Opposing Viewpoints:
VIETNAM

Lyndon Johnson

America Is Fighting for a Just
Cause in Vietnam (1965)
Lyndon B. Johnson (1908-1973)

INTRODUCTION The Vietnam conflict was a central
dividing issue during the 1960s. Controversy over Viet-

nam was largely responsible for the political downfall of

Lyndon B. Johnson, president of the United States from
1963 (after John F. Kennedy's assassination) to 1969.

Johnson had inherited the conflict from his White
House predecessors. Vietnam was an Asian nation that
had been under French colonial rule. In 1954 Viet-
namese rebel forces led by Ho Chi Minh, a longtime
nationalist leader, defeated the French and established
a communist government in what became North
Vietnam. The United States under President Dwight
D. Eisenhower, was locked in a Cold War rivalry with
the Soviet Union and China. Unwilling to let all of
Vietnam fall into the communist orbit, the United
States lent its support to a noncommunist regime that
became South Vietnam. Eisenhower sent several hun-
dred American soldiers as military advisers and mil-
lions of economic aid dollars to South Viemam.
Kennedy increased the number of American troops there
to sixteen thousand during his brief presidency. Under
Johnson the United States began intensive bombing
campaigns against North Vietnam in early 1965 and
increased the number of U.S. troops deployed there to
267,000 by 1966 (American troop levels eventually
peaked at 543,000 in 1969).

As U.S. involvement escalated, the war became an in-
creasingly divisive issue within the nation. In the

following viewpoint, taken from an April 7, 1965, speech
delivered at Johns Hopkins University, Johnson defends
his actions, arguing that the American war effort was

necessary to fight communism in that part of the world.

What American goals and ideals are at stake, according
to Johnson? What U.S. objectives does he state?

Tonight Americans and Asians are dying for a world
where each people may choose its own path to change.

This is the principle for which our ancestors fought
in the valleys of Pennsylvania. It is the principle for
which our sons fight tonight in the jungles of Viet-Nam.

Viet-Nam is far away from this quiet campus. We
have no territory there, nor do we seek any. The war is
dirty and brutal and difficult. And some 400 young
men, born into an America that is bursting with opportu-
nity and promise, have ended their lives on Viet-Nam'’s
steaming soil.

Why must we take this painful road?

Why must this Nation hazard its ease, and its inter-
est, and its power for the sake of a people so far away?

WHY WE FIGHT

We fight because we must fight if we are to live in a world
where every country can shape its own destiny. And only
in such a world will our own freedom be finally secure.

This kind of world will never be built by bombs or
bullets. Yet the infirmities of man are such that force
must often precede reason, and the waste of war, the
works of peace.

We wish that this were not so. But we must deal with
the world as it is, if it is ever to be as we wish.

The world as it is in Asia is not a serene or peaceful
place.

The first reality is that North Viet-Nam has artacked
the independent nation of South Viet-Nam. Its object is
total conquest.

Of course, some of the people of South Viet-Nam
are participating in attacks on their own government.
But trained men and supplies, orders and arms, flow in
a constant stream from north to south. This support is
the heartbeat of the war.

And it is a war of unparalleled brutality. Simple
farmers are the targets of assassination and kidnapping,
Women and children are strangled in the night because
their men are loyal to their government. And helpless
villages are ravaged by sneak atracks. Large-scale raids
are conducted on towns, and terror strikes in the heart
of cities.

The confused nature of this conflict cannor mask the
fact that it is the new face of an old enemy.

Reprinted from Public Papers of the Presidenss: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965
(Washingron, DC: Government Printing Office, 1966).



THE THREAT OF CHINA

Over this war—and all Asia—is another reality: the deep-
ening shadow of Communist China. The rulers in Hanoi
[the capital of North Vietnam] are urged on by Peking
[Beijing, the capital of China]. This is a regime which
has destroyed freedom in Tiber, which has attacked
India, and has been condemned by the United Nations
for aggression in Korea. It is a nation which is helping
the forces of violence in almost every continent. The con-

test in Viet-Nam is part of a wider pattern of aggressive
purposes.

Why are these realities our concern? Why are we in
South Viet-Nam?

We are there because we have a promise to keep. Since
1954 every American President has offered support to the
people of South Viet-Nam. We have helped to build, and
we have helped to defend. Thus, over many years, we
have made a national pledge to help South Viet-Nam de-
fend its independence.

And 1 intend to keep that promise.

To dishonor that pledge, to abandon this small and
brave nation to its enemies, and to the terror that must
follow, would be an unforgivable wrong.

We're also there to strengthen world order. Around the
globe, from Berlin to Thailand, are people whose well-
being rests, in part, on the belief that they can count
on us if they are attacked. To leave Viet-Nam to its
fate would shake the confidence of all these people in
the value of an American commitment and in the value
of America’s word. The result would be increased unrest
and instability, and even wider war.

IMPORTANT STAKES

We are also there because there are great stakes in the bal-
ance. Let no one think for a moment that retrear from
Viet-Nam would bring an end to conflict. The batde
would be renewed in one country and then another.
The central lesson of our time is that the appetite of ag-
gression is never satisfied. To withdraw from one battle-
field means only to prepare for the next. We must say
in southeast Asia—as we did in Europe—in the words
of the Bible: “Hitherto shalt thou come, but no further.”
There are those who say that all our effort there will be
futile—thatr China’s power is such that it is bound to dom-
inate all southeast Asia. But there is no end to thar argu-
ment until all of the nations of Asia are swallowed up.

There are those who wonder why we have a respon-
sibility there. Well, we have it there for the same reason
that we have a responsibility for the defense of Europe.
World War II was fought in both Europe and Asia,
and when it ended we found ourselves with continued
responsibility for the defense of freedom.

Our objective is the independence of South Viet-
Nam, and its freedom from attack. We want nothing
for ourselves—only that the people of South Viet-Nam
be allowed to guide their own country in their own way.

We will do everything necessary to reach that objec-
tive. And we will do only what is absolutely necessary.

In recent months attacks on South Vier-Nam were
stepped up. Thus, it became necessary for us to increase
our response and to make attacks by air. This is not a
change of purpose. It is a change in what we believe that
purpose requires.

We do this in order to slow down an aggression.

We do this to increase the confidence of the brave
people of South Viet-Nam who have bravely borne this
brutal battle for so many years with so many casualries.

WE WILL NOT LOSE

And we do this to convince the leaders of North Viet-Nam—

and all who seck to share their conquest—of a very simple
fact:

We will not be defeared.

s
Because we fight for values and we fight for
principles, rather than territory or colonies,
our patience and our determination are
unending.

+

We will not grow tired.

We will not withdraw, either openly or under the
cloak of a meaningless agreement.

We know that air attacks alone will not accomplish
all of these purposes. But it is our best and prayerful judg-
ment that they are a Necessary part of the surest road to
peace. . ..

Because we fight for values and we fight for princi-

ples, rather than territory or colonies, our patience and
our determination are unending.
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There may be many ways to this kind of peace: in
discussion or negotiation with the governments con-
cerned; in large groups or in small ones; in the reaffirma-
tion of old agreements or the strengthening with new
ones.

We have stated this position over and over again,
fifty times and more, to friend and foe alike. And we
remain ready, with this purpose, for unconditional
discussions. . . .

These countries of southeast Asia are homes for mil-
lions of impoverished people. Each day these people rise
at dawn and struggle through until the night to wrestle
existence from the soil. They are often wracked by dis-
case, plagued by hunger, and death comes ar the early
age of 40.

Stabiliry and peace do not come easily in such a land.
Neither independence nor human dignity will ever be
won, though, by arms alone. It also requires the work
of peace. The American people have helped generously
in times past in these works. Now there must be a
much more massive effort to improve the life of man in
that conflict-torn corner of our world.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The first step is for the countries of southeast Asia to as-
sociate themselves in a greatly expanded cooperative effort
for development. We would hope that North Viet-Nam
would take its place in the common effort just as soon
as peaceful cooperation is possible.

The United Nations is already actively engaged in
development in this area. As far back as 1961 1 conferred
with our authorities in Viet-Nam in connection with
their work there. And 1 would hope tonight that the Sec-
retary General of the United Nations could use the pres-
tige of his grear office, and his decp knowledge of Asia, to
initiate, as soon as possible, with the countries of that
area, a plan for cooperation in increased development.

For our part I will ask the Congress to join in a billion-
dollar American investment in this effort as soon as it is
under way.

And I would hope that all other industrialized coun-
tries, including the Soviet Union, will join in this effort to
replace despair with hope, and terror with progress. . ..

[ also intend to expand and speed up a program to
make available our farm surpluses to assist in feeding
and clothing the needy in Asia. We should not allow peo-
ple to go hungry and wear rags while our own warchouses
overflow with an abundance of wheat and corn, rice and
cotton. . ..

In areas tha are still ripped by conflict, of course, de-
velopment will not be easy. Peace will be necessary for
final success. But we cannot and must not wait for
peace to begin this job.

WE MUST CHOOSE

y well be living in the time foretold many years
“I call heaven and earth to record
that I have set before you life and
choose life, that

We ma
ago when it was said:
this day against you,
death, blessing and cursing: therefore
both thou and thy seed may live.”

This generation of the world must choose: destroy or
build, kill or aid, hate or understand.

We can do all these things on a scale never dreamed
of before.

Well. we will choose life. In so doing we will prevail
over the enemies within man, and over the natural ene-
mies of all mankind.



