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LBJ, the Great Society, and Vietnam
LBJ’s background

Texas

Originally from Stonewall and moved to Johnson City

Went to school at Southwest Texas State Teachers College at San Marcos

Originally taught high school at Cotulla for three years (1928-31)

Politics

He then served as secretary for Congressman Richard Kleberg of King Ranch fame and fortune (1931-5)

While in D.C. LBJ attended Georgetown Law School

And he was ultimately appointed by FDR as the director of the National Youth Administration in Texas (1935-7)

In 1937 he ran for congress and was elected to the House (1937-9)

Congressman James Buchanan had died and LBJ took over his seat

He was elected to the Senate in 1948

Rose rapidly in the leadership of the Senate




Minority Whip in 1951-3




Minority leader 1953-5




Majority leader 1955-61

President

LBJ ran for the nomination of the Democratic Party in 1960

He lost to JFK, but was chosen to be his running mate because of a need for a Southerner on the ticket

No love lost between JFK and LBJ

As Vice President LBJ was kept mostly out of the loop

He was thrust into leadership by the assassination of Kennedy

LBJ’s Presidency

The Kennedy Legacy

He had to do all he could to bring the country together under his leadership in this time of crisis

He forged a new consensus of labor leaders, civil rights leaders, old political enemies, and former friends

He offered himself as an instrument for carrying JFK’s mission forward

He set out to take Kennedy’s program and turn it into a martyr’s cause

Johnson said, so that way Kennedy would live forever

So Johnson started his presidency by wrapping himself in the mystique of Kennedy

He spoke on the need to honor Kennedy by passing a Civil Rights Act

He also insisted that congress act on JFK’s economic program

Major tax cut


Triggered greatest prosperity after WW II

A program to combat poverty

He declared a war on poverty and helped pass the Economic Opportunity Act

He said that it had come time for the U.S. to build a great society

The Economic Opportunity Act was to be the cornerstone for the creation of this great society or second New Deal


1964 election

The year after the assassination and LBJ’s rise to the presidency was an election year
LBJ basically ran on the idea that he was to continue JFK’s legacy

The Republican Party was split between its liberal and insurgent conservative wings

The conservatives especially asserted their influence be helping get Barry Goldwater nominated as their candidate



JFK was oftentimes seen as controversial and divisive

LBJ’s ability to assert his role as a conciliator during the assassination crisis allowed his Great Society program appear to represent moderation
Goldwater’s rightist conservatism was made to look even further to the right as a result

Goldwater and the conservative Republicans were likened as kooks similar to far right organizations such as the John Birch Society

Goldwater not only alienated American liberals but also liberal and moderate conservatives

LBJ was able to win a huge victory as a result of this


Popular mandate

As a result of the huge electoral victory of 1964 LBJ emerged with a mandate from the American people to continue to develop the Great Society

But this may have been the beginning of the unraveling of the New Deal consensus that was the basis of the Democratic Party

1964 can also be seen as the formative period of the conservative Republican movement that eventually becomes dominant in the 1980s and 90s

The Great Society
Immediately LBJ capitalized on his victory and began to rapidly generate all kinds of legislation
Federal aid to education
Federal aid to medicare

An act for the support of higher education

Federal rent subsidies

A demonstration cities program

Federal aid to urban mass transit

Operation Headstart

Manpower training

A teacher’s corps

Provisions for mental health facilities

Environmental safety legislation

Truth in packaging legislation

Subsidies for high-speed mass transit

Voting Rights Act of 1965

These programs of the Great Society greatly enlarged the size of government, and the direct influence of the federal government in all areas of American society

War on Poverty

LBJ was deeply committed to his plan to eliminate poverty from the U.S.

Government social scientists, economists and sociologists, identified that a vicious cycle of forces contributed to economic misery of various groups in the U.S.
The black population especially became on of these identified groups and thus became a major focus of the war on poverty

The war on poverty was a combination of three approaches to dealing with the problem of poverty

The redistribution of wealth through tax reforms and government handouts to the poor

A quantitative approach where a government guaranteed income through income transfer programs like food stamps made sure people could rise above poverty
To use government influence to give the poor the opportunity to help themselves

Programs were addressed to make education, vocational training, and healthcare more accessible to the poor

The idea was to provide fair access

The model of this approach was the civil right movement to abolish discrimination

This was an attempt to eliminate poverty through social engineering
Unintended effects

The administration’s Community Action Programs that provided the basis of the war against poverty backfired as the government provided direct assistance to various groups and organizations

This went against the tradition of going through state and local governments

Poverty and social activists got direct access to federal money and use it to organize rent strikes, protests against city governments, and attempts to take over school boards and other local agencies
The CAP had transformed the war against poverty into struggle over power between governments, government agencies, and anti-poverty activists

Ultimately the war against poverty contributed to the attack of the left on liberalism

This attack was to contribute greatly to the evisceration of the Democratic Party by the late 1960s

Vietnam

The conflict in Vietnam was another war that contributed to the destruction of the liberal consensus

Initial Involvement

French colony until 1954
U.S. assumed responsibility as French pulled out of Vietnam and the Geneva Accords of 1954 partitioned the country between north and south and the last French troops left in 1956
South Vietnam and the U.S. opposed agreed to elections to unify Vietnam and to determine the type of government the country would have

Communist insurgents in the south then began a campaign against the South Vietnam government with North Vietnam support

The United States began to send military advisors to South Vietnam under the Eisenhower and JFK administrations

Escalation and stalemate


Johnson continued JFK’s hard stand on Vietnam

But after the assassination of Diem in early November 1963, the situation in South Vietnam rapidly deteriorated

Johnson rejected immediate escalation in 1964 but he did authorize clandestine raids on North Vietnamese targets and even more drastic actions were being planned

The confused accounts of a North Vietnamese attack on U.S. destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin in August 1964 became the pretext for greater U.S. involvement in Vietnam
Under the assumption that American ships had been attacked LBJ went to congress to get authorization to escalate attacks on Vietnam, particularly bombing

Congress approved of giving the president the authority to do so

In February 1965 Vietcong insurgents attacked an American air base

Johnson then launched operation rolling thunder to punish the North and to try to force them to the negotiating table

The decision to launch an air campaign contributed to the widening of a ground presence as troops were needed to protect the air base

The American ground presence expanded to 50,000 troops

As a result of these actions, a fundamental shift in U.S. policy had occurred

The U.S. public was generally kept in the dark about the escalation until 1967
In tandem with the air campaign against the North and a counterinsurgency campaign in the South, Johnson launched a New Deal for Vietnam in a massive effort to build up that country

The bombing of the North was of no consequence because the bombing was meant as communication only and not aimed at strategic targets
The counterinsurgency search and destroy campaign was not successful as the Vietcong gained support from the North and remained elusive

For all practical purposes the situation developed into a stalemate

Protest and disengagement

The indecisiveness of the Johnson administration to fight a decisive war against the North and the Vietcong led to criticism from the right and the left

The criticism from the left was most damaging to LBJ and the Democratic Party

The majority of Americans favored a strong effort to defeat the North and the insurgents

The criticism from the right argued that the war should be fought to be won…total victory

They didn’t want another Korea War where there was a stalemate

The left on the other hand criticized the bombing and counterinsurgency campaign
Both campaigns were said to have killed many innocent citizens

The left also criticized the makeup of the armed forces saying that it was mostly made up of poor and blacks

These criticisms along with growing media criticism against the war began to undermine liberal support for Johnson and the Democratic Party

Media criticism was especially vicious after the 1968 Tet offensive which was an American military victory but a North Vietnam PR victory

More protests against the draft and the war took place in 1967 and 1968

By 1968 Johnson was criticized for deliberately deceiving the American people and congress

By this time he had halted the bombing campaign and began to make plans to disengagement

Johnson refused to run for president in 1968 due to his personal disgrace

The Democratic Party was eviscerated

