Doves AMONG HAwKS: REPUBLICAN
OPPOSITION TO THE VIETNAM WAR,
1964-1968

by Andrew L. Jobns

Most historians of the Vietnam conflict have extrapolated the Republican
commitment to anticommunism generally and in Southeast Asia specifically
into full-scale support for the war within the party. Yet the evidence demon-
strates that a number of influential Republicans—including John Sherman
Cooper and George Aiken—vocally opposed the Johnson administration’s
Vietnam policies and advocated negotiations and de-escalation as early as
1964. Unfortunately, their dissent has been almost totally neglected by the
same historians who laud the antiwar efforts of prominent Democratic crit-
ics of the conflict. This article seeks to redress this oversight, examining
Republican opposition to the war and contrasting the views of GOP doves
with their hawkish counterparts.

When historians discuss the Republican Party during the 1960s, they do
so in broad generalizations and usually only in the context of a discus-
sion of the 1964 or 1968 presidential elections. Indeed, it would be very
easy to assume from the existing literature that aside from Richard
Nixon and Barry Goldwater, the GOP took the decade off. Nowhere
is this truer than in foreign affairs, where both Kennedy and Johnson
receive either praise (rarely) or blame (more frequently) for the policies
of their respective administrations. However, the Republicans were nei-
ther apathetic nor passive in foreign affairs during their years as an
absolute minority party in government. Opposition to communism re-
mained a core principle of Republican foreign policy during the 1960s
and resulted in widespread support within the party for an American
role in Vietnam, especially in the early years of the commitment. As
Robert Rutland has argued, Republicans in Congress and at the grass-
roots level supported the Vietnam War as part of a global assault on
communism, fearing that dissent during the fighting might be branded
as disloyal or unpatriotic.'
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Numerous historians of the Vietnam conflict have extrapolated the
Republican commitment to anticommunism generally and in Vietnam
specifically into full-scale support for the war within the party. To a
certain extent, this portrayal is accurate. Indeed, the depth of GOP
support of the war—especially when contrasted with the lack of Demo-
cratic support for its own president’s policies—should make us recon-
sider Larry Berman’s characterization of Vietnam as “Lyndon Johnson’s
War.”* To be sure, several of the most prominent and outspoken mem-
bers of the Republican Party—most notably Senate minority leader
Everett Dirksen and former president Dwight Eisenhower—supported
the American war effort in Vietnam into 1969, and influential Repub-
licans such as Nixon, Goldwater, and House minority leader Gerald Ford
consistently urged the Johnson administration to prosecute the war more
aggressively.

Yet, to argue that the GOP stood fully behind the war is as patently
incorrect as is the assertion that Vietnam was the “Democrats’ war,”
especially when one considers the influential Republican lawmakers who
questioned the need for a full-scale commitment to South Vietnam. Most
were moderate-to-liberal Republicans when “liberal Republican” was
not the oxymoron that it has become today. In the Senate, this group
eventually included Clifford Case, George Aiken, Mark Hatfield, Jacob
Javits, Thruston Morton, and John Sherman Cooper. Prominent gover-
nors Nelson Rockefeller and George Romney also turned from support
of the American commitment to call for a negotiated end to the fighting.
While never the dominant force on Vietnam within the party, these
members of Congress, governors, and other party leaders nevertheless
played an important part in the growing Republican dissatisfaction with
the war in the second half of the 1960s, and several would be key
players in the denouement of the conflict.

These GOP doves have been almost totally neglected by the same
historians who laud the antiwar efforts of Frank Church, Ernest
Gruening, and J. William Fulbright. Given the lack of attention given to
the party as a whole during Vietnam specifically and the 1960s gener-
ally, however, perhaps we should not be so astonished.’ Yet to ignore
the GOP during the Vietnam War results in, to borrow a phrase, the
sound of one hand clapping in American political and diplomatic history.
Republicans on both sides of the war issue made substantial contribu-
tions to the debate on the war and carried significant influence both
among their peers and with the administration. The evidence clearly
demonstrates that the Republican Party, as much as the Democratic
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Party, was split over the Vietnam War. While there was a sizable contin-
gent of hawks within the party, opponents of the war included some of
the most respected members of the party. Interestingly, a large percent-
age of the Republican members of the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee during the 1960s—including Aiken, Case, and Cooper—advocated
negotiations and de-escalation. Whether their stands resulted more from
personal proclivities or access to detailed information about the war’s
progress remains unclear. The bottom line, however, is this: Republican
lawmakers and governors felt just as strongly about ending the Ameri-
can involvement in Vietnam as did their Democratic counterparts who
have received so much praise for their courageous stands against the
administration’s policies during the war. This article will begin to re-
dress this oversight by focusing on several of these doves among hawks
in the Republican Party, examining how and why they opposed the war,
and contrasting their views with those of the GOP supporters of the
conflict.

By 1964, the situation in South Vietnam had deteriorated badly
and placed the new Johnson administration in a difficult position. In-
deed, as the compilers of the Pentagon Papers asserted, the situation
“was deteriorating so rapidly that the dimensions and kinds of effort so
far invested could not hope to reverse the trend.”* While the administra-
tion struggled with revolving-door regimes in Saigon, a worsening mili-
tary situation, and the possibility of a significant increase in the American
commitment of men, material, and money, voices of dissent emerged
from across the political spectrum. For Johnson, who thrived on con-
sensus, nothing could have made the problematic conditions he faced
any worse. To exacerbate the situation further, opposition to the na-
tion’s involvement in Vietnam had grown from a few fringe politicians
to include many of the most well respected legislators in the country.

While the two best-known opponents to America’s involvement in
Vietnam during 1964 are Senators Ernest Gruening (D-AK) and Wayne
Morse (D-OR), Senator John Sherman Cooper (R-KY) stands as one of
the most important—and overlooked—dissenters on the Vietnam War.’
A former U.S. Ambassador to India whose intelligence and persuasive-
ness made him extremely effective behind closed doors on Capitol Hill
despite his poor oratorical style and low national profile, Cooper ex-
pressed doubts about the wisdom of American involvement in Southeast
Asia from the beginning of the conflict and would remain one of the
leading voices against the war for a decade. Cooper had warned Ken-
nedy against a large-scale U.S. military intervention, had called on the
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administration to seek a negotiated settlement, and constantly lobbied
his former Senate colleague, Lyndon Johnson, to extricate the United
States from the burgeoning quagmire in Vietnam.®

In April 1964, Cooper urged the Johnson administration to make a
serious attempt at negotiation. While he realized that the prospects for a
satisfactory agreement were not very high, the military outlook was
worse and Cooper foresaw significant problems if the United States
continued on its present course. In May, after Johnson asked Congress
for $125 million in additional aid for Saigon, Cooper said, “If the Viet-
namese will not fight, I personally cannot see how we can hold our
position in that country. Considering our obligations, we should give
them a chance, but if they will not fight, I cannot see how we can bear
this burden of men, money, and assistance in Southeast Asia.” If the
situation continued to deteriorate, he continued, the United States should
pursue a reconvened Geneva conference.” His pleas seemed to fall on
deaf ears in the White House. Even as Cooper was advocating negoti-
ations, Johnson and his advisers secretly prepared for a significant
increase in the American commitment to South Vietnam.

Nevertheless, Johnson made it clear that nothing would or should
be done prior to the November elections. Domestic priorities claimed
the lion’s share of the president’s personal and institutional resources
during the first half of 1964, as Johnson sought to maximize his popu-
larity, escape from the shadow of Camelot and win his own mandate,
achieve legislative success, and avoid or postpone potentially divisive
decisions on Vietnam.? Johnson let it be known to his aides that he
wanted to avoid any sort of public debate or crisis on Vietnam until
after the election. For the president, Vietnam was the absolute last thing
he wanted to deal with and he “did everything to convey to his associ-
ates that their principal job in foreign affairs was to keep things on
the back burner” in order to avoid “headlines about some accident.””
The best way to avoid problems in the campaign and deny the Repub-
licans a gold-plated issue was to ignore Vietnam as long as possible.

Johnson’s problems were solved temporarily with the incidents in
the Gulf of Tonkin in early August 1964. With an (allegedly) explicit
attack on an American naval vessel, the president was able to go to
Congress and ask for a joint resolution authorizing him to retaliate and
support American forces in the region. Because of the obvious pretext
for the request, Johnson could continue to portray himself as a moder-
ate on the conflict and further marginalize the presumptive Republican
nominee, Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater, as a potentially dangerous
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hawk. The attacks resulted in an outpouring of patriotism (and, truthfully,
expediency in an election year where nearly 450 members of Congress
were running for reelection) which ensured the rapid passage of the
measure and provided Johnson with bipartisan support and domestic
political protection.'

The results of the congressional vote on the Tonkin Gulf Resolution
are as familiar to historians as the lineup of the Big Red Machine is
to baseball fans. Yet what is not so mundane is that there were nearly
three dissenting votes, and numerous other members of Congress ex-
pressed serious reservations about the proposed resolution. Repre-
sentative Eugene Siler (R-KY) announced that he was “paired” against
the resolution, which meant in effect that if he had been present for
the vote, he would have voted against the measure. In a statement
released by his office, Siler stated that he opposed the resolution as
unnecessary and contended that the United States had no business fighting
in Vietnam."" This strong antiwar stance was not new for the soon-
to-be-retiring Kentucky congressman. Indeed, on June 8, 1964, Siler
had announced his candidacy for president on the floor of the House.
His unique platform was very simple: “I am running with the under-
standing that I will resign after 24 hours in the White House ... What
I propose to do in my 1 day as President is to call home our 15,000
troops in South Vietnam and cancel our part of that ill-fated, unneces-
sary, and un-American campaign in Southeast Asia.”'? Siler may have
been a fringe political figure in 1964, but his opposition to the war at
this early stage should be recognized along with that of Gruening, Morse,
and Cooper.

Moreover, concern over the scope and potential meaning of
the resolution was much greater than the vote would indicate. Indeed,
particularly in the Senate, there were significant reservations and ques-
tions about the exact meaning of the resolution. Cooper stated that
Johnson “has with respect to our action in South Vietnam, a certain
maneuverability, and avenues of negotiation which should be assidu-
ously used, however they may be received.” Yet he questioned the
importance of Southeast Asia to American interests, and the realistic
limitations of American military power when deployed on a global scale:
“We are committed in Europe and believe our chief interest is in the
Western Hemisphere and Europe. In the Pacific, we are committed to
the defense of Formosa, Korea, Japan, and the Philippines. I do not
know how widely we can spread our resources and our men in the
military forces.”"
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In an exchange with J. William Fulbright (D-AR), chairman of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee who had accepted the responsibility
from the White House to assure overwhelming passage of the resolution
in the Senate, Cooper asked about the powers that the resolution granted
the president:

Cooper: Are we now giving the President advance authority to
take whatever action he may deem necessary respecting South
Vietnam and its defense, or with respect to the defense of any other
country included in the [Southeast Asian Treaty Organization]
treaty?

Fulbright: I think that is correct.

Cooper: Then, looking ahead, if the President decided that it was
necessary to use such force as could lead into war, we will give that
authority by this resolution?

Fulbright: That is the way I would interpret it."*

Despite his prescient interrogation of Fulbright, Cooper never
seriously considered voting against the resolution. While he shared
the concerns of the more vocal opponents of the war, he did not share
their willingness to break openly with the administration when Ameri-
can armed forces were in harm’s way. Cooper was neither a maverick
nor a fringe political figure; he was an independent thinker with serious
doubts about America’s role in Southeast Asia.

His vote on the Tonkin Gulf Resolution notwithstanding, Cooper
remained steadfast in his opposition to increased involvement in Viet-
nam in the months leading up to Johnson’s decision to Americanize the
war. In January 19635, while most Republicans were calling for a policy
of preserving an independent South Vietnam at virtually any cost, Cooper
and several prominent Democrats called for a reevaluation of American
policy. As he told reporters, “If these people in South Vietnam will not
stand and fight, I don’t see how we can stay there.”"* The administration—
ever concerned with dissent in foreign policy, especially on Vietnam—
worried about Cooper’s potential influence on Capitol Hill. Indeed, one
internal memo referred to him as a “bellwether” who could convince
others to reconsider their support of the war and the administration.'® It
would be this role that he would continue to play throughout America’s
longest war.
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Joining Cooper in opposing the war was the ranking Republican
member of the Senate, Vermont’s George D. Aiken. A veteran legislator
who had a reputation for bipartisanship and reasonableness, Aiken saw
Vietnam as an unwinnable war that threatened to have devastating
domestic consequences for the United States—high casualties, a weak-
ened economy, a divided populace, the end of bipartisanship, and a
dangerous extension of executive power.'” Yet, the Senator consistently
maintained that the United States did have a limited commitment to
South Vietnam based primarily on its responsibility for having trans-
ported hundreds of thousands of refugees from the north after the 1954
Geneva Accords. Nevertheless, he remained pessimistic about American
prospects for success in South Vietnam. Aiken told one constituent,
“There is no doubt about it—the situation in Vietnam is a mess and is
getting worse. | have made it clear that I am opposed to the expansion
of military operations in Vietnam.” He went on to lament, “I wish the
American people would be told the facts, or at least the Congress should
be told the truth. We are not kept adequately informed.”"® This would
become a common refrain during the next four years among Repub-
licans as they attacked the administration for the growing “credibility
gap” on the war."”

In a television interview following the attack on Pleiku in February
19635, Aiken expressed his frustration over the catch-22 in Vietnam. “I
am sorry to say that the situation in Vietnam is still deteriorating ... we
cannot withdraw at this time. The situation is intolerable. It cannot go
on. We have the choice of either negotiation or all-out war. Negotiation
will be difficult. All-out war unthinkable.”?® Similar feelings were
expressed by others within the GOP. On March 25, 1965, Cooper and
New York Senator Jacob Javits called for negotiations for a settlement,
without preconditions on either side. Cooper affirmed his support for
Johnson’s policy of backing South Vietnam but said that the administra-
tion had to show more flexibility on the diplomatic front. “I do not
believe that we can reach negotiations by imposing as a prerequisite
that the Communists cease their intervention, rightful as our position is.
For then we stand in confrontation, with a position of unconditional
surrender and with the possibility of war as the only arbiter.” The same
day, Cooper introduced a resolution in the Senate calling for a full
briefing by Rusk and McNamara for the entire Senate.?!

Yet while the hawks in both parties clamored for a stronger Ameri-
can effort in Vietnam, virtually none of the leading opponents of the
war in either party—including Mansfield, Aiken, and Cooper—were
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fully prepared to confront the administration publicly over the war. To
be sure, their criticisms of American policy and support of negotiations
were credible, but they weakened their cause by ultimately supporting
the president’s meager efforts at peace and reaffirming their belief in an
American responsibility to provide assistance to Saigon. Very few mem-
bers of Congress were willing to say what they really believed at this
juncture—that South Vietnam was not worth the price of a major U.S.
military effort and that a negotiated settlement would not harm Ameri-
can credibility and prestige in the long-run. This reticence on the part of
leading congressional figures opposed to the expansion of the war—the
“permissive context” described by Fredrik Logevall—had to be a relief
to the administration, which had fully planned the buildup of American
forces in Southeast Asia and wanted to avoid a probing, full-scale
debate on the issue during the first half of 1965.%

Nevertheless, Cooper’s opposition to an Americanized war in Viet-
nam was apparent well in advance of the key decisions of 1965. As the
escalation of U.S. military involvement in South Vietnam continued,
Cooper consistently urged a political solution to the conflict.”® His con-
viction that a military solution to the war could never succeed was
buttressed when he visited South Vietnam in December 1965 and Janu-
ary 1966. In January—as the Johnson administration made clear it
planned to resume bombing North Vietnam after a pause—Cooper ex-
pressed strong opposition and urged Johnson to seek a negotiated peace.
During a meeting in the Oval Office on January 26, 1966, Cooper
approached the president with his views. When Johnson would give no
assurances that he would fully pursue such a settlement, Cooper spoke
forcefully on the Senate floor that afternoon to publicly call for the
immediate beginning of peace talks: “Negotiations, not escalation, should
be the dominant theme of our activity now.” The process, he argued,
could start with a ceasefire supervised and enforced by the United Na-
tions and lasting up to five years, after which there would be national
elections as called for in the 1954 Geneva agreement.”

Cooper added that the Viet Cong would have to be included in any
negotiations, “because it is obvious that neither negotiations nor a set-
tlement are possible without their inclusion.”® Above all, he stated,
Americanization of the war was a mistake that had to be stopped:

This is essentially a political and not a military conflict. It is a battle
in Vietnam for the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese. It must be
limited to Vietnam, and be fought by the Vietnamese if we are to
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have any realistic hope of an acceptable settlement ... It is crucial
that the war in Vietnam not be allowed to escalate further. Now
is the time to make every conscientious effort to de-escalate
the conflict. For the escalation there is no practical hope of
achieving our aims in that unfortunate country and the very real
possibility of an Asian wide war in which America would waste
her resources and young men in a slaughter that could achieve
nothing but these desperate conditions of chaos ideal for the spread
of communism.*®

Although a powerful appeal for an alternative to the present situation,
Cooper’s speech fell upon deaf ears in the administration. The bombing
resumed and the build-up of American forces continued. Yet Cooper’s
constant advocacy of negotiations was gaining attention nationally. In
April 1966, he declared publicly that the United States had long since
fulfilled any obligation to the Saigon regime that it might have had and
that it would be foolish to fight on behalf of a people who would not
fight for themselves. The New York Times responded by calling Cooper
a man “whose views command respect on both sides of the aisle.” The
paper spoke of the growing misgivings in the Senate and speculated that
the moderate and sober Cooper could pull many fence-sitting lawmak-
ers to his side.”” This would be of particular importance during the
forthcoming campaign season.

The 1966 midterm elections stood as a pivotal campaign for the
Republican Party. Indeed, Republicans looked forward to the campaign
with great optimism. Midterm elections traditionally result in gains for
the minority party, particularly when the White House is occupied by a
president of the majority party. Republican leaders knew that the polit-
ical pendulum would swing back in their favor following the catastrophic
results in 1964. Realistically, the GOP had nowhere to go but up. Viet-
nam loomed as a potentially important issue in the congressional cam-
paigns in 1966. Not only had American combat troops been committed
to the defense of South Vietnam for 18 months with little tangible
evidence of success, but the Fulbright hearings on the administration’s
decision to involve the United States in the Southeast Asian conflict
intensified public scrutiny of the war.”® With over a quarter of a million
troops in country (and requests for nearly 200,000 more from the com-
mander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland), and
no immediate prospect for victory, the war could have been a significant
electoral issue in 1966. Conceivably, the growing concern with the progress



594 PEACE & CHANGE / October 2006

of the war could serve Republican candidates well against the presid-
ent’s party in November.

Yet GOP congressional leaders shied away from taking advantage
of the administration’s difficulties. Two of the most influential (and
hawkish) Republican members of the House of Representatives, minor-
ity leader Gerald Ford of Michigan and Melvin Laird of Wisconsin,
advised their colleagues not to focus on the Vietnam issue during their
campaigns. Both agreed, however, that the war would play a major
role in the midterm elections. Ford went so far as to comment that he
believed “Vietnam is going to be a liability to any incumbent” in
November.”” One candidate who did use the war as an issue in his
campaign was Illinois GOP senatorial hopeful Charles H. Percy, who
defeated incumbent Paul H. Douglas in the election. Percy attributed his
victory to “voter dissatisfaction with inflation, the war in Vietnam, and
‘Civil rights and civil disorder.””*® Interestingly, Percy ran as an oppo-
nent of the war and attacked Douglas for his hawkish stance on the war
and support of the administration’s policies.

Although Vietnam figured only peripherally in the campaign, the
results in 1966 could not have been scripted better for the Republican
Party. Thanks in good measure to the tireless campaigning of Richard
Nixon, the GOP gained 47 seats in the House of Representatives, three
in the Senate, eight governorships (including a decisive win in the cri-
tical California election), and over 500 state legislative seats.’’ In the
wake of their national resurgence, Republicans turned their attention to
the presidential campaign two years hence. Given their success in the
recent polling, the possibility that the Johnson administration would
remain bogged down in Vietnam, and the latent dissatisfaction over the
evolution of the Great Society, party officials could not be blamed for
feeling very optimistic about the party’s chances to regain the White
House in 1968. Indeed, during the campaign, Nixon began to position
himself for a presidential run in 1968 by softening his Vietnam rhetoric—
for example, backing an all-Asian conference on the war foreshadowed
his Vietnamization policy—and portraying himself as a voice of reason
in contrast to Johnson, exactly what the president had done to Goldwater
in 1964.

That the administration was concerned with Nixon in particular
and the Republicans in general is clear from the documentary record.
For example, during a lunch meeting with Johnson shortly after the
election, national security adviser Walt W. Rostow noted that the pre-
sident instructed Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara to meet with
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Dirksen to “explain our policy” prior to an upcoming meeting of the
Republican Coordinating Committee.** In addition, Johnson wanted
Rostow to find examples of Eisenhower’s statements on Vietnam that
showed the administration acting in accordance with advice that had
been given by the former president as additional domestic political pro-
tection for Johnson’s decisions.** Obviously, with the Republican gains
in Congress the previous week, Johnson wanted to shield himself from
renewed partisan strife on the war that he feared would come from
Republicans who had regained the confidence and national support they
had lost in 1964 while concurrently securing his domestic agenda.**
By 1967, Vietnam had split both parties and new coalitions emerged,
with Republicans such as Cooper and Aiken siding with antiwar Demo-
crats.” The doves had been increasingly in the spotlight ever since the
Fulbright hearings on the war the previous year. Meanwhile, Nixon and
Eisenhower stood with Johnson’s Democratic supporters like Missis-
sippi’s John Stennis in support of the overall war effort, although not
always the president’s tactics. As Barry Goldwater asserted in a letter to
the editor in the Louisville Courier-Journal, “I have probably been more
active in the support of Johnson’s policies in Vietnam as he is now
conducting them than have most Democrats.”*® As the partisan lines
blurred and Americans began to show signs of exhaustion with the
fighting, congressional sentiment against the war began to pick up steam.
Opponents of the conflict were no longer looked upon as political
mavericks and even previously staunch supporters of the war, such as
Senator Thruston Morton (R-KY), began to question the wisdom of the
American commitment to Vietnam and broke openly with the admin-
istration.”” For example, Senator Jacob Javits had been “an ardent
supporter” of the war, backing the administration through the initial
escalation of American involvement in 1965. Yet even then he had
expressed doubts about the direction of the war.*® Finally, Javits decided
he could no longer support the president’s position. In his speech
on February 12, 1967, Javits said that Johnson had “become locked
into the mistakes, illusions, and overoptimistic predictions of his own
policies. He is so busy defending himself, making excuses, and changing
facts and figures that he appears to many to have lost the initiative and
credibility to make peace on his own.” According to Javits, the United
States had to find a negotiated way out of the war and the GOP had to
demonstrate that it had learned the lesson of Vietham—that the Ameri-
can people “cannot afford and are not interested in being the policeman
of the world.”** Javits and Morton were not alone in their concern over
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the lengthening conflict. The American public was growing increasingly
restless as the long-promised victory over the Hanoi regime and its Viet
Cong allies failed to materialize, and opinion polls began to show a
steady decline in support for the administration’s policies.

The growing public concern about the war paralleled stepped-up
Republican efforts to de-escalate American participation in the conflict.
For example, on May 19, 1967, Representative Paul Findley of Illinois
presented a joint resolution in the House “to refer the war issues in
Vietnam to the International Court of Justice at The Hague for adjudi-
cation.” The proposal, which was introduced as an amendment to the
Tonkin Gulf Resolution, “would demonstrate forcibly our desire to set-
tle the issues by judicial process rather than force, clarify them in terms
of international law, and accept as binding the judgment of the tribu-
nal.” In addition, Findley continued, it would test Hanoi’s sincerity for
a peaceful settlement to the conflict. If they accepted, the war would
end. If they refused, “the enemy would be weakened in the important
field of international opinion because it would have scorned the world’s
highest tribunal.” Further, if the Court found in favor of the American
position, the United States would secure an international mandate for
its military efforts and political position in Vietnam. America would no
longer be isolated. Findley considered international law to be “the miss-
ing piece of the Vietnam jigsaw puzzle” that would “strengthen our
position™ if it failed.*

Another suggestion was made by a group of congressmen led by
Bradford Morse (R-MA) and Robert Stafford (R-VT). They unveiled a
proposal for a staged de-escalation of the bombing of North Vietnam
on July 10, 1967. Under this plan, the United States would halt all
bombing of North Vietnam north of the 21st parallel for 60 days, in-
cluding Hanoi but excluding Haiphong. If the Hanoi regime responded
with a similarly limited but verifiable de-escalatory step, America would
extend the bombing ban north of the 20th parallel. Through a series of
reciprocal steps, the bombing of the North would eventually be ended
along with the North Vietnamese support to the South. While Morse
and his colleagues admitted that Hanoi had not shown “a sincere inter-
est in peace,” they pointed to the deficiencies in previous bombing pauses
undertaken by the Johnson administration and cited a number of rea-
sons why the new plan would succeed. They argued that the proposal
involved minimum military risk to both sides, gave Hanoi the chance to
“save face,” and did not deal in ultimatums or threats. They concluded,
“We are not yet convinced that Hanoi has no interest in peace, but we
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are convinced that the possibility has not yet been tested by creative and
sensitive U.S. diplomacy.”*!

As a growing number of Republicans came out against the war,
hawks like Eisenhower and Tower pressed the administration to be
more assertive in Vietnam. On NBC’s “Today Show” on August 16,
1967, Tower argued that the United States had “to maintain unrelent-
ing pressure on the enemy, that we cannot pull out with anything like
reasonable terms until we show the enemy that we are determined to
achieve military success, that we’re determined to militarily secure South
Vietnam.” The only way to accomplish that, he continued, was “by
maintaining unrelenting military pressure by bombing every target of
major significance in the North ... [and] close the port of Haiphong.”*
Even with the influential voices of Aiken, Javits, and Cooper pushing
for a negotiated settlement to the conflict, the GOP remained as divided
as the Democrats when it came to the Vietnam War.

Republicans with doubts about the war began to turn their atten-
tion to the party’s presidential nominee in 1968. Cooper threw his sup-
port behind Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller of New York, who had
long-standing presidential ambitions but had failed to win the GOP
nomination in both 1960 and 1964. Cooper told the press in the fall of
1967 that the New York governor was the best man for the job, both in
terms of domestic policy and foreign affairs.*> Aiken believed that Michi-
gan Governor George W. Romney, the leading Republican presidential
hopeful in national polls following the 1966 elections, should be the
party’s nominee in 1968 because “‘he would try to get us out of this
war (in Vietnam).”” Nixon, he contended, had been “‘altogether too
hawkish in his views and pronouncements on the war.””** And newly
elected Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon advocated that the GOP be
the “peace party” in 1968, and supported an effort to “de-Americanize
the whole Vietnam War,” although he did not mention any candidate in
particular he would support.*

These Republican doves formed a tacit alliance with antiwar Demo-
crats and lobbied Johnson to find a way for the United States to extri-
cate itself honorably from the conflict. Perhaps the most intriguing of
these contacts occurred daily between Aiken and Senate majority leader
Mike Mansfield. Longtime colleagues and friends, the two had break-
fast together every morning and knew each other so well that they
would be able to play off of each other when it came to their views on
Vietnam without having to discuss the strategy overtly. This came in
handy since Mansfield could not say things publicly the way he wrote to
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Johnson privately, whereas Aiken could. Conversely, Aiken—who by
1967 was referring to the war as a “debacle” that reminded him of the
ancient Romans, “so concerned with their own world prestige that they
forgot what was going on at home”—could not confront the GOP hawks
directly. Mansfield, however, could laud Aiken’s stance as the Senate’s
“wise old owl” and attack the hawks with harsher language than Aiken—
who would simply state that he was “somewhat disturbed” by hawkish
statements.*® The two composed a formidable team which the admin-
istration had to contend with when making decisions on the war;
since their critiques predated even Fulbright’s break with Johnson, this
bipartisan coalition could not be simply written off as the ravings of a
maverick like Morse or as merely partisan politics.*’

It is important to note, however, that virtually no member of
Congress from either party advocated the unilateral withdrawal of
American forces from Southeast Asia, and only token opposition faced
the administration’s budgetary requests for continued support of the
ongoing commitment to Saigon’s defense.*® This demonstrated again the
limits of the protest against the war. Moreover, it seemed clear to observers
at the time that the liberal wing of the party had very little chance
of controlling the Vietnam issue at the 1968 convention. With Nixon,
Eisenhower, California governor Ronald Reagan, and virtually the entire
Republican congressional leadership supporting a bipartisan policy on
the war and pushing for victory, it was “almost inconceivable that a
Republican dove could be nominated,” according to William S. White
of the Washington Post. If the Romney and Percy wing of the party had
any hope of gaining the nomination, they had to “clear themselves up
on Vietnam.”*

Nevertheless, support for an antiwar candidate continued to grow
within the GOP. In September 1967, Senator Margaret Chase Smith of
Maine, a staunch supporter of the war, called for the Republican nomi-
nee to run as a peace candidate in 1968.° Some Democrats believed
that even the hawkish Nixon would run as a dove against Johnson.
Senator Stuart Symington (D-MO) told national security adviser Walt
W. Rostow, “We are getting in deeper and deeper [in Vietnam] with
no end in sight. In 1968, Nixon will murder us. He will become the
biggest dove of all times.”*' Regardless of how members of the Repub-
lican Party felt about the war, however, they recognized the centrality
of Vietnam in 1968. David C. Roller, an assistant professor of history
at Bowling Green State University in Ohio, wrote to Thruston Morton
in mid-1967 and told him that the GOP “may be on the verge of
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recapturing the support of academics,” which had been a traditional
Republican constituency until 1933. The issue, that could return the
professorate to the party fold, Roller wrote, was Vietham—due to the
“considerable distrust of Johnson, disgust with the administration’s deep-
ening involvement, and apprehension over our escalating objectives and
expanding military involvement.”*? It remained to be seen whether the
Republicans could capitalize on the public’s disenchantment with the
war to craft a coherent and unifying policy on the war for the 1968
elections.

Indeed, some members of the party had difficulty defining their own
position on the war. For example, George Romney had been a sup-
porter of the president’s Vietnam policies since he visited Vietnam in
late 1965.°° He told Dwight Eisenhower upon his return that he saw the
situation in South Vietnam as a “clear-cut and fundamental” struggle in
which the “issues are the same that brought our country into exist-
ence.”’* The next day, in a speech at the University of Detroit, the
governor told students he was “now convinced the war in Vietnam
involves circumstances much more complex and fateful than any war in
which our country has been involved,” calling the conflict “morally
right and necessary.”** Unfortunately for Romney, his subsequent state-
ments on the war were neither as clear nor as convincing. In July 1966,
Newsweek criticized both Romney and the GOP for their positions on
the war. Since Johnson escalated the conflict in March 1965, the maga-
zine opined, “The Republicans have been groping for a viable way to
capitalize on it. No one has groped more earnestly than Michigan’s
governor George Romney—but he has shifted his ground on the issue so
many times that by now probably not even Mrs. Romney is sure where
he stands.” Harper’s sounded similar concerns, arguing that Romney’s
“confusing remarks are not the guileful ambiguities of a Nixon but
rather the product of ignorance and genuine uncertainty complicated by
a terrible need to be right, both ethically and politically.”*® Unfortu-
nately for the governor and the GOP, the leading candidate for the
nomination would shortly make one of the most blatantly self-defeating
comments in American political history.

On August 31, 1967, Governor Romney made a statement that, in
hindsight, would prove to be the death-knell of his presidential ambi-
tions. In a taped interview with Lou Gordon of WKBD-TV in Detroit,
Romney said, “When I came back from Viet Nam [in November 1965],
I’d just had the greatest brainwashing that anybody can get.” He pro-
ceeded to make a quantum shift in his position on the war. “I no longer
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believe that it was necessary for us to get involved in South Vietnam
to stop Communist aggression in Southeast Asia,” he declared. Decry-
ing the “tragic” conflict, he urged “a sound peace in South Vietnam
at an early time.”*” In essence, Romney disavowed American participa-
tion in the war and moved one hundred eighty degrees away from his
earlier belief that the war was “morally right and necessary.” The
connotation of brainwashing following the experiences of the American
military in Korea and the popular perception of the term in the wake
of The Manchurian Candidate made Romney’s comments even more
devastating.

Although the governor and his campaign staff subsequently
attempted to clarify his remarks®® and some Republicans came to his
defense,”” Romney’s “brainwashing” statement seriously damaged his
status as the GOP frontrunner. The interview generated an immediate
maelstrom of controversy and derision from fellow Republicans, Demo-
crats eager to tarnish the governor’s reputation, and the media. Robert
Stafford sounded a common concern among party members in a
television interview in his native Vermont. “If you’re running for the
presidency,” he asserted, “you are supposed to have too much on the
ball to be brainwashed.”®® The implication was that if Romney could
be fooled by Americans, how could he possibly conduct a meaningful
foreign policy in the face of the Soviet threat?®! Much less charitable
was Ohio Governor James Rhodes, who later said of his colleague’s
entire campaign, “Watching George Romney run for the Presidency
was like watching a duck try to make love to a football.”*

The statement placed Romney in a unique position among pre-
sidential hopefuls. In denying the validity of the war, CBS’s Eric Sevareid
commented, “Romney has broken the pattern of all the potential pre-
sidential candidates. None of the others has gone anywhere near this
far.” To his credit, Sevareid continued, Romney had “joined a distinct
and growing pattern involving scores of other serious minded citizens,
in Congress and out.”*® Indeed, while opinion had begun to turn against
the war in Vietnam, only a handful of politicians in either party had
made such blunt statements against the war at this juncture. Sevareid’s
recognition of Romney’s “unique” status, accurate though it was, did
not insulate the governor from further criticism even from those who
had previously backed him.

Further, the governor’s comments demolished his year-long lead in
the polls. In its first poll following Romney’s gaffe, the Los Angeles
Times found that among Republican voters, support for his candidacy
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had fallen dramatically. According to the survey, Nixon was chosen
as the GOP candidate by 28 percent of those polled, Romney received
13 percent, Rockefeller 13 percent, and Reagan 11 percent.®* A mid-
September Harris poll showed Romney plunging to fourth place in the
race, and when he officially entered the race on November 18, his stand-
ing had sunk so low that many observers considered him as merely a
stand-in for Rockefeller.®” Romney could no longer be considered the
frontrunner, and his status as a viable challenger for the nomination
was now in question.’® As in sports, momentum is a critical intangible
feature in a political campaign. Romney’s had evaporated. Although in
retrospect the “brainwashing” statement might appear to be simply a
footnote to the story of the 1968 presidential election, Romney’s com-
ments were “huge in public thinking at the time” and mortally wounded
his promising presidential campaign.®’

There are two reasons for the precipitous and rapid decline in
Romney’s political fortunes following the WKBD interview. First, de-
spite latent congressional opposition and a growing uncertainty about
the war among the American people, public opinion remained generally
(although decreasingly) optimistic regarding the possibility of victory
through 1967. Thus, Romney’s lamentations regarding the dim pros-
pect of achieving U.S. goals in Vietnam did not resonate with voters as
much as they would have after the Tet Offensive. In addition, Romney’s
political views placed him to the left of the core of the Republican Party;
the Charles Percy—John Lindsay—Nelson Rockefeller wing of the party
was clearly losing its influence to the more conservative forces led by
Barry Goldwater and Ronald Reagan. Indeed, the late 1960s would
mark the last gasp of liberal Republicanism.®

In late September, Thruston Morton attempted to divert attention
from Romney (and the party) to the administration, charging that it was
Johnson “who had been brainwashed on Vietnam, by the American
‘military-industrial complex’” as early as 1961. Morton believed that
Johnson had been “mistakenly committed to a military solution in Viet-
nam” since 1963, “with only a brief pause during the election campaign
of 1964 to brainwash the American people.” Morton called for an imme-
diate end to the bombing of North Vietnam and search-and-destroy
missions in the South. While he opposed abrupt withdrawal, he said
that the United States “‘must open up every possible avenue toward
negotiations.” ”*’ These statements resonated with many within the party
and underscored the “credibility gap” critique that was a staple of Re-
publican political speeches.
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Romney’s rhetorical blunder led to increased speculation among
the party faithful that New York governor Nelson Rockefeller would
enter the fray. Rockefeller was not the only New York politician who
had an eye on the nomination, however. Senator Jacob Javits briefly
mulled a run for the GOP bid, but eventually decided to remain in the
Senate and support a negotiated withdrawal from the war from his
position on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. New York City
mayor John Lindsay believed that “the 1968 Republican Presidential
candidate should be a dove on Vietnam to give the voters an alternative
to President Johnson’s policy.” To Lindsay—who harbored presidential
ambitions himself—Charles Percy was the strongest nominee. Senator
Percy was “the only potential Republican candidate with a consistent
position on” Vietnam.” But the chances of Percy’s nomination were
slim, Romney’s plunge in the polls notwithstanding, and Rockefeller
remained ambiguous about his intentions. As a result, by the end of
1967 the Republican nomination was Richard Nixon’s to lose.

As the Republican primary season approached, the situation in
Vietnam remained stalemated and unlikely to be resolved in the foresee-
able future, looming like the sword of Damocles. Moreover, the division
within the party and the nation over the war would influence the
campaign as well. In a December 1967 speech, Cooper spoke of “grow-
ing pessimism” about the possibility of a negotiated settlement—the
escalating violence had caused both sides to dig in too deeply—and said
that any last shred of hope for peace talks depended on the administra-
tion resisting an extension of the war. Cooper knew such an expansion
was under consideration; he had been appointed to the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee at the beginning of 1967 and was aware that the
administration contemplated a move against enemy sanctuaries in Laos
and Cambodia. Cooper’s response was simple: Don’t do it.”!

His speech received praise from both sides of the aisle. Yet the
plaudits did not move the administration, which continued with its
efforts to win the war. At the beginning of 1968, however, Vietnam had
polarized the country to such a degree that Romney’s alleged fence
sitting was the exception rather than the rule. Even as vocal opposition
to the war on college campuses and the nation’s editorial pages in-
creased in the face of the military impasse in Vietnam, hawks in both
parties sought to escalate the war further to achieve victory.” Caught in
the middle of these forces, Johnson and his advisers struggled to win the
military war in Southeast Asia and concurrently win the political war
back home. The president’s annual report to the nation would be a
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signal to both the hawks and doves as to which way the administra-
tion’s policy would evolve over the coming months.

The Vietnam section of Lyndon Johnson’s State of the Union
address drew a strong response from the Republican Party, and gave a
clear indication of the direction most members of the GOP’s leadership
were leaning.”? A month earlier, Rowland Evans and Robert Novak had
written that “House Republicans are convinced that if the official posi-
tion of the party on Vietnam is more or less a carbon copy of the
Johnson administration’s, the Republican Party will have kicked away
one of their strongest resources in the election—the deep discontent
over the war in every part of the nation.””* In an effort to distinguish
their policy from that of the administration, the GOP designed a made-
for-television response to the speech in which it intended to rebuke the
president’s position and stake out its own stance on the key issues of the
coming campaign.

Senators John Tower of Texas and Peter Dominick of Colorado,
both hard-liners on the war, were selected to present the GOP’s rebuttal
on the Vietnam section of the speech.”” Tower denounced the adminis-
tration for “a self-defeating policy of ‘gradualism’” and charged that the
“war could be over today if the Johnson administration had acted with
determination instead of vacillation.” Yet neither senator presented a
specific alternative to Johnson’s policy, choosing instead to criticize in
their role as the loyal opposition. The Christian Science Monitor opined
that the response was “a mobilization of dissatisfaction, with no specific
alternative to the present policy ... The approach laid down by congres-
sional Republicans on Vietnam appears to foreshadow a difference of
degree rather than of ideology.” The Republicans “accept President
Johnson’s basic postulates on the causes and goals of the war ... It is the
manner of fighting rather than the cause of fighting that is at issue.” The
paper complained that if this continued to be the main thrust of Repub-
lican policy on the war, “the voter in November might not have a clear-
cut choice between hawks and doves in the rival parties,” which would
serve to subordinate Vietnam as an issue in the election.”

Clearly, the GOP wanted to distance itself from the administra-
tion’s war for the electoral season ahead, but the party’s congressional
leadership did not want to paint itself into a corner with a specific
policy prescription; flexibility was the watchword. Moreover, not every-
one in the party agreed with the Tower/Dominick strategy. After the
speech, Cooper and Javits asserted that it did not represent mainstream
Republican opinion, and called yet again for a negotiated settlement to
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the conflict. Thus, much like the rest of the country, the Republican
Party remained divided on the war, which appeared to have reached a
stalemate favoring the United States and its South Vietnamese allies by
the first month of 1968. At this juncture, however, Vietnam remained
central to the battle for the GOP nomination. The Republicans were in
an awkward position. Attacking Johnson’s Vietnam policies was one
thing, but offering solutions on how to successfully conclude the war
was another matter entirely, especially given recent events in Vietnam.
Every candidate for the GOP nomination, regardless of his stance on the
war, realized the need to maintain flexibility for the campaign against
Johnson in the fall.””

In the wake of Romney’s withdrawal from the race in late February
after a dismal showing in New Hampshire, Nixon could move even
closer to the center of the political spectrum.” Speaking to a Republican
gathering in Nashua, New Hampshire, on March 5, Nixon pledged to
“end the war and win the peace.”” In this and subsequent statements
on the war, Nixon “walked a tightrope of meaning, using nuanced
words and phrases to keep his balance.” For doves and moderates, he
emphasized nonmilitary steps toward peace; for hawks and conserva-
tives he talked about maintaining pressure on Hanoi and the Viet Cong
and winning the peace.® This, then, was Nixon’s challenge: to woo the
doves while holding on to the hawks and staying true to his own foreign
policy convictions. Fortunately for Nixon, the diverse opinion on the
war that pervaded the country in early 1968 allowed him to propose
politically appealing courses of action to disparate parts of the elector-
ate without abandoning his own foreign policy goals and strategies.®!
This “middle-of-the-road” strategy, former Nixon speech writer Richard
Whalen noted in his memoirs, was intended not to discover the most
valid solution for Vietnam, but rather “to find the least assailable mid-
dle ground” that would secure the Republican nomination and enhance
Nixon’s chances for success in November.*

Yet in March, Nixon nearly tripped over his own words. In an off-
the-cuff remark to reporters on March 11, he said that if elected he
would end the war in Vietnam, but would not now tell Hanoi what he
would offer them as president. The media jumped on this statement and
announced that the former vice president had a “secret plan” to end the
war, leading to rampant speculation about what such a proposal would
entail. Contrary to contemporary media accounts and an astonishing
amount of subsequent scholarship, Nixon did not actually say that he
had a secret plan, although to be fair, he never officially denied having
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one. Indeed, a memorandum in the files of the Republican National
Committee acknowledges that Nixon did indicate that he had definite
ideas on how to end the war through Vietnamization.® Yet these ideas,
to the extent that they were formed, were not revealed even to Nixon’s
closest confidants. Even Eisenhower, who wrote for details of the plan,
could not elicit any specifics from his former vice president.®* Critics of
the alleged plan were numerous. One potential rival, Nelson Rockefeller,
wondered aloud why Nixon would “keep a plan [to end the war] a
secret when hundreds die each week?”*

Despite this criticism of Nixon—which sounded like campaign
rhetoric—Rockefeller stunned the political community by announcing
his withdrawal from the race on 21 March. “I have decided today,” he
stated, “to reiterate unequivocally that I am not a candidate campaign-
ing directly or indirectly for the presidency of the United States.”®® Sud-
denly, Nixon stood alone. With Romney’s campaign a fading memory,
Rockefeller’s disavowal of interest, and the lack of a realistic challenge
from Ronald Reagan or other potential dark-horse candidates (hawk or
dove), Nixon’s nomination seemed to be a foregone conclusion.”” On
March 25, a Wall Street Journal editorial put it succinctly: “Nixon has
the nomination ‘all but in the bag.’”* However, Nixon and his advisers
recognized that if he were to be a serious threat to Johnson in Novem-
ber, the former vice president would need to make a definitive statement
on Vietnam soon to silence critics who questioned whether he truly had
an idea of how to end the war or if it was so much political smoke and
mirrors.

Nixon aide William Safire advised the candidate to elaborate his
position for the nation and make a major policy speech on Vietnam.
After initially being reluctant, Nixon decided to give a series of national
radio addresses to develop his position for the public.®” Ever the political
realist, Nixon had “come to the conclusion that there’s no way to win
the war.” As he told his speech writers, however, “we can’t say that, of
course. In fact, we have to seem to say the opposite, just to keep some
degree of bargaining leverage.””® Fortunately for Nixon’s campaign, he
never had to give his speech, which had originally been scheduled for
March 31.”

Upon discovering the president would address the nation, Nixon
canceled his remarks to await Johnson’s statement. Nixon posited that
Johnson “had adopted the very plan Nixon was going to propose” in
the aborted radio message, and the GOP frontrunner wanted to be in a
position to take advantage of anything the president said. As Stephen
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Ambrose has noted, “This was no accident—the two men had been
together on Vietnam right along, except that Nixon had always been
just ahead of Johnson.””* The president’s statement paralleled Nixon’s
proposed comments almost exactly, except for the shocking coda
in which Johnson stated categorically that he would not seek reelec-
tion in November. Johnson’s announcement seemed to make the fall
campaign more unpredictable since the GOP candidate would not
be able to specifically attack the president for the stalemated conflict.
More importantly for Nixon, it eliminated his need to present a detailed
strategy to end the fighting prior to the Republican convention in
August.

Indeed, Nixon took full advantage of Johnson’s withdrawal. The
following day, he issued a statement declaring a self-imposed “morato-
rium” on comments on Vietnam.” By doing so, he insulated himself
from criticism on the war while retaining the flexibility to break the
silence when he saw fit since Vietnam remained a critical issue in the
campaign. In Nixon’s mind, neither Robert F. Kennedy nor Hubert
Humpbhrey, the frontrunners for the Democratic nomination, were as
vulnerable on Vietnam as Johnson would have been. Yet the president
could still be in a position to use Vietnam to his and his party’s advant-
age. A significant peace gesture could give the Democratic nominee a
significant boost in the polls and could potentially lead Johnson to reenter
the race. Thus Nixon continued his strategy of taking the middle course,
saying as little as possible about Vietnam while maintaining the public
posture that he did not want to interfere with Johnson’s efforts or
undermine his own negotiating position should he become president.
Nevertheless, he publicly warned Johnson against the “temptations of
a camouflaged surrender” and told reporters that he believed there was
room to negotiate an acceptable settlement in Vietnam.”

Johnson’s withdrawal also broached the possibility of a revived
Rockefeller candidacy; indeed, the president secretly urged Rockefeller
to reenter the race as an alternative to Nixon. Since many identified
Nixon and Johnson together when it came to Vietnam, Rockefeller pre-
sented a plausible alternative to Nixon and either of the more dovish
Democratic candidates. If he were to be taken seriously as a legitimate
candidate, however, Rockefeller would have to confront the Vietnam
issue directly. As Theodore White wrote, “on the dominant issue of the
moment, Vietnam, he had neither public nor private posture.”” The
perennial candidate remained hesitant to discuss the war throughout the
spring, which left his potential return to the campaign stuck in neutral.
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The debate over the Vietnam issue continued within the Republican
Party without Rockefeller’s input. Representative John Rhodes (R-AZ)
told a constituent on April 29 that the United States “should continue
to keep up our strength” in Vietnam and rely on military force to bring
the North Vietnamese to the negotiating table.”® Meanwhile, opposition
to the war increased within the party as more members of Congress
came out in favor of a negotiated withdrawal—not very surprising con-
sidering most of them faced reelection themselves in the fall. The polari-
zation of the party raised questions among the GOP leadership regarding
the convention platform. How would the party deal with Vietnam?
Could the Republicans avoid a disastrous split over the war and present
a united front against the Democrats?

However, as the saying goes, two weeks is a long time in politics,
and there were still three months to the convention. In the meantime,
the race for the nomination intensified. At a luncheon with GOP
senators in late April, Rockefeller finally spoke out on the war, noting
that the party was far from “monolithic” on the issue of the war.
Specifically, he questioned Nixon’s proposal that there be a moratorium
on Vietnam discussion while efforts were being made to arrange peace
talks. If preliminary negotiations with Hanoi lasted until November
and such a moratorium were applied literally, Rockefeller argued,
Vietnam would be barred from political debate for the entire election.
Rockefeller stated, “‘I think there can be and should be discussion
and criticism, and if it is handled properly it will not jeopardize the
nation.”””” With an emerging Vietnam position and the support of
several influential GOP senators, Rockefeller posed a potential threat
to Nixon’s nomination if he decided to run.

Nixon also had to contend with his lingering reputation as a
political loser. Although the St. Louis Globe-Democrat asserted that
the 1966 elections had “annihilated the argument that Nixon is a
‘loser,” a candidate who cannot win,” Nixon could not shake the
reality of his electoral past.”® Having already lost a presidential con-
test in 1960—not to mention the 1962 California gubernatorial
election—many within the party considered Nixon a flawed candidate
who could not win a national election against any Democratic
opponent. This perception of the former vice president gained
credence when Rockefeller won the Massachusetts primary on April
30 as a write-in candidate with 30 percent of the vote; Nixon
only managed to finish third with 25.8 percent of the vote (also as a
write-in).”
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Despite his public disavowal of interest in the nomination in March,
Rockefeller enjoyed the support of a substantial segment of the party.
Thruston Morton considered him to be an “able and proven adminis-
trator” and “a winner”—clearly a swipe at Nixon—and supported
Rockefeller’s dovish position on the war.'” Charles Percy, who had
considered his own run for the GOP nomination, eventually announced
his support for Rockefeller, calling him “the only Presidential candidate
who has set forth a detailed program to end the war. His recent peace
plan is a constructive contribution to the dialogue on this issue.”'’" And
Cooper contended that the country would “only vote for a candidate
who clearly states his views on Vietnam and forthrightly explains in
what ways he intends to lead the United States from the mistake in
Vietnam.” Among Republicans, he argued, “only Governor Rockefeller
has spoken out with clarity and firm direction.”%*

Buoyed by his surprising success in Massachusetts, Rockefeller broke
his long silence on Vietnam in a speech at the World Affairs Council in
Philadelphia.'® In his first concrete statement on the war since 1964, he
advocated reversing the Americanization of the war and turning more
responsibility over to the South Vietnamese. Yet he cautioned against
permitting opposition to the war to result in a renewed isolationism.
Peace negotiations, he argued, should include nonacceptance of any solu-
tion dictated by force, and acceptance in South Vietnam’s life of any
group that sought its objectives through the political process. The New
York Times editorialized the next day that the Johnson administration
“should not find much to differ with in this analysis.”'** The New York
governor’s speech came too late to have any substantive impact on the
nomination, but it did serve notice to the party that the moderate wing
of the party would have to play a role in developing the GOP platform
plank on Vietnam at the August convention.

That fact did not stop Rockefeller from continuing to attack both
Nixon and Johnson on the war. The administration, Rockefeller be-
lieved, wrongly used the assumptions of World War II to inform the
American presence in Vietnam.'” In a speech to the Commonwealth
Club of San Francisco on 13 June, he criticized the Democrats for an
“out-dated political understanding. On the whole, we have acted as if
we were trying to defend stable European political structures, as in the
1940s.” This approach, he argued, failed to recognize the need to “cre-
ate entirely new political structures for Southeast Asia.”'*® Three days
later, Reagan weighed in on who should participate in those structures.
On CBS’s “Face the Nation,” he asserted, “I don’t hope for the kind of
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peace that would result in, say, a concession that would allow the Viet
Cong to be a part of the South Vietnamese government.” That would be
“about the same as the United States government taking the Cosa Nostra
in as partners.”'”” Reagan’s comments were representative of many in
the GOP who refused to consider any settlement that included parti-
cipation of members of the National Liberation Front (NLF) in a postwar
government in South Vietnam.

The following week, Rockefeller decided to confront Nixon’s stance
on the war directly. Discussing Nixon’s proposal to declare a morato-
rium on discussion of ending the war, Rockefeller said, “Did a refuge in
silence seem the safest haven for a prophet who had been proven so
wrong? ... There must be an alternative to indefinite war.” Rather than
accepting Nixon’s “belligerent prophecies” on Vietnam—“We have to
stop it with victory, or it will start all over again in a few years”—the
governor called the prospect of military victory “imagined” and made a
plea to “avoid the deadly spiral of endless escalation.”'”® Most of
Rockefeller’s comments to this point had been directed at the positions
of others; he would soon end his reluctance to assert his own policy
proposal.

On July 14, Rockefeller held a news conference at the New York
Hilton and announced a comprehensive four-stage plan to end the war.
It would be the most important foreign policy declaration of his
renewed presidential campaign. The plan, which Rockefeller drafted in
consultation with Professor Henry Kissinger of Harvard'® and General
James Gavin, staked out a middle position between Nixon and Demo-
cratic ultra-dove Senator Eugene McCarthy. The proposal called for
North Vietnamese troops to pull back toward the demilitarized zone
and the borders of Cambodia and Laos; North Vietnamese regulars and
“fillers” in Viet Cong units and most allied forces withdrawing from
South Vietnam; free elections under international supervision; and even-
tual reunification between Saigon and Hanoi. The following week, the
New York Times found Rockefeller’s plan to be analogous with “the
direction in which U.S. military policy already appears to be moving
under General Abrams.”''® The plan, which alienated the remaining
hawks in the party, was intended both as a campaign speech and as a
model for the Republican plank on Vietnam. As such, it stood out in
mid-July for its specificity and detail.

Indeed, the party’s congressional leadership consciously avoided
saying anything inflammatory or controversial about the war or the
GOP platform on Vietnam during the weeks preceding the convention.
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They sought to prevent an incident akin to Romney’s “brainwashing”
comment from ruining a show of unity in Miami. For example, during
a press conference on foreign relations just two weeks prior to the
convention, Senate Minority Leader Everett Dirksen (R-IL) purposefully
neglected to mention the war at all—a fairly glaring oversight to
be sure. As Terry Dietz has argued, Dirksen likely wanted to “leave
all this [Vietnam] business alone until after the Republican National
Convention.”!!!

Furthermore, questions persisted about the content of the party’s
platform plank on Vietnam. In the days and weeks leading up to the
convention, Republicans of all stripes had expressed their opinions on
what the party should stand for (or against) on the war. The Foreign
Policy and National Security Sub-Committee of the GOP’s platform
committee, which was headed by Representative Glenard P. Lipscomb
(R-CA), brought a draft plank on Vietnam to the convention. The hawk-
ish document was “somewhat more martial than the Goldwater posi-
tion of 1964.” It indicted the administration for failure in Vietnam, and
attributed the debacle to an insufficient effort; it “all but sounded the
call for the march on Hanoi.”""* Clearly, the uncompromising and strin-
gent language of the draft plank would have to be changed to more
accurately represent mainstream GOP opinion if the party hoped to
avoid a repeat of the 1964 fiasco.

These concerns were reflected in a New York Times article in late
July. Nixon, the paper asserted, did not “want to be saddled with a
platform so hawkish that it would permit Vice President Humphrey to
outflank him on the left. Without knowing how to achieve it,” the
article continued, “he is said to want a formulation that would put
some distance between the Administration’s Vietnam policies and his
without at the same time corrupting his own fundamental view that the
war has been necessary to resist Communist expansion in Asia.”'"* Con-
cerned indeed. In fact, Nixon flew to Los Angeles on July 21, ostensibly
to work on his acceptance speech, but his real reason for seeking soli-
tude back home was to work on the Vietnam plank for the convention.
Since the party—and, more importantly, Nixon as the candidate—would
clearly have to say something specific in the platform, Nixon needed to
stake out his position. Would he end the war by winning it militarily or
by withdrawing?'"

Others would weigh in on the nature of the platform as well.
Although no longer a candidate for the nomination, George Romney
remained an important figure on the platform committee, and he made
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every effort to influence the Vietnam plank. He told the committee
that the platform “must contain three basic elements. First, it must
clearly set forth our aim in Vietnam. Second, it must present a conflict
strategy to achieve that aim. Third, it must include a positive program
for peace.” If the plank resorted to vague generalizations, he argued,
or if the GOP were to “pussyfoot or mince words on the Vietnam War
issue, the American people will not turn to us for leadership, nor will
we deserve it.” Romney again proposed Vietnamization and guaranteed
neutralization of Southeast Asia in concert with cooperative multilateral
action as a substitute for the unilateral U.S. military action in South
Vietnam and the basis for a GOP pledge for an honorable peace in
Vietnam.'"?

Even as the convention began, the party remained divided on
the direction of its policy. Nixon said that “the United States must
seek a negotiated settlement of the Vietham war but must prepare for
new military and diplomatic approaches if the Paris Vietnam peace talks
fail ... the present need is for ‘a dramatic escalation of our efforts on the
economic, political, diplomatic, and psychological fronts.”” Former
president Dwight Eisenhower, still an unapologetic hawk on the war,
told the party not to recommend anything approaching a camouflaged
surrender. Meanwhile, New York mayor John Lindsay—an outspoken
opponent of the war—said the party “‘should assume forthright leader-
ship for the cause of ending this unwanted war.’”"'® These disparate
views on the war made a compromise on Vietnam difficult, but agree-
ment was mandatory for the party’s unity.

Fortunately for the party, the extremism and ideological rigidity
that suffused the 1964 convention and undermined Goldwater’s cam-
paign gave way to concessions by all sides. The Christian Science Moni-
tor reported the following day that “The Republican platform committee
appears likely to hammer out a ‘peace plank’ most any GOP candidate
could walk .... Despite some differences on the two major issues—
Vietnam and the cities—there were indications the 1968 platform would
produce no major battle on the convention floor.”""” The differences in
the party over Vietnam were real and nearly insurmountable. However,
the desire for unity and the GOP’s institutional memory of 1964 was
powerful enough to restrain the objections of even the most vocal hawks
and the most committed doves.

The platform which came out of the GOP convention was “a
masterpiece of political carpentry,” taking the middle course between
conservatives and liberals in domestic policy and between hawks
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and doves on Vietnam. The last draft prior to printing literally had
numbered sentences and paragraphs highlighted by word and phrase
with indications of where each section originated.'"®* While ideologically
correct for either Nixon or Rockefeller, it tended to be left of the
positions advocated by Reagan throughout the past year. Nevertheless,
its language was flexible enough to avoid offending the broad center
of political opinion in the country and leaving Nixon free to adopt
and pursue any course of negotiations to achieve peace. The Vietnam
plank advocated a progressive Vietnamization of the war but said
nothing regarding a bombing pause and a coalition government that
would include participation by the National Liberation Front.'" Best of
all, the plank was adopted by the party without a single dissenting
vote—a testament to its inclusiveness and the overwhelming desire for
unanimity.

The Vietnam portion of Nixon’s August 8 acceptance speech
was characteristic of his entire campaign for the nomination. He told
the assembled delegates that he would make ending the war in Vietnam
his first priority upon entering the Oval Office. While commending the
“loyal opposition” for its stand on the war and criticizing the Johnson
administration’s Vietnam policy, Nixon simultaneously pledged
peace under his leadership as president. Of course, the speech included
phrases designed to appeal to both the hawks and the doves in the party
and said little about the specifics of Nixon administration policies—
classic Nixonian rhetoric. The result was an uninspiring conclusion to a
convention that had achieved its goal: nominating an electable can-
didate on a platform that could appeal to the broad center of the Ameri-
can electorate. As for Vietnam, the country would have to wait until
Nixon assumed the presidency to discover his plan to end the American
involvement in the war; unfortunately, that process would be an issue
in Nixon’s next campaign as well.

Nixon spoke very little about Vietnam during his campaign—
although the infamous Chennault affair, which is too lengthy to discuss
here, looms as an intriguing sidebar—and managed to defeat Vice Presid-
ent Hubert Humphrey in a race that grew very tight after Humphrey
finally broke with the administration’s policy on the war at the end of
September. Nixon’s victory in November, however, did not placate every
member of the party. A little over a week after the election, Hatfield and
Case questioned the wisdom of Nixon’s statement that the president-
elect would support Johnson’s decisions and carry them forward after
the inauguration. While Dirksen and even Aiken spoke out in Nixon’s
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defense, it was clear that winning the White House had not cured all of
the fissures within the GOP over the Vietnam War.'® Although most
members of the GOP were willing to give the new president a grace
period to implement his Vietnamization program and “secret plan,”
Republican opposition to the Vietnam War continued during the Nixon
administration—most vocally from Representative Paul McCloskey of
California, an avowed opponent of the war since entering Congress
who staged an insurgent challenge for the 1972 nomination—and cul-
minated in the Cooper-Church amendments intended to curb additional
American activity in Southeast Asia.

Republican “opposition” to the war therefore takes on multiple
facets. As the “loyal opposition,” a large segment of the party stood
behind the administration’s policies in Vietnam while arguing about the
specifics of that policy. Hawkish members of the party like Nixon, Tower,
Eisenhower, and Laird “opposed” the war as it was being fought; they
wanted the administration to give the military additional manpower,
utilize its airpower more effectively, and allow the military men to
run the war. Finally, there were those who “opposed” the war and
sought to end it. This group of congressmen and governors, while
numerically inferior within their own party, had a considerable influ-
ence on the administration and the American public during this period
despite the fact that the antiwar faction in the GOP did not manage to
successfully nominate one of its own on the 1968 Republican presiden-
tial ticket.

Of course, one could legitimately question the motivations of these
Republican doves. Did they adopt an anti-war stance out of political
expediency (or simply to antagonize the Johnson administration for
partisan gain), or did they truly oppose the war and want peace in
Southeast Asia? To be sure, a number of Republicans recognized and
sought to exploit the political advantages of opposition to the war in
1966 and subsequently, and only a handful supported peace at any
price. Yet the opinions expressed by Cooper, Aiken, Hatfield, and other
“doves” in the party were sincere, and their support for a negotiated
settlement and an end to the fighting was unquestionable. They were
undoubtedly motivated by concern over U.S. credibility, the overextension
of the containment policy and American resources, or the nature of
the conflict in Vietnam; these men were Cold Warriors, not pacifists.
Politics creates strange bedfellows, however, and the evidence un-
deniably supports the argument that regardless of their motivations,
the Republican opponents of the war worked in concert with their
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Democrat counterparts—most of whom, it should be noted, shared a
common ideological approach to U.S. foreign relations with the GOP—
to try and bring an end to the conflict. Critics may argue with their
reasoning, but their goal was clear.

The Vietnam War has been blamed for the downfall of both Lyndon
Johnson and Richard Nixon. To this list we should add George Romney
and to a lesser extent Nelson Rockefeller. Indeed, in many ways, Romney
and Johnson were alike—both were more experienced and interested in
domestic affairs and were dedicated to improving society on all levels.
Vietnam prevented them from achieving their grander ambitions. George
Romney’s failure to win the Republican presidential nomination in 1968
can be traced directly to his failure to appear decisive on the issue of
the Vietnam War from 1967-1968 generally and his “brainwashing”
comment specifically. Not only did Romney hand his opponents a
gold-plated catch phrase with which to attack him, but the American
public and the Republican electorate could not conceive of a president
who could be misled so easily or admit that he had been deceived so
casually.”?! All else being equal in the GOP primaries, the ambiguous
position Romney took on Vietnam was no match for Richard Nixon’s
foreign policy experience, reputation as a staunch anticommunist, and
ability to avoid making any definitive statement on the war during the
primaries. For his part, Rockefeller’s stance on the war (or lack thereof)
acted as a millstone around his neck because he failed to have a position
on the war until very late in the campaign, and when he finally did
speak out, his peace proposal was too specific and failed to include
anything for GOP hawks.

In contrast to Romney and Rockefeller, Richard Nixon became
a modern-day Delphic Oracle, deftly maneuvering around the Vietnam
issue during the primaries and the convention, seeking to be all things
to all members of the party. By subtly inferring that he had a strategy
to end the conflict—and thanks to unexpected help from the media,
which publicized his so-called “secret plan”—while maintaining his
reputation as an ardent opponent of communist expansion, Nixon walked
the tightrope of opinion within the party without committing himself
to a specific stance. As a result, he both won the GOP nomination in
Miami and maintained the requisite flexibility on Vietnam that would
serve him well in the campaign against Hubert Humphrey in the fall
of 1968.

Nixon’s success in managing the Vietnam question during 1968
leads one to consider why Romney seemed unable (or unwilling) to deal
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with the war during his presidential campaign. As mentioned above,
his inexperience in foreign policy matters and lack of preparation
left him at a distinct disadvantage relative to Nixon and certainly
prevented him from being perceived as an authority on the conflict.
Perhaps Romney’s piety—he was a devout Mormon—also figured
into his obvious confusion on the issue. Could religious conviction
have been a factor in Romney’s failure to adopt a Nixonesque no
comment policy on Vietnam?'** Perhaps. Did his determination to be
candid and forthright with the public, combined with his inexperience
in international affairs, make his flailing on Vietnam inevitable?
Absolutely. Of course, the conflict in Southeast Asia challenged even
the most seasoned politicians, especially as the war dragged on without
an end in sight and public opinion began to turn against the administra-
tion’s policies, but few seemed as lost or perplexed as did Romney,
who was forced to confront Vietnam if he harbored any hope of defeat-
ing Nixon for the nomination. Had he been able to avoid the issue
completely and focus on his domestic policy agenda, or had he come out
definitively against the war as did Senator Eugene McCarthy, then
perhaps his legacy—if not his political fortunes—may have been
different.

John Sherman Cooper and George Aiken, on the other hand, knew
precisely where they stood on the war. As one of the earliest, most
vocal, and most determined critics of Johnson’s Vietnam policies, Cooper
should be recognized for his consistent advocacy of negotiations and his
persistent questioning of administration policies. Aiken, while receiving
more attention for his views and being credited with the “declare
victory and go home” solution (which he never actually suggested),
similarly has been eclipsed by his Democratic contemporaries like
Fulbright and Mansfield despite his efforts to bring about meaningful
negotiations so that the United States could return to its most important
priority, working to improve the conditions domestically. Along with
Case, Hatfield, Javits, Morton, and other doves, Cooper and Aiken
deserve to be included in the narrative of opposition to the Vietnam
War.

More generally, both the Republican hawks and doves deserve more
scholarly notice than they have received to this point in the literature.
GOP involvement, initiatives, and influence in making policy in Viet-
nam is a parallel but by no means less important narrative of the Ameri-
can experience in Vietnam that needs to be integrated into the history
of the conflict, as does a better understanding of the importance of
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domestic political considerations during the war. Republican criticisms
of Kennedy’s and Johnson’s policies forced a reassessment of their strategy
in Southeast Asia. Pressure from hawkish Republicans led Johnson in
particular to prosecute the war more vigorously in an attempt to deflect
public attention away from GOP criticisms and safeguard domestic
priorities. Indeed, as his own party abandoned the administration’s
policies, Johnson increasingly needed Republican support for his
domestic agenda that could only come if he remained steadfast in Viet-
nam. Yet Republican doves joined Democratic critics to lobby Johnson
to negotiate a settlement to the war; the evidence indicates that this
pressure helped to restrain Johnson’s actions. For this, Cooper, Aiken,
and their colleagues in the GOP should be recognized and saluted. Clearly
then, Republicans exerted significant influence on America’s Vietnam
policies.

Furthermore, the weight of historical evidence makes clear that
Vietnam was not simply Lyndon Johnson’s war. This is not an apology
for Johnson. To be sure, Johnson cannot be held blameless by historians
of the Vietnam War; his decisions as president and commander-in-chief
committed American combat troops to the conflict in Southeast
Asia and escalated the fighting despite clear indications that U.S. efforts
would be ineffective against a determined and patient enemy. Yet
within the administration, Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk, and others
must bear their share of responsibility for the roles they played
during America’s longest war. Moreover, the Republican Party should
bear a measure of responsibility for the Vietnam debacle despite the
fact they did not have direct access to decision-making positions prior
to 1969. The American commitment to the fledgling regime in Saigon
began under a Republican administration. Throughout the 1960s,
the hawkish public statements of Nixon, Dwight Eisenhower, Barry
Goldwater, John Tower, and others placed the Democratic administra-
tions in a political dilemma: maintain (or even escalate) the commitment
to Saigon or face the unpalatable prospect of “losing” Vietnam
and contend with searing GOP criticism reminiscent of the “Who lost
China?” debate.””® And even when Nixon ultimately assumed the
presidency in 1969, it would still be another four years until the Paris
peace accords were concluded. The American experience in Vietnam
was long and complex; to make Lyndon Johnson accountable for all
of the errors in judgment and policy that occurred over 25 years
is unfair and distorts the historical record. In short, Vietnam was
America’s war.
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