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LBJ, McGeorge Bundy, and Escalation in Vietnam 


The conflict between the US and Vietnam remains a very controverisal subject in America to this day and it is our job as historians to explore this topic further. One way in which to study the war is to concentrate on the people in Washington who actually made the decisions regarding escalation, namely President Johnson and his advisers. One relationship, in particular, that is of interest to historians is that of the National Security Adviser, McGeorge Bundy, and LBJ. Bundy was just one of the three close advisers to Johnson, including Robert McNamara and Dean Rusk, that maintained not only a close relationship politically and professionally, but personally as well. These men helped him to make the toughest decisions concerning the crisis in Vietnam that ended in heartbreak for LBJ and the country as well. 



In an attempt to continue the trend of the Kennedy years, LBJ and Bundy took a very hard line stance against overt action in Vietnam, but they also refused to back down in any way as well. According to Logevall, this indecision and delay of decisive action pushed the country farther into the point of no return. This refusal to back down and the rejection of any policies of neutralization directly resulted from a Cold War mentality prevalent in the United States at this time; the domino effect would undoubtedly lead to the spread of Communism in the minds of many Americans. Also, the international context in which the Vietnam War existed in the 1960’s was not a favorable one considering LBJ’s actions in Latin America and Cyprus. LBJ was not a warmonger as he his portrayed today; his decisions were based on the information he received from advisers like Bundy. However, the obsession with promoting, not only our own, but also South Vietnam’s pursuit of democracy surfaces all throughout Johnson’s discussions with his advisers. Taking a close look at the interpersonal relationship of Bundy and LBJ, as well as their Cold War mentality, and the international context in which the conflict in Vietnam is placed will ultimately shed light on the reasons for escalation.   


The sources that will best shed light onto the state of the LBJ and Bundy relationship with specific regard to Vietnam are Bundy’s official memos to the president, which will give the official position of the National Security Council to the White House, as well as the tapes of phone conversations between Bundy and LBJ, which will give the personal opinion of both concerning this inflammatory issue. Kai Bird’s book, The Color of Truth, about the Bundy brothers, gives an overview of McGeorge Bundy’s involvement at the White House and specifically, with the President. Also, the Pentagon Papers on Vietnam will detail the official orders given to escalate and the Pentagon’s reaction. The LBJ Library website contains the National Security Action Memorandum from late 1964 and mid-1965 and the course website contains the Johnson oral histories on Bundy and others of importance in the decision-making in Vietnam.          

