
1



petered out by the end of the decade. But most expanded, and some went out of control 
financially.

Critics of these projects coined the phrase `throwing money at problems,’ and certainly 
quantities of money were thrown in the second half of the decade by the federal government.
And as the cost increased, so did the volume of critical voices, which complained that the 
prodigious expenditure was not producing results. Whether it did or not, the actual expenditure 
introduced a revolution in the history of public finance in the United States. We will deal with its 
long—term implications later, but at this point it is necessary to draw attention to two aspects. 
First, was it within the intentions of the Founding Fathers that the Constitution should permit the 
federal government, as opposed to the individual states, to shoulder the main burden of welfare, 
as opposed to such obviously federal outgoings as national defense? If not, then the whole of the 
Great Society program was unconstitutional. Second, since the reforms of Alexander Hamilton in 
the 1790s, American federal finance had been conducted, on the whole, with exemplary
prudence. The national debt had risen in times of war (the Revolutionary War, the Civil War,
World War One, World War Two) and times of extreme emergency (the Great Depression). But
it had been reduced in times of peace. Under Andrew Jackson, in 1840, it had been eliminated
altogether, as we have noted. During the Civil War it rose to over $2.76 billion, but in the next 
twenty—eight years it was reduced by two—thirds, though the GDP in the meantime had more
than doubled. The debt rose to $25 billion at the end of World War One, and was then reduced 
by a third in the 1920s. It rose again during the Great Depression to $48 billion in 1939, and 
during World War Two it rose again, very fast, to reach $271 billion by 1946. It then fell again, 
both in constant dollars and as a proportion of GDP, until 1975. Since then, without either war or 
national emergency, it has risen inexorably. 
    Strictly speaking, then, the change in the nature of US federal financing did not actually occur 
under LBJ. But permanent deficit financing did. Under him, the annual deficit jumped to $3.7 
billion in 1966, $8.6 billion in 1967, and $25.1 billion in 1968. In March 1968, the Treasury 
Secretary, Henry Fowler, protested strongly to President Johnson that, with the cost of the 
Vietnam War soaring, and various domestic programs roaring ahead, the dollar would soon come
under serious threat. The result was the enactment of tax increases the same year, which actually 
produced a surplus of $3.2 billion in fiscal 1969, the last federal budget surplus of the 20th 
century. But meanwhile the Great Society programs continued to absorb more and more money,
and by fiscal 1975 federal spending had risen to $332 billion, causing a huge budget deficit of 
$53.2 billion. It was at this point that serious efforts to control expenditure and bring the budget 
back into balance were abandoned (as we shall see) by a weak executive and a triumphalist,
irresponsible Congress. Johnson can likewise be held responsible for the critical increase in the 
federal government’s share of GDP, which had peaked at 43.7 percent in 1945, fell to 16 percent 
in 1950, then slowly rose again. It reached 20 percent under LBJ and, under the impact of his 
programs, rose again to 22 percent in 1975, stabilizing in the years down to 1994 at between 22 
and 24.4 percent. 

* * * 

The Treasury Secretary’s alarm in 1968 was actually provoked by fresh administration demands
for a larger military commitment in Vietnam, and that is the tragedy we must now examine.
America’s involvement in Vietnam stretched over twenty years (1954—75). American military
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personnel began to serve there in 1954 and the last fifty were evacuated on April 30, 1975. In all, 
8,762,000 Americans performed Vietnam—era military service: 4,386,000 army, 794,000 
marines, 1,740,000 air force, and 1,842,000 navy. Of these, about 2 million servicemen actually 
fought in Vietnam or operated offshore. There were 47,244 US battle—deaths in all services, 
153,329 hospitalized wounded, 150,375 `lightly wounded,’ and 2,483 missing. The weight of 
firepower used by the US military was enormous: the navy and air force carried out 527,000 
bombing missions, unloading 6,162,000 tons of explosives, which was three times the tonnage 
dropped by US bombers in World War Two. Vietnamese losses were calamitous. About 300,000 
civilians were killed in South Vietnam and 65,000 in North Vietnam. South Vietnamese forces 
lost 123,748 killed and 570,600 wounded. North Vietnamese casualties were estimated at 
660,000 killed, the number of wounded being unknown. The war’s direct expense to the United 
States was $106.8 billion. These figures do not include America’s more limited, but still 
significant, involvement in the fighting in Cambodia and Laos. But this, too, had long—term
consequences for the US. About 1.5 million refugees left the Indochinese states after America
finally pulled out in 1975, many of them departing in small craft and becoming known as the 
Boat People. The United States began allowing large numbers of Boat People to immigrate in 
1978. Over the next six years it admitted 443,000 Vietnamese, 137,000 Laotians, and 98,000 
Cambodians. The influx slowed to about 30,000 yearly in the late 1980s, and the 1990 US census 
showed that 905,512 Indochinese were now American citizens, thus adding yet another ethnic 
layer to America’s multiracial mix.

In its duration, the number of Americans involved, its costs, and its consequences, Vietnam
was not only the longest but one of the most important wars in American history. Yet strictly 
speaking it was not a war at all, and certainly was never waged as such by the Americans—
otherwise the outcome would have been entirely different. It was an `involvement,’ and a 
product of the Cold War. America’s involvement stretched over seven presidencies and was a 
unique succession of misjudgments, all made with the best intentions. Indochina was a 19th

century French colony, ruled by Paris with a variable degree of administrative efficiency, 
corruption, and altruism. It was occupied by the Japanese in 1941 and F. D. Roosevelt, knowing 
nothing about it, offered it to nationalist China. Generalissimo Chaing Kai—shek turned it down, 
remarking to FDR that the Indochinese were quite different people to the Chinese, and that he
wished to have nothing to do with them. Immediately after FDR’s death, the fervent anti—
colonialists of the Office of Strategic Services, predecessor—but—one of the CIA, worked hard 
to set up a left—wing nationalist regime, which would prevent the French from returning. Three 
weeks after the Japanese surrender, the Communist leader Ho Chi Minh, sponsored by the OSS, 
staged a putsch, known as the `August Revolution,’ which ousted the pro—French Emperor of 
Vietnam. The man who, in effect, crowned Ho Chi Minh as the new ruler was an OSS agent, 
Archimedes Patti. 

It is important to emphasize that America never had any territorial ambitions in Indochina, 
either as a base or in any other capacity. But its policy was often founded on ignorance, usually 
muddled and invariably indecisive. Truman, on taking office, was advised that the first priority 
was to get France back on its feet as an effective ally against Russia in Europe, and to bolster its 
self—confidence it was convenient for it to be allowed to resume authority in Indochina. In 
December 1946, with American approval, the French drove Ho Chi Minh back into the jungle 
and brought the Emperor Bao Dai back from exile in Hongkong. It was at this point that the 
French created three puppet nations, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, and gave them independent 
status within the French Union, February 7, 1950. America acquiesced in this step. Russia and 
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China recognized Ho’s regime, and began to arm it. America responded by doing the same for 
the French regime, and, with the outbreak of the Korean War, US aid accelerated. In 1951 it was 
giving $21.8 million in economic and $425.7 million in military assistance. By 1952 America
was paying 40 percent of France’s military costs. Dean Acheson was warned by State 
Department officials that the US was drifting into a position in which it would eventually 
supplant France as the `responsible power’ in Indochina. But he replied that `having put our hand 
to the plough, we could not look back.’ By 1953—4 America was paying for 80 percent of the 
French war effort. 

On May 8, 1954 the French suffered a catastrophic defeat when their `impregnable’ fortress at 
Dien Bien Phu surrendered. The French asked for the direct assistance of US airpower, and when 
Eisenhower turned the request down they formed a new government and opened negotiations to 
withdraw. The ceasefire agreement, signed at Geneva in July, provided for a division of the 
country along the 17th parallel, the Communists keeping the north, the West the rest, unity to be 
brought about by elections in two years’ time under an international control commission.
Eisenhower, having rejected US military intervention, refused to be a party to the Geneva 
accords either, and created SEATO instead. A protocol attached to the new treaty designated
South Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos as areas whose loss would `endanger’ the `peace and 
security’ of the signatories. This was the expression of the then—fashionable Domino Theory. 
Eisenhower had made this theory public in April 1954: `You have a row of dominoes set up. You 
knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is a certainty that it will go over 
very quickly. So you could have the beginning of a disintegration that would have the most
profound consequences.’ He also spoke of `a cork in a bottle’ and `a chain—reaction.’9= Beware 
public men when they use metaphors, especially mixed ones! Ike not only ignored the accords 
but encouraged the new Prime Minister of the South, Ngo Dien Diem, to refuse to submit to the 
test of free elections, which if held in 1956 would probably have handed over the country to Ho, 
until the South was economically stronger and more stable. As a result, the Communists created 
a new guerrilla movement for the South, the Vietcong, which emerged in 1957 and started 
hostilities. Eisenhower in effect made America a party to the war by declaring, April 4 1959: 
`The loss of South Vietnam would set in motion a crumbling process that could, as it progressed, 
have grave consequences for us and for freedom.’
    It was under Kennedy and Johnson, however, that the American tragedy in Vietnam really 
began to unfold. When Kennedy reached the White House, Vietnam was already one of 
America’s largest and costliest commitments anywhere in the world, and it is hard to understand 
why he made no attempt to get back to the Geneva accords and hold free elections, which by that 
stage Diem might have won. In Paris on May 31, 1961, General de Gaulle, who knew all about 
it, urged him to disengage: `I predict you will sink step by step into a bottomless military and 
political quagmire." Kennedy had a hunch that Southeast Asia would prove a trap. The Bay of 
Pigs debacle made him think twice about further involvement, especially in Laos, where the 
Communists were threatening. He told Sorenson in September 1962, `Thank God the Bay of Pigs 
happened when it did. Otherwise we’d be in Laos by now—and that would be a hundred times
worse.’ He also said to Arthur Schlesinger that he was worried about sending in troops to 
Vietnam. `The troops will march in; the bands will play; the crowds will cheer; and in four days 
everyone will have forgotten. Then we will be told to send in more troops. It’s like taking a 
drink. The effect wears off, and you have to take another.’ 

Nevertheless, in November 1961 Kennedy did send in the first 7,000 US troops to Vietnam,
the critical step down the slippery incline into the swamp. That was the first really big US error. 
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The second was to get rid of Diem. Diem was by far the ablest of the Vietnam leaders and had 
the additional merit of being a civilian. Lyndon Johnson, then Vice—President, described him
with some exaggeration as `the Churchill of Southeast Asia,’ and told a journalist, `Shit, man,
he’s the only boy we got out there.’ But Kennedy, exasperated by his failure to pull a resounding 
success out of Vietnam, blamed the agent rather than the policy. In the autumn of 1963 he 
secretly authorized American support for an anti—Diem officers’ coup. It duly took place on 
November 1, Diem being murdered. The CIA provided $42,000 in bribes for the officers who set 
up a military junta. `The worst mistake we ever made’ was Lyndon Johnson’s later verdict. 

Three weeks later Kennedy was murdered himself, Johnson was president, and began to make
mistakes on his own account. Warning signals ought to flash when leaders engage in historical 
analogies, especially emotive ones. LBJ compared the risk of Vietnam going Communist to the 
`loss’ of China in 1949: `I am not going to lose Vietnam,’ he declared. `I am not going to be the 
President who saw Southeast Asia go the way China went.’ He drew, for the members of the 
National Security Council, a still more dangerous parallel: `Vietnam is just like the Alamo.’ And 
again, to the so—called `Tuesday Cabinet:’ `After the Alamo, no one thought Sam Houston 
would wind it up so quick.  But this was just big talk. LBJ proved as indecisive over Vietnam as 
Kennedy was, and in addition he made the further mistake (like Eden over Suez) of imagining he 
could run the war on political principles. 

Johnson continued the war in desultory fashion until August 2, 1964, when North Vietnam
attacked the American destroyer Maddox, which was conducting electronic espionage in the Gulf 
of Tonkin. Hitherto Johnson had been reluctant to escalate. But he now summoned
Congressional leaders and, without disclosing the nature of the Maddox mission, accused North 
Vietnam of `open aggression on the high seas.’ He then submitted to the Senate a resolution 
authorizing him to take `all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of 
the United States and to prevent further aggression.’ Senator William Fulbright of Arkansas, 
chairman of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, who steered the ‘Tonkin Resolution’ through 
Congress, said it effectively gave Johnson the right to go to war without further authorization. 
Only two senators voted against. Later, when more information became available, many in 
Congress argued that Johnson and his advisors had deliberately misled senators into supporting 
the expansion of the war. In fact Johnson did nothing for six months. He was fighting an election 
campaign against Senator Goldwater, who openly advocated the bombing of North Vietnam.
Johnson sensed the public would be unhappy about getting into `another Korea’ and played 
down the war during the campaign. In fact if anything he advocated a `peace’ line during the 
campaign, just as Wilson had done in 1916 and Roosevelt in 1940. Then, having won his 
overwhelming victory, he did the opposite—again like Wilson and Roosevelt. In February 1965, 
following heavy US casualties in a Vietcong attack on a barracks, he ordered the bombing of the 
North.

This was the third critical American mistake. Having involved itself, America should have 
followed the logic of its position and responded to aggression by occupying the North. LBJ 
should have put the case to the American people, and all the evidence suggests that, at this stage, 
the people would have backed him. They were looking for leadership and decisiveness. The 
military were quite open to the politicians about the problem. The Joint Chiefs reported on July 
14: `There seems to be no reason we cannot win if such is our will—and if that will is manifested 

in strategy and tactical operations.’ The emphasis was in the original. When Johnson asked 
General Earl Wheeler, of the JCS, `Bus, what do you think it will take to do the job?,’ the answer 
was 700,000 to a million men and seven years.  Johnson was not prepared to pay this bill. He 
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wanted victory but he wanted it on the cheap. That meant bombing; it was the old reflex of the 
Jupiter Complex, the belief that America, with its superior technology, could rain punishment on 
the evildoers from the air, without plunging wholly into the mud of battle. LBJ believed the SAC 
commander, Curtis LeMay, who said that Vietnam could be `bombed back into the Stone Age.’

But there was no attempt to bomb Vietnam back into the Stone Age. Even in selecting the 
cheap bombing option, LBJ was indecisive. He was not misled by the generals. The air force told 
him they could promise results if the offensive was heavy, swift, repeated endlessly without
pause, and without restraint. That was the whole lesson of World War Two. They promised
nothing if it was slow and restricted. The navy took exactly the same view. Admiral Ulysses S. 
Grant Sharp, naval commander in the Pacific, said: `We could have flattened every war—making
facility in North Vietnam. But the handwringers had center stage ... The most powerful country 
in the world did not have the will—power to meet the situation.’ Instead it was a case of
`pecking away at seemingly random targets.’ From start to finish, the bombing was limited by 
restrictions on quantity, targets, and timing which were entirely political and bore little relation 
to tactics or strategy. Every Tuesday Johnson had a lunch at which he determined targets and 
bomb—weights. Johnson was not always the ruthless man he liked to impersonate. He could be 
paralyzed by moral restraints. As his biographer Doris Kearns shrewdly observed, to him
`limited bombing was seduction, not rape, and seduction was controllable, even reversible.’ So 
the bombing was intensified very slowly and the North Vietnamese had time to build shelters 
and adjust. When Soviet Russia moved in defensive ground—to—air missiles, American
bombers were not allowed to attack while the sites were under construction. There were, in 
addition, sixteen `bombing pauses,’ none of which evoked the slightest response, and seventy—
two American `peace initiatives,’ which fell on deaf ears. Unlike the Americans, the North 
Vietnamese leaders never once wavered in their determination to secure their clear political 
aim—total domination of the entire country—at any cost. They do not seem to have been 
influenced in the smallest degree by the casualties their subjects suffered or inflicted.

There was thus a bitter irony in the accusations of genocide which came to be hurled at the 
Americans. An examination of classified material in the Pentagon archives revealed that all the 
charges made against American forces at the 1967 Stockholm `International War Crimes
Tribunal’ were baseless. For instance, evacuation of civilians from war zones to create `free fire’ 
fields not only saved civilian lives but was actually required by the 1949 Geneva Convention. 
The heavy incidence of combat in civilian areas was the direct result of Vietcong tactics in 
converting villages into fortified strongholds, itself a violation of the Geneva agreement. And it 
was the restrictions on American bombing to protect civilian lives and property which made it so 
ineffective. The proportion of civilians killed, about 45 percent of all war deaths, was about 
average for 20th— century wars. In fact the population increased steadily during the war, not 
least because of US medical programs. In the South, the standard of living rose quite fast. 

All this went for nothing. The experience of the 20th century shows that self—imposed
restraints by a civilized power are worse than useless. They are seen by friend and enemy alike 
as evidence not of humanity but of guilt and of lack of moral conviction. Despite them, indeed 
because of them, Johnson lost the propaganda battle, at home and abroad. And it was losing the 
battle at home which mattered. Initially, the war had the support of the media, including the 
moderate liberal consensus. Two of the strongest advocates of US involvement were the 
Washington Post and the New York Times. The Post wrote, April 7, 1961, `American prestige is 
very much involved in the effort to protect the Vietnamese people from Communist absorption.’ 
The New York Times argued, March 12, 1963, that `The cost [of saving Vietnam] is large, but the 
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cost of Southeast Asia coming under the domination of Russia and Communist China would be 
still larger.’ On May 21, 1964 the Times urged: `If we demonstrate that we will make whatever 
military and political effort [denying victory to Communism] requires, the Communists sooner 
or later will also recognize reality.’ The Post insisted, June 1, 1964, that America continue to 
show in Vietnam that `persistence in aggression is fruitless and possibly deadly.’ But the Times

deserted Johnson early in 1966, the Post in summer 1967. About the same time the TV networks 
became neutral, then increasingly hostile. 
    There were three reasons why first the media, then public opinion, turned against the war. The 
first was that the bombing campaign, chosen as an easy option, proved to be not so easy after all. 
To bomb the North, a huge airbase had to be created at Da Nang. Once the bombing started, the 
base had to be protected. So on March 3, 1965, 3,500 marines were landed at Da Nang. By April, 
the total US troop level in Vietnam had risen to 82,000. In June a demand came for forty—four 
more battalions. On July 28 Johnson announced: `I have today ordered to Vietnam the Airmobile
division and certain other forces which will raise our fighting strength ... to 125,000 men almost
immediately. Additional forces will be needed later, and they will be sent as requested.’ 
    The more Americans became involved in ground defense and fighting, the more of them were 
wounded and killed. The term `body bags’ came into general and ominous use. Selective 
Service, or the draft, reimposed at the time of the Korean War and extended periodically by 
Congress since, became increasingly unpopular. It was widely believed to be unfair and easily 
avoided by the rich and well connected. Of the 2 million conscripted during the Vietnam War,
providing 23 percent of all military personnel and a massive 45 percent of the army, no fewer 
than 136,900 refused to report for duty, an unprecedented number. Draft calls had been only 
100,000 in 1964. By 1966 they had risen to 400,000. Draftees made up the bulk of the US 
infantry riflemen in Vietnam, as many as 88 percent by 1969, and accounted for over half the 
army’s battle deaths. Because of student deferments, the draft fell disproportionately on 
working—class white and black youths. Blacks, 11 percent of the US population, made up 16 
percent of the army’s casualties in Vietnam in 1967, and 15 percent for the entire war. So
opposition mounted, accompanied by clergy—led protests, the burning of draft—cards, sit—ins 
at induction centers, and burglaries of local draft—board premises, with destruction of records. 
    The government responded, between 1965 and 1975, by indicting 22,500 persons for 
violations of the draft—law. Some 6,8oo were convicted and 4,000 imprisoned. But the Supreme
Court expanded the basis on which the draft could be refused from purely religious to moral and 
ethical reasons, and `Conscientious Objections’ grew, in relation to those summoned to the 
forces, from 8 percent in 1967 to 43 percent in 1971. In the last five years of the 196os, about 
170,000 of those registered qualified as conscientious objectors. That made those who actually 
served even angrier. In addition, about 570,000 evaded the draft illegally. Of these, 360,000 were 
never caught, 198,000 had their cases dismissed, and about 30,000—50,000 fled into exile, 
mainly to Canada and Britain. The worst thing about the draft was that the rules were frequently 
changed or evaded so that young people felt that the way in which they were being recruited and 
sent to an unpopular war was unAmerican and unfair. There is no doubt that the draft was behind 
the unprecedented rise in anti—war protest among American youth in the late 1960s. 
    The second reason why America turned against the war was not so much editorial criticism as 
tendentious presentation of the news. The US media became strongly biased in some cases; more
often it was misled, skillfully and deliberately, or misled itself. A much publicized photograph of 
a `prisoner’ being thrown from a US helicopter was in fact staged. Accounts of American `tiger 
cages’ on Con Son island were inaccurate and sensationalized. Another widely used photo of a 
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young girl burned by napalm gave the impression, in fact quite wrong, that many thousands of 
Vietnamese children had been incinerated by Americans. A photo, used many times, of a youth 
being shot in cold blood by one of America’s Vietnamese ‘allies’—and apparently genuine—
gave the misleading impression that captured Vietcong were habitually executed. Once the TV 
presentation of the war became daily and intense, it worked on the whole against American
interests. It generated the idea that America was fighting a `hopeless’ war. Not only did the 
media underplay or ignore any US successes, it tended to turn Vietcong and North Vietnamese
reverses into victories. 
    Media misrepresentation came to a decisive head in the handling of the Vietcong ‘Tet 
Offensive’ on January 30, 1968. The military position at this time was that the Americans and
their Vietnamese allies, having strongly established themselves in all the urban centers of the 
South, were winning important successes in the countryside too. That persuaded the Communists
to change their tactics, and try their first major offensive in the open. On the first day of Tet, the 
lunar New Year holiday previously observed as a truce, their units attacked five of Vietnam’s six 
cities, most of its provincial and district capitals, and fifty hamlets. The Vietnam forces and units 
of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), though taken by surprise, responded quickly. 
Within a week they had regained all the ground the attackers had won, except in one town, Hue, 
which was not retaken until February 24. Media coverage concentrated on the fact that the 
Vietcong enjoyed initial successes in attacking the Government Palace in Saigon, the airport, and 
the US embassy compound, and the cameras focused on the continued fighting in Hue rather 
than US successes elsewhere. In military terms, the Tet Offensive was the worst reverse the 
Vietcong suffered throughout the war: they lost over 40,000 of their best troops and a great 
number of heavy weapons. But the media, especially TV, presented it as a decisive American
defeat, a Vietcong victory on the scale of Dien Bien Phu. An elaborate study of the coverage, 
conducted in 1977, showed exactly how this reversal of the truth, which was not on the whole 
deliberate, came about. 

The image not the reality of Tet was probably decisive, especially among influential East 
Coast liberals. In general American public opinion backed forceful action in the war. According 
to the pollsters, the only hostile category was what they called the `Jewish sub—group.’ 
Johnson’s popularity rating rose whenever he piled on the pressure: it leaped 14 percent when he 
started the bombing. He was criticized for doing too little, not for doing too much: what the polls 
showed was that Americans hated the indecisiveness in Washington. Despite the draft, support 
for intensifying the war was always greater among the under—thirty—fives than among older 
people, and young white males were the group most consistently in favor of escalation. Among
the people as a whole, support for withdrawal never rose above 20 percent until after the 
November 1968 election, by which time the decision to get out had already been taken. The 
American citizenry were resolute, even if their leaders were not. 

The crumbling of American leadership began in the last months of 1967 and accelerated after the 
media reaction to Tet. The Defense Secretary, Clark Clifford, turned against the war; so did old 
Dean Acheson. Even Senate hardliners began to oppose further reinforcements. Finally Johnson 
himself, diffidently campaigning for reelection, lost heart on March 12, 1968, when his vote 
sagged in the New Hampshire primary. He said he had decided not to run for reelection and
would spend the rest of his term trying to make peace. It was not the end of the war by a long 
way, but it was the end of America’s will to win it. The trouble with the Washington
establishment was that it believed what it read in the newspapers—always a fatal error for
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politicians. New Hampshire was presented as a victory for peace. In fact, among the anti—
Johnson voters, the hawks outnumbered the doves by three to two.  Johnson sagged in the 
primary, and so lost the war, because he was not tough enough. 
    The faltering of Johnson’s once strong spirit in the Vietnam War was the result of media
criticism, especially from its East Coast power—centers, which itself reflected a change in 
American attitudes towards authority. One of the deepest illusions of the Sixties was that many
forms of traditional authority could be diluted—the authority of America in the world, and of the 
President within America—without fear of any consequences. Lyndon Johnson, as a powerful 
and in many ways effective president, stood for the authority principle. That was, for many, a 
sufficient reason for emasculating him. Another was that he did not share East Coast liberal 
assumptions, in the way that F. D. Roosevelt and Kennedy had done. He had been doubtful about 
running for president even in 1964 for precisely that reason: `I did not believe that ... the nation 
would unite definitely behind any Southerner. One reason ... was that the Metropolitan press 
would never permit it.’ The prediction proved accurate, though its fulfillment was delayed. By 
August 1967, however, the Washington correspondent of the St Louis Post Dispatch, James
Deakin, reported: `the relationship between the President and the Washington press corps has 
settled into a pattern of chronic disbelief.’ If media misrepresentation of the Tet Offensive was 
the immediate cause of LBJ’s decision to quit, both office and Vietnam, more fundamental still 
was its presentation of any decisive and forceful act of the Johnson White House as in some
inescapable sense malevolent. The media was teaching the American people to hate their chief 
executive precisely because he took executive decisions. 
    This sinister development in American history became more pronounced when Johnson 
yielded office to Richard Nixon. Nixon had suffered some reverses since he lost—or at any rate 
conceded—the 1960 election. But he never gave up. Nor did the East Coast media stop loathing 
him, or he reciprocating the feeling. In 1962 he ran for governor of California, and largely 
because of the Cuban missile crisis lost the race to a weak left—wing Democratic candidate, Pat 
Brown, who turned out to be one of the worst governors in California’s history. The media
campaign, led by the East Coast reporters, had been particularly unfair, and Nixon snapped out to 
the press afterwards: `Just think how much you’re going to be missing. You won’t have Nixon to 
kick around any more because, gentlemen, this is my last press conference.’ In fact it was not the 
end, but the beginning, and kicking around of Nixon by the media was to go on for another 
decade and more. The catastrophic defeat of Goldwater in 1964 persuaded the Republican bosses 
that they would have to field an experienced, mainstream candidate against Johnson in 1968. So
Nixon made his comeback without much difficulty; his only mistake was to accept, as running 
mate, the crass and dishonest, but right—wing, Spiro Agnew, governor of Maryland. 

The stepping down of Johnson plunged the Democrats into confusion. A strong contender for 
the succession was Bobby Kennedy, for the Camelot myth was then still powerful; but he was 
assassinated by Sirhan Sirhan, a Marxist Palestinian refugee, during the California primary on 
June 6. That made LBJ’s Vice—President, Hubert Humphrey, the front runner, and he duly got 
the Democratic nomination. He was an experienced campaigner and might conceivably have 
won if LBJ had given him the loyal support he had a right to expect and, in particular, made it 
easier for him to advocate withdrawal from Vietnam. But Johnson was a bitter man by now and 
not averse to seeing the Republicans take over. In addition, the South ran a breakaway candidate, 
Governor George Wallace of Alabama, then still a segregationalist. As a result, Nixon won 
comfortably, by 31,710,470 votes to Humphrey’s 30,898,055, with Wallace collecting 
9,466,167: the electoral college votes went 302 (Nixon), 191 (Humphrey), 46 (Wallace).
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All the same, the Wallace intervention meant that Nixon was a minority victor. He got 43.4 
percent of the popular vote, the lowest percentage since Woodrow Wilson won the three—man
race of 1912. As the poll was low (61 percent), it meant that Nixon got only 27 percent of all 
voters. What sort of a mandate was that? asked the hostile media, pointing out that Nixon did not 
carry a single big city. In parts of the media, there was an inclination to deny the legitimacy of
Nixon’s presidency and to seek to reverse the verdict by non—constitutional means.
`Remember,’ Nixon told his staff, `the press is the enemy. When news is concerned, nobody in 
the press is a friend. They are all enemies.’ That was increasingly true. As one commentator put
it, `The men and the movement that broke Lyndon Johnson’s authority in 1968 are out to break 
Richard Nixon in 1969 ... breaking a president is, like most feats, easier to accomplish the second 
time round.’ 

It was something new for the American media to wish to diminish the presidency. Hitherto, 
opposition to a strong chief executive had come, as was natural, from Congress, and especially 
from the Senate. As FDR put it, `The only way to do anything in the American government is to 
bypass the Senate.’ That was one point on which his opponent, Wendell Wilkie, agreed with
him: he spoke of devoting his life to `saving America from the Senate.’ Under both FDR and 
Truman, the press and academic commentators had strongly supported firm presidential 
leadership, especially in foreign policy, contrasting it with Congressional obscurantism. During 
the McCarthy era, Eisenhower had been fiercely criticized for failing to defend executive rights 
against Congressional probing, the New Republic complaining (1953): `The current gravitation 
of power into the hands of Congress at the expense of the Executive is a phenomenon so fatuous 
as to be incredible if the facts were not so patent.’ When Eisenhower finally invoked `executive 
privilege’ to deny information about government activities to the UnAmerican Activities 
Committee, he was warmly applauded by the liberal media. The committee, said the New York 

Times, had no right `to know the details of what went on in these inner Administration councils.’ 
Eisenhower, wrote the Washington Post, `was abundantly right’ to protect `the confidential 
nature of executive conversations.’ Until the mid—1960s, the media continued to support 
resolute presidential leadership, on civil rights, on social and economic issues, and, above all, on 
foreign policy, endorsing Kennedy’s dictum (1960): `It is the President alone who must make the 
major decisions on our foreign policy.’ 

It was the Tonkin Gulf Resolution which accelerated the change, and the accession of Nixon 
which confirmed it. Despite these handicaps, Nixon’s first administration was, on the whole, 
successful in clearing up the problems left by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. His 
senior White House men, Bob Haldeman and John Erlichman, were able and devoted—too 
devoted, perhaps. He had a brilliant National Security Advisor in Henry Kissinger. He brought in 
one or two clever and original Democrats, such as Daniel Patrick Moynihan. His speechwriters, 
who included William Safire, Pat Buchanan, Ray Price, David Gergen, and Lee Huebner, were 
probably the best team of its kind ever assembled. Nixon and Kissinger between them developed 
the first clear geopolitical strategy for America since the retirement of Eisenhower. Nixon did 
not want to devote too much time to Vietnam: he wanted to `wind it down’ as it was essentially a 
`short—term problem.’ He wanted to concentrate on the things that really mattered: the Atlantic
Alliance, relations with China and Russia. He believed that friendly relations with China could 
be brought about by intelligent diplomacy, that China would then be separated from Russia, and
that, in the end, the regime in Russia, which he regarded as fundamentally inefficient, could be 
fatally undermined—something which indeed came about in the 1980s. He and Kissinger were at 
one on all these matters. And they had considerable success. Nixon called Vietnam by Ike’s 
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phrase, `a cork in a bottle,’ and he did not want to pull the cork out too quickly. But he began the 
process of disengagement. He said, `We seek the opportunity for the South Vietnamese people to 
determine their own political future without outside interference,’ and so long as he was fully in
charge of US policy he stuck to this resolve. He regarded the existence of the Vietcong and 
North Vietnam Army (NVA) sanctuaries in Cambodia as such `interference’ and he decided to 
bomb them. He regarded such an act as neither an extension of the war nor an unwarranted 
invasion of another country’s neutrality. The neutrality had already been invaded by the 
Communists, and it was right to bomb them. But, not wishing to incur the charge that he was 
`extending’ the war, he had the bombing conducted secretly. Indeed, it was not even noted in the 
military’s own records. 

At the same time, Nixon scaled down the US presence. In four years, he reduced American
forces in Vietnam from 550,000 to 24,000. Spending declined from $25 billion a year under 
Johnson to less than $3 billion. This was due to a more intelligent use of US resources in the 
area. They became more flexible, being used in Cambodia in 1970, in Laos in 1971, in more
concentrated bombing of North Vietnam in 1972, all of which kept the determined men in Hanoi 
perplexed and apprehensive about America’s intentions. Nixon actively pursued peace 
negotiations with the North Vietnamese, without much optimism, but he also did something
neither Kennedy nor Johnson had dared: he exploited the logic of the Sino—Soviet dispute and 
reached an understanding with China. It was Nixon’s Californian background which inclined 
him towards Peking. He saw the Pacific as the world arena of the future. He began his new China 
policy on January 31, 1969, only eleven days after he started work in the White House. The 
policy was embodied in National Security Memorandum 14 (February 4, 1969). He was much
impressed by a conversation he had with the French politician and Sinologist Andre Malraux, 
who told him it was a `tragedy’ that `the richest and most productive people in the world’ should 
be at odds with `the poorest and most populous people in the world.’ Reports of serious clashes 
on the long Sino—Soviet border in central Asia offered an opportunity for Nixon to offer China 
a friendly hand. He warned the Soviet leaders secretly (September 5, 1969) that the US would 
not remain indifferent if they were to attack China: Kissinger rightly described this move as 
`perhaps the most daring step of his presidency.’ His first moves towards China were also 
secretive and he went to considerable lengths to get pledges of silence from the Congressional 
leaders he consulted. He told his staff: `A fourth of the world’s people live in Communist China. 
Today they’re not a significant power, but 25 years from now they could be decisive. For the US 
not to do what it can at this time, when it can, would lead to a situation of great danger. We could 
have total detente with the Soviet Union but that would mean nothing if the Chinese are outside 
the international community.’

The new China policy, and the change in US military strategy, made possible peace with 
Hanoi. On January 22, 1973, in Paris, Nixon’s Secretary of State William Rogers and Le Duc 
Tho of North Vietnam signed `An Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace in 
Vietnam.’ The merit of this understanding, which made it possible for America to leave 
Vietnam, was that it reserved Nixon’s right to maintain carriers in Vietnamese waters and to use 
aircraft stationed in Taiwan and Thailand if the accords were broken by Hanoi. So long as Nixon 
held power, that sanction was a real one. Granted the situation he had inherited, and the mistakes
of his predecessors, Nixon had performed a notable feat of extrication. 

But America, and more tragically the peoples of Indochina, were denied the fruits of this 
successful diplomacy because, by this point, the Nixon administration was already engulfed in 
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the crisis known as Watergate. This was the culmination of a series of assaults on authority 
which had its roots in the Sixties culture. Indeed in some respects the challenge to authority went 
back to the 1950s and, in its early stages at least, had the approbation, if not the outright 
approval, of the federal establishment. It started among blacks (and their white liberal allies), 
mainly in the South, and emerged from the frustration felt by many blacks at the slow pace of 
their acquisition of civil rights, especially educational and voting ones, through court process and 
legislative change. The first outbreak of physical activity—we will look at the legal position 
later—began in Montgomery, Alabama on December 1, 1955. Rosa Parks, a black woman,
refused to give up her bus seat to a white rider, thereby defying a Southern custom which 
required blacks to yield seats at the front to whites. When she was jailed, a black boycott of the 
company’s buses was begun, and lasted a year. `Freedom riders’ and sit—in movements
followed in a number of Southern states. The boycott, which ended in a desegregation victory for 
blacks (December 1956) was led by Martin Luther King (1929—68), from Atlanta, Georgia, who 
was pastor of a black Baptist church in Montgomery. King was a non—violent militant of a new 
brand, who followed the example of Mahatma Gandhi in India in organizing demonstrations
which used numbers and passive resistance rather than force and played the religious card for all 
it was worth. In 1957 he became the first president of a new umbrella group, the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference. King’s house was bombed and he and some colleagues were 
convicted on various conspiracy charges, but King slowly emerged as a natural leader whom it 
was counterproductive for Southern sheriffs and courts to touch, and whose outstanding oratory 
was capable of enthusing enormous black crowds. 
    The Montgomery boycott was followed by the first anti—segregation sit—in, February 1, 
1960, when four black college students asked to be served at Woolworth’s whites—only lunch—
counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, were turned down, and refused to leave. Sit—ins spread 
rapidly thereafter. On May 4, 1961 the tactic was reinforced when the first Freedom Riders, 
seven blacks and six whites, tested equal access to services at bus terminals from Washington
DC to New Orleans. These tactics proved, on the whole, highly successful, with private
companies usually ending segregation after initial resistance (and some white vio
lence), and the courts ruling that discrimination was unlawful anyway. Such activities almost
inevitably involved the use or threat of force, or provoked it, and, as the Sixties wore on, urban 
violence between blacks and whites grew, and King himself came under competitive threat from
other black leaders, such as the black racist Malcolm X and the proponent of `black power,’ 
Stokely Carmichael. It was important for King to be seen to succeed in getting civil rights 
legislation through Congress. He backed the campaign of James Meredith (1961—2) to be 
enrolled at the whites—only University of Mississippi, and Meredith succeeded in getting 
himself admitted (and graduating). But his appearance on campus led to riots, September 30,
1962, in which two died, and Meredith himself was later shot and wounded on an anti—
segregation `pilgrimage’ from Memphis to Jackson, Mississippi (June 6, 1966). 
    In the spring of 1963 King’s organization embarked on a large—scale desegregation campaign
in Birmingham, Alabama, which produced scenes of violence, widely shown on TV, and some
memorable images of the local white police chief, Eugene `Bull’ Connor, directing his water 
cannon and police dogs at the black protesters. King was briefly jailed and later an attempt to 
bomb him led to the first substantial black mob riot of the campaign (May 11, 1963). Mass 
demonstration in black communities throughout the nation culminated on August 28, 1963 in a 
march of 250,000 protesters, led by King, to the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington
DC, where King delivered a memorable oration on the theme of `I have a dream that my four 
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little children will one day live in a nation where they will be judged not by the color of their
skin but by ... their character.’ This demonstration was part of the process which led to the 
passing of the Civil Rights Act (1964). The Act restored the federal government’s power to bar 
racial discrimination for the first time since the 19th century. Title II requires open access to gas 
stations, restaurants, lodging houses and all `public accommodations’ serving interstate 
commerce, and places of entertainment or exhibition. Title VI forbids discrimination in programs
accepting federal funds. Title VII outlaws any employment discrimination and creates the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission.

The Civil Rights Act gave the blacks much more than they had ever had before, but not 
everything, and the rise of the Black Panther party, with its strategy of `picking up the gun,’ 
inspired militancy in many inner cities and serious rioting. King was under pressure from both 
the advocates of violence, to hit harder at Washington, and from the administration, to cool 
things down. His relations with Lyndon Johnson, once warm, deteriorated and he went in fear of 
his life from black extremists (his rival, Malcolm X, had been murdered by a black Muslim on 
February 21, 1965). King was involved in a bitter sanitation workers’ strike in Memphis when he 
made his last prophetic speech, April 3, 1968: `We’ve got some difficult days ahead, but it 
doesn’t matter with me now because I’ve been on the mountain—top.’ The next day he was 
assassinated.

One reason King and LBJ moved apart was that King was lending his name and presence
increasingly to anti—Vietnam demonstrations. Black leaders were against the war because of the 
high incidence of casualties (and draft service) among blacks. Black demonstrations and anti—
Vietnam demonstrations thus tended to merge, especially when linked to the new forms of
student protest which emerged in the Sixties. Black militants had been active among students, 
forming the Student Non—Violent Coordinating Committee (1960), the work of King’s 
colleague in the Christian Leadership Conference, Ella Baker, who was one of the organizers of 
the early sit—ins. This committee, under James Forman, Bob Moses, and Marion Barry (later 
mayor of Washington DC), was behind many of the Southern protests in Mississippi and 
Alabama, drawing students into the protest movement, which theoretically eschewed force but 
became involved in scenes of violence, sometimes ending in death. The same year, mainly white 
student activists formed Students for a Democratic Society, the anchor—body for what became
known as the New Left. With the student population growing by hundreds of thousands every 
year during the Sixties, the opportunities for mass demonstrations grew, especially under the 
stimulus of the Vietnam War. The New Left’s first success was the Free Speech Movement in
the University of California at Berkeley (1964), in protest at restrictions on student involvement
in politics. The collapse of the authorities at Berkeley was followed by further student riots at 
Columbia University (1968), at Harvard (1969), and on many other campuses, in virtually all of 
which student leaders won huge concessions. If the 1960s saw the degradation of authority, it 
was in many instances a self—degradation, the men in authority breaking and running at the first 
whiff of student grapeshot. 

As the Sixties turned into the Seventies, the trend was for campus demonstrations to acquire 
coordination and specific political purpose, and so to become correspondingly more violent and 
alarming to those in power. When President Nixon appeared on national TV, April 30, 1970, to 
announce draft—extensions on account of the trouble in Cambodia, there was an organized 
series of demos at campuses all over America, some of which degenerated, or were pushed, into 
riots. At Kent State University in Ohio, students set fire to the local army cadet building, and this 
act of arson led the governor of Ohio to send in 900 National Guardsmen, who occupied the 
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campus. President Nixon had made his feelings plain the day after his TV address, when he was 
accosted in the Pentagon by the wife of a serving soldier, and told her he admired men like her 
husband: `I have seen them. They are the greatest. You see these bums, you know, blowing up 
the campuses. Listen, the boys that are on the college campuses today are the luckiest people in 
the world, going to the greatest universities, and here they are burning up the books ... Then out 
there [in Vietnam] we have kids who are just doing their duty. And I have seen them. They stand 
tall and they are proud.’ The media reporting of these remarks, which accused Nixon of calling 
all students `bums,’ further inflamed the campus rage. On May 4, some of the young guardsmen
on duty at Kent reacted to rocks thrown at them by students by firing a volley into the crowd, 
killing four students, two of them girls, and injuring eleven more. This in turn detonated student
riots in many campuses: over zoo incidents involving the burning, ransacking, and destruction of 
university property were recorded. The National Guard were called out to restore order at 
twenty—one campuses in sixteen states. Over 450 colleges had to be closed down for a spell. 
And Nixon’s contrast between privileged students engaged in nihilism and hard—working kids 
from poor families getting on with life struck home. On May 7 in New York a crowd of 
construction workers stormed City Hall and beat up students who were occupying it—the first 
`hard hat’ demo against the New Left. This was Nixon’s `silent majority’ beginning to react, 
adumbrating his historic landslide victory of November 1972. 

The hostility of the media towards Nixon and his administration, which became more and more
intense in 1970—2, mingled with the attacks by the new youth culture on authority of any kind, 
gave a misleading impression that Nixon was in trouble. It led the Democrats, in 1972, to permit
themselves the indulgence of a candidate who was popular with the students and the liberal 
media, George McGovern of South Dakota. His platform was an immediate and unconditional 
withdrawal from Vietnam and an increase in welfare spending. Nixon was delighted. He told his 
staff: `Here is a situation where the Eastern Establishment media finally has a candidate who 
almost totally shares their views.’ The `real ideological bent of the New York Times, the 
Washington Post, Time, Newsweek and the three TV networks’ was `on the side of amnesty [for 
draft—dodging], pot, abortion, confiscation of wealth (unless it is theirs), massive increases in 
welfare, unilateral disarmament, reduction in our defenses and surrender in Vietnam.’ At last, he 
concluded, `the country will find out whether what the media has been standing for during these 
last five years really represents the majority thinking.’ 

The election of 11912 was not just a contest between an unelected media and the `silent 
majority,’ though certainly the East coast media did its best to lose it for Nixon. There were
many solid grounds for an administration victory. The reopening of links to China, which was 
Nixon’s personal policy, went down well. Summiting in Moscow, which he had also practiced, 
was popular too. The return of many troops from Vietnam and the reduction in drafting were felt 
and welcomed. Inflation came down to 2.7 percent in the summer of 1972; GNP was currently 
growing at 6.3 percent annually; real incomes were rising by 4 percent annually; and since 11969 
federal taxes had been cut by 20 percent for the average family. Stocks were rising and passed 
the 1,000 mark for the first time just before the election. Hence the resulting landslide. Nixon’s 
own score of 60.7 percent of the vote was not quite as high as LBJ’s in 1964, but McGovern’s 
29.1 percent was the lowest score ever recorded by a major party candidate. Nevertheless, this 
election underlined an increasing tendency in America for voters to split their tickets. While
losing the presidency by a landslide the Democrats actually gained one Senate seat, thus 
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