CHAPTER 29

WAR BROAD, WAR AT HOME
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(930)
Johnson’s War
(934)
Deeper into the Quagmire
(935)
The Credibility Gap
Origins of war go back to Truman doctrine and goal of defeating communism, Vietnam becomes zone of cold war contention in 1954
Johnson says that North Vietnam is intent on conquering South Vietnam, defeating US, and extending “dominion of communism”

More than 50,000 troops die in war that deepened divisions at home

At first, Johnson does not want to widen war, focuses on his domestic agenda during election of 1964, focuses on building the Great Society
Determined to not lose Vietnam to communism, failure will ruin agenda
Promises not to send Americans away, secretly increases covert operations and develops plans to deepen US involvement, attack on American destroyer on August 1, 1964, Johnson ready to go to war
Congress passes Tonkin Gulf resolution six weeks before incident, Johnson announces he has ordered retaliatory measures on August 4

Has to choose between communist victory or US involvement, warned that no number of troops could defeat Vietcong, presses for attack
In February 1965, Vietcong attack on air base gives Johnson rationale to justify bombing of North, authorizes Operation Rolling Thunder 
Bombings have little impact, Johnson forced to introduce ground troops

Initially, number of troops is to remain low, but six weeks later is at 50,000; 431,000 troops are authorized in 1966 – still no sign of victory

Strategy was to exhaust resources with bombings in North, inflict moral/military defeat on troops in South and forcing them to scatter
US wreaks havoc on South Vietnam ecologically, troops burn villages, kill civilians, turn 5 million people into refugees on their own land
By 1968, over 3 million tons of bombs dropped, millions of gallons of herbicides constitute most destructive chemical warfare in history
Johnson doesn’t want to lose momentum on domestic reform, draws attention to military programs, starts course of “international deceit”
Johnson’s popularity jumps to 72% at Tonkin Gulf resolution, afterwards popularity steadily decreases as the war drags on
Reporters accuse him of credibility gap, in 1965 network news begins to focus more on events in Vietnam, expose the inhumanities occurring
Johnson complains networks are “fucking” him, news reports show effect of defoliants in forests, show new varieties of American bombs
Press coverage becomes skeptical of Johnson’s policies, question claims of “precision bombing”, focus on increasing number of deaths
Democratic senator J. William Fulbright is vocal congressional critic
(936)
Personally speeded passage of Tonkin Gulf resolution, but decided that war in Vietnam was unwinnable and destructive to domestic reform
His Arrogance of Power (1966) proposes withdrawal from neutral Southeast Asia encourages Democrats in Congress to put aside loyalty to Johnson and oppose conduct of war, gains more support
War costs $21 billion per year, Congress levies a 10% surcharge on taxes, later adjustments tap into Social Security fund for first time ever
Johnson replaces advisers who disagree with him, Americans lose faith
Why did Johnson get the U.S. so deeply into Vietnam?  What could he have done to avoid going deeper into the quagmire?
Johnson got the United States deep into Vietnam because he did not want to be another Truman and lose a country in Asia to communism. He was confident that “the greatest military power in the world” could easily crush a communist rebellion in a “peasant country”, and focused many resources on the war to accomplish this task. With Operation Rolling Thunder, he authorized mass-scale bombing of North Vietnam. There was minimal success with the operation, and he was “forced” to deploy ground troops for offensive operations. Instead of raging into battle against a cause we did not completely understand, the United States should have worked harder to avoid military conflict and end the rebellion diplomatically.
