COMMITMENT AND
CREDIBILITY

LYNDON B. JOHNSON

Fearing that South Vietmam was near collapse, President Johnson had authorized the
sustained bombing of North Vietnam in February 1965 and sent the first official
U.S. combat troops to the south in March. In April and May, faced with mounting
international and domestic criticism of military escalation, the administration launched
a peace offenstve consisting of speeches and a temporary bombing halt. Speaking at
Fohns Hopkins University on 7 April 1965, Fohnson proposed an economic develop-
ment plan for Indochina to be funded by the United States. But the United States
was unprepared to begin_concrete negotiations. The proposal was designed more 1o
outmaneyver domestic opposition than to establish a basis for negotiation, because it
treated North and South Vietnam as separate nations and rejected the key concern of
the other side: Vietnam’s unification. Fohnson’s speech was also noteworthy because
of the reasons he gave for American involvement in his opening remarks. While restat-
ing themes advocated by previous Presidents, Fohnson stressed the role of North
Vietnam as aggressor,.the importance of upholding the American commitment to South
Vietnam, and the necessity of maintaining the credibility of America’s promises.

...I have come here to review once again with my own people the views of the
American Government. .

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

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

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

Why must we take this painful road?

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

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

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

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

THE NATURE OF THE CONFLICT

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

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

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

This support is the heartbeat of the war.

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

The confused nature of this conflict cannot mask the fact that it is the new face
of an old enemy.

Over this war—and all Asia—is another reality: the deepening shadow of Com-
munist China. The rulers in Hanoti are urged on by Peking. This is a regime which
has destroyed freedom in Tibet, which has attacked India, and has been condemned
by the United Nations for aggression in Korea. It is a nation which is helping the
forces of violence in almost every continent. The contest in Viet-Nam is part of a
wider pattern of aggressive purposes.

WHY ARE WE IN VIET-NAM?

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

We are there because we have a promise to keep. Since 1954 every American
President has offered support to the people of South Viet-Nam. We have helped to
bUl_ld, and we have helped to defend. Thus, over many years, we have made a
hational pledge to help South Viet-Nam defend its independence.
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And I intend to keep that promise.

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

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

We are also there because there are great stakes in the balance. Let no one think
for a moment that retreat from Viet-Nam would bring an end to conflict. The battle
would be renewed in one country and then another. The central lesson of our time
is that the appetite of aggression is never satisfied. To withdraw from one battlefield
means only to prepare for the next. We must say in southeast Asia—as we did in
Europe—in the words of the Bible: “Hitherto shalt thou come, but no further.”

There are those who say that all our effort there will be futile—that China’s
power is such that it is bound to dominate all southeast Asia. But there is no end
to that argument until all of the nations of Asia are swallowed up.

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

OUR OBJECTIVE IN VIET-NAM

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

We will do everything necessary to reach that objective. And we will do only
what is absolutely necessary.

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

We do this in order to slow down aggression.

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

And we do this to convince the leaders of North Viet-Nam—and all who seek
to share their conquest—of a very simple fact:

We will not be defeated.

We will not grow tired.

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

We know that air attacks alone will not accomplish all of these purposes. But
it is our best and prayerful judgment that they are a necessary part of the surest road
to peace.
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We hope that peace will come swiftly. But that is in the hands of others be-
sides ourselves. And we must be prepared for a long continued conflict. It will
require patience as well as bravery, the will to endure as well as the will to resist.

I wish it were possible to convince others with words of what we now find it
necessary to say with guns and planes: Armed hostility is futile. Our resources are
equal to any challenge. Because we fight for values and we fight for principles,
rather than territory or colonies, our patience and our determination are unending.

Once this is clear, then it should also be clear that the only path for reasona’ble

~men is the path of peaceful settlement.

Such peace demands an independent South Viet-Nam—securely guaranteed
and able to shape its own relationships to all others—free from outside interference—
tied to no alliance—a military base for no other country.

These are the essentials of any final settlement.

We will never be second in the search for such a peaceful settlement in Viet-
Nam. :
There may be many ways to this kind of peace: in discussion or negotiation
with the governments concerned; in large groups or in small ones; in the reaffir-
mation of old agreements or their strengthening with new ones.

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

And until that bright and necessary day of peace we will try to keep conflict
from spreading. We have no desire to see thousands die in battle—Asians or
Americans. We have no desire to devastate that which the people of North Viet-
Nam have built with toil and sacrifice. We will use our power with restraint and
with all the wisdom that we can command.

But we will use it.

This war, like most wars, is filled with terrible irony. For what do the people
of North Viet-Nam want? They want what their neighbors also desire: food for
their hunger; health for their bodies; a chance to learn; progress for their country;
and an end to the bondage of material misery. And they would find ail these things

ar more readily in peaceful association with others than in the endless course 6f

battle. ...
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Tonight I want to take a few minutes to discuss a grave threat to peace, and
America's determination to lead the world in confronting that threat.

The threat comes from Iraq. It arises directly from the Iraqi regime's own actions --
its history of aggression, and its drive toward an arsenal of terror....We also must
never forget the most vivid events of recent history. On September the 11th, 2001,
America felt its vulnerability -- even to threats that gather on the other side of the
earth. We resolved then, and we are resolved today, to confront every threat, from
any source, that could bring sudden terror and suffering to America.

...some ask why Iraq is different from other countries or regimes that also have
terrible weapons. While there are many dangers in the world, the threat from Iraq
stands alone -- because it gathers the most serious dangers of our age in one place.
Iraq's weapons of mass destruction are controlled by a murderous tyrant who has
already used chemical weapons to kill thousands of people. This same tyrant has
tried to dominate the Middie East, has invaded and brutally occupied a small

" neighbor, has struck other nations without warning, and holds an unrelenting
hostility toward the United States.

By its past and present actions, by its technological capabilities, by the merciless
nature of its regime, Iraq is unique. As a former chief weapons inspector of the U.N.
has said, "The fundamental problem with Iraq remains the nature of the regime,
itself. Saddam Hussein is a homicidal dictator who is addicted to weapons of mass
destruction.” :

Some ask how urgent this danger is to America and the world. The danger is already
significant, and it only grows worse with time. If we know Saddam Hussein has
dangerous weapons today -- and we do -- does it make any sense for the world to
wait to confront him as he grows even stronger and develops even more dangerous
weapons?

..America must not ignore the threat gathering against us. Facing clear evidence
of peril, we cannot wait for the final proof -- the smoking gun -- that could come
in the form of a mushroom cloud. As President Kennedy said in October of 1962,
"Neither the United States of America, nor the world community of nations can
tolerate deliberate deception and offensive threats on the part of any nation, large
or small. We no longer live in a world," he said, "where only the actual firing of
weapons represents a sufficient challenge to a nations security to constitute
maximum peril."

Understanding the threats of our time, knowing the designs and deceptions of the
Iragi regime, we have every reason to assume the worst, and we have an urgent
duty to prevent the worst from occurring.

...By taking these steps, and by only taking these steps, the Iragi regime has an
opportunity to avoid conflict. Taking these steps would also change the nature of
the Iraqi regime itself. America hopes the regime will make that choice.
Unfortunately, at least so far, we have little reason to expect it. And that's why
two administrations -- mine and President Clinton's -- have stated that regime
change in Iraq is the only certain means of removing a great danger to our nation.
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