
    
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Subject	Support	

 
 
 

History 
 

 
Case study: Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 

1963-1968 
 

Developing the ability to think critically by exploring 
causation with students 

 
 
 

November 2018 
 
 
 

Efforts have been made to trace and acknowledge copyright holders.  
In cases where a copyright has been inadvertently overlooked, the copyright holders are requested to 

contact info@pdst.ie 
 
 
 
 

Note: Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the historical data contained herein.  
Any inadvertent errors are regretted.

 



 

© PDST, 2018 2 

CONTENTS 
       
           Page 
Case Study: Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968 
Developing the ability to think critically by exploring causation with students  3 
 
The enquiry-focused approach        3 
 
Linking your work on the case study to the National Literacy and Numeracy  
Strategy          4 
 
A contextual overview of the case study       5 
 
Glossary of important terms: develop your historical literacy skills   6 
 
Biographical notes         9 
 
Timeline of important developments       18 
 
Bibliography           19 
 
Useful websites          20 
 
Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968: a possible line of enquiry   21 
 
A possible hook          21 
 
Transcript          22 
 
Worksheet          23 
 
Enquiry, Stage 1: What changes in American policy towards Vietnam did  
Johnson make on becoming president?        24 
 
Enquiry, Stage 2: From 1965 on, what developments in management of the  
Vietnam conflict created increasing difficulties for Johnson?    30 
 
Enquiry, Stage 3: What role did the Vietnam War play in Johnson’s decision of  
March 1968 not to seek another term as president?     39 
 
A critical skills exercise         47 
 
Historians’ views on Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam     51 
 
Interrogating the historians         53 
 
Your conclusions on the enquiry        54 
 
 



 

© PDST, 2018 3 

Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968: developing the ability to think critically 
by exploring causation with students  
 
In exploring the case study, Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968, students are 
looking at important issues of cause and effect e.g. What changes did Lyndon Johnson 
make to America’s Vietnam policy when he became president? What effects did these 
changes have on his political career? In exploring issues of causation and significance 
with students, we have a great opportunity to develop their ability to think critically, 
which is one of the stated objectives of the syllabus, and an increasingly cherished aim of 
senior cycle education. 
 
At previous history in-service sessions, it has been argued that some of the best ways in 
which students’ critical thinking can be generated include: 
  

• the use of the enquiry-focused approach 
• the use of ‘critical skills’ exercises that involve group discussion and judgement-

forming 
 
Both approaches are drawn on in the following exploration of the case study. 
 

The enquiry-focused approach 
 

The enquiry-focused approach involves organising a set of lessons around an enquiry 
question on which the teaching and learning activities are focused. It aims to give a clear 
focus to a series of lessons, to clarify for all concerned what the learning purposes are and 
to ensure that the sequence of lessons is leading to improved understanding on the part of 
the students. 

In her book, The Twentieth Century World (The Historical Association, 1997), Christine 
Counsell outlines the rationale behind the approach. The following is an edited extract: 

 

Choosing a sequence of interesting historical enquiries gives a clear focus to any scheme of 
work. This approach has a number of advantages: 

(i) It prevents a superficial run through the content and leads pupils into deeper 
levels of historical understanding. 

(ii) It allows students to engage in real historical debate. Historians usually begin 
with a question. 

(iii) It motivates students by giving a clear focus to their work. Identifying key 
questions is a powerful way of ‘sharing clarity with learners’. Teachers are thus 
reinforcing that the whole point of a sequence of lessons or activities is to build 
towards some attempt at answering the question. Some teachers who use this 
approach will refer to such a question in every single lesson. Pupils are 
constantly reminded of what they are trying to do and why. 

(iv) Key questions can shape and limit an otherwise sprawling content. 
(v) It encourages pupils to produce more substantial and significant outcomes at the 

end of a section of work.     (pp.30-31) 
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Linking your work on the case study to the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 

The following quote comes from Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life: The National 
Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and Young People (DES, 2011, p.8)  

Traditionally we have thought about literacy as the skills of reading and writing; but today our 
understanding of literacy encompasses much more than that. Literacy includes the capacity to 
read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of communication including spoken 
language, printed text, broadcast media, and digital media. Throughout this document, when 
we refer to “literacy” we mean this broader understanding of the skill, including speaking and 
listening, as well as communication using not only traditional writing and print but also digital 
media. 

The student activities set down in this resource are designed to improve students’ “capacity to 
read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of communication including spoken 
language, printed text, broadcast media, and digital media.”  
 
As the literacy strategy makes clear, a key element in developing literacy is promoting students’ 
listening, talking, reading and writing skills, as well as their ability to critically assess visual 
images and other broadcast material. Some of the ways in which material from this booklet can be 
used to achieve these objectives are as follows: 
 

• The worksheet on the film clip encourages students to watch and listen carefully, and it 
includes questions designed to develop their ability to think critically. 
 

• The questions/points for discussion that follow the sources are intended to form the basis 
for purposeful discussion among students and educative interaction between teacher and 
students. As well as promoting literacy, the teaching and learning conversation which 
this type of interaction underlies is a key component of all strategies for promoting 
assessment for learning in the classroom.  
 

• The enquiry approach exemplified in this resource is designed to keep the learning 
outcomes constantly in the forefront of students’ minds. This is important in all strategies 
to improve literacy and is a key component of strategies for assessment for learning. 
 

• The critical skills exercise is a type of card sorting exercise which helps to develop 
students’ listening skills and oral skills, as well as their ability to think critically. 
 

• The importance of consolidating learning through carefully-designed written tasks is 
fundamental to student learning. The enquiry approach exemplified here concludes with 
an activity for students: “Your conclusions on the enquiry”. Also, some of the 
“Questions and points for discussion” set down for each step of the enquiry can be used 
as the basis for written tasks as deemed appropriate by the teacher. 

 
The elements of Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life relating to numeracy identify 
the need to enable young people “to think and communicate quantitatively, to make sense of 
data, to have a spatial awareness, to understand patterns and sequences, and to recognise 
situations where mathematical reasoning can be applied to solve problems.” Teachers may 
wish to look out for opportunities to develop these abilities in students in the course of work 
on the case study. (e.g. questions in relation to numbers of U.S. military personnel such as 
Question 1, Secondary Source 1, page 26)).  
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Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968: a contextual overview of the case study 
 

When Lyndon Johnson was sworn in as American president following the assassination of John 
Fitzgerald Kennedy in November 1963, he inherited a situation in which the United States was 
already involved in Vietnam and had been since the presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower. The 
Geneva Accords of 1954 had divided Vietnam in two, a communist-dominated North and a more 
American-friendly South. In the context of the Cold War, fears that North Vietnam would seek to 
absorb the South and that this would prompt further communist expansion in Asia convinced 
American politicians to support the government of the South in its struggle with the Viet Cong 
guerillas who favoured communist rule. As Johnson assumed the responsibilites of the 
presidency, there were 15,000 American military advisors in Vietnam. 
  
Determined not to lose Vietnam to communism, Johnson used reports of two naval attacks on 
American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin in August 1964 to increase the level of involvement in 
the Vietnam conflict. He persuaded Congress to pass a resolution giving him authority “ to take 
all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to 
prevent further aggression”. Without a formal declaration of war, Johnson used the power given 
to him by the resolution to mobilise troops for deployment ‘on the ground’ in Vietnam. Bombing 
of North Vietnam commenced early in 1965. In July, Johnson announced that troop numbers 
would be increased immediately from 75,000 to 125,000 and that additional troops would be sent 
as required. At a meeting in Honolulu in February 1966 with military and political advisers and 
representatives of the South Vietnamese government, Johnson agreed to increase troop numbers 
further, from 184,000 to 429,000 by the end of the year.  
 
Meanwhile, on the home front, Johnson’s stated aim of creating a ‘Great Society’ through a 
programme of substantial social and economic reform came under pressure as resources were 
diverted to fuel the increasing military commitments overseas. The use of the draft to compel 
young Americans to fight in Vietnam caused widespread protests and increasing criticism of the 
president. The pressure on Johnson might have eased if his Vietnamese strategy had been 
successful, but the opposite was the case and television coverage of the war made this 
increasingly clear. 
 
In January 1968, the Tet Offensive by North Vietnamese and Viet Cong proved a major 
embarrassment to the Johnson administration: television images seemed to contradict the much-
repeated assertion by Johnson and his advisers that the war was being won. On 31 March, 
Johnson announced that he would offer the North Vietnamese a bombing pause in order to begin 
peace talks. He also said that he would not seek re-election and would retire from active politics. 
On 31 July, a photographer captured Johnson rubbing his temple while listening to an audiotape 
sent from Vietnam by his son-in-law, Captain Charles Robb, which described the anguish of 
watching young soldiers under his command die in battle.The president’s own anguish and sense 
of exhaustion are evident. 
 
The pause in bombing was eventually implemented in November 1968 and peace talks began in 
Paris in January 1969. By then, Richard Nixon, the Republican candidate in the 1968 election, 
had assumed the presidency, and the responsibility for bringing American military involvement in 
Vietnam to a conclusion was his, not Johnson’s. A ceasefire agreement was signed in1973 and 
hostilities finally ended when North Vietnamese troops captured Saigon in 1975. Johnson did not 
live to see the final end to the conflict as he died in January 1973. The war, however, was to taint 
his legacy: for all of his efforts to deliver civil rights and improve the systems of healthcare, 
education and welfare in the Unitied States, his policy in Vietnam took its toll in human life and 
resources and never achieved the purposes for which he had risked so much. 
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Glossary of important terms: develop your historical literacy skills 
 
Geneva Accords, 1954 
The Geneva Accords of 1954 were international agreements that ended eight years of 
fighting between France and Vietnam. Meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, representatives 
of the United States, the Soviet Union, France, the United Kingdom, China and the Viet 
Minh agreed arrangements for the future governance of Vietnam. The country was 
divided along the 17th parallel, with the Viet Minh controlling the North and a U.S.-
backed régime controlling the South. This was intended to be a temporary arrangement 
until elections were held in July 1956 to determine who would rule the unified state. 
Significantly, however, the United States and the new government of South Vietnam did 
not sign the agreements. The elections planned for 1956 did not take place, and the 
Accords set the scene for future conflict between the U.S. and North Vietnam.  
 
‘Great Society’ 
In May 1964, in an address to students at the University of Michigan, President Johnson 
set out his vision for what he referred to as a ‘great society’, a key element in his election 
campaign of that year. He called for an end to the twin scourges of poverty and racism 
and spoke with urgency about problems in the cities, in education and in the environment. 
The range of programmes that became known as the Great Society addressed a wide 
agenda that included not only Medicare, Medicaid and civil rights legislation but, also, 
the creation of a Department of Urban Housing and Development and the National 
Endowment for the Arts and Humanities. 
 
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution  
Following reports of unprovoked attacks by North Vietnamese torpedo boats on the 
American destroyers Maddox and C. Turner Joy in the Gulf of Tonkin in early August 
1964, Congress passed a resolution on 7 August giving extra powers to the president. The 
president was given the power to take all measures necessary to repel any armed attack 
on the forces of the United States and prevent further aggression. The resolution served as 
the principal constitutional authorisation for the escalation of American military 
involvement in Vietnam in the years that followed. As the years went on, many 
congressmen came to see the resolution as giving the president a blanket power to wage 
war and the resolution was repealed in 1970. 
 
Ho Chi Minh Trail 
This was an elaborate system of paths and trails across mountains and through jungles 
that was used by North Vietnam to infiltrate South Vietnam during the Vietnam War, 
sending troops and supplies to assist the Viet Cong in their attempts to overthrow the 
South Vietnamese government. Begun in 1959, the network of trails and the volume of 
traffic increased significantly during the 1960s as a response to increasing U.S. military 
involvement in the war. By the late 1960s, some parts of the trail could accommodate 
large trucks and the trail was supplying the needs of several hundred thousand North 
Vietnamese soldiers who were fighting in South Vietnam. See 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ho-Chi-Minh-Trail. 
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Operation Rolling Thunder 
This was the codename for an American bombing campaign during the Vietnam War. 
US. military aircraft attacked targets throughout North Vietnam from March 1965 to 
October 1968. The attacks were intended to weaken the North Vietnamese régime and 
reduce their ability to wage war against the U.S.-supported government of South 
Vietnam. Shortly after the operation began, Johnson committed the first ground troops to 
the Vietnam War. While their initial mission was to defend U.S. air bases in South 
Vietnam that were being used for the bombing raids, the troops’ role was soon expanded 
to include engaging the Viet Cong in direct combat. The war of attrition that resulted was 
a huge drain on both sides. Johnson finally called off the campaign in October 1968 and 
sought a negotiated settlement. 
 
The Pentagon 
The Pentagon is the headquarters of the U.S. Department of Defense. It is a massive, five-
sided concrete and steel building that contains more than six million square feet of office 
space. Because the planned building was too big to locate in Washington D.C., the site 
chosen was across the Potomac River in Virginia. Its official opening was in January 
1943. Protestors against the Vietnam War marched on the Pentagon in October 1967, a 
march described by the writer Norman Mailer in his book, The Armies of the Night 
(1968). 
 
The Pentagon Papers 
In 1967, at a time when he was becoming increasingly sceptical about the role of the U.S. 
in Vietnam, the Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara asked a team of analysts in his 
department to prepare a study of U.S. involvement in Vietnam from World War II up to 
the present day. The investigation was top secret and the analysts were given access to 
the records of the Department of Defense, the State Department and the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA). On completion in 1969, the report contained 3,000 pages of 
narrative and a further 4,000 pages of supporting documentation. Although not intended 
for publication, the leaking of excerpts from the papers by Daniel Ellsberg, one of the 
original analysts, in 1971, led eventually to the publication of extensive excerpts in the 
New York Times and elsewhere: these excerpts showed that U.S. presidents, including 
Johnson, had misled the public about the degree of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. 
 
Tet Offensive 
In late January 1968, during the new year (or ‘Tet’) holiday, North Vietnamese and Viet 
Cong guerilla forces launched a coordinated attack against a number of targets in South 
Vietnam. Heavy losses were sustained by the U.S. and South Vietnamese military forces 
before they finally succeeded in repelling the attackers. However, extensive television 
reporting of the offensive made it clear to the American public that victory in Vietnam 
was not imminent and public support for American involvement in the war suffered as a 
consequence. Protests against the war intensified and on 31 March, Johnson announced 
that he would not stand for re-election as president. 
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Viet Minh 
Founded by Ho Chi Minh in May 1941, this was the organisation that led the struggle for 
independence from French rule. In late 1943, Viet Minh forces led by General Vo 
Nguyen Giap began guerilla attacks against the Japanese forces who occupied the country 
during World War II. Giap’s forces liberated large areas of northern Vietnam and, after 
the Japanese surrender to the Allies, the Viet Minh proclaimed the independent 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam. When the French returned after the war and tried to 
regain control of Vietnam, they were opposed by Viet Minh forces. While the Viet Minh 
reluctantly accepted the Geneva Accords of 1954, they looked forward to the day when 
Vietnam would be re-unified. By then, the majority of Viet Minh leaders had been 
absorbed into the Lao Dong, or Vietnamese Workers’ Party (later, the Vietnamese 
Communist Party), which became the dominant political force in North Vietnam. 
 
Viet Cong 
This was the guerilla force that, with the support of the North Vietnamese army, fought 
against the forces of South Vietnam and the United States during the Vietnam War. 
Beginning in the mid-1950s as a disparate group opposed to the South Vietnamese 
government, in 1960 they became the military arm of the National Liberation Front, a 
political grouping committed to the overthrow of the South Vietnamese government and 
the reunification of North and South Vietnam. While initially they were joined by former 
elements of the Viet Minh, subsequently most recruits to the Viet Cong were from South 
Vietnam. They received substantial military aid from North Vietnamese military leaders 
such as Le Duan who had infiltrated into South Vietnam. For the most part, the Viet 
Cong fought a guerilla war, characterised by ambushes and sabotage. They used small, 
mobile units to maintain a hold on the countryside, leaving the main towns and cities to 
government forces. 
 
Vietnik 
In October 1965, Time magazine used the term to describe those anti-Vietnam War 
protestors who resembled the long-haired, bearded ‘beatniks’ of the 1950s and 1960s. 
The Time magazine article described the people in question as “A ragtag collection of the 
unshaven and unscrubbed”. The term came to be used in a more general sense for young, 
radical anti-Vietnam War protestors. 
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Biographical notes 
 
McGeorge Bundy (1919-1996) 
 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:McGeorge_Bundy.jpg 

 
One of the main architects of U.S. foreign policy in the administrations of John Fitzgerald 
Kennedy and Lyndon Baines Johnson, Bundy was born in Boston, Massachusetts, and 
was a boyhood classmate of John F. Kennedy. He graduated from Yale University in 
1940 and began postgraduate study at Harvard in 1941. During World War II he served 
as an intelligence officer and participated in planning the invasions of Sicily and France. 
 
In 1949, Bundy joined the department of government at Harvard University and, in 1953, 
he was appointed dean of the faculty of arts and sciences. In 1960, he supported Kennedy 
for president and, in 1961, he was appointed special assistant for national security affairs, 
a post he retained when Johnson succeeded Kennedy as president.  
 
Initially, in the Johnson administration, Bundy was a forceful advocate of expanding the 
United States’ involvement in Vietnam. In February 1965, after a visit to South Vietnam, 
he wrote a memorandum proposing a policy of “sustained reprisal”, including air strikes, 
against North Vietnam if it did not end its guerilla warfare against the South Vietnamese 
government. Later, however, when he left the administration, he advised Johnson against 
any further escalation of the conflict.  
 
In early 1966 he resigned to take up an appointment as president of the Ford Foundation, 
a position he held until 1979. From 1979 to 1989 he was a professor of history at New 
York University. Unlike former defense secretary Robert McNamara, Bundy rarely spoke 
or wrote subsequently about his role in the Vietnam War. 
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Le Duan (1908-1986) 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:20151210-110757-Lma6k7Vu.jpg 

 
Effective military leader of North Vietnam during the war with America, little is known 
of his early life. He was born in central Vietnam but moved to Hanoi as a young man. 
Working as a railway clerk, he became a founding member of the Indochinese 
Communist Party (PCI) in 1930. Because of his political activities, he was arrested by the 
French colonial authorities in 1931 and imprisoned for five years. By the late 1930s he 
had emerged as a significant party leader and an active revolutionary. He was arrested 
again in 1939 and spent the years of World War II in prison. 
 
After the war, Le emerged as one of the most important leaders of the Viet Minh. He 
worked undercover in the South, recruiting and organizing resistance to the government 
of South Vietnam, laying the groundwork for the future National Liberation Front or Viet 
Cong. In 1953, he returned to Hanoi and held a number of positions in the North 
Vietnamese government. He opposed the Geneva Accords, arguing that Vietnam should 
be unified.  Returning to the South in 1954, he worked undercover building up 
communist resistance to the U.S.-backed régime. After his return to Hanoi in 1957, Le 
emerged as the strongest contender for the position of general secretary of the 
Vietnamese Workers’ Party. From that point on, he had the main responsibility for 
directing the conflict with the South Vietnamese forces and their American backers. 
 
More militant than Ho Chi Minh, Le favoured a ‘war of reunification’ and he oversaw the 
Viet Cong’s guerilla campaign of the late 1950s and early 1960s. When President 
Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, Le sensed an opportunity to increase the scale of 
military operations with a daring plan called ‘The General Offensive’. This involved 
sending larger numbers of troops and war materials into South Vietnam by maritime and 
land routes. Over a period of time, Le Duan transformed the fighting in the South from a 
guerilla campaign to a full-scale civil war involving northern battalions. 
 
When President Johnson ordered Operation Rolling Thunder in 1965, Le Duan’s forces 
came under pressure, but he stuck to the same strategy. By 1967, his policies were under 
attack in Hanoi. His response was to purge the Vietnamese Communist Party of all his 
critics and consolidate his position. On the death of Ho Chi Minh in 1969, Le became 
undisputed head of the party. His strategy proved ultimately successful when Vietnam 
was re-united in 1975, and he remained as post-war leader until his death in 1986. 
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Lyndon Johnson (1908-1973)      Key personality 
 

 
https://nn.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fil:Lbj2.jpg 

 
36th president of the United States, Lyndon Baines Johnson was born in Stonewall, Texas. 
He began his career as a teacher but his attention soon switched to politics and, following 
a stint as a congressman’s secretary, he was elected to the House of Representatives in 
1937 as a ‘New Deal’ Democrat. Following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, he joined the 
U.S. Navy and was decorated. 
 
Following the ending of World War II, Johnson was elected to the Senate in 1948 and 
became majority leader in the Senate in 1955. When John F. Kennedy became president 
in 1960, Johnson was appointed vice president. He was sworn in as president following 
the former’s assassination in November 1963. He was returned as president in the 1964 
election with a large majority. 
 
Under Johnson’s administration the Civil Rights Act (1964), introduced by Kennedy the 
previous year, and the Voting Rights Act (1965) were passed, making significant, if 
limited, improvements to the civil rights of Black Americans. Under the motto of the 
‘Great Society’, he also introduced important socio-economic reforms, including a 
‘Medicare’ programme for the aged and measures to improve education. However, 
Johnson came under increasing pressure from Black leaders such as Martin Luther King 
as money intended for socio-economic reform was diverted to finance the escalating 
American involvement in the Vietnam War. 
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Ultimately, it was Johnson’s management of the war in Vietnam that caused support to 
drain away from his presidency, as increasing numbers of American troops were used to 
try to secure a ‘knock-out’ blow against the forces of North Vietnam. However, from the 
American ‘Rolling Thunder’ offensive of 1965 to the Tet Offensive by North Vietnamese 
troops in 1968, American casualties mounted and, as hopes of victory receded, a growing 
protest movement at home made Johnson’s position increasingly untenable. In March 
1968, he announced his intention to initiate peace talks with the North Vietnamese and 
shocked people of all political hues with the announcement that he would not contest the 
upcoming presidential elections. 
 
Johnson was succeeded by the Republican Richard Nixon and, after attending his 
successor’s inauguration in January 1969, he retired to his ranch in Texas, where he 
worked on his memoirs and the plans for his presidential library. The Vantage Point: 
Perspectives of the Presidency: 1963-1969 was published in 1971 and the library was 
dedicated in the same year. In January 1973, less than one week before all the belligerents 
in Vietnam signed an agreement in Paris to end the war, Johnson suffered a heart attack 
and died. He was buried at the place where he always felt most at home, his ranch. 
 

 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/iip-photo-archive/24957145366 

 
President Johnson in the White House, 10 March 1964 
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Robert McNamara (1916-2009) 
 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Robert_McNamara_1-1.jpg 

 
Politician and businessman, McNamara was born in San Francisco and served with the 
U.S. air force from 1943 to 1946. Because of poor vision, he was disqualified from 
combat duty in World War II; instead, he developed logistical systems for bomber raids 
and statistical systems for monitoring troops and supplies. After the war, he joined the 
Ford Motor Company and became its president in 1960. In 1961 he joined the Kennedy 
administration as Secretary of Defense, a position he retained subsequently, under 
President Johnson, until 1968. 
 
As Secretary of Defense, McNamara encouraged the modernisation of the armed forces 
and cut costs by refusing to spend money on what he believed were obsolete weapons 
system. He initially advocated the deepening military involvement of the United States in 
Vietnam, publicly expressing optimism that the National Liberation Front and its North 
Vietnamese allies would soon abandon their efforts to overthrow the U.S.-backed Saigon 
régime. He became the government’s chief spokesman on the day-to-day operations of 
the war and was President Johnson’s principal deputy in carrying out the war strategy. 
 
However, as early as 1965, McNamara had privately begun to question the wisdom of 
American involvement in Vietnam and by 1967 he was openly seeking a way to get peace 
negotiations under way. He set up a top-secret, full-scale investigation of American 
commitment to Vietnam which was later published as The Pentagon Papers. His 
opposition to continued bombing of North Vietnam lost him influence in the Johnson 
administration, from which he resigned in February 1968 to become president of the 
World Bank.    
 
McNamara retired from the World Bank in 1981 and, in 1995, published a memoir, In 
Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, in which he blamed the failures in 
Vietnam on the Cold War climate of the time, mistaken assumptions of foreign policy, 
and misjudgements on the part of the military. In Errol Morris’s documentary film The 
Fog of War (2003), McNamara discusses his career in the Pentagon and U.S. failures in 
Vietnam. 
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Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969) 
 

 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ho_Chi_Minh 

 
Leader of North Vietnam during the Vietnam War, Ho Chi-Minh was born Nguyen Sinh 
Cung in Hoang Tru in central Vietnam. Vietnam was then a French colony, part of 
French Indo-China, but was under the nominal rule of an emperor. His father was a poor 
scholar and he had a tough childhood, but he managed to attend grammar school between 
the ages of fourteen and eighteen and held a succession of jobs until he enlisted as a 
ship’s cook in 1911. His three years at sea saw him visit many African countries and the 
American cities of Boston and New York. After living in London from 1915 to 1917, he 
moved to France, working again at a variety of jobs between 1917 and 1923. 
 
During his six years in France, Ho became active in the French socialist movement, using 
the name Nguyen Ai Quoc (‘Nguyen the Patriot’). As leader of a group of Vietnamese 
living in France, he presented a petition to the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, seeking 
equal rights from the French colonial government for its subjects in Vietnam. While the 
petition was ignored at the peace conference, it made him a hero to many Vietnamese 
people. In 1920, Ho became a founding member of the French Communist Party when, 
inspired by Lenin’s success in Russia and his anti-imperialist teachings, he and others 
decided a new party based on the ideas of Marx and Lenin was required. 
 
At the end of 1923 Ho went to Moscow and, when Lenin died in January 1924, he wrote 
a tribute to Lenin for Pravda which was well-received. Six months later, he took an 
active part in the Fifth Congress of the Communist International. His address to the 
congress was significant in highlighting the revolutionary role of oppressed peasants. In 
December 1924, Ho went to Canton in China where he set up the first Vietnamese 
nationalist movement which became known as ‘Thanh Nien’. When the Chinese 
nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek expelled communists from Canton in April 1927, Ho 
returned to the Soviet Union. He then spent two years in Siam (now Thailand) as 
representative of the Communist International. When members of the Thanh Nien 
meeting in Hong Kong decided it was time to form an Indochinese Communist Party 
(PCI), Ho was brought back from Siam and, on 3 February 1930, he presided over the 
founding of the party. 
 
As the PCI was founded, a violent insurrection against the French raged in Vietnam. Ho 
was blamed as one of the instigators and was condemned to death in absentia. He once 
again made his way to Moscow where, in 1935, he attended the Seventh Congress of the 
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Communist International as chief representative of the PCI. Following the congress, the 
idea of the Popular Front (an alliance of communists with the non-communist left to 
oppose fascism) allowed the PCI to operate more freely for a number of years. However, 
after the Popular Front government in France fell in 1937, cooperation ceased and 
repression of nationalist activities returned to Indochina. In 1938, Ho returned to China, 
meeting with Mao Zedong, the Communist leader. When France was defeated by 
Germany in 1940, he decided to seize the opportunity to advance the nationalist cause. 
 
It was around this time that he began to use the name Ho Chi Minh (‘He who 
enlightens’). Crossing over the border into Vietnam in January 1941, and with the help of 
trusted lieutenants including Vo Nguyen Giap and Pham Van Dong, Ho founded the 
movement that became known as the ‘Viet Minh’. Help was sought from the Chinese 
government, but Chiang Kai-shek distrusted Ho as a Communist and had him imprisoned 
for eighteen months, during which he wrote his Notebook from Prison. However, in 1945 
two events occurred that paved the way to power for the Vietnamese revolutionaries. 
 
First, the Japanese overran Indochina and all French officials were either imprisoned or 
executed. Six months later, the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and the Japanese 
were forced to surrender. Ho cooperated with the American Office of Strategic Services 
(O.S.S.) – an American undercover operation – against the Japanese. After Japan’s 
surrender, Viet Minh forces entered Hanoi on 19 August and on 2 September Ho declared 
Vietnam independent. However, obstacles remained. 
 
The new French government under Charles de Gaulle was eager to reassert its control 
over Vietnam. French troops landed in Saigon in October 1945 and soon won control of 
South Vietnam. Negotiations then followed, and a deal was initially agreed in March 
1946 by which Vietnam was to be a ‘free state’ but also part of a French Union in which 
the French government would have substantial control. However, the deal was 
unacceptable to many and Ho went to Paris for further negotiations. While progress was 
made, this was undermined by an incident in November when a French cruiser fired on 
the town of Haiphong, following a clash between French and Indochinese troops. The 
First Indochina War began in December and ended with the decisive defeat of French 
troops at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954. The French had no option but to negotiate and the 
outcome was the Geneva Accords. 
 
The Geneva Accords of July 1954 divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel, until elections 
planned for 1956. Meanwhile Viet Minh control was limited to North Vietnam and a 
U.S.-backed régime was put in place in the South. However, by 1959, a second Indochina 
War was under way as guerilla fighters – popularly known as ‘Viet Cong’ – conducted an 
armed revolt against the government of Ngo Dinh Diem in the South. In July 1959, the 
government of North Vietnam decided to give this revolt its official backing. Ho 
remained as chief of state, ceding his position as the party’s secretary-general to Le Duan. 
While less actively involved, his influence remained important. In July 1967, following a 
personal message from President Johnson, he issued a statement saying, “We will never 
agree to negotiate under the threat of bombing.” By the time he died, negotiations were 
underway but he did not live to see their conclusion. 
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William Westmoreland (1914-2005) 
 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gen_William_C_Westmoreland.jpg 

 
Commander of the American troops in Vietnam for most of President Johnson’s period in 
office, William Westmoreland was born in South Carolina into a family with a long 
history of military service stretching back to the American Revolution. After graduating 
from high school, he attended the Citadel, the state’s military academy. From there he 
was picked to attend the elite United States Military Academy at West Point, graduating 
in 1936. 
 
Commissioned as a second lieutenant, Westmoreland rapidly rose through the ranks, 
serving in Oklahoma, Hawaii and North Carolina before he was posted to Europe during 
Word War II in 1942. Following distinguished service in North Africa (where he was 
appointed a battalion commander) and Italy, Westmoreland rose higher in the military 
hierarchy after the war, becoming a major in 1948 and lieutenant colonel in 1952. After a 
short spell in Korea, he returned to the U.S. where he held several posts in succession at 
the Pentagon. In 1960, he became the superintendent at West Point. 
 
In 1963, Westmoreland was sent to Vietnam to work with U.S. military advisors who 
were assisting the U.S.-backed South Vietnamese government in its war with the 
communist North Vietnamese. Soon after the Gulf of Tonkin resolution in 1964, when 
President Johnson authorised an increase in U.S. military involvement in Vietnam, 
Westmoreland was appointed commander of the U.S. Military Assistance Command 
there. His popularity at the time is evident in his being appointed a four-star general and 
being named Time magazine’s ‘Man of the Year’ for 1965. 
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Westmoreland’s strategy in Vietnam has been described as a ‘war of attrition’, where the 
intention is to wear down the enemy by inflicting an on-going heavy toll of casualties. 
The main criterion for success was the number of enemy troops killed. However, over 
time, the U.S. public became sceptical of the figures issued by the U.S. military and 
increasingly concerned about the number of American casualties. In 1967, Westmoreland 
was called back to the U.S to report to Congress on the conduct of the war. Although he 
promised Congress that, with sufficient support, the U.S. would win, public opinion 
against the war continued to harden. 
 
The Tet Offensive of 1968 was the final straw for many Americans. Although the 
advances by North Vietnamese troops were soon repulsed, television coverage of fighting 
in the streets of Saigon helped to convince many Americans that the war was unwinnable. 
When Westmoreland requested 200,000 additional troops weeks after the Tet Offensive, 
Johnson initially deferred a response, then recalled Westmoreland to Washington to 
become army chief of staff. 
 
Westmoreland retired from the military in 1972, running unsuccessfully for governor of 
South Carolina in 1974 and publishing an autobiography, A Soldier Reports, in 1976.   
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Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968: timeline 
 
 
1963 22 November Vice President Johnson sworn in as president following assassination of  
   JFK. 15,000 American advisers in Vietnam. 
 
1964 7 August Gulf of Tonkin Resolution passed by Congress: gave president power to  
   take any measures necessary to respond to enemy attack and to prevent  
   future aggression. Allowed Johnson to escalate war in Vietnam without  
   seeking Congress approval. 
 
1965 March  Operation Rolling Thunder launched: large-scale bombing of targets in  
   North Vietnam, soon followed by arrival of first American ground  
   troops. 
 
 July  Johnson announced that he was increasing troop numbers to 125,000 (but 
   did not mention that he had already authorised an increase to 200,000 
   and  had approved independent combat missions by American troops) 
 
1966 7 January General Westmoreland named Time magazine ‘Man of the Year’. 
 
 February President and advisers travelled to Honolulu to meet General   
   Westmoreland and South Vietnamese prime minister for updates on war. 
   President reluctantly agreed to increase in troop numbers from 184,000  
   to 429,000 by end of year. 
 
   Following the return to the U.S., McGeorge Bundy, special adviser on  
   national security, left the Johnson administration. Subsequently, advised  
   the president against further escalation. 
 
1967 June  Robert McNamara, secretary of defense, commissioned a top secret  
   Pentagon report on American involvement in Vietnam, as he became  
   increasingly doubtful as to the wisdom of the administration’s policy.  
   (He left the administration in February 1968.) 
 
1968 January  Tet Offensive by North Vietnamese troops and Viet Cong on targets in  
   South Vietnam led to heavy American casualties and widespread  
   criticism of the war effort.  
   (U.S. troop numbers were over 500,000 at the time.) 
 
 22 March President announced that General Westmoreland was being recalled from 
   South Vietnam and would take up appointment as army chief of staff. 
 
 31 March Johnson announced that he would not seek re-election and would initiate  
   talks with the North Vietnamese. 
 
 November Pause in bombing came into effect.  
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Useful websites/online articles 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gMhx8R7IL8M 
History Channel clip on Gulf of Tonkin resolution, August 1964 
 
https://www.historyireland.com/20th-century-contemporary-history/that-bitch-of-a-war-
lyndon-b-johnson-and-vietnam/  
Good History Ireland article on Johnson and Vietnam  

 
https://notevenpast.org/lbj-and-vietnam-conversation/  
From Department of History, University of Texas 
 
https://www.openhistorysociety.org/members-articles/1699-2/ 
Open History Society article 
 
http://www.lbjlibrary.org/lyndon-baines-johnson/lbj-biography   
Short biography. Click on ‘U.S. war in Vietnam’ link for useful material. 
 
https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2008/summer/lbj.html 
Interesting article on (U.S.) National Archives website 
 
https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu//NSAEBB/NSAEBB132/tapes.htm 
National Security Archive page deals with ‘LBJ tapes of the Gulf of Tonkin Incident’. 
 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/retropolis/wp/2018/03/31/a-pearl-harbor-in-
politics-lbjs-stunning-decision-not-to-seek-
reelection/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.1104a220ad55 Washington Post article  
 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/videos/category/history/this-major-military-operation-
ignited-the-vi/  
Smithsonian Channel clip on Operation Rolling Thunder 
 
https://primarysourcenexus.org/2014/04/primary-source-spotlight-vietnam-war/ 
Good primary source material, including images   
 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2014649379/  
Information about cartoon used on p.29 of this booklet 
 
http://www.historyplace.com/speeches/lbj-decision.htm 
Lyndon Johnson’s speech of 31 March 1968 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tuwBvXYGIQA 
Excerpt from historic Walter Cronkite broadcast on impact of Tet Offensive 
 
http://www.lbjlibrary.net/collections/selected-speeches/1968-january-1969/10-31-
1968.html Text of Johnson’s speech of 31 October 1968 announcing end to bombing 
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Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968: a possible line of enquiry 
 
If students are to understand the issues and events of the case study, they will need to 
understand the ways in which American policy in Vietnam changed under Johnson, the 
reasons why his management of the war in Vietnam created difficulties for the president, 
and the role played by the difficulties in Vietnam in the president’s decision not to stand 
for re-election. An enquiry question such as the following may be helpful in this regard:  
 
What role did the Vietnam War play in Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to seek re-
election in 1968? 
 
The Vietnam War is seen as one of the most traumatic and controversial episodes in 
American history. President Johnson’s identification with the war is so intense that some 
historians refer to the war as “Johnson’s” war.  To help students grapple with the 
complexities of the case study, it will be worthwhile to focus on the mounting dilemmas 
facing the president and his motivation for decisions taken. Beginning with the changes 
he made in Vietnam policy on becoming president, the following three stages of enquiry 
are recommended:  
 
Stage 1: What changes in American policy towards Vietnam did Johnson make on 
becoming president? 
 
Stage 2: What developments in management of the Vietnam conflict from 1965 on 
created increasing difficulties for Johnson? 
 
Stage 3: What role did the Vietnam War play in Johnson’s decision of March 1968 not to 
seek another term as president? 
 
What are the potential benefits of using these questions to focus on the subject matter of 
the case study? 
 
In the pages that follow, for the three stages of the enquiry a list of “factors identified in 
commentaries” is followed by a selection of linked primary source extracts and some 
secondary source extracts.  
 
Teachers should not feel obliged to use all the sources included in the booklet, but to 
focus instead on leading students though the enquiry, making choices that are appropriate 
for the class they are teaching, including further editing of sources as required. 
 

A possible ‘hook’ 
The following History Channel clip, lasting four minutes, relates to the Gulf of Tonkin 
resolution of August 1964 which gave President Johnson extraordinary powers to manage 
American involvement in Vietnam without recourse to Congress. It serves as a useful 
introduction to the escalating U.S. involvement in Vietnam under Johnson and the 
legislation that made it possible. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gMhx8R7IL8M 
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TRANSCRIPT AND WORKSHEET 
 

Transcript 
How do you start a war? Simple! Blame it on the other guy. That’s essentially what the Gulf of 
Tonkin resolution did for the United States in Vietnam. When Lyndon Johnson became the U.S. 
president after the assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963, he was committed to carrying on 
many of Kennedy’s policies. LBJ was especially interested in escalating the fight against 
communist insurgents in Vietnam. Johnson had made Vietnam a priority for his presidency, and it 
was a war he did not want to lose. 
 
And another thing! The 1964 election was just around the corner. Johnson’s Republican 
challenger, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, was attacking the incumbent for being soft. 
Johnson also knew the American public wouldn’t go for an unprovoked military attack by the 
U.S., so he needed an excuse, some reason to rally the troops. Johnson got his excuse on August 
2nd 1964. 
 
A U.S. Navy destroyer, the USS Maddox, was cruising the waters of the Gulf of Tonkin, a body 
of water located off the coast of northern Vietnam. The Maddox was engaged in an intelligence 
collection mission. Reportedly, three North Vietnamese torpedo boats appeared out of nowhere 
and fired on the Maddox unprovoked. The Maddox was unharmed in the attack and called in an 
air-strike to help the boats. Another destroyer, the USS Turner Joy, was sent in to support the 
Maddox – and, on August 4th, there was supposedly a second incident involving North 
Vietnamese boats attacking the American ships. The reports were a bit hazy at the time, and no-
one was quite sure what had happened. LBJ and his aides wasted no time in using the incidents to 
gin up support for increased military involvement in Vietnam and, at the time, no one in the 
media questioned the legitimacy of information from the White House, especially when it came to 
national security.  
 
On August 7th 1964, the Gulf of Tonkin resolution was put before Congress. Both Houses passed 
it overwhelmingly. The wording of the resolution was pretty broad. It read: ‘Congress approves 
and supports the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary 
measures to repel any armed attacked against the forces of the United States and to prevent 
further aggression. In practical terms, “You can pretty much do whatever you want over there, 
Mr. President” – and he did. Johnson crushed Goldwater in the 1964 presidential election – and 
the U.S. involvement in Vietnam quickly escalated, from just advising South Vietnamese allies to 
full-scale open war, a war that lasted for over a decade.  
 
Six years after passing the resolution, Congress would have voters’ remorse. LBJ was out of 
office and Richard Nixon was president, the American body count in Vietnam continued to rise, 
and popular support for the war continued to fall. So, at the end of 1970, Congress said, ‘We’re 
repealing the Gulf of Tonkin resolution.’ It was too late to affect the events in Vietnam – that ship 
had sailed – but it did signal that Congress was no longer keen on giving any American president 
free range to wage war. The passage and repeal of the Gulf of Tonkin resolution paved the way 
for the 1973 War Powers Act. That legislation set limits on what presidents could do militarily 
without Congressional approval. It was a direct rebuke to the broad powers Congress had handed 
the president with the Gulf of Tonkin resolution. 
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WORKSHEET 
 

Questions/points for discussion on spoken narrative/transcript 
 

1. Discuss the speaker’s opening remarks: “How do you start a war? Simple! Blame 
it on the other guy.” 

2. What does the speaker say about the manner in which Lyndon Johnson became 
U.S. president? 

3. According to the speaker, what was Johnson’s attitude towards the late President 
Kennedy’s Vietnam policy? 

4. In what way did the 1964 election influence Johnson’s policy on Vietnam, 
according to the speaker? 

5. Discuss the speaker’s description of what happened in the Gulf of Tonkin on 2 
August and 4 August 1964. 

6. What does the speaker mean when he says, “LBJ and his aides wasted no time in 
using the incidents to gin up support for increased military involvement in 
Vietnam”? 

7. Look carefully at the wording of the Gulf of Tonkin resolution of 7 August 1964. 
What special powers did it grant the president? 

8. How significant was the Gulf of Tonkin resolution, according to the speaker? 
9. The speaker suggests that, in 1970, Congress had voters’ remorse and decided to 

repeal the Gulf of Tonkin resolution. What does ‘repeal’ mean? 
10. What is the historical significance of the 1973 War Powers Act?  
 

Questions/points for discussion on visual elements 
 
Discuss the purpose of the following images/sets of images and how they support the 
spoken narrative 

• The image behind the words, ‘Gulf of Tonkin resolution’ 
• The images of LBJ with Jackie Kennedy and the JFK funeral cortege 
• The image that includes a banner referring to Stalin 
• The series of clips relating to the 1964 election 
• The series of images relating to 2 August 1964 (USS Maddox, Gulf of Tonkin 

map, torpedo boats appearing, air support, USS Turner Joy) 
• The series of images relating to 4 August 1964 and reaction thereto 
• The linked images of typewriters, the White House and President Johnson 
• The image of Congress on 7 August 1964 
• The image of the Gulf of Tonkin resolution document 
• The images of the 1964 election 
• The image of US military intervention 
• The images of Congress in 1970, President Nixon, US war casualties, 

opposition to the war 
• The Gulf of Tonkin resolution with an ‘x’ through it 
• Image of on-going military action in Vietnam 
• The linked images of Congress and military action 
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Enquiry, Stage 1 
 

What changes in American policy towards Vietnam did Johnson make on becoming 
president? 
 
Among the factors identified in commentaries are: 

• Even before the Gulf of Tonkin resolution of 10 August 1964, Johnson and his 
advisers had decided that greater American troop involvement was necessary.  

• Johnson used the Gulf of Tonkin incidents to persuade Congress to grant him 
extraordinary powers to deal with enemy attacks and prevent future aggression 
against U.S. forces. 

• Operation Rolling Thunder represented a major escalation of the war, with 
bombing raids on North Vietnam and ground troops becoming involved in direct 
combat. 

 
Relevant sources 

 
Source 1 

The following excerpt is taken from a memorandum prepared for President Johnson by 
William Bundy, Assistant Secretary of State, Far Eastern Affairs, 10 June 1964. It shows 
how the administration was considering a Congressional resolution before the Gulf of 
Tonkin incident. 
 
 The immediate watershed decision is whether or not the Administration should seek a 
 Congressional resolution giving general authority for action which the President may 
 judge necessary to defend the peace and security of the area. It is agreed that if such a 
 resolution is sought, it should be general in tone. It is also agreed that the best available 
 time for such a move is immediately after the Civil Right bill clears the Senate floor. 
 Finally, it is agreed that no such resolution should be sought unless careful Congressional 
 soundings indicate rapid passage by a very substantial majority.    p.21 
 
 David M. Barrett (ed.) (1997), Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vietnam Papers: A documentary 
 collection. College Station: Texas A&M University Press. 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What government position was held by William Bundy? 
2. In this memorandum, William Bundy is advising President Johnson that an 

“immediate watershed decision” needs to be made. What is that decision? 
3. What advice does Bundy give about the timing of a Congressional resolution? 
4. Discuss what Bundy means when he talks about “careful Congressional 

soundings” and the reason why he considers such soundings necessary. 
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Source 2 
The following edited excerpts are taken from a speech delivered in New York by 
President Johnson on 5 August 1964: 
 
 This morning I speak to the people of all nations so they may understand without mistake  
 our purpose in actions we have been required to take. 
 
 On August 2nd the U.S. destroyer Maddox was attacked on the high seas in the Gulf of 
 Tonkin by hostile vessels of the Government of North Viet Nam.  
 
 On August 4th that attack was repeated in those same waters against two of our 
 destroyers. The attacks were deliberate. The attacks were unprovoked. The attacks have 
 been answered. 
 
 In the last 12 hours air units of the United States Seventh Fleet have sought out hostile 
 vessels. Appropriate armed action has been taken against them.  

The Irish Times, 6 August, 1964      © The Irish Times 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Discuss the reasons given by President Johnson for speaking “to the people of all 
nations”. 

2. What details does President Johnson give of the attack on August 2nd? 
3. What details does President Johnson give of the attack on August 4th? 
4. How, according to President Johnson, have the attacks been answered? 

 
Source 3: edited excerpts from an Irish Times report 

 In Washington, both Houses of Congress yesterday gave overwhelming approval to a 
 resolution supporting President Johnson’s actions in the Southeast Asia crisis. 
 
 The House of Representatives approved the resolution first, then the Senate followed in a 
 display of bipartisan unity. 
 
 In the Senate, Senator Morse was given two hours of time for his protest against the 
 resolution which he said included “black authority to wage war”. 
 
 The resolution approved “all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the 
 forces of the U.S. and to prevent further aggression”. 
 
 The President hailed the vote as “a demonstration to all the world of the unity of all 
 Americans”. 

The Irish Times, 8 August, 1964      © The Irish Times 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Explain what is meant by “both Houses of Congress”. 
2. Explain what is meant by “a display of bipartisan unity”. 
3. Explain what you think Senator Morse meant by “black authority to wage war”. 
4. Who was given the power to take “all necessary measures … to prevent further 

aggression”? 
Irish Times archive material supplied courtesy of The Irish Times at www.irishtimes.com 
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Secondary Source 1 
 

When Lyndon Johnson became President after Kennedy’s assassination, the United States 
had 15,000 military advisors in Vietnam. As commander-in-chief, LBJ was determined 
that it would not be he who would “lose” Vietnam to communism. Like President James 
Polk, who seized upon an 1844 skirmish on the Rio Grande as an excuse for war with 
Mexico, Johnson exploited the flimsiest of pretexts to ramp up the level of US 
commitment to the conflict in Vietnam. In August 1964 he used sketchy reports that two 
American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin had come under fire from North Vietnamese 
gunboats to commit further, asking Congress to authorize him “to take all necessary 
measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent 
further aggression.” Without a formal declaration of war, LBJ used the Gulf of Tonkin 
resolution to intensify US involvement in Vietnam, mobilizing regular troops for 
deployment. From that point forward the conflict became known to many as “Johnson’s 
War”, with Congress having surrendered much of its influence and oversight in the 
matter.          pp. 82-83 

Christopher B. Strain (2017), The Long Sixties: America, 1955-1973. Chichester: Wiley Blackwell. 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What was the extent of American military involvement in Vietnam when Lyndon 
Johnson became president? 

2. According to the writer, what was President Johnson’s motivation “to ramp up” 
the level of U.S. involvement in Vietnam?  

3. Read the passage carefully. What is the connection between the Gulf of Tonkin 
resolution and the war in Vietnam becoming known as ‘Johnson’s War’. 

 
  

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gulf_of_Tonkin_location.gif 
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Secondary Source 2 (edited) 
 

During spring 1965 the Vietcong attacked a small American base at Pleiku and that 
angered Johnson. “I’m not going to be the first president to lose a war,” said LBJ, and he 
changed U.S. policy by ordering Operation Rolling Thunder – air strikes against North 
Vietnam. He also decided that the only way to prevent defeat was to change policy again, 
and he sent a few thousand Marines. Previously, the U.S. troops were there to advise 
ARVN. Now the Commander in Chief gave those 25,000 soldiers new orders – they 
could conduct combat missions with ARVN to search out and destroy the enemy. 
 
Americans either rallied behind the president or knew little about the administration’s 
policy. Opinion polls demonstrated that about 80% supported bombing the North, and the 
same percentage thought it was “very important” to prevent a Communist South Vietnam. 
           p.64 
Terry Anderson (1991), The Sixties. New York: Longman. 
 
Note: The ARVN was the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, also known as the South 
Vietnamese army. 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What was the reason for Johnson’s change of policy in relation to Vietnam in the 
spring of 1965, according to the writer? 

2. What did Operation Rolling Thunder initially involve? 
3. What “new orders” did the president, as Commander in Chief, give to American 

soldiers in Vietnam as his change in policy? 
4. Discuss the American public’s initial view of Operation Rolling Thunder, 

according to opinion polls taken at the time. 
 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Boeing_B-52_dropping_bombs.jpg 

 
B-52Fs could carry 51 bombs and served in Vietnam from June 1965 to April 1966. 
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Source 4: edited excerpt from an Irish Times report 
 
 The American Defence Secretary, Mr. Robert McNamara, has said in Washington that 
 military aid to Vietnam is to be greatly increased and the conflict will be “stepped up”. 
 
 Mr, McNamara was also anxious to attract attention from the bombing of North Vietnam 
 to the war in the South. It was necessary to defeat the enemy on the ground, where they 
 were striving to subvert and overthrow the Saigon Government. 
 
 He spoke only of an increase of air power and of providing South Vietnam with 
 additional logistics, training and advisory assistance. Nevertheless, it is clear that with the 
 stated reason of defending American bases and installations, more and more American 
 troops and marines are to be committed. 

The Irish Times, 22 April, 1965      © The Irish Times 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What position in the U.S. government was held by Robert McNamara at the time 
of this report? 

2. Explain what Mr. McNamara meant when he said that the conflict would be 
“stepped up”. 

3. Discuss why Mr. McNamara was “anxious to attract attention from the bombing 
of North Vietnam to the war in the South”. 

4. Although not explicitly stated by Mr. McNamara, what was clear according to the 
reporter? 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Meeting_on_Vietnam_(001).jpg 

A meeting to discuss the situation in Vietnam. 27 July 1965. Robert McNamara sits to the left of the 
president (right as we look at the photograph); McGeorge Bundy is front left. 

 
Irish Times archive material supplied courtesy of The Irish Times at www.irishtimes.com 
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Source 5 
 

The cartoon below was published before the Gulf of Tonkin resolution was passed in 
August 1964. Like many political cartoons, its meaning is ambiguous i.e. it can be 
interpreted in a number of different ways. Consider the questions below and try to work 
out the message(s) the cartoonist may have been trying to convey. 
  

 

 
https://picryl.com/media/stick-em-up-ed-valtman-64 

This cartoon was published in the Hartford Times on 9 June 1964. 
See also https://www.loc.gov/item/2014649379/ 

 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. How is President Johnson portrayed in the cartoon? How would you describe his 
demeanour? e.g. Is he happy, sad, angry? 

2. Who do you think the other figure in the cartoon is intended to represent? Give 
reasons for your answer. 

3. Discuss the meaning of the caption, ‘Stick ‘em up!’ 
4. How is the United States described in the cartoon? 
5. Discuss what you consider to be the essential message of the cartoon. 



 

© PDST, 2018 30 

Enquiry, Stage 2: What developments in management of the Vietnam conflict from 
1965 on created increasing difficulties for Johnson? 

 
Among the factors identified in commentaries are: 

• Even before the launch of Operation Rolling Thunder, leading members of the 
administration had advised the president that the prospects for stability in South 
Vietnam were poor and relations with the South Vietnamese were somewhat 
strained. 

• Although Operation Rolling Thunder helped to stave off defeat in the South, an 
increase in troop numbers was required to allow the Americans to take the 
offensive against Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces. 

• As criticism of the war mounted in the United States, the president decided it was 
necessary to exaggerate rates of progress in order to justify the case for keeping 
the war going. However, as the challenges faced by American forces became 
more evident and the number of American casualties continued to increase, 
criticism of the president became more vocal and leading advisers either resigned 
or were forced to resign. 

 
Relevant sources 

 
Source 6 (edited) 

 The following is an edited excerpt from a memo sent by McGeorge Bundy, 
 Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, 27 January 1965. 
  
 Bob McNamara and I have asked for the meeting with you at 11:30 in order to have a 
 very private discussion of the basic situation in Vietnam. 
 What we want to say to you is that both of us are now pretty well convinced that our 
 current policy can lead only to disastrous defeat. What we are doing now, essentially, is 
 to wait and hope for a stable government. In the last six weeks that effort has been 
 unsuccessful. 
 The underlying difficulties in Saigon arise from the spreading conviction there that the 
 future is without hope for anti-Communists. Our best friends have been somewhat 
 discouraged by our own activity in the face of major attacks on our installations. The 
 Vietnamese know just as well as we do that the Viet Cong are gaining in the countryside. 
 They feel that we are unwilling to take serious risks. In one sense, all of this is 
 outrageous, in the light of all that we have done and all that we are ready to do if they will 
 only pull up their socks.        p.101 
 David M. Barrett (ed.) (1997), Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vietnam Papers: A Documentary 
 Collection. College Station: Texas A&M University Press. 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. At the time the memo was written, what government position was held by Mc        
George Bundy? 

2. Can you recall the position held by the ‘Bob McNamara’ to whom Bundy refers? 
3. What was the reason for the meeting, as described by McGeorge Bundy? 
4. What conclusion had Bundy and McNamara reached on ‘our current policy’? 
5. What explanation does Bundy offer for the ‘underlying difficulties in Saigon’? 
6.  What was Bundy’s view of the attitude of the South Vietnamese government? 
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Source 7 
The following is an edited excerpt from a memo sent by McGeorge Bundy to the 
Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense and the Director of the Central 
Intelligence, 6 April 1965: 
 
Subject to continuing review, the President approved the following general framework of 
continuing action against North Vietnam.  
 
We should continue roughly the present slowly ascending tempo of ROLLING 
THUNDER operations, being prepared to add strikes in response to a higher rate of VC 
operations, or conceivably to slow the pace in the unlikely event VC slacked off sharply 
for what appeared to be more than a temporary operational lull. 
 
Leaflet operations should be expanded to obtain maximum practicable psychological 
effect on the North Vietnamese population. 
 
Blockade or aerial mining of North Vietnamese ports need further study and should be 
considered for future operations. It would have major political complications, especially 
in relation to the Soviets and other third countries, but also offer many advantages.  
          p.142 
David M. Barrett (ed.) (1997), Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vietnam Papers: A documentary collection. 
College Station: Texas A&M University Press. 

 
Questions and points for discussion and research 

1. In the general framework of continuing action against North Vietnam approved by 
President Johnson, were Rolling Thunder operations to be reduced or increased? 
Explain your answer. 

2. Discuss what you think the ‘Leaflet operations’ involved and what their purpose 
was. Research this issue if you are not sure. (See http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/94512331/) 

3. Discuss why attacks on North Vietnamese ports were being considered by the 
administration. 

 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:My_Duc_bridge_destroyed_with_RF-101C_shadow_1965.JPG 

View of the destroyed My Duc highway bridge, North Vietnam, with the shadow of a U.S. Air Force 
McDonnell RF-101C Voodoo reconnaissance plane, in April 1965. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lyndon_B._Johnson,_National_Security_meeting_on_Vietnam_

July_21,_1965_-_LBJ_Museum_A881-35a.jpg 
President Johnson at a National Security meeting in the White House, 21 July 1965 

 
Secondary Source 3 (edited) 

In July 1965 Lyndon Johnson chose to Americanize the war in Vietnam. Faced with the 
prospects of losing South Vietnam to the Communists, the president announced that U.S. 
combat strength in Vietnam would immediately be increased from 75,000 to 125,000 and 
that additional U.S. forces would be sent when requested by field commander General 
William Westmoreland. 
 
President Johnson travelled to Honolulu in February 1966 for a first-hand assessment on 
the war’s progress from General William Westmoreland and to secure commitments from 
South Vietnam’s prime minister Nguyen Cao Ky. Johnson was accompanied by Secretary 
of State Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff General Earle Wheeler, Special Assistant for National Security McGeorge 
Bundy, Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare John Gardner, and Secretary of 
Agriculture Orville Freeman.  
 
The visit to Honolulu was Johnson’s first trip outside the North American continent since 
becoming president. The president’s trip galvanized public attention and South Vietnam’s 
premier Ky was featured on the cover of Time magazine.  
 
At Honolulu, Johnson learned from General Westmoreland that the July deployments had 
staved off defeat in the South, but additional troops would now be needed to take the 
military initiative. President Johnson reluctantly agreed to a dramatic increase in U.S. 
troop strength from the 184,000 currently deployed to 429,000 by the end of the year.  
Larry Berman (1989), Lyndon Johnson’s War: The Road to Stalemate in Vietnam. New York & London: 
W.W. Norton & Company, pp.9-10. 

 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Why did July 1965 mark a significant turning point in the conflict? 
2. What two reasons for President Johnson’s travel to Honolulu in February 1966 

does the writer mention? 
3. Of the members of the administration who travelled with Johnson, which ones 

were most directly involved in decisions on Vietnam? 
4. What was the public impact of the meeting in Honolulu, according to the writer? 
5. What key message on the progress of the war did Johnson receive from General 

Westmoreland at Honolulu? 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lyndon_Johnson_greets_American_troops_in_Vietnam_196

6_2.JPEG 
President Johnson greets American troops in Vietnam in 1966. 

 
Note: According to the State Department’s Office of the Historian, President Johnson 
made two visits to Vietnam, on 26 October 1966 and on 23 December 1967. See 
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/travels/president/johnson-lyndon-b 
 
As vice president, Lyndon Johnson had previously visited Vietnam on 12 May 1961. 
See 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LBJ_touring_a_factory_in_Saigon_ppmsca
.03198.jpg 

 

 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:North_and_south_vietnam_map.jpg 
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Source 8: edited excerpt from Irish Times report 
  
 F.B.I. agents yesterday arrested Mr. David Miller, who describes himself as a Catholic 
 pacifist, for burning his draft card, or conscription document, at a public rally in New 
 York. It is ironic, the Times correspondent in Washington cabled last night, that the first 
 arrest to be made among those Americans opposed to the war in Vietnam is apparently a 
 sincere religious, and not a communist. 
 
 In Chicago on Sunday night Mr. Nicholas Katzenbach, the United States Attorney-
 General, said that some communists were involved in the anti-war movement, but agreed 
 that few of the leaders were party members.  
 
 Not all the demonstrators are alienated intellectuals. The organisers of the proposed 
 Conscience March on Washington include Dr. Benjamin Spock, whose book on babies 
 can be found in every American nursery; the novelists, Mr. Saul Bellow and Mr. John 
 Hershey; and Mr. Bayard Rustin, who directed the civil rights march in 1963. 

 The Irish Times, 19 October, 1965      © The Irish Times 
 

Questions and points for discussion 
1. Explain the reason for the arrest of David Miller, according to this report. 
2. Why did the Times Washington correspondent find the arrest of Mr. Miller 

‘ironic’? 
3. How do the comments of the Attorney-General, Mr. Katzenbach, help us to 

understand why the Times Washington found the arrest ‘ironic’. 
4. Discuss why the reporter identifies by name four of the organisers of a proposed 

‘Conscience March’ on Washington. 
 

Source 9 (edited):  
The White House has announced the resignation of Mr. McGeorge Bundy as President 
Johnson’s special assistant for national security affairs. The future of the job was left 
cloudy. 
 
Mr. Bundy, 46, will leave the White House Staff on February 28th to become President of 
the Ford Foundation. 

  
Press secretary, Mr. Bill Moyers, in announcing Mr. Bundy’s forthcoming departure, said 
Mr. Johnson wrote Mr. Bundy a handwritten note accepting the resignation “with genuine 
regret”. 

 The Irish Times, 9 December, 1965      © The Irish Times 
 
Questions and points for discussion 
1. What post in President Johnson’s administration was held by McGeorge Bundy? 
2. When was Bundy to leave the administration to take up his new post as President 

of the Ford Foundation? 
3. Is there any evidence in the report that President Johnson regretted the resignation 

of McGeorge Bundy? How clear is the evidence? 
 

Irish Times archive material supplied courtesy of The Irish Times at www.irishtimes.com 
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Source 10: Song lyrics, “I feel like I’m fixin’-to-die-rag’ by Country Joe and the Fish 
 
Introduction: Many anti-Vietnam War songs were written at the time. This one, written in 1965, 
was performed by Country Joe and the Fish at the famous Woodstock Music Festival in 1969. 
The performance may be viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3W7-ngmO_p8  
(Use with discretion.) Although written in 1965, the song was not released until 1967 when the 
record company’s fears were eased by the growing public dissatisfaction with the war. 
 
Well, come on all of you, big strong men, 
Uncle Sam needs your help again. 
He's got himself in a terrible jam 
Way down yonder in Vietnam 
So put down your books and pick up a gun, 
We're gonna have a whole lotta fun.  
And it's one, two, three, 
What are we fighting for ? 
Don't ask me, I don't give a damn, 
Next stop is Vietnam; 
And it's five, six, seven, 
Open up the pearly gates, 
Well there ain't no time to wonder why, 
Whoopee! we're all gonna die. 
  
Come on Wall Street, don't be slow, 
Why man, this is war a-go-go 
There's plenty good money to be made 
By supplying the Army with the tools of its 
trade, 
But just hope and pray that if they drop the 
bomb, 
They drop it on the Viet Cong.  
And it's one, two, three, 
What are we fighting for ? 
Don't ask me, I don't give a damn, 
Next stop is Vietnam. 
And it's five, six, seven, 
Open up the pearly gates, 
Well there ain't no time to wonder why 
Whoopee! we're all gonna die.  

Well, come on generals, let's move fast; 
Your big chance has come at last. 
Now you can go out and get those reds 
'Cause the only good commie is the one that's 
dead 
And you know that peace can only be won 
When we've blown 'em all to kingdom come.  
And it's one, two, three, 
What are we fighting for ? 
Don't ask me, I don't give a damn, 
Next stop is Vietnam; 
And it's five, six, seven, 
Open up the pearly gates, 
Well there ain't no time to wonder why 
Whoopee! we're all gonna die.  
 
Come on mothers throughout the land, 
Pack your boys off to Vietnam. 
Come on fathers, and don't hesitate 
To send your sons off before it's too late. 
And you can be the first ones in your block 
To have your boy come home in a box.  
And it's one, two, three 
What are we fighting for ? 
Don't ask me, I don't give a damn, 
Next stop is Vietnam; 
And it's five, six, seven, 
Open up the pearly gates, 
Well there ain't no time to wonder why 
Whoopee! we're all gonna die.  

 
Questions and points for discussion and research 

1. How would you define the overall tone of the song? (e.g. serious, satirical, pious, 
humorous) Give reasons for your choice. 

2. Who are the four sets of people addressed in the four verses of the song? Discuss 
the point the songwriter seems to be making in respect of each of the four sets of 
people. 

3. In what ways do popular songs such as this give us insights into public attitudes 
towards political events of the time? 

 
Postscript: Another singer-songwriter, Tom Paxton, highlighted President Johnson’s deception in his 1965 
song, ‘Lyndon Johnson told the nation’: 
 
Lyndon Johnson told the nation, “Have no fear of escalation, 
I am trying everyone to please, 

Though it isn’t really war, we’re sending fifty thousand more 
To help save Vietnam from the Vietnamese.” 



Secondary Source 4 
LBJ’s policy was slowly slipping the war into a stalemate. President Johnson would soon 
learn, as Hanoi’s leaders well understood, that a stalemate could undermine a democracy 
faster than a Communist regime. A free press, the legitimacy of political opposition, and 
an attentive citizenry forced Johnson to exaggerate rates of progress and lights at the ends 
of tunnels in order to keep the war going. Operating under restraints imposed by the 
president, the military commanders recognized that Vietnam would be a long war. Hanoi 
could accept the conditions of a ceasefire longer than the United States. Stalemate was 
tantamount to victory for Hanoi.       p.25 
Larry Berman (1989), Lyndon Johnson’s War: The Road to Stalemate in Vietnam. New York and London: 
W.W. Norton & Company. 

 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What is the meaning of the word ‘stalemate’ in this context? 
2. What features of a democracy put pressure on the president, according to the 

writer? 
3. Given the pressure that he was under, what did the president do, according to the 

writer, in order to keep the war going? 
4. Discuss the writer’s statement in the last sentence, “Stalemate was tantamount to 

victory for Hanoi.” 
 

Source 11  
 What could become America’s biggest-ever anti-Vietnam war demonstrations began to 
 take shape yesterday as thousands of people converged on New York and San Francisco 
 in special “peace trains”, chartered buses and on foot. 
 
 In New York, where police said they were prepared to handle 400,000 demonstrators, 
 there are plans for a mass burning of conscription draft cards in Central Park and a protest 
 march on United Nations headquarters. 
 
 Police fear that a series of speeches by Civil Rights leaders, Dr. Martin Luther King, 
 Stokely Carmichael and Floyd McKissick, may lead to violence. 
 
 San Francisco police say they expect 100,00 demonstrators. Highlights of the protest 
 there are to be speeches by Dr. King’s wife and Georgian legislator Julian Bond in Kezar 
 Stadium, which seats 60,000. 
  The Irish Times, 15 April, 1967      © The Irish Times 

 
Questions and points for discussion 
1. Suggest reasons why the two named cities were to be the sites of demonstrations 

against the war. 
2. Across the cities, what number of demonstrators did police expect to participate? 
3. What details of the report suggest that a good deal of planning had gone into the 

organization of the demonstrations? Explain your answer. 
4. What significance is there in the fact that civil rights leaders, such as Martin 

Luther King, Stokely Carmichael and Coretta Scott King (Martin Luther King’s 
wife) were lead speakers at the demonstrations? (See also Source 12.) 

Irish Times archive material supplied courtesy of The Irish Times at www.irishtimes.com 
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Source 12  
 There is a very obvious and almost facile connection between the war in Vietnam 
 and the  struggle that I and others have been waging in America. A few years ago there 
 was a shining moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there was a real promise of hope 
 for the poor – both black and white – through the poverty program. There were 
 experiments, hopes, new beginnings. Then came the build-up in Vietnam, and I watched 
 this program broken and eviscerated as if it were some idle political plaything of a society 
 gone mad on war. And I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or 
 energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to 
 draw men and skills and money like some demonic, destructive suction tube. So I was 
 increasingly compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such. 

 From ‘Beyond Vietnam’, address given by Martin Luther King at Riverside Church, New York 
 City on April 4, 1967, one year to the day before his assassination. Cited in Clayborne Carson 
 (ed.), The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. London: Abacus, 2000, p. 337. 

 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Dr. King refers to “the struggle that I and others have been waging in America”. 
What term is normally used to describe that struggle? 

2. Discuss Dr. King’s reference to “a shining moment in that struggle”. What has 
this “shining moment to do with the policies of President Johnson?  

3. What link does Dr. King make between the social policies of President Johnson 
and his Vietnam policy? 

4. What reason does Dr. King give for becoming an opponent of President 
Johnson’s Vietnam policy?  

 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vietnam_War_protestors_at_the_March_on_the_Pentagon.jpg 

Protestors march on the Pentagon, 21 October 1967 
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Secondary Source 5 (edited) 
A government-sponsored study of the effects of Operation Rolling Thunder concluded 
soberly that as of July 1966 “ the U.S. bombing of North Vietnam had had no measurable 
direct effect on Hanoi’s ability to mount and support military operations in the South at 
the current level.” It was estimated that it took an average of a hundred tons of bombs 
dropped along the [Ho Chi Minh] trail to kill a single North Vietnamese soldier. 
 
When Defense Secretary Robert McNamara read this report in the fall of 1966, it 
furthered his growing personal disillusionment with the war. In a memorandum to 
President Johnson in May 1967, McNamara warned: 
 
 There may be a limit beyond which many Americans and much of the world will  not 
 permit the United States to go. The picture of the world’s greatest superpower killing or 
 seriously injuring 1,000 non-combatants a week, while trying to pound a tiny backward 
 nation into submission on an issue whose merits are hotly disputed, is not a pretty one. 
          pp.183-184 
Maurice Isserman and Michael Kalin (2012), America Divided: The Civil War of the 1960s, fourth edition. 
New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 
Source 13 (edited) 

 The U.S. Secretary of Defence, Mr. Robert McNamara, announced last night that he will 
 quit the Pentagon after seven years to become President of the World Bank. 
 
 The White House earlier yesterday described as nonsense suggestions that Mr. 
 McNamara was leaving his Pentagon post after a split with President Johnson. 
 
 A White House official earlier also denounced reports that the Defence Secretary was 
 being dumped from the cabinet. “It’s a damn lie,” a special assistant to the President 
 declared in answer to suggestions that “hawkish” generals, restrained by Mr. McNamara 
 over Vietnam, had finally won the day. 
 
 But this was not enough to stem talk that Mr. McNamara had either been moved out of 
 his post or decided to leave over policy differences. Leading newspaper analyses 
 suggested principal reasons for Mr. McNamara’s going as disagreement over Vietnam 
 policy and despair because of misgivings over the war. 
 The Irish Times, 30 November 1967    © The Irish Times 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. How effective was Operation Rolling Thunder according to the 1966 report 
mentioned in Secondary Source 5? Explain your answer. 

2. Read the two sources carefully. Is it likely that Robert McNamara’s decision to 
resign in November 1967 was a snap decision or one that he had been 
considering for some time? What evidence is there in the sources to help us 
answer that question? 

3. In the excerpt from the memorandum quoted in Secondary Source 5, what aspect 
of America’s actions in Vietnam does McNamara identify as “not a pretty one”? 

4. What new post did McNamara take on following his resignation?  
 

Irish Times archive material supplied courtesy of The Irish Times at www.irishtimes.com 
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Enquiry, Stage 3: What role did the Vietnam War play in Johnson’s decision of 
March 1968 not to seek another term as president? 

 
Among the factors identified in commentaries are: 

• The worsening domestic divisions - caused by the mounting casualty list of 
American soldiers and the failure to make an effective military breakthrough - 
were emotionally draining for Johnson, who came to believe that these divisions 
could better be resolved if he did not seek another term as president. 

• Television coverage of the Tet Offensive persuaded Johnson that he was losing 
popular support for his war strategy. 

• Key advisers and former advisers, as well as friends in the media, told Johnson 
that his strategy was not working and that he needed to re-think his position. 

• Recalling Westmoreland from Vietnam was an admission that the 
administration’s policy on Vietnam needed re-thinking. 

• In the Democratic Party primaries to choose a candidate for the 1968 presidential 
election, the performances of critics such as Robert Kennedy showed there was 
significant opposition to Johnson’s Vietnam policy within his own party. 

• His response to the personal testimony of his own son-in-law seemed to epitomize 
the enormous toll the strain of managing the war was having on Johnson’s health. 

 
Relevant sources 

 
Source 14 (edited) 

At the end of a television address to the American people, President Johnson announced 
his intention not to run for re-election, 31 March 1968.  

  
 There is division in the American house now. There is divisiveness among us all tonight. 
 And holding the trust that is mine, as President of all the people, I cannot disregard the 
 peril to the progress of the American people and the hope and prospect of peace for all 
 peoples. 
 So, I would ask all Americans, whatever their personal interests or concern, to guard 
 against divisiveness and all its ugly consequences. What we won when all of our people   
 united must not now be lost in suspicion, distrust, selfishness, and politics among any of 
 our people. 
 Believing this as I do, I have concluded that I should not permit the Presidency to become 
 involved in the partisan divisions that are developing in this political year. Accordingly, I 
 shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your 
 President. 

For full speech, see http://www.historyplace.com/speeches/lbj-decision.htm 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Discuss what President Johnson means when he says, “There is division in the 
American house now.” 

2. Discuss the significance of the President describing himself as “President of all 
the people”. 

3. Explain the request that the President makes in the second paragraph. 
4. What reason does the President give for his decision not to run for another term? 
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Secondary Source 6 
The reporting of the Tet Offensive on television undoubtedly shocked many people, 
especially after previous coverage of the war had been comparatively tame. Walter 
Cronkite’s declaration that the war was a stalemate had a profound effect on at least one 
viewer, Lyndon Johnson, and, nearly a quarter century later, on George Bush. Certain 
that unrestricted reporting from Vietnam had undermined popular support of the war, 
Pentagon officials in the Bush administration restricted reporters’ access to troops in the 
Persian Gulf and censored their reports.       p.112 
 
Chester J.Pach, Jr. (1994), ‘And that’s the way it was: The Vietnam War on the Network Nightly News’, in 
David Farber, The Sixties: From Memory to History. Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina 
Press. 
 
See excerpt from Walter Cronkite broadcast (27 February 1968) at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tuwBvXYGIQA 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What does the writer say about the public reaction to television coverage of the 
Tet Offensive? 

2. What does the writer say about the reaction of Lyndon Johnson to television 
coverage of the Tet Offensive? 

3. Discuss why the writer mentions the presidency of George [H.W.] Bush, 1989-
1993, almost a quarter of a century later. 

 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Walter_Cronkite_conducts_an_interview_in_Hue,_Vietnam_(Fe

bruary_1968).jpg 
 

Walter Cronkite conducts an interview in Hue, Vietnam, in February 1968. Cronkite was a widely admired 
reporter and news anchor on CBS Evening News. 
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Source 15 
Letter from Drew Pearson, newspaper columnist, to President Johnson,  

11 March 1968 
 

 I have written this letter over half a dozen times, trying to decide whether to send it. I 
 know it will hurt you. But as an old friend, I feel I owe it to you. 
 
 Regretfully I have arrived at the conclusion that your policies in the Far East are taking us 
 down a perilous road which can end only in disaster for you personally and for the nation; 
 and that I must leave you. 
 
 I know that you did not originate this policy. I know how many overtures for peace you 
 have made, and how you have followed up every possible peace feeler, no matter how 
 remote. I also know how many sleepless nights you have spent trying to find a peace 
 solution. 
 
 You have conceived a domestic program more farsighted, more constructive than any 
 President in history. Your measures for the improvement of the social and economic 
 structure of the nation have put the policies of our friend FDR in the shade. But they are 
 in serious danger of going down the drain if this war continues.  
 
 In travelling around the country I have found increasing resentment, even bitterness, over 
 the war, with much of it becoming personally directed against you. In my opinion we 
 cannot continue tearing the country asunder over an issue so distant and so unrelated to 
 the mainstream of our lives. 
 
 I shall continue to be your enthusiastic supporter in regard to domestic policy and your 
 Latin American and European policy. But I am preparing a series of columns in 
 disagreement with your Far Eastern policy.      p.664 

 
Published in David M. Barrett (ed.) (1997), Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vietnam Papers: A documentary 
collection. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, pp.663-664. 
 

Note: Drew Pearson was one of the most popular columnists of his day. When he died in September 1969, 
his column was syndicated to 650 newspapers with an estimated 600 million readers. A Harris poll 
commissioned by Time magazine at the time of his death suggested that he was America’s best-known 
newspaper columnist. 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Why had Pearson made many attempts at writing the letter before sending it? 
2. What does Pearson mean at the end of the second paragraph when he says, “I 

must leave you”? 
3. To what extent is Pearson understanding of President Johnson’s Vietnam policy? 

Explain your answer. 
4. What term is generally used to describe the domestic programme mentioned by 

Pearson in the fourth paragraph? 
5. What does Pearson say he has found in travelling around the country? 
6. What distinction does Pearson finally make between Johnson’s Vietnam policy 

and his other foreign and domestic policies? 
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Secondary Source 7 
 

During a March 23 news conference, President Johnson announced that General 
Westmoreland would replace General Harold K. Johnson as Army Chief of Staff. While 
touted as a promotion for Westmoreland, those most knowledgeable described the 
surprise reassignment as being “kicked upstairs”.  
 
Westmoreland’s reassignment was the first tangible signal that Johnson had accepted the 
failure of his administration’s military strategy in Vietnam. Despite Westmoreland’s 
optimism in November and his statement of “turning the corner” in Vietnam, by March it 
was evident that he and Johnson had “been cornered” by their optimism. Implicit in the 
decision to bump Westmoreland upstairs was Johnson’s recognition that the strategy of 
search and destroy and a war of attrition had failed.      p.191 
Larry Berman (1989), Lyndon Johnson’s War: The Road to Stalemate in Vietnam. New York and London: 
W.W. Norton & Company. 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What announcement did President Johnson make at his press conference on 23 
March, 1968? 

2. What was the ‘insider’ view of that announcement? 
3. Discuss the significance that the writer attaches to the reassignment of General 

Westmoreland. 
  

 
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Johnson_and_Westmoreland_Vietnam_23_December_1967.
jpg 

Johnson and Westmoreland at Cam Ranh Air Base in Vietnam, 23 December 1967, just a few months 
before Westmoreland was re-called. 
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Source 16 
Memo from Lawrence O’Brien, U.S. Postmaster-General, to President 

Johnson, 27 March 1968 
 
Note: Lawrence O’Brien was also a senior strategist in the Democratic Party. 
 

 During the last several days, I have had contacts with a large number of Democratic 
 officials, leaders and workers around the country – both in person and by phone. Without 
 exception, these people are your supporters and also without exceptions they express 
 serious concerns about our current posture in Vietnam, both in political and in general 
 terms. 
 
 The political aspect came through clearly in the conversations I have had. These people – 
 loyal Administration Democrats – are fearful of the end result in terms of both the 
 Chicago convention and the November election, if our present Vietnam posture is 
 maintained. 
 
 I know that this is not news to you – that you have been getting the same reports – but it 
 is apparent that these views are becoming more widespread.    p.716 

Published in David M. Barrett (ed.) (1997), Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vietnam Papers: A documentary 
collection. College Station: Texas A&M University Press. 

 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. Explain the significance of what O’Brien discovered when he spoke with “ a large 
number of “Democratic officials, leaders and workers around the country”. 

2. According to O’Brien, what political fear did these Democrats have if the 
Vietnam policy remained unchanged? 

3. Is it likely that President Johnson would be surprised by what O’Brien had to say? 
Explain your answer. 

 
Secondary Source 8 (edited) 

On 31 March, Johnson informed a national television audience that he was ordering 
limits on the bombing of the North and offering negotiations. At the end of the speech he 
added his own bombshell that he would not seek reelection as president. He told 
congressional leaders a few days later that he had called together fifteen men from inside 
and outside the government, heard their views, “and as a result made this speech proposal 
Sunday night.”  The meetings and briefings of 26-27 March led him to sense that the 
Vietnamese enemy was too strong and the popular approval in the United States too weak 
to continue the course he had been following.     p.121-122 
David L. Anderson (2005), ‘Lyndon Johnson as war leader’ in Mitchell B. Lerner, Looking back at LBJ: 
White House politics in a new light. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas. 

 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What three elements of President Johnson’s speech of 31 March 1968 does the 
writer identify? 

2. Discuss why the decision not to seek reelection is described as a ‘bombshell’. 
3. What do we learn about the meetings and briefings of 26-27 March from this 

source? 
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Source 17 (edited) 
 Senator Robert Kennedy leads President Johnson in a two-way race for the Democratic 
 Presidential nomination by an almost two-to-one margin in a poll of California 
 Democrats. 
 
 The New York Senator’s apparent booming popularity in the State, most populous in the 
 country, also gave him a lead over Mr. Johnson and peace candidate Eugene McCarthy 
 combined. 
 
 The independent State-wide California poll showed 60% preference for Mr. Kennedy 
 against 32% for President Johnson, in a theoretical two-way contest, with the rest 
 undecided. 
 
 In the more likely three-way contest, Senator Kennedy had 47%, Mr. Johnson 29%, and 
 Senator McCarthy 17%. The rest had not made up their minds. 
 
 Speaking at a Democratic fund-raising dinner. Mr. Kennedy said he encountered deep 
 misgivings about the Vietnam war in his campaign travel. “This is a compassionate and 
 generous nation and our people do not want more empty promises of victory and further 
 escalation,” he said. 
 The Irish Times, 1 April 1968    © The Irish Times 
 
Questions and points for discussion 

1. What two Democratic Party critics of President Johnson’s Vietnam policy are 
mentioned in the report? 

2. Both of these Democratic Party critics were hoping to be nominated by the party 
to take part in the election for what position? 

3. Which of the critics did polls show to be more popular with Democratic Party 
members than the president? 

4. Discuss how the percentage figures given give us an insight into the popularity of 
the president at this point (1 April, 1968). 

5. What evidence is there in the report that the president’s Vietnam policy played a 
part in his declining popularity? 

6. Suggest a reason or reasons why this account of U.S. Democratic Party rivalries 
was published in an Irish newspaper. 

 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Robert_Kennedy_(1962).jpg 

Robert Kennedy in 1962 
 

Irish Times archive material supplied courtesy of The Irish Times at www.irishtimes.com 
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Secondary Source 9 (edited) 
On July 31 [1968], a photographer captured LBJ rubbing his temple while listening to an 
audiotape sent by his son-in-law, Captain Charles Robb, who described the anguish of 
watching young soldiers under his command die in battle. Looking like a chronic 
migraine sufferer, Johnson was in fact a broken man by 1968, when the number of US 
military personnel serving in Vietnam crested at half a million, and when he himself 
faced re-election. Choosing instead not to seek his party’s nomination, Johnson simply 
quit, passing the war on to his successor, Richard M. Nixon. 

In his defense, Johnson was held responsible not only for his own mistakes but also for 
mistakes made by Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy, and if LBJ had been duped, then 
so too were America’s best strategists and military men. The whole affair was botched, 
perhaps from the very start; but, once begun Johnson could neither end it or admit defeat, 
and such was his undoing. While Johnson’s downfall was more complicated than any 
single contributing factor, the decline of his Great Society unquestionably paralleled the 
failure of his efforts in Vietnam: the worse things got overseas, the more the war 
overshadowed his legacy of reform. As Martin Luther King, Jr., lamented: “The promises 
of the Great Society have been shot down on the battlefields of Vietnam.”  pp.89-90 

Christopher B. Strain (2017), The Long Sixties: America, 1955-1973. Chichester: Wiley 
Blackwell.  

Source 18 

 
Lyndon Johnson listens to audiotape of his son-in-law, Captain Charles Robb, describing the anguish of 

watching young men under his command die in battle, 31 July 1968. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lyndon_B._Johnson_listens_to_Charles_Robb_tape_29-

2712M_original.jpg 
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Questions and points for discussion 
1. How does the written description in Secondary Source 9 assist our interpretation 

of the portrayal of President Johnson in Source 18? 
2. To what extent do the two sources together – Secondary Source 9 and Source 18 – 

assist our understanding of why President Johnson had announced his decision on 
31 March not to seek re-election? 

3. In what sense does the writer suggest President Johnson may have been treated 
unfairly on the Vietnam issue? 

4. What was President Johnson’s ‘undoing’ according to the writer? 
5. What does the writer mean when he says, “the decline of his Great Society 

unquestionably paralleled the failure of his efforts in Vietnam”? 
6. Explain the comment of Martin Luther King which is quoted by the writer. 

 
 
 

 
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lyndon_B._Johnson_-_Signature.svg 
 

Lyndon Johnson’s signature 
 

 
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LBJ_%26_Lady_Bird_in_front_of_Museum_1971.jpg 
 

Lyndon Johnson and his wife, Lady Bird, in front of the LBJ Library in Austin, Texas, in 1971 
 



A critical skills exercise 
 

Documents-based study 
▼ 

Development of critical skills 
▼ 

Documents-based question 
 
The Leaving Certificate History syllabus states that the documents-based study is “the 
primary means of developing [students’] skills in working with evidence”. (p.5) 
The syllabus also states that, in the examination, the documents-based question “will test 
candidates’ ability to interrogate, correlate and evaluate a particular body of evidence”. 
(p.15) 
 
Rationale for card sorts 
In a card sort, cards with text (single words, phrases, sentences) are grouped or ranked 
according to particular criteria. Card sorts are good in helping students to make 
connections and form judgements. By having the text on cards, students can move them 
around, group them and, when necessary, change their minds. This approach promotes 
discussion and collaborative learning. 
 
The intention of the critical skills exercise on the pages that follow is to illustrate in a 
practical and active manner the type of critical skills that the documents-based study is 
designed to develop. Essentially, the purpose of the exercise is to encourage students to 
THINK by discussing snippets of evidence and making judgements on their import by 
deciding whether they support or oppose the given proposition. The PLAY element is 
important and the exercise should be an engaging one for students. The intention is not to 
come up with answers that are either ‘right’ or ‘wrong’: much of the value of the exercise 
is in the process itself. That said, it should be possible to reach consensus in most cases 
and to clarify misunderstandings – where these arise – in the process. 
 
In literacy development, such approaches can play a pivotal role as students engage 
together in purposeful reading and discussion of text and are active participants in the 
learning process. 
 
What is involved in the critical skills exercise 
Each group of 4-5 students is given an A4 sheet with the proposition at the top of the 
page and two columns headed: Agrees and Disagrees. Each group is also given an 
envelope containing 8 short documentary extracts – each on its own small strip of paper 
or cardboard – and the task is to discuss with each other the appropriate column in which 
to place each extract. When each group has reached its conclusions, the outcome of the 
exercise is discussed in a whole group setting.  
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Proposition: It is wrong to blame Lyndon Johnson alone for the failure of his policy 
in Vietnam. 
 
Place each of the secondary source extracts in the appropriate column, depending on 
whether you think it agrees or disagrees with the above proposition. If the group cannot 
agree on whether a particular extract agrees or disagrees with the proposition, place it 
along the dividing line in the middle and wait to hear what other groups have to say about 
the extract. 
 

Agrees Disagrees 
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Source A 
 
In his defense Johnson was held responsible 
not only for his own mistakes but also for 
mistakes made by Presidents Eisenhower and 
Kennedy, and if LBJ had been duped, then so 
too were America’s best strategists and 
military men. 

Source E 
 
The Johnson administration was bitterly 
divided over how to react to the enemy 
initiative. Not until 31 March – two months 
after the Tet Offensive began – did Johnson 
make a major statement on Vietnam. 

Source B 
Johnson’s decision to remove himself from 
the re-nomination race represented the 
ultimate recognition that the Vietnam war had 
become interwoven with his personality and 
his presidency. “I shall not accept” was the 
president’s admission that Vietnam had 
become, against his every desire, Lyndon 
Johnson’s war. 
 

Source F 
McNamara, Westmoreland, and Johnson – 
the architects of U.S. policy in Vietnam - had 
fallen. Their departures reflected a 
recognition that the idea of military victory 
had been a ‘dangerous illusion’.  

Source C 
LBJ and his advisers began bombing North 
Vietnam in early 1965 in a desperate attempt 
to spur political resolve in South Vietnam. 
But their efforts boomeranged wildly. Rather 
than stabilizing the situation, it instead 
unleashed forces that soon put Johnson at the 
mercy of circumstances, a hostage to the 
war’s accelerating momentum. 

Source G 
President Johnson was being told by 
McNamara and the other foreign policy 
advisers he had inherited from John Kennedy 
that, however unpromising the situation in 
South Vietnam appeared, the United States 
had to stay the course. 

Source D 
 

Johnson’s 31 March announcement of his 
political retirement … at the end of a speech 
on “our search for peace in Vietnam” was, in 
effect, clear evidence of the high correlation 
between his personal political leadership and 
the conduct of the American war. 

Source H 
 

Enroute [to Cam Rahn Bay, October 1966] 
Johnson awarded Westmoreland the 
Distinguished Service Cross. Never, said the 
general, had Johnson tried to tell him how to 
run the war. Tactics and battlefield strategy 
were left to him. 
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Source E 
 

Chester J. Pach, Jr. 
And That’s the Way it Was: The Vietnam 

War on the Network Nightly News, in  
, David Farber. 

The Sixties: From Memory to History (1994), 
p. 111 

 
Source A 

 
Christopher B. Strain 

 
The Long Sixties: Ameruica, 1955-1973  

(2017) 
 

p.89 

Source F 

Larry Berman 
 

Lyndon Johnson’s War: The Road to 
Stalemate in Vietnam (1989) 

 
p.201 

 

Source B 

Larry Berman 
 

Lyndon Johnson’s War: The Road to 
Stalemate in Vietnam (1989) 

 
p.203 

 
Source G 

 
Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin 

 
America Divided: The Civil War of the 1960s 

Fourth Edition   
(2012)  
p.106 

Source C 
 

Brian VanDeMark 
 

Into the Quagmire: Lyndon Johnson and the 
Escalation of the Vietnam War  (1991).  

p.218 
 

 
Source H 

 
Vaughn Davis Bornet 

 
The Presidency of Lyndon B. Johnson. (1983) 

 
p.267 

Source D 
 

David L. Anderson 
 

Lyndon Johnson as War Leader, in  
Mitchell B. Lerner (ed.) 

Looking Back at LBJ: White House Politics in 
a New Light. (2005) 

 
p. 122 
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Historians’ views about Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam, 1963-1968 
 

Secondary Source A 
 

Central to any long-range judgment of the Johnson Administration is the President’s decision to 
commit large-scale American combat forces in the Vietnam War. I happen to be among those 
who became convinced that the action was a grave mistake, unnecessary for the national security, 
inconsistent with a mature American foreign policy, disruptive of our world leadership, 
destructive of urgently needed domestic programs and dubious in terms both of the American 
tradition and of Judeo-Christian morality. If this assessment – which seems to approximate that of 
much of educated America in late 1968 – holds, the Vietnam War will certainly prove a heavy 
drag on the LBJ reputation. 
 
Eric M. Goldman (1969) The Tragedy of Lyndon Johnson New York: Alfred A. Knopf, pp.515-516 
 
 

Secondary Source B 
  

Lyndon Johnson had wanted to surpass Franklin Roosevelt; and Roosevelt, after all, had not only 
won the reforms Johnson envied, he had also waged a war. But there was a critical difference: 
Roosevelt did not attempt the New Deal and World War II at the same time. Only Johnson among 
the Presidents sought to be simultaneously first in peace and first in war; and even Johnson was 
bound to fail. 
 
Doris Kearns (1976) Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam London: Andre Deutsch, p. 285. 
 

Secondary Source C 
 

The embattled Johnson presidency would not achieve consensus no matter how hard it tried. It 
did not bring into being a long-lived democratic South Vietnam in spite of giving the effort more 
than it warranted, yet less than was needed in order to achieve stated goals. But the nation was 
unquestionably moved a considerable distance toward the Great Society of the president’s 
dreams. 
 
Vaughn Davis Bornet (1983) The Presidency of Lyndon B. Johnson. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
p.349 
 

Secondary Source D 
 

Even compared to other presidents, LBJ was complicated, with an unusually expansive and 
colorful personality. He was tremendously intelligent and, contrary to claims of some, neither 
uninterested in nor uninformed about international affairs. He had distinctly less passion for 
foreign policy than domestic issues, though, and he lacked great confidence in his ability to lead 
in foreign affairs. These and other qualities show up frequently in the papers included in this 
volume. 
 
David M. Barrett (ed.) (1997), from Preface to Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vietnam Papers: A Documentary 
Collection. College Station: Texas A&M University Press, p.VIII. 
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Secondary Source E 
 

Johnson did not lack political courage in domestic politics. He showed tremendous personal 
growth and commitment in championing civil rights legislation, for example. He translated his 
sensitivity for the economic and social plight of African Americans trapped in poverty and 
disadvantage into action that moved an often reluctant Congress to approve dramatic reforms. He 
demonstrated a confidence and daring in fashioning progressive legislation that he had cultivated 
from his earlier days as a New Dealer. In Vietnam, however, political courage failed him. He 
could profess the same sensitivity for Vietnamese farmers and for young American soldiers at 
war as he had for economic and social stresses on Americans at home, but the wherewithal to say 
no to the agony of Vietnam was missing. He used fears – real and imagined – of communist 
aggression, conservative political backlash, and personal humiliation to talk himself out of giving 
in to his doubts about the human cost of the war. It was difficult to say no to the pressures for 
escalation and easy to say yes to incremental increases of force. 
 
David L. Anderson (2005), A Question of Political Courage: Lyndon Johnson as War Leader, in Mitchell 
B. Lerner (ed.) Looking Back at LBJ: White House Politics in a New Light. Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas. pp.101-127: p.123. 
 

Secondary Source F 
 

Before Tet, Eugene McCarthy, a bookish and rather obscure anti-war senator from Minnesota, 
announced he would take on the president in a string of primaries. After the Tet offensive, 
McCarthy remarked, “Only a few months ago we were told that 65 per cent of the [South 
Vietnamese] population was secure. Now we know that even the American embassy is not 
secure.” On March 12 [1968] McCarthy came within a few thousand votes of winning the New 
Hampshire primary. The stunning result convinced New York Senator Robert Kennedy, 
charismatic brother of the late president, to throw his own hat into the ring. Polls showed that 
either he or Richard Nixon, the expected Republican nominee, would draw more votes than the 
president. 

 
Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin (2012), The Civil War of the 1960s. Fourth Edition. New York and 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.213. 

 
Secondary Source G 

 
Like France, the United States inherited a fierce Vietnamese resistance to foreign interference and 
control; like the French, the Americans were out of their element. The whole affair was botched, 
perhaps from the very start; but, once begun Johnson could neither end it nor admit defeat, and 
such was his undoing. While Johnson’s downfall was more complicated than any single 
contributing factor, the decline of his Great Society unquestionably paralleled the failure of his 
efforts in Vietnam: the worse things got overseas, the more the war overshadowed his legacy of 
reform. As Martin Luther King, Jr., lamented: “The promises of the Great Society have been shot 
down on the battlefields of Vietnam.”    

Christopher B. Strain (2017), The Long Sixties: America, 1955-1973. Chichester: Wiley Blackwell,  
pp.89-90. 
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Interrogating the historians 
 
Our enquiry has focused on the question: 
 
What role did the Vietnam War play in Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to seek re-election 
in 1968? 
 

1. (a) Which historian’s judgements were made closest in time to the events 
discussed? 

 (b) Do the judgements of any of the other historians agree with the judgment of 
 the historian referred to above? If so, explain how. 
 
2. Which historians highlight the problems created by Johnson’s attempts to create 

the ‘Great Society’ at home at the same time as he was waging war in Vietnam? 
 

3. (a) Which historians are most positive about Johnson’s domestic policies and, 
specifically, the Great Society reforms? 

 (b) What achievements in domestic policy does one of these historians highlight? 
 

4. Which historians talk about Johnson having doubts and/or lacking confidence in 
relation to the management of the Vietnam War? 

 
5. Which historian mentions the failure of the Johnson presidency to bring into being 

a democratic system of government in South Vietnam? 
 
6. Which historian (albeit briefly) places the problems faced by the Johnson 

presidency in a more long-term historical context? 
 

7. Which historians explicitly identify what they consider errors of judgement made 
by Johnson in his Vietnam policy? Make a list of these errors of judgement. 

 
8. (a) Which historian identifies the political impact of Johnson’s Vietnam policy 

which led to him being challenged for the Democratic Party presidential 
nomination? 

 (b) What were the names of the two Democratic Party senators who challenged 
 Johnson for their party’s presidential nomination? 
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Your conclusions on the enquiry 
 

 
 
Our enquiry has looked at Lyndon Johnson’s Vietnam policy and the part it played in his 
decision not to run for re-election in 1968. 
 
Based on the evidence you have encountered in the course of the enquiry, identify: 
 

(a) two ways in which American policy towards Vietnam changed when Johnson 
became president 

(b) two developments in management of the Vietnam conflict from 1965 on which 
created increasing difficulties for Johnson 

(c) three factors relating to the Vietnam War which influenced Johnson’s decision in 
1968 not to seek another term as president 

 
Make your case in a written report, devoting one paragraph to each of the factors 
identified. In a concluding paragraph, give your judgement – based on the evidence you 
have studied – in relation to the question: What role did the Vietnam War play in Lyndon 
Johnson’s decision not to seek re-election in 1968? 
 
OR 
 
Now that we have looked at a wide range of evidence on Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam: 
 

• Explain ONE reason why American army involvement in Vietnam increased 
when Lyndon Johnson became president. 
 

• What do you think are the TWO most important reasons why more and more 
Americans became opposed to the war in Vietnam between 1965 and 1968? 

 
• What do you think are the TWO most important reasons linked to the Vietnam 

War for Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to run for president again in 1968? 
 
• For each of the reasons you give, you must back up your reason with evidence 

from the primary sources (such as newspaper reports) or secondary sources (such 
as extracts from the writings of historians) that we have studied. 


