia, could be lost to communism.60

Smith and others within both parties were troubled by Kennedy's failure to follow Taylor and Rostow's hawkish recommendations the previous November. Nevertheless, during the first half of 1962, the decision to postpone a more robust prosecution of the war appeared to be succeeding. The incremental steps that Kennedy approved seemed to arrest the decline of the South Vietnamese regime. As a result, with other foreign policy crises consuming both the president's and the public's attention, Vietnam faded into the background to a certain extent. Moreover, many members of Congress hesitated, especially in an election year, to commit themselves on the conflict given the conflicting reports emerging from both Saigon and the administration. This reluctance to speak or act decisively on the issue of Vietnam would become the standard modus operandi for members of Congress throughout the entire conflict.

Yet, in their speeches and press conferences, Republicans highlighted their criticism of the administration's lack of candor regarding American involvement in Vietnam. When asked about statements to this effect by the Republican National Committee at a press conference in February 1962, Kennedy responded, “We have discussed this matter…with the Leadership of the Republicans and Democrats when we met in early January, and informed them of what we were doing in Viet Nam.”61 The president's comments did not stop Republican attacks. On “Washington Viewpoint” on 21 February 1962, Senator John Tower (R-TX) was asked whether he agreed with a statement by Richard Nixon that there should be “no partisan criticism of the Administration's policy in South Vietnam.” Tower replied, “I certainly think that where we feel that the President is right and merits our support, we should…support him…. But where we feel the President is wrong on a foreign policy matter, assuming he's right in Laos and Vietnam…we should criticize him. If we fail to do that, then we have abdicated our responsibility as the opposition party.”62 Senator Jacob Javits (R-NY) and Representative Gerald Ford (R-MI) touched on the GOP policy differences with the administration on CBS on 1 April. Ford maintained that the Republicans would “be able to make a good position for the party in attacking the administration's vacillation, indecision, uncertainty in world affairs.” He also indicated that he would have supported sending U.S. combat troops into Laos instead of neutralization. Javits followed this comment by stating that, given the lack of toughness in Laos, the GOP would support a stronger stance toward South Vietnam in order to prevail in “a terrific struggle.”63

By mid-1962, Kennedy had become a prisoner of his decisions and failures in the realm of foreign affairs. His performance could not match the strident anti-Communist rhetoric of his 1960 presidential campaign, which led the GOP to collectively question his competence. Responding to the president's record during his first eighteen months in office, the Republican Congressional Committee released a “Declaration of Republican Principles and Policy” in June 1962 that harshly denounced the Kennedy administration's foreign policies. Although short on specific proposals, the statement decried the “bankruptcy” of American leadership during the Berlin and Cuba crises in 1961–1962 and in “the bluster followed by whimpering in respect to Laos.”64 Senator George D. Aiken (R-VT), one of the most respected voices in either party, who served on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, complained that the relationship between Congress and the executive in matters of foreign policy had not been “quite as close and understanding as [he] would hope it would be” and questioned whether Kennedy was, in fact, the “key man” in formulating American policy abroad.65

The expansion of Republican criticism, combined with the ongoing problems in Southeast Asia, led the president to seek the counsel of Dwight Eisenhower again. Kennedy's advisers briefed Eisenhower on the situation in Laos in May 1962. The general agreed to support whatever decision the president made to resolve the situation, including neutralization. Eisenhower's endorsement, William Rust points out, “would not only help overcome objections to putting a limited force into Thailand but would also protect Kennedy's political flanks.”66 Indeed, administration officials constantly warned about the need “to be concerned about domestic reaction to our policies in South Vietnam” given the “considerable amount of bad publicity emanating from Saigon in recent months.”67 With Eisenhower's tacit blessing, the president felt less consternation about the resolution of the Laotian crisis, but he understood that little room to maneuver remained.

The margin for error shrunk further after Kennedy publicly referred to the aimless drift of foreign policy during Eisenhower's presidency. In response, the former president went on the attack. In a campaign speech for Massachusetts Republican candidates in Boston in October, he took the Kennedy administration to task for “an amazing burst of partisanship.” Criticizing the president for using foreign policy “for purely political purposes,” he declared (with tongue firmly planted in cheek), “I don't call attention to the dreary foreign record of the past twenty-one months. It is too sad to talk about.” He went on to do just that, however, asserting, “I doubt that anyone can persuade you that in the past twenty-one months there has been anything constructive in the conduct of our foreign relations to equal any part of that eight-year record.”68 For Kennedy, Eisenhower's comments did more than simply influence the midterm elections; they served notice to the administration that the veneer of bipartisanship, already worn thin, could disappear completely at any time. What that meant for the president was that he would have to exercise extreme caution in dealing with the deteriorating situation in Southeast Asia.

Conservative political observers recognized Kennedy's precarious position on foreign policy. Human Events reported in early November, “The word is out that if the President is to keep a stiff spine in his posture on foreign policy, he needs a fistful of Republican helpers.” Republicans around the country, the periodical continued, “were far ahead of Kennedy in calling for swift action against Cuba, and they sized up the situation in the Caribbean far better than members of the Democratic party.”69 Despite the accolades he earned with his firmness against Khrushchev during the Cuban Missile Crisis, the president's problems with the GOP and Vietnam remained. As Kennedy confided to Senate majority leader Mike Mansfield (D-MT) in mid-December 1962, “If I tried to pull out completely now from Vietnam, we would have another Joe McCarthy Red scare on our hands, but I can do it after I'm reelected. So we had better make damn sure that I am reelected.”70 JFK's decisions in 1963 reflected this strategy.

The Year of the Rabbit began ominously for the United States in Vietnam. By the end of 1962, while the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and its American advisers chased after the enemy's main unit forces, the National Liberation Front (NLF) had increased its hold on the countryside, gaining an estimated 300,000 members, and becoming increasingly bold militarily. The NLF demonstrated its superiority in the villages dramatically on 2 January 1963 when South Vietnamese troops using U.S. helicopters were ambushed by a battalion of Viet Cong forces at the village of Ap Bac. The subsequent fighting, marred by the reluctance to fight and disorganization exhibited by the ARVN forces, resulted in one of the bloodiest battles to that point in the conflict. Although the U.S. military leadership claimed victory because the enemy had abandoned the field, the Battle of Ap Bac represented the first major Communist victory over American technology, stiffened the Communists’ resolve, and undermined confidence in Diem's armed forces. David Halberstam wrote that Ap Bac “epitomized all the deficiencies of the system: lack of aggressiveness, hesitancy about taking casualties, lack of battlefield leadership, a non-existent chain of command,” and Roger Hilsman informed Kennedy that it had been a “stunning defeat.”71

The battle drew an unprecedented level of media coverage. The New York Times columnist Arthur Krock suggested that the outcome of Ap Bac merited a “fundamental review” of U.S. policy to find an alternative to the administration's “starry-eyed diplomacy and…ingenuous commitments.”72 Despite extensive criticism of the situation in Vietnam in such mainstream periodicals as Time and Newsweek, however, Kennedy was not ready to undertake the reevaluation that Krock proposed. Vietnam remained an important symbol of the president's determination to oppose communism, but domestic political calculations foreclosed changing strategy to any significant extent at this juncture. Instead, the administration persisted in its public optimism with regard to Southeast Asia.

Kennedy missed an opportunity to divest himself and the country of the problematic situation in Vietnam early in 1963. Mike Mansfield, at the president's request, had taken three other Democratic senators to Vietnam in December 1962 to assess the circumstances and make recommendations. After disclosing his findings to Kennedy privately, Mansfield released his report to the public in late February. The senators warned that the struggle was quickly becoming an American war that could not be justified by existing U.S. security interests. Criticizing the Diem government as “less, not more, stable than it was at the outset” and “more removed from, rather than closer to, the achievement of popularly responsible and responsive government,” the report warned that Vietnam could become “of greater concern and greater responsibility to the United States than it is to the Government and people of South Vietnam.” Without a dedicated effort from the Saigon regime and the South Vietnamese people, the senators concluded, “the United States can reduce its commitment or abandon it entirely.”73 Mansfield's indictment of Diem was particularly telling given his vocal support of the South Vietnamese leader in the mid-1950s.

Had Kennedy chosen to change course in Vietnam, he could have used Mansfield's findings as both the justification for reconsidering American policy in Southeast Asia and domestic political cover. But, as the president told Kenneth O'Donnell, one of his closest confidants, he could not (or would not) take steps in the direction suggested by the majority leader “until 1965—after I'm reelected.” O'Donnell later commented, “President Kennedy felt, and Mansfield agreed with him, that if he announced a total withdrawal of American military personnel from Vietnam before the 1964 election, there would be a wild conservative outcry against returning him to the Presidency for a second term.”74

Perhaps Kennedy need not have worried so much about the Republican reaction. Admittedly, he had nearly quintupled the number of American advisers in Vietnam, devoted substantial economic resources to the maintenance of the Saigon government, and made South Vietnam a symbol of the determination of the United States to oppose communism. Yet the GOP position on Vietnam had been, as Terry Dietz has argued, “inadequate in relation to the issues at hand.”75 Prior to 1963, the Republican line generally consisted of repeated demands that the president stand firm against communism worldwide; Southeast Asia was simply another theater of operations and a minor one at that. Therefore, it is clear in retrospect that Kennedy likely had more room to maneuver politically than he perceived. As the situation worsened, however, key members of the GOP began to speak out more forcefully and directly on Vietnam. Senator Karl Mundt (R-SD), for example, considered the U.S. engagement in Vietnam a necessary bulwark against Communist encroachment in Asia and ignored suggestions that the administration abandon its South Vietnamese ally. A dedicated cold warrior, Mundt stridently criticized Kennedy for his failure to adequately support the Saigon regime, particularly after joining the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1963.76 Many Republicans agreed with Mundt and suggested that the best way to salvage the situation in Indochina would be to increase the level of support.

Of course, the president was not oblivious to the potential for greater American involvement in South Vietnam. Many of his civilian advisers had recognized the problems confronting the United States in South Vietnam and pressed the president to take action before the situation got out of control. Chester Bowles sent the president a memo on 7 March 1963 recommending that the administration consider a new approach to the Vietnam problem. Bowles apologized for playing the role of Cassandra with regard to Southeast Asia but warned that Vietnam “may ultimately prove to be as troublesome as Cuba in its effects on the Administration's position at home and abroad” In addition to facing increased Communist opposition and growing American casualties, he feared rising public resentment at home followed “by politically inspired demands that we either ‘admit our error’ and withdraw, or go after ‘the real enemy, which is China.’” Among the solutions he proposed was to “head off serious political pressures here at home well in advance of the 1964 open political season.” This could be accomplished by “laying down a clear and realistic set of objectives” that would begin to “neutralize present and potential domestic critics of our position.”77 If Kennedy could get the Republicans on board, he would be able at once to take positive action in Southeast Asia and to protect himself domestically.

The shibboleth of bipartisanship, however, could be used by the Republicans as well as the president. As Barry Goldwater noted in his syndicated newspaper column on 26 March 1963, “Every time you turn around these days, some Democrat is urging the Republicans to stop criticizing the New Frontier in the name of foreign policy bipartisanship.” Goldwater complained that many of those who showed “such touching concern for the Vandenberg tradition” felt “no restraint in belaboring a Republican administration for what they felt were policy mistakes.”78 With an eye on the White House, Goldwater made it clear that the GOP would not sit quietly and passively accept the administration's foreign policy. Dirksen underscored this attitude on 31 May 1963 when the joint leadership released a statement asserting, “We have always encouraged a bipartisan approach to foreign policy and want to continue to do so.” Nevertheless, the statement continued, “one of the major problems in Washington today is discovering what the Kennedy Administration's foreign policy is.” It concluded, “The concept of bipartisan support for foreign policy can only be effective when the supporters know what policy they are being asked to support.”79

For JFK, the answer was quite simple. Despite heightened scrutiny from the Republicans and formidable obstacles to success, the president remained committed to the solvency of South Vietnam. On 24 April 1963, he told a friend, “We don't have a prayer of staying in Vietnam. Those people hate us. They are going to throw our asses out of there at almost any point. But I can't give up a piece of territory like that to the Communists and then get the American people to reelect me.”80 As a result, as Dean Rusk observed in late May, Vietnam had come to take up “more of the President's time than any other single subject.”81 While JFK wanted the war as a symbol of his administration's resolve to oppose communism, he also wanted it to return to its previously low priority among foreign policy concerns. He realized that, if the conflict continued to escalate, he would be faced with a potentially serious problem entering his reelection campaign the following year. The Republicans would be able to use Vietnam as a club with which to batter his candidacy, much as they had done to Adlai Stevenson in the 1952 presidential campaign with China. With these considerations in mind, he decided that the best course of action would be to appoint a strong ambassador to Saigon who could deal decisively with both the Diem regime and the press and deflect problems before they reached the Oval Office.

Kennedy's aides concurred. In a report on the situation in Vietnam prepared at the beginning of the year, Roger Hilsman and the NSC's Michael Forrestal argued, “What is needed, ideally, is to give authority to a single, strong executive, a man perhaps with a military background but who understands that this war is essentially a struggle to build a nation out of the chaos of revolution.” Hilsman and Forrestal suggested that either “the right kind of general” or a civilian public figure “whose character and reputation would permit him to dominate the representatives of all the other departments and agencies” would make the ideal ambassador in Saigon.82 Unfortunately, most observers considered the current ambassador, Frederick Nolting, unsuitable for the evolving situation. Kennedy needed a replacement who possessed an understanding of Vietnam's importance and who could act independently to support those interests. Although many pundits speculated that Edmund Gullion, the U.S. ambassador to the Congo, who already had experience in Vietnam, would be chosen to succeed Nolting in Saigon, Kennedy and Rusk had another candidate in mind.

The Kennedy administration always kept partisan considerations in the forefront when it came to foreign policy. For example, mindful of Woodrow Wilson's struggle with Congress over the Treaty of Versailles, the president invited Republican members of Congress to accompany the delegation traveling to Moscow to sign the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in late July 1963.83 Accordingly, rather than appoint a career diplomat like Gullion to the Saigon post, Dean Rusk argued that the ambassador should be a representative of even higher rank. He suggested that Henry Cabot Lodge Jr.—whom Kennedy had defeated in both the 1952 Massachusetts senatorial campaign and the 1960 presidential election—would be ideally suited for the ambassadorship. His national reputation and experience working with previous Democratic administrations, combined with his tenure at the United Nations and his familiarity in dealing with the media, gave him the credentials the administration sought.

Lodge's party affiliation provided an additional (and decisive) reason for his selection. The secretary of state believed that Lodge's status as a distinguished Republican would “reflect the bipartisan support which Kennedy had for his Vietnam policy” and would serve to blunt right-wing GOP demands for a more assertive posture in Vietnam. Rusk convinced Kennedy that Lodge was to the Republican Party in 1963 what John Foster Dulles had been in 1950—the personification of its liberal internationalist wing. Moreover, Rusk hoped that Lodge's appointment would serve to co-opt a major issue on the Republican agenda and erode support for Goldwater's candidacy in 1964. CBS's Eric Sevareid recognized the protection that Lodge would afford Kennedy given the grow ing instability in Southeast Asia. Sevareid believed that “a storm is coming, and it is permissible to think the President wanted a hostage to fortune in the form of a highly placed Republican against a day of political reckoning at home.”84

Initially, some White House aides objected to Lodge's appointment to Saigon. Most glaringly, they cited the former senator's possible candidacy for the GOP presidential nomination the following year. Why, they wondered, should the administration give a potential rival a public platform from which to speak? But Kennedy did not worry about that eventuality. Arthur Schlesinger Jr. recalled, “The thought of implicating a leading Republican in the Vietnam mess appealed to [the president's] instinct for politics.”85 Indeed, JFK welcomed Rusk's choice, considering Lodge to be “Republican asbestos,” insulation against the heat of possible future criticism of his foreign policy. As William Safire later wrote, Kennedy's appointment of Lodge was designed to “foreclose…Republican opposition to the way the war was conducted until 1967.”86 Time also noted that Lodge's selection would “make the Republicans think twice before attacking Administration policy in troublesome South Viet Nam.”87

In addition, the president saw four advantages to appointing Lodge. First, it gave him an ambassador who was totally unsentimental toward Diem personally and could do the dirty work of discarding America's longtime ally, a course that increasingly seemed necessary. Second, Lodge's background and experience in acting decisively, if not always within bureaucratic restraints or protocol, would be invaluable in Saigon. Third, his appointment would give Kennedy a direct, personal line into the embassy and events in South Vietnam. Finally, Lodge was a politician with the ego required to straighten out the situation in Saigon.88 In briefing Lodge about his new assignment on 17 June, Rusk explained part of the rationale for selecting the former senator. The administration needed “an ambassador out there who is tough; who can act as a catalyst; who will take responsibility and make decisions and not refer many detailed questions to Washington.” Although he warned of a potential military escalation of the war if the Laotian situation continued to deteriorate, Rusk asserted that Kennedy wanted “to make the political side of things go as well as the military side has been going.”89 That, then, would be Lodge's charge as the representative of the United States in Saigon. Lodge appeared to be the perfect choice to deal with the uncomfortable and increasingly untenable situation in South Vietnam.

Yet, considering the recommendations made by Hilsman and Forrestal in January, Lodge's selection seems questionable in retrospect. Although skilled in public relations, the former senator possessed few of the qualities needed to negotiate the labyrinth of U.S.–South Vietnamese relations. Accustomed to working alone, he had no experience as an administrator or in coordinating the multiple fiefdoms that composed the American mission in Saigon. His vision of public service leaned more toward noblesse oblige than the bureaucrat's art traditionally associated with diplomacy. In his memoirs, Lodge wrote that he “believed that many mistakes had been made since 1945 and that if, in that period, the Indochina question had been wisely handled, the United States need never have gone there. In that sense the American presence there was a mistake.” But, since American troops were involved in combat, he considered it his duty to accept the assignment from Kennedy.90 Further, Lodge's own view of his role as ambassador—that he would be responsible only to the president, thereby circumventing the normal State Department channels and potentially even considering himself the ranking military authority for U.S. forces in South Vietnam—placed him in a unique position and inflated his sense of his importance and, perhaps, his responsibility.91

Ironically, however, in hoping to improve the situation in Saigon with Lodge's appointment, Kennedy almost certainly complicated it even further. The negative South Vietnamese reaction to Lodge's selection certainly supports that argument. On 27 June 1963, the administration officially announced the nomination of Lodge as Nolting's replacement. According to the CIA, a “considerably disturbed” Diem correctly interpreted Lodge's appointment to mean that “the United States [now] planned to wield a ‘big stick.’”92 Moreover, in the coming months, Lodge's actions in support of the administration's changing policy toward Saigon would exert tremendous pressure on the Diem regime, leading to increasingly strained relations and, ultimately, Diem's ouster—with the new ambassador leading the charge against the South Vietnamese leader.

The South Vietnamese were not alone in worrying about Lodge. The domestic political considerations attached to his appointment concerned his fellow Republicans as well. After his appointment, Lodge spoke with Dwight Eisenhower. The former president, who was somewhat troubled by the obvious political implications of the offer, conceded that Lodge had no choice but to accept the appointment. But he urged Lodge to make it “clear that you are a Republican and you are doing this as a matter of bi-partisanship” and not to let his service in Saigon dissuade him from returning to the political arena.93 With less than eighteen months before the election, Eisenhower recognized that Lodge's presence in Saigon loomed as a wild card for both Kennedy and the GOP. Meanwhile, conservative Republicans considered Lodge to be their archenemy, responsible for a myriad of heresies, including contributing to Nixon's defeat in 1960 by being a lazy campaigner. In agreeing to represent the administration in Saigon, Lodge “had implicated the GOP in a potential foreign policy disaster,” living up to the Republican Right's nickname for him: Henry Sabotage.94 Their disdain for Lodge and concern for the implications of the appointment for the party led to severe criticism from the Right, divided the party, and contributed to the problems the Republicans faced during and after the 1964 presidential race.

As the election campaign got under way, bipartisan support for the administration's foreign policy broke down further. Conservatives attacked the 1963 foreign aid bill, the American wheat sale to Moscow, and the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, which Kennedy had consummated that summer. Meanwhile, the leading Republican candidates for the presidential nomination—Nelson Rockefeller, Richard Nixon, and Barry Goldwater—waited eagerly for the president to make serious mistakes in South Vietnam, knowing that they could exploit those errors during the campaign. Even members of Kennedy's own party focused on the problem of Vietnam. Senator Richard Russell (D-GA) chided the administration for “trying to fight this problem as if it were a tournament of roses.”95 Kennedy knew that such criticisms could foreshadow political trouble in the months to come. Fortunately for the president, however, public opinion was not fully attuned to the Vietnam situation in 1963, and Southeast Asia still ranked behind Cuba as the leading foreign policy issue going into the 1964 race. Given that reality, he believed that he could continue to pursue a middle course on the conflict until the election. Unfortunately for him, events precluded that hope.

In late August, pressure for a change in leadership in Saigon peaked, with Lodge leading the way despite the fact that he had been in South Vietnam for less than a week. On 21 August, the American-trained South Vietnamese Special Forces carried out massive raids in Hue, Saigon, and other cities against discontented Buddhists, ransacking pagodas, and arresting over fourteen hundred. Diem's refusal to disavow the raids, which had been planned and implemented by his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, placed the onus of responsibility squarely on his shoulders and placed him in direct confrontation with the United States. As Hilsman later stated, “We could not sit still and be the puppets of Diem's anti-Buddhist policies.”96 Within days, ARVN generals opened secret contacts with U.S. officials about the possibility of a coup. Kennedy, still gun-shy after his early foreign policy failures, warned Lodge to be cautious in dealing with the disaffected generals and reserved the right to back away from supporting a coup against Diem. Nevertheless, ambiguously worded cables made JFK's intentions unmistakable—Lodge was to take whatever steps he deemed appropriate to either force concessions from Diem or prepare to abandon the regime.97

Fundamentally, Kennedy wanted to be seen taking action in South Vietnam. The president told Lodge, “I know from experience that failure is more destructive than an appearance of indecision.” Yet, because of his reluctance to commit to a specific course of action that could conceivably backfire on him, he willingly gave his ambassador room to maneuver in this situation. As the CIA's William Colby observed, “Kennedy was quite content to give Lodge his head in deciding how far to go against Diem, because Lodge's involvement and Republican credentials would protect him [Kennedy] from recriminations whatever developed.”98 Lodge wasted no time implementing his instructions. According to George Herring, “From the day he set foot in Saigon, [Lodge] was deeply committed to a change of government.”99 With the broad discretionary powers at his disposal, Lodge informed the South Vietnamese generals that, while the United States would not assist them in carrying out a coup, it would support a new government that appeared to have a good chance of success. To the ambassador's dismay, however, the coup collapsed before it got started owing to a lack of will and organization among the military conspirators.

The stillborn overthrow of Diem marked a turning point in U.S. policy. The administration, through its actions in covertly supporting the generals’ coup attempt, contributed to the instability of the regime by encouraging its opponents and making it virtually impossible for a return to the status quo ante. Clearly, as Lodge noted in a cable to Rusk, the United States had “launched on a course from which there is no respectable turning back.”100 In addition, the administration had become fiercely divided between those who supported Diem and those calling for his removal; the documentary record on the internal deliberations on whether to remove the South Vietnamese leader reflect the strong sentiments on both sides. But perhaps the most telling comments came from Attorney General Robert Kennedy, who would be elected to the Senate in 1964 and become one of the most vocal advocates of ending the war later in the decade. Bobby Kennedy presciently raised questions about the ability of any South Vietnamese government to win the war and wondered whether the United States should begin to extricate itself from the emerging quagmire.101

The administration had to figure out a workable solution to the Diem problem without exacerbating the situation either in Vietnam or at home. JFK and his advisers recognized the crucial importance of maintaining support for their foreign policy in Congress, in the press, and among the American people. Frederick Dutton, one of the administration's congressional liaisons, gave Theodore Sorensen a candid opinion of what needed to be done in this regard. He urged “a frank reappraisal of how, over-all our Administration is, and isn't, coping with the domestic side of foreign policy.” Dutton cautioned: “Even while substantive policies are being examined, the political front needs to be shored up for domestic power purposes this year, for the credibility of this Administration abroad between now and the coming Presidential election, and for absolutely assuring success in ’64.” The Republicans, he continued, realized that “they must begin early this year to hack away at the Administration if they are to develop a plausible foundation for the campaign next year.” What the administration needed in the next several months, Dutton concluded, was a better understanding “of the whole controversial field of foreign policy,” particularly in Southeast Asia.102 Unfortunately, finding that understanding in South Vietnam would prove to be difficult.

But the likelihood of the Diem regime possessing the ability to successfully defend itself against Communist encroachments and the domestic opposition Diem and Nhu had engendered continued to diminish. As the administration attempted to finesse a way out of the mess, it faced heightened criticism from the GOP. Despite the appointment of Lodge, the Republicans had continued to hammer away at JFK's foreign policy as lacking strength and direction. Representative Robert Wilson (R-CA), the chairman of the Republican Congressional Committee, attacked the “Kennedy Klan” in a speech on 2 October 1963, stating, “We have done nothing but back down, give in, retreat and lose ground before Communism.” He called Kennedy's Southeast Asia policy “one of our most glaring failures,” and he warned against losing Vietnam and the possible loss of “hundreds and perhaps thousands” of American lives.103 Other congressional Republicans like Melvin Laird and Gerald Ford, pushing the administration to adopt a “more muscular approach” to defeating the Communist insurgency and save South Vietnam, also intensified their criticism of Kennedy's policy.104

The Republican attacks served only to fortify the administration's resolve to force the Saigon regime to change—one way or another. Ultimately, Kennedy approved recommendations to implement a policy of “selective pressures” on Diem; although not explicitly directed to foment regime change, “some of the things that [the administration] did encouraged the coup.”105 During the weeks leading up to Diem's ouster, Kennedy and his top advisers feared that premature negotiations would negatively affect American credibility. If the United States failed to make a stand in Vietnam, its allies and adversaries alike would question the country's dependability and determination in keeping its other commitments. But just as important were Kennedy's domestic concerns. Should South Vietnam fall, Kennedy believed, he would be open to charges of being soft on communism and would face the harsh GOP criticism that would come with withdrawal. Additionally, the loss of key Republican and conservative Democratic votes that would result from such a loss would certainly play an important role in the forthcoming election.106

In looking toward the balloting, Kennedy hoped that his opponent would be Barry Goldwater, who trailed the president 55 percent to 39 percent in opinion polls in October 1963. While Kennedy liked Goldwater personally—indeed, the two famously planned to hold joint appearances and travel on the same plane during the campaign—he and his advisers thought the senator to be unelectable and too conservative for most Americans. They displayed more concern about moderates like Nelson Rockefeller and Governor George Romney (R-MI). Rockefeller had long aspired to the White House and had a sizable following in the center of the political spectrum. Fortunately for Kennedy, however, the governor's recent divorce, his quick remarriage, and the ensuing political problems it caused made a successful Rockefeller candidacy a long shot. On the other hand, Romney, recently elected as Michigan's governor, concerned Robert Kennedy greatly. Not only had he earned a fine business reputation as president of American Motors, but as a devout Mormon his personal life stood above reproach. “People love that God and country stuff,” the president said. “Romney could be tough.”107

Romney might be tough in 1964, but the situation in Vietnam posed immediate problems. Kennedy continued to vacillate between the pro- and the anti-Diem positions, but, as George Herring has observed, in this case “not to decide was to decide,” especially since Lodge, who was effectively in control of American policy without explicit direction from Washington, so staunchly opposed Diem.108 Machinations and intrigue pervaded Saigon in the last weeks of October; at one point, Nhu concocted a scheme for a fake coup as an excuse to eliminate suspected opponents. A last-ditch effort at conciliation by Diem on 1 November came too late; the coup had already begun. By the end of the day, the generals had seized key military installations, secured the surrender of Nhu's Special Forces, and demanded the brothers’ resignation. When efforts to enlist Lodge's support for their position failed, Diem and Nhu attempted to escape the palace through a secret underground passage to a Catholic church. Shortly thereafter, they were captured and brutally murdered in the back of an armored personnel carrier (although the generals initially claimed that they both committed “accidental suicide” despite having been bound and mutilated).

The coup was extraordinarily popular in South Vietnam, and jubilant crowds smashed statues of Diem, danced in the streets, and covered ARVN soldiers with flower garlands. Washington responded with a combination of relief and misgivings. On hearing of the coup and the deaths of Diem and Nhu, Kennedy “leaped to his feet and rushed from the room with a look of shock and dismay on his face.”109 Arthur Schlesinger Jr. recalled that he “had not seen [Kennedy] so depressed since the Bay of Pigs. No doubt he realized that Vietnam was his great failure in foreign policy, and that he had never really given it his full attention.”110 Kennedy's immediate reaction did not change the fact that the United States now had a new ally in Southeast Asia for whose existence it was largely responsible (even more so than the Diem regime). On the surface, the change in government meant that the administration would have a more malleable regime in Saigon to work with toward American goals. But the implications of the coup for the United States were deeper and more profound. With its complicity in the demise of Diem and his government, the United States became inextricably linked to the Saigon regimes that followed. As a result of this perceived responsibility, the administrations of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon committed millions of American troops and billions of American dollars to support the synthetic entity known as South Vietnam lest the United States lose its international credibility. Domestically, Vietnam would become the leading partisan and electoral issue for the next ten years.

Indeed, the downfall of the Diem regime had important consequences for American domestic politics. The GOP had been split on U.S. support of Diem prior to his ouster. Some agreed with Senator Kenneth Keating (R-NY), who openly questioned whether Diem represented “the only alternative to communism in South Vietnam.”111 Others concurred with Richard Nixon, who argued that “‘the choice is not between President Diem and somebody better, it is between Diem and somebody infinitely worse.’”112 Following the coup, however, the party seized on the opportunity to criticize the administration's actions. The Republican Congressional Committee excoriated Kennedy's foreign policy in its newsletter, calling his diplomacy “jerry-built” and accommodationist. It also (rightly) accused the president of complicity in Diem's overthrow, noting ironically that the administration had restored military and economic aid that had been cut off in an effort to force Diem to make reforms.113 Many Republicans considered the coup as a weakness of Kennedy's to exploit in the coming elections. Nixon in particular began to raise questions about Kennedy's moral responsibility for the administration's role in the events that led to Diem's death. The former vice president told Time—ironically in the issue dated 22 November 1963—that the coup might take on importance in 1964 should the war against the Viet Cong take a turn for the worse.114

Nelson Rockefeller also weighed in on the situation in Southeast Asia in a speech in St. Louis on 16 November. Rockefeller attacked the administration for its failures in both Laos and Vietnam, criticizing the “sacrifice” of Laos to an “illusory coalition” dominated by Communists, and arguing that the main result was to open another supply route for the Viet Cong. More generally, the presidential hopeful rhetorically asked how it was possible for “an administration composed of so many knowledgeable people to stumble from crisis to crisis, always the prisoner, never the master, of events?” Calling the neutralization of Laos and the increased military effort in South Vietnam “completely inconsistent with each other,” he concluded by accusing Kennedy of pursuing a policy of “expedience which runs counter to our deepest traditions.”115

The comments by Nixon and Rockefeller suggest that the GOP salivated at the prospect of an electoral campaign based on foreign policy issues. Not only could they assail the administration for its failures at the Bay of Pigs and in Laos, but now the situation in Vietnam gained new political stature and significance in the wake of the coup. Given Kennedy's strategy during the 1960 presidential campaign of attacking the Republicans as soft on communism, the GOP stood ready to return the favor in the 1964 race. Kennedy's biggest political fear, a right-wing backlash against his foreign policy, seemed to be materializing right before his eyes. How JFK would have dealt with Vietnam and foreign policy in the 1964 campaign remains a mystery, however. His assassination in Dallas on 22 November changed the nature and tenor of political discourse in the United States. For the time being, partisan considerations were put aside as the nation came together to mourn.

One of Kennedy's greatest faults was the tendency to approach Vietnam as a series of problems without fully considering the reasons for the commitment to South Vietnam or the ramifications of the steps being taken.116 Furthermore, the politics of anticommunism played a critical role in shaping Kennedy's decisions on Vietnam. Having survived and prospered in Congress during the early years of the Cold War, Kennedy found the lesson of the aftermath of the loss of China looming large for him. Repeated attacks by Republicans for being soft on communism or submitting to a policy of appeasement hardened his resolve to stand firm in South Vietnam, and the potential resulting loss of swing votes in 1964 to the Republicans and conservative Southern Democrats provided additional motivation. Moreover, Kennedy “never questioned whether Vietnam was really a vital interest. Communism had to be contained; Vietnam was defined as a pivotal domino [perhaps the pivotal domino to Kennedy] in U.S. global policy. The text of the speech prepared for delivery in Dallas provides ample evidence.”117 Given the neutralization of Laos, the continuing specter of Cuban communism, and the isolation of East Berlin, Vietnam became a litmus test for his campaign promises.

As a result of the confluence of these forces, by late 1963 Kennedy had radically expanded the American commitment to Vietnam. He had ignored the possibility of negotiations (at least before the 1964 election), placed American advisers in harm's way and allowed them to participate in combat operations, disrupted South Vietnamese society through the strategic hamlet program, supported the removal of Ngo Dinh Diem from power, and placed American credibility in Southeast Asia on the line by committing the United States to the survival of a free and anti-Communist regime in Saigon. Yet he pursued this policy by doing just enough to satisfy the needs of the moment, fearing the domestic political consequences of either not doing enough to save South Vietnam or going too far in escalating the U.S. presence in Southeast Asia. Looming over all these decisions and evasions, the Republican opposition was an omnipresent reminder of the need for caution.

John Kennedy found himself trapped between the Scylla of the 1964 election and the Charybdis of Republican criticism of his foreign policy—both actual and anticipated—a position that limited his perceived options on Vietnam. Like Odysseus returning home from the Trojan War, he faced a multitude of obstacles as he attempted to navigate his way through Vietnam and GOP opposition to a second term. In doing so, he delayed critical decisions to avoid a heated political debate over fundamental questions about the U.S. commitment to South Vietnam, a debate that could have damaged him electorally. The GOP, for its part, adhered to the notion of the loyal opposition at the beginning of the Kennedy administration, but the party became increasingly strident in its attacks on the president as his foreign policy challenges mounted. Critical opposition from the emerging right wing and party leaders like Richard Nixon and Dwight Eisenhower meant that domestic politics were always a critical factor in Kennedy's foreign policy calculations. Yet like JFK, the Republicans were more than willing to wait and allow the situation in Vietnam to unfold in the months leading up to the election campaign, “waiting quietly for [Kennedy] to make mistakes and then use them against him in the 1964 election.”118 Indeed, the evidence is clear that, had Kennedy lived, the 1964 presidential campaign would have featured a debate over Vietnam prominently.

If the GOP seemed reactive during most of the Kennedy administration, that response reflected reality. There occurred very little internal debate within party circles about Vietnam at this juncture; more pressing issues like Cuba and Laos, along with the general trajectory of Kennedy's foreign policies, dominated the Republicans’ attention. Republicans supported the military commitment to Vietnam overwhelmingly, but, since their constituents were relatively unconcerned with Vietnam, it never developed into a significant political issue for the party as a whole during the Kennedy years. Indeed, the unity displayed by the party on the Vietnam issue at this point in America's longest war stands in stark contrast to the fissures that would develop within the GOP and the country as a whole as the conflict evolved. The significance of the relationship between the Republican Party and the Kennedy administration on the issue of Vietnam is relatively simple. The two sides sowed the seeds of future conflict by boxing Kennedy in on Vietnam and limiting his perceived options, actions that would eventually (although not inevitably) lead to the escalation of the U.S. commitment by Lyndon Johnson.





CHAPTER 2

The Cassandra Conundrum

GOP Opposition to LBJ's Vietnam Policy,
1963–1965



Political skill is the ability to foretell what is going to happen tomorrow, next week, next month, and next year. And to have the ability afterwards to explain why it didn't happen.

—Sir Winston Churchill, The Churchill Wit

Vietnam is sort of going to hell…while all the center of political energy of the Executive Branch is on the election…[LBJ's] living with his own political survival every time he looks at those questions.

—McGeorge Bundy quoted in Gordon M. Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster





According to the Iliad, Cassandra, the daughter of King Priam of Troy, was so beautiful that the sun god, Apollo, became infatuated with her. After agreeing to become Apollo's consort, Cassandra received the gift of prophecy, but before the relationship was consummated, she rejected him. Enraged that a mere mortal spurned his love, Apollo cursed Cassandra so that no one believed her predictions. The gift became an endless source of frustration and pain for her. During the war with the Greeks, her prophecies about the Trojan horse and the destruction of Troy were either ignored or not fully understood; some versions of the myth suggest that people believed her words to be the product of insanity, which caused them to dismiss her warnings out of hand. This chapter will consider the Cassandras of the American experience in Vietnam: Barry Goldwater, whose campaign statements foreshadowed U.S. policy in Southeast Asia after the 1964 election; Richard Nixon, whose aggressive comments boded ill for both the Johnson administration and his own; and John Sherman Cooper, whose dire warnings about the trajectory of the U.S. commitment to South Vietnam and its attendant perils would also be realized. It will also examine the role played by domestic political considerations in postponing decisions about the war owing to the 1964 presidential election.

Like most of his generation, Lyndon Johnson was a committed cold warrior who saw communism as an enemy that had to be defeated.1 More specifically, he came into office as a strong believer in the necessity of standing firm in Vietnam as a bulwark against communism in Asia and of supporting the Saigon regime fully. This stance also reflected his belief that Kennedy's complicity in the coup that toppled Diem linked the fate of South Vietnam to the American commitment.2 Yet Johnson was also driven by a notion he shared with his predecessor—should South Vietnam fall, he would face a domestic political backlash that would fracture the support he required to implement his nascent Great Society programs.3 This sentiment would play a major role in every choice LBJ made leading up to the Americanization of the war. Not only would he base his decisions in significant measure on domestic political calculations, but he would also do everything he could to implicate the GOP in the process.

In the aftermath of Kennedy's death, Dwight Eisenhower called the White House and offered his advice and support. Johnson told Eisenhower, “I need you more than ever now.” To this Eisenhower replied, “Anytime you need me Mr. President, I will be there.”4 The next day, the former president drove to Washington from Gettysburg to meet with Johnson. He made a number of recommendations, including those in a memorandum hastily composed at Johnson's request in which he left no doubts about where he believed the new administration should take the country in terms of both foreign and domestic policy. Although he did not follow many of Eisenhower's suggestions, particularly those dealing with domestic issues, Johnson recalled in his memoirs, “I had tremendous respect for the opinions of this wise and experienced man who knew so well the problems of the burdens of the Presidency.”5 Like Kennedy, Johnson would rely heavily on his predecessor on the issue of Vietnam in the years to come, both for his foreign policy expertise and for domestic political cover. For the time being, Johnson made it clear to the nation and the world that he would continue Kennedy's policies toward Vietnam.

One of Johnson's first acts as president was to reaffirm the American commitment to the Saigon regime. Drawing on the conclusions of the recently concluded policy conference in Honolulu, National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 273 essentially ratified the Kennedy administration's position on Vietnam. It announced U.S. support for the new government led by Gen. Duong Van Minh and stated that aid levels would be maintained consistent with American assistance to Diem. Further, NSAM 273 emphasized that the war would remain a primarily South Vietnamese effort; the United States would continue to provide support and training and serve in an advisory capacity. While not intended as a comprehensive statement of U.S. policy, NSAM 273 did clearly indicate the administration's intention to stand by its ally. As the president told a joint session of Congress on 27 November, “This nation will keep its commitments…[in] South Vietnam.”6

The reason for Johnson's assertiveness on Vietnam so early in his presidency became clear when he sat down with Henry Cabot Lodge shortly after the assassination and effectively personalized the war. “I am not going to lose Vietnam,” he told the ambassador. “I am not going to be the President who saw Southeast Asia go the way China went.”7 As David Halberstam explained, “If [LBJ] seemed weak as a President in dealing with Vietnam, he was sure it would undermine him politically. Hell, Truman and Acheson had lost China, and maybe it wasn't their fault, but they were blamed for it, and when it happened the Republicans in Congress were waiting and jumped on it…. Well, he did not want the blame for losing Vietnam.”8 Johnson later expressed his misgivings to Doris Kearns, asserting, “Everything I knew about history told me that if I got out of Vietnam and let Ho Chi Minh run through the streets of Saigon, then I'd be doing exactly what Chamberlain did in World War II. I'd be giving a big fat reward to aggression. And I knew there would follow in this country an endless national debate—a mean and destructive debate—that would shatter my Presidency, kill my administration, and damage our democracy.” The “who lost China” debate and McCarthyism, Johnson believed, would be “chickenshit compared with what might happen if we lost Vietnam.”9 With that apocalyptic perspective, Johnson's options would be limited.

Shortly after the promulgation of NSAM 273, Johnson instructed Robert McNamara to fly to South Vietnam to assess the new government and the prospects for success. McNamara's report did not bode well for the future. He informed the president that the situation was “very disturbing. Current trends, unless reversed in the next 2–3 months, will lead to neutralization at best and more likely a Communist-controlled state.”10 Given the reality of the situation, Johnson broached the possibility of asking for a congressional resolution on Vietnam. Jack Valenti, one of LBJ's closest advisers, recalled, “Being sprung from the loins of the Congress, he was very, very disgruntled and discontented with the fact that we were messing around in Southeast Asia without congressional approval. This disturbed him greatly.”11 Of course, the domestic political considerations of a resolution were not lost on the president. When Johnson told Dean Rusk in December, “If we stay in South Vietnam much longer or have to take firmer action, we've got to go to Congress,” he did so more for the sake of spreading the responsibility for escalating the war than for any perceived lack of legal standing for the American commitment.12 Like Kennedy before him, Johnson wanted to avoid making any decision on Vietnam that would threaten his election in 1964.

Toward this end, Johnson sought advice from his former congressional colleagues. On the evening of 2 December, he spoke at length with Senator J. William Fulbright (D-AK) regarding a number of foreign policy issues, including Vietnam. Fulbright, the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, called the situation “hopeless” and opined that “the whole general situation is against us, as far as real victory goes.” He further suggested that Johnson allow the new government in South Vietnam time to prove itself rather than taking any drastic steps. Near the end of their conversation, Johnson asked Fulbright, “Why did you send Lodge out there, for God's sake?” Fulbright responded, “That was political.” When the president broached the subject of relieving Lodge as ambassador in Saigon because he had “got things screwed up good,” the Arkansas senator counseled him not to do anything immediately. “I think,” he mused, “he was put there partly to conciliate the opposition.”13 Johnson heeded Fulbright's advice and left Lodge in place for the time being, partially to deflect Republican criticism, but also to prevent the presidential hopeful from gaining any traction heading into the upcoming campaign.

Whom Johnson would face in the race for the White House remained a mystery. If the 1964 Republican presidential nomination had a favorite at the end of 1963, it was Barry Goldwater.14 An outspoken conservative, Goldwater came to the Senate in 1952 as an ardent opponent of Truman's foreign policy, which he labeled as little more than appeasement. He made opposition to communism the centerpiece of his political appeal, supporting McCarthy's crusade to purge the federal government of Communists, and regularly assailing Kennedy's foreign policy as weak and indecisive. His positions, while controversial, garnered him a great deal of support within the GOP, especially among the increasingly vocal and powerful right-wing. But his position as front-runner was tenuous to say the least. Running against Kennedy was one thing, but, as the New York Times noted, Goldwater's primary base of support was in the South, and he would be unlikely to match Johnson's strength in that region.15

The moderate-to-liberal wing of the party, which remained influential in the early 1960s, preferred both Lodge and Nelson Rockefeller to Goldwater's strident conservatism. Other viable candidates included Pennsylvania's moderate governor, William Scranton, and Richard Nixon, who, although he had lost the California gubernatorial election in 1962, remained a force within the party. On 8 December 1963, Eisenhower muddied the political waters even further. Newspaper reports suggested that the former president privately favored Lodge for the nomination. From Saigon, Lodge immediately discounted any interest in the campaign, citing the prohibitions of the Hatch Act, which barred federal employees from engaging in political campaigns. Further, he continued, even if he were not constrained by law, he would not run owing to his commitment to fulfilling his duties as ambassador. But his frequent public denials of interest in the nomination belied his true feelings. A man with lofty ambitions and a considerable ego, Lodge firmly believed that he could—and should—be the GOP candidate.

Arguably, Lodge probably posed the most serious Republican challenge to Lyndon Johnson in 1964. Unlike Goldwater's hawkish and divisive conservatism, Lodge's centrist views stood as a credible alternative to the president's given his solid record on civil rights, national security experience (which some believed Johnson lacked), and extensive contacts within the Eastern establishment. Nixon, whose credentials stacked up favorably against Lodge's, had experienced recent political misfortunes that undermined the appeal of his background and expertise. Rockefeller, whose connections and experience seemed equally attractive, never found sufficient traction with the GOP faithful on a national level. Thus, Lodge found himself well positioned to wrest the nomination from the other leading candidates. Even as he dismissed the idea of running to the media, he quietly began to coordinate his presidential bid through his son George Cabot Lodge, sent feelers out to prominent Republicans in an effort to determine the feasibility of his candidacy, and laid the foundation for a grassroots campaign to draft him for the nomination.16 What neither Lodge nor his supporters realized, however, was the level of disdain that conservatives had for him, which would cripple his ambitions in 1964.

The president kept a close eye on the GOP infighting and was quite confident that he could defeat any of the potential Republican candidates. Johnson talked to the columnist James Reston on 8 January following his State of the Union address and boasted that he had successfully occupied the political center, leaving Goldwater, Lodge, and the others with no issues to exploit for the 1964 campaign. That statement belied reality. Vietnam loomed as the one issue that could explode in Johnson's face and on which the GOP would be able to pounce and use to their advantage. But that did not seem to worry the president. At one point in the conversation, he joked about what the young Republican said to the old Republican senator: “‘Senator, he didn't leave much for us Republicans, did he?’ And the old Senator said, ‘Oh yes, he did…. We can always declare war.’”17 Of course, contained in the joke were kernels of truth. While remaining rhetorically committed to the independence of South Vietnam, Johnson took only those actions that either evaded public notice or did not measurably increase the country's involvement. Knowing that, without provocation, he would do nothing to escalate the conflict before November, LBJ believed that he had painted his partisan opponents into a corner.

Nevertheless, Vietnam lingered in Johnson's mind as a potentially damaging problem. His growing concern over the issue was exemplified in a conversation he had with John S. Knight, the chairman of the board of the Miami Herald, on 3 February 1964. The president told Knight that the country had three choices. One was to “run and let the dominoes start falling over.” Johnson refused even to consider that outcome because of the domestic political implications. “God Almighty, what they said about us leaving China would just be warming up, compared to what they'd say now. I see Nixon is raising hell about it today. Goldwater too.” The other two options were neutralization of South Vietnam, which Johnson dismissed as “totally impractical,” or “getting in” to the fighting with American troops.18 Clearly, the president had given the final option a great deal of consideration, and the documentary record bears this out—contingency planning for the introduction of U.S. forces in significant numbers had already begun. Meanwhile, the administration would face increasing criticism from Republicans about its failure to stabilize the situation in Southeast Asia and defeat the Communist threat to Saigon. No member of the GOP would bang this drum more loudly than Richard Nixon.

When historians consider the most important and influential American political figures of the twentieth century, Richard Nixon will undoubtedly be near the top of the list.19 Although reviled by many for his actions during the McCarthy era, the Vietnam War, and the Watergate scandal, he spent six years in the House and Senate, served in the executive branch longer than FDR (first as Eisenhower's vice president for eight years and later as the nation's chief executive), had an impressive and underappreciated domestic policy record as president, was involved in the decisions on the Vietnam conflict from the early years of the American commitment virtually until the end, and was one of the leading voices in U.S. foreign affairs for almost fifty years. Indeed, perhaps no American save Lyndon Johnson played as central and definitive a role during the country's experience in Vietnam as did Nixon.20

On 7 November 1962, Richard Nixon's political career appeared to be at an end. Having just been defeated by Edmund “Pat” Brown in the California gubernatorial election, the former vice president, sounding like a man who planned to fade into the footnotes of history, declared, “You won't have Nixon to kick around anymore.” Indeed, as his aides led him out of the press conference, he exclaimed, “I finally told those bastards off, and every Goddamned thing I said was true.”21 ABC aired a thirty-minute show in 1963 entitled “The Political Obituary of Richard Nixon” in which Nixon told the reporter Roscoe Drummond, “Let's look at the facts. I have no staff…. I have no political base. Anybody who thinks I could be a candidate for anything…is off his rocker.”22 Yet Nixon, who craved the limelight and whose ambitions had not diminished, could not stand the slower pace of life as a private citizen in California. At one point he told a friend, “If I have to play golf one more afternoon…I'll go out of my mind.”23 Indeed, Nixon returned almost immediately to the public spotlight and began his long journey back into contention for the presidency. First, on the advice of the former GOP presidential candidate Thomas Dewey, he relocated to New York in an effort to establish a base for his political ambitions. He then became the senior partner in an old, conservative, and respected Wall Street law firm, which enabled him to interact with domestic and international VIPs from business and politics. He also began to travel extensively, making contacts with foreign dignitaries, enhancing his knowledge of foreign affairs, and honing his rhetorical and campaign skills.

Nixon had positioned himself for a political comeback. He could criticize political insiders without being responsible for the consequences of his actions. His nonincumbency gave him an important advantage over Johnson in particular. He was free to state his objections to policy without having to account to Congress or the electorate. He had the luxury of being forthright, unencumbered by the restraints of office.24 As a result, he could rehabilitate his public image without running the risk of losing another election or being rebuked by an official constituency. Demonstrating his astute grasp of geopolitics, Nixon decided that the most politically sensitive region for the United States in the coming decade would be Asia. He was particularly concerned with the Kennedy administration's commitment of sixteen thousand advisers in Vietnam and believed that Kennedy's decisions regarding Vietnam would “turn sour.” He began to educate himself on the military and political situation in Southeast Asia so that he would be prepared for future campaign discourse. Vietnam became the issue that would return Nixon to public life, most prominently as a critic of Lyndon Johnson's policies and decisions.25

In Lyndon Johnson Nixon had a convenient and stationary target. The president faced constraints from the demands of the presidency and was preoccupied with domestic political concerns. Logically, he could not afford to devote all his personal and institutional resources to foreign policy and Vietnam—and, indeed, did not want to do so—if he wanted to ensure the success of the Great Society. Nixon, on the other hand, could hammer away at the administration's indecisiveness and lack of initiative. Despite these handicaps, Johnson retained the advantages of his office. The president of the United States has the ability to set the national agenda and to focus attention away from problems—provided those problems do not become too critical. He also has a massive bureaucracy to assist him in keeping abreast of potential difficulties, something Nixon lacked. In addition, Nixon was still rehabilitating his image, while Johnson retained the aura of Camelot as Kennedy's legatee—a role he desperately wanted to shed but could use to his own benefit. The end result was like a political chess match between two grandmasters, each using his own strategy to project what his opponent would do, hoping to exploit an opening. In the turbulent political climate of the mid-1960s, Nixon and Johnson had ample opportunity to demonstrate their political skills.

Nixon understood that Johnson would pose a significant obstacle to recapturing the White House. Therefore, he determined that the best way to attack LBJ would be on an issue on which he himself possessed legitimate credentials and the president had a relative lack of experience. Of course, Nixon did not approach it so directly. As he told reporters in February, “I think it's very important that all Republicans who can get a national audience speak out, speak out critically and constructively [against Johnson's foreign policy].” He questioned the president's comments “in which he in effect implied that those who were criticizing him in the field of foreign policy were in the same group with enemies who were criticizing him abroad.” He urged the administration to develop a “firmer, stronger, more consistent foreign policy than we have at the present time” because, in his opinion, “there is uncertainty into the world as to what America stands for.”26

During a trip to Asia in March and April 1964, Nixon criticized America's policy on Vietnam for its “compromise and improvisations.” In Saigon, a reporter asked him whether the administration's Vietnam policies would be a campaign issue in the fall. He responded, “I hope it doesn't; it will only become an issue if the policy has weaknesses worthy of criticism, if it is plagued with inconsistency, improvisation and uncertainty. That has been the case in the past.”27 Nixon later indicated that he intended to make South Vietnam an issue in the 1964 presidential election campaign, contending that Johnson's plans to defeat the Communists “may be inadequate.” In reflecting on the situation he observed in Saigon, he stated that what he saw on the trip “convinced [him] that Johnson's Vietnam policy would not succeed.”28 For someone who claimed that his political career had come to an end, Nixon was making public statements that sounded suspiciously like campaign rhetoric. Consequently, Johnson instructed his aides to prepare campaign strategies and opposition research on Nixon's positions early in the year. The president was “worried enough about [Nixon's] potential candidacy that in January [1964] he considered making plans to hold a summit conference with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev as a way to blunt Nixon's greater experience in foreign affairs.” Other administration officials, however, downplayed Nixon's chances at winning the GOP nomination.29 They expressed more concern with Goldwater, Rockefeller, and Lodge, believing that it was far too soon for Nixon to realistically make a comeback on the national level.

While keeping an eye on Nixon, Johnson also instructed his advisers to establish a written record of accommodating the embassy in Saigon to prevent Lodge or other Republicans from using problems between Washington and the embassy against him in the fall. On 2 March, the president informed McNamara, “I think that politically—I'm not a military strategist—but I think that as long as we've got [Lodge] there, and he makes recommendations, and we act on them, particularly if we act favorably, then we're not in too bad a condition politically.” If the administration did not do so, however, and “if something happens in between, I think we are caught with our britches down.”30 Later that day, LBJ spoke with Rusk and complained, “Lodge is a long ways from here, and he's thinking of New Hampshire, and he's thinking of defeats in the Republican Party, and he's feeling sorry for himself—and he's naturally a martyr.” To avoid potential electoral complications, the president told Rusk to “watch what that fellow says, just be Johnny on the spot and have a runner the moment his cable hits coming right to you. And before it goes back, you write out a longhand one and check it, and let's get it right back to him so that he knows he's Mr. God, and we're giving him maximum attention.” In the event Lodge won the GOP nomination, Johnson wanted proof of the administration's efforts to either approve Lodge's recommendations or “boost them up to do a little something extra.”31

The paper trail would prove unnecessary as Lodge's support among Republican moderates did not extend to the emerging right-wing of the party. Although conservatives had not yet taken complete control of the GOP, the embryonic movement had already acquired a significant amount of influence within the party. The situation dripped with irony. Just as the Goldwater conservatives skewered Lodge for involving them in the problems in Southeast Asia, LBJ was cataloging Lodge's actions in Saigon to use against him in a potential electoral matchup—just as Kennedy intended when he originally offered Lodge the ambassadorship. Some observers argued that a Lodge candidacy would neutralize an important Republican issue in the fall and recognized the handicap the ambassador would face by being tied so closely to the administration's policies.32 As a result of these factors, Vietnam became a major and, ultimately, fatal problem for his candidacy. Lodge would not, however, be the last Republican to see his presidential aspirations falter over the war.

Like John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson had discovered that the platitudes about bipartisan foreign policy and politics stopping at the water's edge took on a different cast from the vantage point of the Oval Office. He had to tread cautiously during 1964, walking the fine line between propping up the revolving door governments and preventing military disaster, on the one hand, and doing too much in Southeast Asia and making it an issue in the fall campaign, on the other. One way to diffuse Vietnam in the fall would be to seek a congressional resolution in support of the administration. James Reston of the New York Times, who spoke with Johnson regularly, broached the issue in early March in his column, suggesting, “There is a good case to be made for seeking Congressional sanction on political and moral, if not on constitutional grounds.” Reston did not believe that the president was contemplating expanding the war, “particularly in a Presidential election year,” but pointed out that there was “plenty of time now to consider the question” so that U.S. policy did not “drift until the President has to act in an emergency.”33 In fact, LBJ had been thinking along those same lines for several weeks. He considered a congressional resolution as one way to deflect the attacks made by Goldwater, Nixon, and other opposition hawks. But he hesitated to take this crucial step, wanting to avoid the publicity that a debate over such a resolution would invite.

While Johnson worried about Republican criticism for not standing up to communism in South Vietnam, not every member of the GOP supported the war effort. Senator John Sherman Cooper (R-KY) stands as one of the least familiar but most influential dissenters on the Vietnam War. Cooper had a remarkable career, serving as ambassador to India and the German Democratic Republic, being elected to three separate stints in the Senate (the only person in U.S. history to achieve that feat), and being involved in some of the most defining issues and events of the Cold War. He was at once a stereotypical Southern gentleman and a thoughtful politician whose intelligence and persuasiveness made him extremely effective on Capitol Hill despite his low national profile and uninspiring rhetorical skills. Indeed, a 1960 Newsweek poll of Washington political correspondents ranked him as the ablest Republican in the Senate.34

Cooper had expressed doubts about the wisdom of American involvement in Southeast Asia since the mid-1950s and remained one of the leading voices for negotiation and settlement of the conflict throughout the American commitment to Saigon. Cooper had warned Kennedy against a large-scale U.S. military intervention and called on the administration to seek a negotiated settlement. As American involvement in South Vietnam expanded, Cooper became steadily more concerned about the prospects there, worrying about the chances of defeating the insurgency and the likelihood of getting a Saigon government possessing decent popular support. He supported the policy of providing assistance to the Saigon government but was convinced that anything beyond that superseded American interests. As tensions mounted following Diem's assassination, Cooper grew more concerned, especially after reports reached Washington that most South Vietnamese were tired of the fighting and wanted to reach a settlement. These efforts continued after Kennedy's assassination as Cooper lobbied Johnson to extricate the United States from the burgeoning quagmire.

In April 1964, Cooper urged the Johnson administration to make a serious attempt at negotiation. While he realized that the prospects for a satisfactory agreement were not very high, he understood that the military situation was poor and the outlook bleak and foresaw significant problems if the United States continued on its present course. In this, he was in complete agreement with the administration; their respective solutions to the problems, however, differed greatly. In May, Johnson asked Congress for $125 million in additional aid for Saigon. Cooper responded by saying, “I personally cannot see how we can hold our position in that country. Considering our obligations, we should give them a chance, but if they will not fight, I cannot see how we can bear this burden of men, money, and assistance in Southeast Asia.” If the situation continued to deteriorate, he continued, the United States should pursue a reconvened Geneva conference.35

Cooper's pleas fell on deaf ears in the White House. Even as the Kentucky senator advocated negotiations, Johnson and his advisers secretly prepared for a significant increase in the American commitment to South Vietnam. The disintegration of the political and military situation, combined with the heightened resolve and determination of Saigon's enemies, challenged the administration to develop a more effective policy in Southeast Asia. Toward this end, Walt Rostow spoke about “the advisability of undertaking contingency planning, should Johnson decide to act more strongly against Hanoi.” Shortly thereafter, the administration initiated a series of studies and planning exercises to determine the most effective—and politically acceptable—course of action in the event it became necessary to modify and/or escalate the American role in Vietnam.36 Neither Johnson nor his advisers paid much attention to those in either party like Cooper (or U.S. allies, for that matter) who urged reducing the American commitment or pursuing some sort of mediated settlement.

Joining Cooper in dissenting on the war was George Aiken, who opposed both military escalation and precipitate withdrawal. Aiken said that the United States should maintain a “stalemate with the rebels for the time being if that is the best we can do.” He favored efforts to achieve a political settlement but did express his willingness to station American troops in Thailand “for defensive purposes” if requested by the Thai government, only, however, if the move did not represent a prelude to an expanded war.37 Throughout the decade, Aiken would occupy a familiar and increasingly stereotypical place in Congress on the war. Although he would consistently vote in favor of continuing funding for the war effort, he also urged negotiations at every opportunity. This seemingly inconsistent approach reflected the permissive context in which Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon worked with Congress during the war. Aiken also made a concerted effort not to make the conflict a partisan political issue and sought to work with the administration and his Democratic colleagues in the Senate to resolve the war as quickly as possible.

The specter of a partisan battle over Vietnam prompted Johnson to make it clear that nothing would or should be done to fundamentally change the American commitment prior to the November elections. The evidence clearly indicates that domestic priorities claimed the lion's share of the president's personal and institutional resources during the first half of 1964 as he sought to maximize his popularity, win his own mandate, achieve legislative success, and avoid or postpone potentially divisive decisions on Vietnam. Telephone transcripts from the Johnson White House clearly demonstrate the administration's domestic political focus, particularly Johnson's obsession with recapturing the presidency, and its influence on foreign policy decisionmaking.38 For the president, Vietnam was the absolute last thing he wanted to deal with, and he “did everything to convey to his associates that their principal job in foreign affairs was to keep things on the back burner” in order to avoid “headlines about some accident.” The impending election, McGeorge Bundy later recalled, “loomed over the political landscape, its shadow blotting out any sense of urgency, initiative, or imagination in the evaluation of America's strategic options in Vietnam.” LBJ's “‘preemptive concern’” was to “‘win, win, win the election, not the war.’”39 Johnson's priorities had a cascade effect on the administration's approach to policy in Southeast Asia. A note in the papers of Johnson's military aide, Maj. Gen. Chester V. Clifton, dated 5 March and written on White House letterhead, indicated that there should be “no joint resolution of Congress” regarding Vietnam and that no steps should be taken “that would lead us to a Korea situation before November.”40 Politics “became the enemy of strategy in 1964.” The impending election constrained the president from either escalating the American presence or embarking on a strategic withdrawal.41 The best way to avoid problems in the campaign and to deny the Republicans a gold-plated issue was to ignore or obfuscate Vietnam as long as possible.

While the administration continued to quietly plan for a potentially expanded American presence in Vietnam and the possibility of seeking a congressional resolution, the GOP—both doves and hawks—raised concerns about the country's involvement in Southeast Asia.42 Nelson Rockefeller noted that “the situation appears increasingly critical” and blamed the deterioration of South Vietnam's position on the decision to neutralize Laos during the Kennedy administration—an astute and accurate observation to be sure. According to Rockefeller, “This has had a demoralizing psychological effect on the Vietnamese who must wonder if they will be the next U.S. ally to be sacrificed.” He derided the current administration's policy for its “vacillation and confusion” and called on Johnson to “publicly define a firm, coherent, unwavering, precise, purposeful and determined policy for South Vietnam and Southeast Asia.” Such a policy would halt troop withdrawals, allow “hot pursuit” of Viet Cong forces into Cambodia, Laos, or North Vietnam, and expand attacks on Communist supply lines and depots in Laos and North Vietnam. The only caution was a reminder that the war should remain a primarily South Vietnamese undertaking; Americanizing the war could, he concluded, provide the Communists with the “ability to rally public support on an anti-American or anti-colonialist propaganda campaign.”43

Fellow GOP presidential hopeful Barry Goldwater used Vietnam as the foundation for his criticisms of the administration throughout the spring. In a speech at the Los Angeles Sports Arena in March, he expressed his astonishment at the administration's goal to bring the situation in Vietnam “under control.” “Why in heaven's name,” Goldwater asked, “isn't it under control? It isn't under control because it remains just what it has been for three years—an aimless, leaderless war.”44 The following month, he described American policies toward Vietnam as “inadequate” and predicted, “We'll be fighting in Vietnam for a decade [if nothing changes], and, at best, we'll end up with a draw or a slow defeat…there is no policy that sets a goal of victory for all of this!”45 The Arizona senator also lampooned Johnson's overall approach to the Cold War, comparing it to his treatment of his dog: “Maybe Lyndon Johnson thinks that he can pick communism up by the ears and make it yell…. He seems to know as little about handling communism as he does about beagles.” Goldwater slammed administration officials for mortgaging the future “in order to make political advantages for themselves today” and for their “near-sighted, political wheeling and dealing” over Vietnam policy. He implored his audience to “demand an accounting of our policy in Vietnam…demand the positive actions which can end the fighting there” and called on the president to meet with the Republican leadership immediately to listen to their advice on the situation in Southeast Asia.46

Other congressional Republicans followed Goldwater's example and became increasingly vocal in their criticism of the administration's policies on Vietnam, denouncing what they perceived to be a “no-win” strategy. To illustrate their displeasure, Representative William Broomfield (R-MI) introduced a resolution during the appropriations debate on 21 May to “put backbone” into U.S. policy in Vietnam. It called for the administration to explicitly declare its determination to defend South Vietnam—essentially a demand to win or get out. Broomfield, a key member of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, complained that the military situation was “visibly deteriorating” and that it was “apparent that our policy has not been purposeful and our determination has not been clear…. It is time we became the masters of events rather than the prisoners of our lack of policy.” He hoped that his resolution would serve to “end the indecision” and commit the country to “an unwavering, precise policy for Vietnam.”47

GOP congressmen like Broomfield agreed with the need to protect the Saigon regime but strongly disagreed with the tactics employed by the administration. Everett Dirksen derided the administration for its “indecision” on Vietnam and for “dribbling away both American lives and American prestige.”48 Senator Bourke Hickenlooper (R-IA) expanded on Dirksen's comments on ABC's “Issues and Answers.” Arguing that fighting communism in Vietnam was “vital,” the ranking Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee stated, “We must be prepared to do whatever we have to do, and be prepared to meet the issues vigorously and let the world know that we are doing that.” Hickenlooper also opined, “The November elections loom very greatly in President Johnson's mind, and I am quite sure he is not going to do anything that he can avoid doing that would cause any confusion in his election program for next November.”49 The majority of Republicans felt as did William Scranton, who stated, “We've either got to win the war in South Viet Nam in due time—or else forget it, lose it. It's that simple.”50

But, in fact, it was not that simple. Lyndon Johnson had his own doubts about the war during 1964. He demonstrated no interest either in pursuing early negotiations that might lead to disengagement in Southeast Asia or in prematurely escalating the American role in the fighting, for a variety of domestic political reasons, as the vast documentary record clearly demonstrates.51 Vietnam was a complex problem for Johnson that defied easy solutions. While the administration—and especially the Joint Chiefs of Staff—planned for the introduction of U.S. combat troops, Johnson's ambivalence about deeper involvement in the conflict manifested itself throughout the process. The president found himself facing a quandary: escalate the war to attempt to save South Vietnam from communism and risk criticism from significant national figures like Fulbright and Cooper, or allow some sort of negotiated solution that could result in a neutral or Communist regime, thereby exposing his presidency to exactly the kind of domestic maelstrom he desperately sought to avoid. Rather than making a decision, Johnson vacillated, took the “Goldilocks” option—not too hot, not too cold, but just right.

Speaking with his former Senate mentor and confidant Richard Russell about his dilemma on 27 May 1964, Johnson expressed his concern about the Republicans exploiting Vietnam as a political issue. Russell replied, “It's the only issue they got.” Johnson also complained about Lodge's effectiveness as ambassador. When Russell suggested that Lodge be replaced with someone “more pliant,” Johnson quickly responded, “He'd be back home campaigning against us on this issue, every day.” Russell disagreed. He argued that Lodge would not be any more harmful to Johnson on Vietnam than MacArthur had been to Truman on the Korean War. In any event, he concluded that “this thing [was] so hopeless for the Republicans” that it would not matter what Lodge said or whether he even ran on the GOP ticket. But Johnson reiterated his apprehension about Nixon, Goldwater, and Rockefeller urging the administration to take the war into North Vietnam and the political repercussions of their public statements. Indeed, he suggested to Russell, “They'd impeach a President though that would run out…outside of Morse, everybody I talk to says you got to go in, including Hickenlooper, including all the Republicans.”52

Johnson's generalization about the GOP reflected reality. In both their public comments and their private statements, Dirksen, Halleck, Ford, Eisenhower, Mundt, and Goldwater (to name a few) spoke to the need to win in Vietnam utilizing whatever resources were required. Indeed, a significant proportion of Republicans clearly would have supported any administration initiative to act more forcefully in opposing communism in Southeast Asia. While respected senators like Aiken and Cooper did advocate a negotiated end to the fighting and there were definitely rumblings of discontent on the back benches, the Republican leadership stood staunchly behind the overall objectives of America's policy in Vietnam and would continue to do so well into late 1967. If anything, they urged the administration to prosecute the war more vigorously. It is also accurate to state, however, that many members of the GOP preferred to give the administration enough rope to hang itself.

While his concerns regarding a Republican backlash were justified, Johnson overestimated Vietnam's importance to the American electorate. The deliberations over the war inside the Beltway notwithstanding, Vietnam did not resonate in the American consciousness in 1964 to the degree that it would later in the decade. Opinion polls indicated that two-thirds of those surveyed paid little or no attention to the war. To be sure, the initial stirring of dissent began to appear from Walter Lippmann and Hans Morgenthau, on college campuses, and among a handful in Congress.53 In addition, a vocal minority of hawks urged the administration to demonstrate its backbone in fighting communism. But this elite opinion ran far ahead of the public, largely because the administration did everything it could to prevent the conflict from becoming more of an issue. Johnson had not yet reached the point where he needed to sell the war to the public.54 More important, domestic politics remained his primary concern—not only the election but also his vision of the Great Society. Thus, Vietnam did matter to Lyndon Johnson, even if it did not to many Americans, but in a negative sense—he wanted to keep everything about Southeast Asia as quiet as possible until the voting in November. This would change radically in 1965. From that point on, and for the next decade, the Vietnam War would be America's primary foreign policy concern.

For the time being, public commentary on Vietnam remained the almost exclusive purview of the GOP presidential candidates, each of whom sought an issue that he could use to make headway against Johnson. This approach proved to be a double-edged sword for Barry Goldwater. His uncompromising anti-Communist rhetoric won him the support of conservatives, but it also served to undermine his appeal. The administration used his own statements against him, portraying him as a loose cannon who not only was out of touch with the majority of Americans but also posed a threat to global and national security. The lukewarm support from many of Goldwater's fellow Republicans did not help his candidacy, but then none of his rivals proved that they could capitalize on his liabilities. Nelson Rockefeller failed to take advantage of Goldwater's aggressive rhetoric in New Hampshire, but the controversy over the senator's hawkish foreign policy proclamations helped Lodge to an impressive win in the primary as a write-in candidate. Of course, given that Lodge hailed from Massachusetts, too much can be read into this victory. Rockefeller also generally chastised the administration's policies but displayed a curious reluctance to propose solutions or speak specifically about Vietnam.

Goldwater demonstrated no such reticence. In early April, he charged that Johnson's policies were devoid of “goal, course, or purpose,” leaving “only sudden death in the jungles and the slow strangulation of freedom.”55 The following month, he intensified his attacks on the administration, blaming Johnson's inexperience in foreign affairs for the worsening conditions in Vietnam, and assuring voters, “We can and we should end the fighting in Viet Nam by taking…strong, affirmative action.” A close political ally, Senator Milward Simpson (R-WY), echoed these sentiments: “We have been a de facto combatant in the inconclusive and bloody war in Vietnam for almost half a decade. Now the Administration maintains that we will win the war in Vietnam. ‘Win,’ however, means victory, and the Administration has been known to regard that word with derision and scorn.” Simpson went on to suggest, “[There are] now two points on which we can be certain: The ground rules of Vietnam make total victory in the classic sense utterly unattainable, and just as surely, the lessons of history make anything less than victory totally unthinkable.”56

Goldwater appeared on “Issues and Answers” on 24 May, just nine days prior to the California primary, which would make or break his presidential aspirations. The senator hoped to prop up his ailing campaign; in the weeks leading up to the voting, Rockefeller had gained ground on the front-runner, and there had been a great deal of speculation that Eisenhower was working behind the scenes to prevent Goldwater from capturing the nomination. Although Eisenhower would deny these allegations the day before the primary, Goldwater had to be concerned as he appeared on the air. During a discussion of the Vietnam conflict, the senator was asked how he would interdict Communist supply lines across the Laotian border. Sounding very much like the major general he was, Goldwater asserted, “There have been several suggestions made. I don't think we would use any of them. But defoliation of the forests by low yield atomic weapons could well be done. When you remove the foliage, you remove the cover.”57

Both the AP and UPI released stories suggesting that Goldwater had called for the use of nuclear weapons in South Vietnam, an interpretation that at best can be considered a misrepresentation of the facts. Although UPI eventually retracted its story, Goldwater later commented that “the retraction never caught up” with the headlines and was “a near-fatal blow.” Rockefeller used this second nuclear weapons statement to brand Goldwater as a nuclear extremist: “I do not believe that the answer to the failures of the present administration is to be found in a reckless belligerence typified by such proposals.”58 In the White House, Johnson realized that, even if Vietnam became an issue in the fall, he could now portray Goldwater as a fanatic who would use nuclear weapons if elected. Indeed, this strategy prompted one of the most effective political ads in history—the “daisy” commercial that so profoundly influenced voters.59

By the time the California primary took place in June, Vietnam had surpassed Cuba as the campaign's key foreign policy issue.60 Goldwater described Vietnam as “soaked with American blood,” a casualty of Johnson's secretive, indecisive, and dishonest policy.61 While Rockefeller made an effort to counter Goldwater's appeal, he was unsuccessful, and Lodge had dropped almost completely out of the picture by this juncture owing to his inability to discuss his policies while serving as ambassador. Goldwater narrowly defeated Rockefeller in the California primary, thanks in large measure to the overwhelming support of conservative voters in Orange and Los Angeles counties. Despite the fact that Rockefeller carried northern California, the state's winner-take-all primary gave the Arizona senator eighty-six delegates, virtually ensuring his nomination. Rockefeller, whose presidential ambitions had been denied for a second time, stoically observed, “Sometimes with a defeat there's a gain—there are things you don't have to worry about any more, like do you have to take the country into war over Vietnam.”62 Rockefeller's relief at not having to deal with Vietnam would carry over the next four years; he would hardly address the issue publicly until late in the 1968 Republican primaries.

By June 1964, Vietnam had become, in the words of Robert Dallek, “a constant low-level irritant” to Johnson that threatened to evolve into much more.63 The public and many in Congress seemed either indifferent to or confused about the war. A few senators cautioned against deeper involvement in the war at the same time as Richard Nixon and Barry Goldwater complained that the administration's actions were wholly insufficient to the task. In Vietnam, the prospects of a stable regime seemed more remote than ever, and the likelihood of continuing and escalating American military and economic support increased almost daily. The situation became so bad that Johnson finally decided that he would ask Congress for a joint resolution on Vietnam. Such a measure would accomplish several things. First, it would authorize stepped-up American aid to South Vietnam. Second, it would demonstrate to Saigon, Hanoi, Moscow, Beijing, and the rest of the world the resolve of the United States to stay the course in Southeast Asia. Finally, it would provide the president with domestic political protection by bringing Congress on board with the administration's policies. William Bundy, the former assistant secretary of defense, who had become the concept's primary advocate, believed a resolution to be, more than any other course, the “action that commends itself” to promoting the flexibility of “the Executive in the coming political months.” He further argued that electoral considerations gave “such an affirmation of extra importance.”64

Yet Johnson changed his mind and decided against seeking a resolution in June. A resolution, and the debate it would force, would place the political spotlight directly on Vietnam, the last thing he wanted to do. Moreover, several of his advisers informed him that any congressional debate on Vietnam could prove harmful to the administration. As Frederick Dutton, the head of the State Department's office of congressional relations, observed, “Even most of those supporting the Administration's present course are often wary about it.” The actual level of interest in Southeast Asia, he continued, was “not at all high, which suggests to me not merely political caution in an election year but low understanding or care about the problem.”65 Knowing that they would have to explain themselves to their constituents in the fall, very few of the 468 members of Congress facing reelection campaigns wanted to take a controversial stand on the war. Better to allow the administration to take all the risks and sit back to gauge the public's response than jeopardize one's own reelection. Still, if Johnson had pressed the issue by asking for a resolution authorizing an expanded American commitment, he could not expect the GOP to refrain from an inquisition into his policies in Vietnam.

There is another potential explanation. The battle over the civil rights bill during the spring of 1964 evolved into one of the toughest of Johnson's political career. Its passage ranked as his highest priority, but the bill faced a potential filibuster in the Senate by a coalition of Republicans and Southern Democrats, and the president was determined to see the landmark legislation approved. On 10 June, coincidentally the same day as a key National Security Council meeting on the issue of a resolution, Johnson managed to convince Everett Dirksen—who had some reservations about the trajectory of U.S. policy in Vietnam—to support the legislation. Using his position as GOP minority leader, and cashing in a number of favors, Dirksen called for cloture on the bill, which led the way to its passage. Shortly thereafter, the administration decided not to pursue a resolution on Vietnam. One could be forgiven for reading too much into the meeting between Johnson and Dirksen (for which no documentary record exists), yet an intriguing question is worth considering: Is it possible that the two consummated a deal involving the civil rights bill and the resolution? Quite possible. Such a sub rosa agreement would have made sense on both sides given the ramifications of both measures in the fall campaign.

Without a resolution in hand, the administration had to tread cautiously when it came to Vietnam. Given the deterioration of the situation in South Vietnam, Johnson's advisers consistently reiterated, “It may be very difficult to postpone basic choices [on Vietnam] until November.”66 Such a scenario had to concern the president, who remained intent on maintaining the status quo as long as possible. Republicans eager to find a chink in the president's armor assailed such thinking. The same week that Johnson ultimately decided not to pursue a resolution, Charles Halleck held a press conference and stated, “We are seriously disturbed by repeated reports…that the Johnson Administration is postponing a decision on the war in Viet Nam until after election day.” If this “indecision” was based on electoral considerations, Halleck warned, the administration “must be prepared to answer for it.” The Republican leadership believed that “Americans will support a firm policy in Viet Nam, but they will never tolerate an election year gamble that could endanger the American position in the entire Far East.”67

Halleck's comments were echoed by his GOP colleagues in the Senate. The “lack of definite, vigorous policy” left the country in limbo, according to Bourke Hickenlooper. Hickenlooper asserted that, if Vietnam was considered “vital” to U.S. interests, “then we had better do that which is necessary to obtain victory…. It is no time for equivocation and vacillation, we must stop groping and just fooling around.”68 In a public hearing on the 1964 foreign aid authorization bill, Hickenlooper told McNamara that he was concerned about American objectives in Vietnam and how serious the situation had become. He stated that he believed the time had come for a congressional resolution on Vietnam: “We have had lots of speeches on the vital necessity of some of these things. But in the past we have had resolutions concurred in by Congress establishing policy.” In his mind, “the time had come when we had better have the administration and the Congress get together on some understood policy and some definite directional trends here so that we know what potentials we may have to face.”69

A few days later, the House Republican Conference issued a statement criticizing the administration for “letting down our guard” against the Communists and not attempting to win the war in Vietnam. “A victory in South Vietnam over the military and subversive threats of communism is urgently required,” the statement contended. Gerald Ford, who presented the report to the media, asserted that the United States should immediately “take command of the forces in Vietnam and not simply remain advisers.” In addition, U.S. Special Forces should be sent to Vietnam in order to seal the borders against infiltration from North Vietnam. Expressing “bewilderment” with the administration's “flaccidity of determination,” Ford called for a “victory in South Viet Nam over the military and subversive threats of communism.” The Republican statement and Ford's remarks, while vilified by Mike Mansfield as a rhetorical prelude to the GOP convention the following month, demonstrated the Republican belief that Vietnam was the issue on which Johnson was most vulnerable.70

Johnson remained apprehensive about Vietnam and even considered making a nationally televised address on the war, something several of his advisers implored him to do. Such a speech, the presidential adviser and informal chief of staff Bill Moyers noted, could “defuse a Goldwater bomb before he ever gets the chance to throw it.” Moyers believed that, if the president were to make such a statement, he should do so prior to the Republican convention. That would thwart a Goldwater strategy of “forcing [Johnson] to talk about Viet-Nam and also, in effect, actually admitting that Vietnam is a political issue.”71 Compounding Johnson's anxiety was a growing feeling of discontent in the country about Vietnam. Polls indicated that an increasing number of Americans believed that the situation was being poorly handled by the administration and that the United Nations should step in to help bring the conflict to a resolution.72 Despite his concerns, however, as with so many other decisions related to Vietnam in 1964, Johnson eventually chose not to address Vietnam publicly before the GOP convention. Like Kennedy before him, he delayed making critical decisions on the basis of domestic political calculations. That inaction would come back to haunt him in the weeks after the November balloting.

On the eve of the convention, the presumptive Republican nominee remained steadfast in his support for the war effort. In an interview with Germany's Der Spiegel on 10 July, Goldwater was asked what he would do about Southeast Asia as president. He responded, “I would make it abundantly clear…that we aren't going to pull out of Southeast Asia, but that we are going to win in fact.” Once that decision was made, he continued, he would turn the conduct of the war over to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and say, “Fellows, we made the decision to win, now it's your problem.”73 While potentially problematic—Goldwater never defined what “winning” would entail and essentially proposed giving the military a blank check in Vietnam—this statement presented a straightforward solution to the problem in South Vietnam, differentiating it from many of his more belligerent campaign pronouncements. Had the senator been somewhat more circumspect in his public speeches on the campaign trail, perhaps his fate in November would have been less assured. One aspect of politics that Goldwater never mastered was the importance of style as well as substance; his unyielding commitment to his ideals led to uncompromising and unvarnished language. As a result, he remained a flawed candidate who faced not only a serious image problem but also the expropriation by his opponent of his core issue, the one on which he attached his electoral hopes.

The GOP convention in San Francisco would prove to be less of a coronation for Goldwater than a stake through the heart of the party. Moderates opposed to Goldwater's agenda refused to support the nominee and jeered him and his acolytes as they spoke. The tensions became most apparent when the debate over the platform plank on Vietnam turned into a full-scale brawl between the two camps. Some delegates agreed with Margaret Chase Smith, who took a “pull out or fight” position, “continu[ing] to fear Americans did not have the facts on what was happening,” and considering the situation in Vietnam to be a “quagmire” that the United States was losing.74 The Goldwater forces prevailed in the internecine debate, although much to the detriment of Republican unity. In the final platform document, conservatives censured the administration for encouraging “an increase of aggression in South Vietnam by appearing to set limits on America's willingness to act.” The plank pledged to “move decisively to assure victory in South Vietnam while confining the conflict as closely as possible.”75

The setback for the moderates notwithstanding, opposition to the Vietnam conflict took center stage when Governor Mark Hatfield (R-OR) delivered the convention's keynote address. Given his dovish proclivities and serious policy differences with Goldwater, Hatfield was an odd choice to give the speech—indeed, he was heckled and booed mercilessly by Goldwater supporters as he attacked extremists like the John Birch Society and spoke in support of a progressive agenda and the United Nations, and someone even called in a bomb threat in an effort to disrupt his remarks. When it came to the subject of Vietnam, Hatfield did not pull any punches. He called the war “tragic” and “blatantly questioned the administration's Southeast Asian policy.” While newspaper accounts downplayed his remarks, his open break with the party's platform on Southeast Asia and a host of other issues typified the dysfunctional nature of the GOP convention and highlighted the fissures that had developed in the party and that would be exacerbated in the wake of Goldwater's historic defeat.76

The contrast between Hatfield and Goldwater could not have been more pronounced. In his acceptance speech, Goldwater exhibited his typical inflexible conservatism and addressed Vietnam only briefly. He excoriated the administration for its timidity for “refusing to draw our lines against aggression…and tragically letting our finest men die on battlefields unmarked by purpose, pride or prospect of victory.” Denying that the fighting in Vietnam was a “police action,” the GOP candidate said, “Make no bones of this. Don't try to sweep this under the rug. We are at war in Vietnam. And yet the president…refuses to say, refuses to say, mind you, whether or not the objective over there is victory. And his secretary of defense continues to mislead and misinform the American people.”77 Yet Vietnam did not make much of an impression on the delegates assembled at the Cow Palace that evening. As Fredrik Logevall has pointed out, “Lost in the hubbub surrounding the convention and his nomination, Gold-water's pointed words about Johnson's Vietnam policy received little attention. But, of course, he had it exactly right.” The United States was involved in a war, and the administration was withholding information from the public about the war and the contingency plans to expand the conflict to North Vietnam.78 The outcome of the platform fight, the divisive convention, and the election would linger in the collective memory of the party and play a significant role in the construction of the 1968 plank on Vietnam, which would embody the GOP commitment to unity and a determination to avoid fratricide.

Less than two weeks after the convention, however, Johnson tacitly admitted the gravity of the dilemma in Southeast Asia by sending another five thousand American troops to Vietnam. The extra manpower did nothing to ameliorate the situation. The Saigon government remained unstable, and the National Liberation Front continued to make progress in the South, leaving LBJ to contemplate a politically unpalatable situation—taking affirmative and public action in support of America's ally. On 26 July, Johnson invited Fulbright to the White House for dinner and to discuss the situation in Vietnam. With the new Khanh regime in serious trouble, the president told Fulbright, the United States might have to deploy additional troops to Vietnam in order to save it. In order to do so, the administration would have to go to Congress and request a resolution. Johnson also told Fulbright that he was determined to take the “soft on communism” issue away from Goldwater in the fall campaign.79 Vietnam specifically and foreign policy generally stood as the president's only true obstacles in the campaign against Goldwater. While he knew that he could easily marginalize his opponent as an extremist on domestic issues, Johnson understood the potential political difficulties that could be caused by a flare-up in Vietnam.

LBJ's concerns were personified by Richard Nixon. Despite his pessimism about Johnson's strategy, Nixon did not believe that Vietnam was a lost cause. In an article in Reader's Digest in August 1964, he claimed that the crisis in American policy toward Vietnam was one, not of competence, but rather of confidence. Nixon reproached the administration for “demonstrat[ing] that we have no real intention of winning this war. Instead, we are trying to achieve a precarious balance of not-quite-winning and not-quite-losing.”80 This was unacceptable to Nixon, who argued that the war could be won if the resources available to the military were backed by the political resolve of the administration. Indeed, in Saigon he stated that one key to victory was to “take a tougher line toward Communism in Asia” and to expand the war to “‘the sources of the trouble whether in North Vietnam or Laos.’”81 He cited a “strong body of opinion, particularly among the military,” that held that a simple increase in American economic and military assistance would be insufficient to guarantee success “unless some countermeasures were taken against the North.”82 If Johnson did not exhibit a willingness to commit the resources and make the decisions necessary for success, Nixon believed, America's Vietnam policy was doomed to failure.

As a result of this crisis of confidence, American allies in Asia were losing faith in the United States. Nixon referred to his discussions with a number of Asian government and opposition leaders, including a Thai colonel who disparaged the United States for backing down in Laos and for having “talked two ways on Vietnam.” The officer charged that it was “hard for us to believe that you mean to win in Vietnam.” Nixon also quoted Pakistani president Ayub Khan as saying, “Diem's murder meant three things to many Asian leaders: That it is dangerous to be a friend of the United States; that it pays to be neutral; and that sometimes it helps to be an enemy! Trust is like a thin thread, and when it is broken it is very hard to put together again.” As Nixon later wrote, “To our Asian friends and allies it looked as if a combination of political expediency, public apathy, distorted reporting in the media, and partisan politics was undermining America's will to fight against communism in Asia.”83

The former vice president firmly believed that “victory is entirely within our grasp.” Only one obstacle stood in the way: “the will to win—and the courage to use our power—now.” Nixon feared that a repetition of the errors Truman made in Korea—the “Yalu River complex”—would result in disaster for the United States. He contended that, short of nuclear weapons, Johnson should use every means at his disposal “to win this crucial war—and win it decisively.” At stake was not just the fate of the Saigon regime but the freedom of all Asia and, even more important, American prestige. Nixon ridiculed suggestions made by Fulbright and others that the United States withdraw its forces or push for the neutralization of South Vietnam. Either contingency would be devastating. A withdrawal of forces would lead to the loss of not just South Vietnam but potentially all Asia, for it was “the dam in the river.” Nixon believed that “neutralization [was] but another name for appeasement. It is surrender on the installment plan.”84

Nixon's persistent criticisms worried Johnson and again raised the problematic prospect of needing to address the Vietnam issue more specifically prior to the election. But the incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin in early August 1964 solved LBJ's problems—at least for the time being. After receiving news of the attacks, Johnson called a secret meeting at the White House. In addition to his national security team, he invited several of his old Senate colleagues—including George Aiken, Bourke Hickenlooper, Leverett Saltonstall (R-MA), and Everett Dirksen—and members of the House leadership. After briefing the legislators, Johnson asked for their opinions on the crisis and whether they would support a joint resolution to give congressional sanction to reprisal raids. Saltonstall asserted that the United States had “no choice” but to retaliate, going so far as to oppose LBJ's limited response as insufficient, but expressed concern that the administration was proceeding without allies or any clear sense of the next step in Vietnam. Hickenlooper compared the situation to the Cuban Missile Crisis and told Johnson that asking for a resolution was “appropriate and proper.” But perhaps the most prescient and astute comment came from Aiken, who told the president, “By the time you send it up there won't be anything for us to do but support you.”85

Aiken's comments reflected the sentiment among GOP critics of the administration. Most notably, Nixon supported the retaliatory strikes ordered by Johnson. He argued that the Communists were testing the United States during an election campaign, which made it “doubly important to overcompensate with firm action.” Nevertheless, Nixon made sure to qualify his support for Johnson's show of force, commenting that America “should have been strong all along.” Still, the air strikes stole some of Nixon's (and Goldwater's) thunder and appropriated his main point of contention with Johnson for a time. Stephen Ambrose contends that the Tonkin Gulf incidents and the ensuing resolution represented “the decisive moment in the 1964 election,” in that Johnson “made himself invulnerable to the criticism that he was shilly-shallying on Vietnam and was too soft on Communism…. Nixon [was] very lucky he was not the nominee, as Johnson had just stolen his issue.”86 Goldwater, obviously, was not as fortunate.

The Tonkin Gulf incidents enabled LBJ to go to Congress and ask for a joint resolution authorizing him to “take all necessary measures to repeal any armed attack” against U.S. forces and “to prevent further aggression.” Because of the obvious pretext for the request, he could continue to portray himself as a moderate on the conflict and further marginalize Goldwater. Predictably, the attacks resulted in an outpouring of patriotism and expediency in an election year; members of Congress could now demonstrate their support for U.S. forces without the threat of an electoral backlash. This reality ensured the rapid passage of the measure, providing Johnson with bipartisan support and domestic political protection, albeit temporarily.87 The possibility of a Goldwater administration “helps explain the Democratic congressional leadership's relative passivity” when Johnson asked for the resolution.88 But even more important is the continuing theme of a permissive attitude in Congress in an election year, a trend that would be repeated in both 1966 and 1968.

The results of the congressional vote on the Tonkin Gulf resolution are as familiar to historians as the lineup of the Big Red Machine is to baseball fans. Yet it is more intriguing and significant to note that, aside from the dissenting votes of Wayne Morse (D-OR) and Ernest Gruening (D-AK), there were numerous other members of Congress with serious reservations about the proposed resolution. Representative Eugene Siler (R-KY) announced that he was “paired” against the resolution, which meant in effect that, if he had been present for the vote, he would have voted against the measure. In a statement released by his office, Siler stated that he opposed the resolution as unnecessary and contended that the United States had no business fighting in Vietnam.89 This strong antiwar stance was not new for the soon-to-be-retiring congressman. Indeed, on 8 June 1964, Siler had announced his candidacy for presidency on the floor of the House. His unique (and unsuccessful) platform read simply: “I am running with the understanding that I will resign after 24 hours in the White House and let my Vice President take over the duties thereafter…. What I propose to do in my 1 day as President is to call home our 15,000 troops in South Vietnam and cancel our part of that ill fated, unnecessary, and un-American campaign in southeast Asia.”90 Siler may have been an obscure political figure, but his willingness to come out in open opposition to the war at this early stage should be recognized.

Moreover, concern over the scope and potential meaning of the resolution was far more substantial than the vote would indicate. Particularly in the Senate, there were significant reservations and pointed inquiries about the exact meaning of the proposed measure. John Sherman Cooper spoke for many of his colleagues when he argued on the Senate floor against a deeper American involvement in the war. President Johnson, Cooper said, “has with respect to our action in South Vietnam, a certain maneuverability, and avenues of negotiation which should be assiduously used, however they may be received.” Cooper questioned the importance of Southeast Asia to American interests and the realistic limitations of American military power when deployed on a global scale: “We are committed in Europe and believe our chief interest is in the Western Hemisphere and Europe. In the Pacific, we are committed to the defense of Formosa, Korea, Japan, and the Philippines. I do not know how widely we can spread our resources and our men in the military forces.”91

In an often-quoted exchange with Fulbright, who had accepted the responsibility from the White House to assure overwhelming passage of the resolution in the Senate, Cooper asked about the powers that the resolution granted the president:


COOPER: Are we now giving the President advance authority to take whatever action he may deem necessary respecting South Vietnam and its defense, or with respect to the defense of any other country included in the [Southeast Asian Treaty Organization] treaty?

FULBRIGHT: I think that is correct.

COOPER: Then, looking ahead, if the President decided that it was necessary to use such force as could lead into war, we will give that authority by this resolution?

FULBRIGHT: That is the way I would interpret it.92



Despite his perceptive interrogation of Fulbright, Cooper never seriously considered voting against the resolution. While he shared the concerns of the more vocal opponents of the war, he did not share their willingness to openly break with the administration when U.S. forces were in harm's way—yet. Cooper was neither a maverick nor a fringe political figure; he was an independent thinker with serious doubts about the situation in Southeast Asia who voted for the resolution despite considerable reservations.

In the short-lived discussions of the resolution on the Senate floor, hawkish Republican senators gave wholehearted support to the measure while subtly—and not so subtly—criticizing the administration. Goldwater voted for the resolution and supported the president, stating, “I believe that it is the only thing he can do under the circumstances. We cannot allow the American flag to be shot at anywhere on earth if we are to retain our respect and prestige.”93 Margaret Chase Smith credited Johnson with adopting a “firm policy” but believed that, had he done so earlier, the United States would not be in such a “de plorable mess.” She advised the president to declare a national emergency, call up the reserves, invoke price and wage controls, and “go all-out for complete victory.”94 Strom Thurmond (R-SC) praised the resolution but went even further in expressing his hope that the administration would abandon its “purely defensive posture in favor of a ‘win policy’ in Vietnam,” urging “victory, not stalemate.” Milward Simpson delivered a biting attack on the administration for failing to take the initiative in Southeast Asia. He told the Senate that he hoped the resolution and bombing raids indicated “an end of our policies of indecision, vacillation, and compromise and herald[ed] the beginning of a measure of commitment that will forge victory” over communism in Vietnam.95

House Republicans unanimously supported the administration's retaliatory raids in the floor vote, but many expressed their own concerns about the resolution. Melvin Laird, one of the most influential voices in the GOP caucus, said that he agreed with the president's action and the resolution but pointedly stated, “We still have a policy to develop.” He also stressed the importance of deciding whether the country had “the will, the capacity and the determination to win this war in southeast Asia.” Lacking that, he argued, “the time has come for us to pull out.”96 This all-or-nothing attitude would become a common refrain for the many Republicans who disdained the incrementalism of the administration. Paul Findley questioned the resolution's broad language and asked for additional time to discuss the significance of the request on the House floor. He was told by Gerald Ford that he should not be worried because this was “a symbolic gesture of support to the President at a critical time…but it didn't have any far-reaching implications.” Ross Adair (R-IN) agreed. He backed Ford's opinion, stating that the resolution did not “say in effect that we are approving all of the U.S. policies in southeast Asia in the past and are giving approval, in advance, for such actions as the President may see fit to take in the future.” One of the most striking reservations came from Bruce Alger (R-TX). Although he subsequently voted for the resolution, Alger displayed his concern during the debate over what he saw as “congressional abdication of responsibility in declaring war.” Fearing Johnson would use the resolution to further involve the country in the conflict, Alger voted for it “only assuming that Congress will not be bypassed later.”97

The uneasiness displayed by Alger would soon be justified. Lyndon Johnson would unilaterally Americanize the war in Vietnam, relying almost exclusively on this ill-defined grant of authority. This left members of Congress scrambling to explain why they approved such an open-ended measure. In retrospect, many members of the GOP tried to justify their support as part of their commitment to anticommunism and freedom. Jacob Javits later stated that he voted for the resolution because he believed that America “must defend freedom in that area, or else see the balance of a large segment of the population of the world tipped against freedom.”98 In the years that followed, many Republican legislators (not to mention their Democratic counterparts) expressed their regret at having voted for the resolution. Some, including Cooper, made their feelings known at the time but voted in the affirmative anyway out of a sense of patriotism and support for the troops. Cooper recalled, “Well, I can say and, of course it's proved, that I knew exactly what it meant. So I was not in any way deceived because I knew that we were giving him the authority to send troops if he made up his mind to do so. There wasn't much thought at the time that it would happen.” Others, like John Rhodes, considered their vote the one they would “like to take back” and made it clear they did not intend to give the president a “blank check.” Rhodes lamented that he “did not read the Tonkin Gulf Resolution carefully” and, thus, did not realize the broad discretionary authority it granted the president.99

For the time being, Johnson enjoyed a windfall of public support for ordering the reprisal raids. A Harris poll found that 85 percent of the American people supported the air strikes, leading the Los Angeles Times to opine, “In a single stroke, Mr. Johnson has, at least temporarily, turned his greatest vulnerability in foreign policy into one of his strongest assets.” The poll numbers supported that conclusion. In July, 58 percent of Americans criticized the administration for its handling of Vietnam policy. After the attacks, the president received a 72 percent vote of confidence in his approach to the war. More important for the election campaign, those who believed that Johnson could handle Vietnam better than Goldwater rose from 59 to 71 percent.100 The numbers for Johnson are even more impressive when one considers that Vietnam was Goldwater's only wedge issue; the GOP challenger had better numbers against Johnson on Vietnam than overall.

Although they had voted en masse for the Tonkin Gulf resolution, Republicans almost immediately resumed their attacks on the president's Vietnam policies. In the 20 August edition of “The Ev and Charlie Show,” Dirksen complained that the war “continues to go from bad to worse” and asserted, “The time has come to ask a blunt question: Why?” The administration, he said, needed to decide “what it does want to do in Southeast Asia and then do it. The American people will support…any necessary effort to thwart Communist aggression if a clear-cut objective is set and then vigorously pursued.” Halleck picked up the attack in his statement. The House minority leader stated that the country's confused policy on Vietnam “can be contributed to a basic defect in the Johnson Administration. It has one eye on the Presidential election in November instead of both eyes on the affairs of this nation.”101

But no amount of criticism about Johnson's Vietnam policies could salvage Barry Goldwater's campaign, which seemed doomed almost from the start. He “groped futilely for a winning issue” and focused a great deal of attention on the Kennedy-Johnson record of being soft on communism.102 One of the clearest expositions of his position came in his campaign book, Where I Stand, in which he argued, “There is no substitute for victory. We are at war in Vietnam, and we must have the will to win that war.” He called for the interdiction of supply lines in neutral areas and the end to “privileged sanctuaries.” He concluded, “The security of all Asia hinges on this crucial battle.”103 Could the campaign have turned out differently? Probably not.104 The administration had already started planning for the escalation of the American presence in South Vietnam, and it is clear that, by late 1964, it had decided in principle to increase the U.S. commitment to Saigon. Moreover, the Tonkin Gulf resolution insulated Johnson against the need to directly debate Goldwater on U.S. policy. Thus, there is no realistic counterfactual scenario that could make Goldwater president.

While Vietnam took center stage as a staple of Goldwater's critique of Johnson's foreign policy, the Goldwater-Miller ticket never gained traction with the voters on its signature issue. Still, though it was not the pivotal issue that it would be in 1968, Vietnam did play a larger role in the 1964 presidential balloting than historians generally recognize. The question of an alleged agreement between Goldwater and LBJ to keep Vietnam (and civil rights) out of the campaign is also open to interpretation. On 24 July 1964, Johnson and Goldwater met at the White House and subsequently released a joint statement noting that they had agreed not to inflame racial tensions over civil rights during the election. There was no mention of Vietnam in the statement. While Johnson's memoirs do not discuss the meeting, Goldwater does in each of his autobiographies. According to Goldwater, Johnson accepted his proposals that they not challenge each other on civil rights or Vietnam policy, and the agreement was honored by both men during the rest of the campaign. Even a cursory glance at the documentary and public record reveals that the latter claim is, at best, an exaggeration and, at worst, completely incorrect.105 If such an agreement did exist, it did not appear to have any effect on Goldwater's attacks on Johnson during the fall of 1964.

Notwithstanding the support given the president during the Tonkin crisis, Goldwater maintained that Americans should recognize the general failure of his Vietnam policy. Indeed, Goldwater increasingly referred to the conflict as “Lyndon Johnson's War,” claiming that it resulted from the president's “weak and confusing leadership,” and questioning whether there had ever been “a more mishandled conflict in American history.” In a September 1964 speech in Pikesville, Maryland, Goldwater said that four years of drift in foreign policy had led the United States into “Lyndon Johnson's war in Vietnam…. American sons and grandsons are being killed by communist bullets and communist bombs. And we have yet to hear a word of truth about why they're dying.” The GOP candidate also made a prescient observation on 29 September: “Why does [the president] put off facing the question of what to do about Vietnam? Does he hope that he can wait until after the election to confront the American public with the fact of total defeat or total war in Asia?” In fact, that was precisely LBJ's strategy. Johnson sought to “preempt the high ground, the moderate thoroughfare, the middle of the road from his Republican opponents.”106 The implications of that decision, of course, would soon become apparent.

Johnson's campaign strategy was indirectly aided by Everett Dirksen. From the beginning of the American commitment to South Vietnam, the Illinois senator backed whatever steps had been taken to bolster the regime in Saigon, although his partisan comments as part of “The Ev and Charlie Show” tended to temporize his support rhetorically. Early in Johnson's presidency, Dirksen had taken a very simplistic view of the war. “When you are at war,” he asserted, “and the enemy refuses to talk except on terms that would mean your surrender, you turn the screws on him. You do everything that is necessary to bring him down.”107 Because of his stance on the war and his long-standing relationship with the president dating to their service together in the Senate, Dirksen enjoyed a unique rapport with LBJ. While his support helped shore up Johnson's political flank, it forced Dirksen into the sometimes uncomfortable position of opposing some of his party's most respected members—both those who sought a more aggressive prosecution of the war, like Richard Nixon, and the Coopers and Aikens who lobbied for intensified efforts at negotiation. Dirksen repeatedly acted to blunt and even silence criticisms by Republican leaders of Johnson's policies in Vietnam. He would prove to be the president's staunchest GOP ally until 1968.

Even though Johnson seemed well positioned to win the White House in November, he took no chances during the campaign and harshly attacked the Republicans for their militancy on the Vietnam issue. But, in doing so, he sacrificed long-term U.S. interests for a short-term domestic political advantage. Indeed, his comments on the war during his race against Goldwater would have far-reaching ramifications. In a speech in Manchester, New Hampshire, on 28 September, he stated, “Some of our people—Mr. Nixon, Mr. Rockefeller, Mr Scranton and Mr. Goldwater—have all, at some time or other, suggested the possible wisdom of going North in Vietnam.” Taking such a precipitous action was beyond the parameters of the American commitment as the president defined it. “I want to be very cautious and careful,” he asserted, “and use it only as a last resort, when I start dropping bombs around that are likely to involve American boys in a war in Asia.” Tom Wicker wrote during the campaign that, “having shown his strength [with the Tonkin reprisals], having diminished Goldwater's ability to charge him with a ‘no-win’ policy and with soft-headedness toward Communism, having established his own ‘restraint,’” Johnson seemed free to “do what came so naturally to so political a creature.” As Wicker concluded, “With every rattle of the Goldwater sword, every reference to the use of nuclear weapons by the Air Force general on the Republican ticket, every provocative remark about bombing the North from the avid jet pilot who was his opponent, Johnson was lured by politics into the profitably contrasting position of deploring—even forbidding—war, escalation, and nuclear brinksmanship.”108

LBJ spoke even more bluntly as election day approached. Campaigning at the University of Akron on 21 October, the president stated, “We are not about to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.”109 Republican (and Democratic) critics would point to this statement as evidence that Johnson misled the American public in 1964, a crucial element of the “credibility gap” that would become a key component of GOP attacks on the administration for the remainder of the LBJ's presidency. Johnson's caution was mirrored by his advisers. Bill Moyers urged the president not to send either McNamara or Rusk to Vietnam before the elections because such a trip would “only tend to increase public attention and concern about the situation out there. We ought to be hoping that public discussion of Vietnam could be kept to a minimum.” Since Goldwater did not seem to be making any progress in making Vietnam an issue, he continued, anything that went wrong while an administration official was in Saigon could “play into Goldwater's hands and Vietnam might well become a major issue.”110 Moyers, William Bundy, and other members of Johnson's administration understood that nothing mattered more than reaching the election without the albatross of a Vietnam-related disaster around the president's neck. In this regard, the administration was successful, though the postponement of critical decisions and deceiving the public about the true trajectory of U.S. policy can hardly be considered a “success.”

The voting on 3 November 1964 was anticlimactic. Not only did Lyndon Johnson win the greatest popular vote landslide in American history, but Barry Goldwater managed to capture only six states. In addition, the GOP lost seats in both houses of Congress, leaving them with only 140 in the House and 32 in the Senate. In the House, this was the lowest number of Republicans since 1936; the Senate totals were the lowest since 1940. Writing in the New York Times Magazine, Jacob Javits suggested that the Republican Party was “in more serious trouble today than it was in 1936.” Javits recommended that the GOP leadership be overhauled to breathe new life into the stale “Ev and Charlie Show” and allow new voices in the party to be heard.111 That is precisely what happened.

As one of the strongest Republicans left standing, Melvin Laird became a major force within the party. He convinced the GOP leadership to create the National Leadership Council—a group of the best minds in the party charged with rejuvenating the GOP. He then set out to remake the Republican House leadership. The disastrous electoral results “created a climate for internal dissension and change,” and, shortly after the election, with Laird's assistance and support, Gerald Ford began a campaign to capture the minority leader's post from Charles Halleck. Laird expressed interest in becoming minority leader—and would have been favored by conservatives as he was more aggressive than Ford—but, once Ford announced his candidacy, Laird stepped aside for his longtime friend. In voting by the Republican caucus on 4 January, Ford defeated Halleck and, in the contest for chair of the Republican Conference, Laird defeated Peter Frelinghuysen (R-NJ), marking a key shift in the party's leadership. LBJ called Ford shortly afterward, congratulating him on his victory, and attempting to co-opt the new minority leader by assuring him that he wanted the Republicans closely involved in discussions about Vietnam.112

While replacing Halleck was more about age and style, the balloting for the caucus chair became more of a philosophical battle. Laird had “aroused the enmity of the eastern moderates and liberals by his firm and unbending management of the Republican party platform” the previous fall. Frelinghuysen had been nominated by the “Wednesday Group,” a coalition of moderate-to-liberal Republicans, in an attempt to keep the young Turks of the party who had vocally supported Goldwater out of power. But Laird's conservatism resonated with the GOP caucus and signaled a quantum shift in the ideological makeup of the party. While moderates within the party tried to regain control and move it away from Goldwater and toward the center, it would prove to be a lost cause in the long run.113 Over the next decade, conservative Republicans would seize power in the party and have yet to relinquish it. At the same time, moderate and liberal members of the GOP became increasingly isolated and disenchanted with the direction of the party's platforms and agenda, and a number of them left the party altogether.

Even beyond the shake-up in the Republican leadership, Johnson's landslide victory had devastating consequences for the GOP. One commentator went so far as to speculate that the Democrats might retain control of the White House until at least 1988 owing to the fact that the party was “hopelessly divided” between its Left and Right wings.114 This division, which would become a focal point of debate on the Vietnam issue later in the decade, doomed Goldwater's candidacy and left deep and lasting scars on the party. Virtually the only prominent Republican figures to emerge with their public images intact were George Romney and Richard Nixon—Romney because he never endorsed Goldwater and Nixon because he campaigned diligently for a ticket in which he had little confidence. The other major figures in the party, such as Rockefeller and Lodge, had given tepid backing to the ticket but had not thrown their full support behind it. Edward Brooke, the Republican attorney general of Massachusetts who would be a key player in Congress during the last stages of the conflict, recalled that his refusal to support the ticket was considered “an act of disloyalty” that actually cost him a number of his own campaign staff.115 According to Nixon, Brooke and others who did not give their full backing to Goldwater saw “their influence…largely destroyed” within the party.116 The chairman of the Republican Governors Association, Governor Robert E. Smylie (R-ID), stated in December, “We are a defeated party with a defeated leadership. We have suffered a defeat as severe in quality and quantity as any that the Republican party has ever sustained.”117

George H. W. Bush, who lost a close senatorial race to Ralph Yarborough (D-TX) that fall, wrote to Nixon in the wake of the debacle in an effort to contextualize the crisis the party faced. The problem with the Goldwater campaign, he suggested, was that it “got taken over by a bunch of ‘nuts’ whose very presence at a rally would shake up a plain fellow coming in to make up his mind.” The problem for the GOP was not a rejection of Goldwater's conservatism, Bush argued, but rather the “false image that people had about Goldwater.” Bush recognized the paradigm change occurring within the party, asserting, “Rockefeller's brand of liberalism just won't hunt.”118 Bush proved to be prophetic; the 1964 election would produce tectonic shifts in the Republican Party's ideological composition and philosophical approach that would reverberate for decades to come.

Many pundits openly questioned whether the party of Abraham Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, and Dwight Eisenhower could survive as a viable political entity. According to Lewis Gould, the question was “whether Republicans had become a permanent minority party which could no longer mount a credible challenge.”119 Yet out of the ashes of this defeat came a party that knew it had to refocus itself and broaden its voter appeal in order to survive as a national political force. The first order of business was to select a new chairman for the Republican National Committee to replace Goldwater's appointment, Dean Burch. The position went to Ray Bliss. A veteran party leader who had helped Nixon carry Ohio in 1960, Bliss stressed the importance of organization and financial strength over ideology. He and other senior GOP officials realized the need for party unity after the 1964 disaster, both in terms of supporting its own candidates and in terms of having at least a semblance of centralized policy statements under the auspices of the Republican Coordinating Committee. The Republican Coordinating Committee was created as an effort to, in the words of Melvin Laird, “bring people together and to have a discussion so that we could speak more with one voice, and to use our national leadership in a more effective way.”120 Each of these factors would help define the party more clearly and avoid the divisiveness and extremism that characterized the Goldwater campaign. The goal was simple and twofold: first, to make a strong showing in the 1966 midterm elections and, second, to regain the White House in 1968.

Virtually all right-wing Republicans unequivocally supported the U.S. role in Vietnam. For them, the conflict was an integral part of the global fight against Communist aggression. South Vietnam could never be allowed to fall. GOP conservatives strongly disagreed with Johnson's restraint and the administration's failure to delineate its policy goals and objectives.121 They pushed to bomb Hanoi, mine North Vietnamese harbors, and expand the war into the North and sought to use the threat of nuclear weapons to force the Communists to the negotiating table. Yet they also faced a dilemma, both ideologically and politically. While they backed the war against communism, they also perceived it as “Johnson's war” and took steps to distance themselves from what the National Review described as “Hard-Soft Schizophrenia.”122

Goldwater had sounded the same themes in his campaign. Ironically, as he went down in ignominious defeat in the 1964 presidential contest, the administration adopted his policy prescription for the Vietnam conflict. With the election won, the focus could now be shifted to taking the appropriate and necessary steps to shore up the Saigon regime and stave off military disaster. The National Security Council Working Group met on the morning of the election to discuss how best to implement the expansion of the war that Goldwater had so forcefully advocated during the campaign and for which the administration had been planning for the past several months. Indeed, Goldwater's approach to Vietnam before 3 November would become LBJ's Vietnam policy thereafter. The Tulsa Tribune editorialized, “It's strange what a difference just a few weeks make. What was ‘trigger-happy’ in October is no longer ‘dangerous’ or ‘irresponsible.’…For in their hearts high officials here have known for some time that the policy in Viet Nam could not be left to flounder indefinitely.”123 Herblock recognized the irony; several months later he drew a cartoon depicting Johnson looking into a mirror and seeing Goldwater's face staring back at him.124

The Republican Party's Cassandras—Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon, and John Sherman Cooper—accurately predicted the evolution of the American commitment in Vietnam and anticipated the political obstacles that Johnson and Nixon would face in the White House. But, just like the prophetess of Greek legend, they were either ignored as extremists or dismissed as pessimists during Johnson's first year in office. The reason? Domestic political calculations. The president refused to consider any actions or decisions that might prove detrimental to his electoral hopes in November 1964. The war in Southeast Asia was a “holding action” intended to “silence right-wing critics” long enough to implement the Great Society and recapture the White House.125 Over the next four years, LBJ would have numerous occasions to reflect back on the warnings from Goldwater, Cooper, and others who agreed with them and would undoubtedly wonder what might have been had he heeded their prognostications by either making an all-out effort to win the war or definitively pursuing a strategy of withdrawal. But, with the election behind him, he could now turn his attention to the deteriorating situation in South Vietnam without fear of an immediate and negative reaction about the conflict.
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