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THE WHITE HOUSE, November 3, 1969. 

REMARKS OF THE PRESIDENT ON VIETNAM, DEUVERED TO NATIONAL TELEvISION 
AND RADIO AUDIENCES FROM THE 'VHITE HOUSE 

Good evening, my fellow Amerieans: Tonight I want to talk to you on a sub­
jE'ct of deep concern to all Americans and t.o many people in all parts .of the 
world-the war in Vietnam. 

I believe that one .of the reasons fo-r the deep division about Vietnam is that 
many Americans have lost confidence in what their government has told them 
about our policy. The American people cannot and should not be asked to sup­
port a policy which involves the overriding issues of war and peace unless they 
Imow.the truth about that policy. 

Tonight, therefore, I would like to answer some of the questions that I know 
art' on the minds of many of you listening to me. 

How and why did America get involved in Vietnam in the first place? 
How has this Administration changed the policy of the previ.ous Administra· 

Uem? 
What hafO really happened in the negotiations in Paris and on the battlefront 

in Vietnam? 
\,,"hat choi('e~ do we have if we are to end the war? 
"'hat are .the prosppcts for peace'! 
Let me begin by describing the situation I found when I was ina ugurated on 

January 20. 
The war had been going on f.or four years. 
iU,OOQ Americans had been killed in actioD. 
The training program for the South Vietnamese was behind schedule. 
540,000 Americans were in Vietnam with no plans to reduce the number. 
1\'0 progress had been made at the negotiations in Paris and the United Sta.tes 

had not put forth a comprebensive peace proposal. 
The war was causing deep division at h.ollle and criticism from many of our 

friends as well as our enemies abroad. 
In view of these circumstances there were some who urged I end the war 'at once 

by ordering the immediate withdrawal .of all American f.orces. 
From a political standpoint this W.ould have been a popular and easy course to 

follow. After all, we became involved in the war while my predecessor was in 
(Jffice. I could blame the defeat which would be the result 'Of my acti.on on him 
and come out as the peacemaker. Some put it quite -bluntly: This was the only 
way to avoid allowing Johnson's war to become Nixon's war. 

But I had a greater 'Obligation than to think -only of the years 'Of my Adminis· 
tra tion and the next election. I had to think of the effect 'Of my decisi'On on the 
next. generation and on the future of peace and' freedom in America and in 
the world. 

Le-t us aU understand that the question before us is not whether some Amer· 
ieans are for peace and some Americans are against peace. The question at issue 
is not whether J obns-on's war becomes Nixon's- wa'r. 

The great question is: How can we win America '!'! pea<,p? 
Let us turn n.ow to the fundamental issue. \Vhy and how did the United 

States ,become involved in Vietnam in the first place? 
Fifteen years 'ago North Vietnam, with the logistical support of Communist 

China and the Soviet Union, launched a campaign to impose a Communist 
government on South Vietnam by instigating and supporting a revolution. 

In response tD the request of the government of South Vietnam, President 
Eisenhower sent economic aid and military equipment to assist; the people of 
South Vietnam in their efforts to prevent a Communist takeover. Seven years 
ago, President Kennedy sent 16,000 military personnel to Vietnam as u)mbat 
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advisors. Four years ago, President Johnson sent American combat forces to 
South Vietnam. 
~ow, many believe that President Johnson's decision to send American com· 

bat forces to South Vietnam was wrong. And many others-I among them­
have been strongly critical of the way the war has been conducted. 

But the questiQD facing us tiXlay is-now that we are in the war, what is 
the best way to end it? 

In January I could only conclude that the precipitate withdrawal of American 
forces from Vietnam ,vould be a disaster not only for South Vietnam but for 
the United States and for the cause of peace. 

For the South Vietnamese, our precipitate withdrawal would inevitably 
allow the Communists to repeat the massacres which followed their takeover 
in the North 15 years before. 

They then murdered more than 50,000 people and hundreds of thousands more 
died in slave labor camps. 

'Ve saw a prelude of what would happen in South Vietnam when the Com· 
munists entered the City of Hue last year. During their brief rule, there was a 
bloody reign of terror in ,yhich 3,000 Civilians were clubbed, shot to death, and 
buried in mass graves. 

With the sudden eollap:-:e of our support, the~e atrocities of Hue would be('ome 
the nightmare of the entire nation-and particularly for the million and a half 
Catholic refugees who fled to South Vietnam when the Communists took over 
in the North. 

For the L'nite-d States, this first defeat in our nation's history would result 
in a collapse of confidence in American leadership, not only in A~ia but through· 
out the world. 

Three American Presidents have recognized the great stakes involved in 
Vietnam and understood what had to be done. 

In InnS, President Kennedy, with his characteristic eloquence and clarity, 
said, ",ye want to see a stable government there carrying on the struggle to 
maintain its national independence. 'Ve believe strongly in that. 'Ve're not going 
to withdraw from that f'fJ:'ort. In my opinion for us to withdraw from that effort 
would mean a collapse not only of South Vietnam, but Southl'ast A .... ia, so \ye're 
gOing to stay there." 

President Eisenhower and President Johnson expressed the same conclusion 
during their terms of office. 

For the future of peace, precipitate withdrawal would thus be a disaster of 
immense magnitude. 

A nation cannot remain great if it betrays its allies and lets down its 
friends. 

Our defeat and humiliation in South Vietnam would without question promote 
recklessness in the councils of those great powers \yho have not yet abandoned 
their goals of world conquest. 

This would spark violence "'herever our commitments help maintain peace-
in the Middle East, in Berlin, eventually eYen in the Western Hemisphere. 

Ultimately. this would cost more lives. 
It would not firing pE'llee but morE' war. 
For these reasons, I rejected the recommendation that I should end the war 

by immediately withdrawing all our forces. I chose instead to change American 
policy on both the negotiating front and the battlefront. 

In order to end a war fought on many fronts, I initiated a pursuit for peace 
on many fronts. 

In a television speech on May 14, in a speech 'before the United Nations, and 
on a number of other occasions I set forth our peace proposals in great detail. 

"Ve have offered the complete withdrawal of all outside forces within one 
year. 

,"Ve have proposed a cease-fire under international supervision. 
'Ye have offered free eledions under international supervision with the Com­

munist,.: Jlllrtir·ipating in the org-anizatioll and con1dnct of the elections as an 
organized political force. The Saigon Government has 'Pledged to accept the 
result of the elections. 

We have not put forth our proposals on a take·it--or·leave·it -basis. We have 
indicated that we are willing to discuss the proposals that have been put forth 
by the other ,side, We have declared that 'anything is negotiable except the right 
of the people of South Vietnam to determine their own future. At the Paris 
peace conference, Ambassv,dor Lodge has demonHtrated our flexibility and good 
faith in 40 public meetings. 
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Hanoi h.as refused eYen to discuss our proposals. They demand our uneondi­
tional acceptance of their terms, which are that we withdraw all American forces 
immediately and unconditionally and that we o,,"erthrow the government of 
South Vietnam as we leave. 

We have not limited our peace initiative~ to public forums and public state­
ments. I recognized, in January, that a long and bitter war like this usually 
cannot lie settled in a public fOnIm. That is why in addition to the public 
statements and negotiations I have explored e"cry possible private avenue that 
might lead 'to a settlement. 

Tonight I am taking the unprecedented step of disclosing to you some of our 
other initiatives for peace--initi.atives \ve undertook privately and secretly 
because ,ve thought that we thereby might open a door which publicly would 
be closed. 

I did not wait for my inauguration to bf'gin my quest for peace. 
Soon after my election through an individual who is directly in contact on a 

personal busis with the leaders of North Vietnam I made two private offers for 
a rapid, comprehensive settlement. Hanoi's replies called in effect for our sur­
render before negotiations. 

Since the Soviet Union furnishes most of the military equipment for Xorth 
Vietnam, ·Secretary of State Rogers, my Assistant for Xational Security Affairs, 
Dr. Kissinger, Ambassador Lodge, and I, personally, have met on a Ilum!J;:>r 
of occasions with representatives of the Soviet Government to enlist their 
assistance in getting meaningful negotiations started. In addition we have had 
extended discussions directed toward that same ('nd with representatives of 
other governments wbich have diplomatic relations with North Vietnam. Xone 
of these initiatives have to date produced results. 

In mid-July, I became convinced that it was necessary to make a major move 
to break the deadlock in Paris talks. I spoke directly in this office, ,vhere I am 
now sitting, with an individual who had known lIo Chi l\Hnh on a personal 
basis for 25 years. Through him I sent a letter to Ho Chi Minh. 

I did this outside of the usual diplomatic channels with the hope that with 
the necessity of making statements for propaganda removed, there might be 
constructive progress toward bringing the ,val' to an end. Let me read from 
that letter: 

"Dear ::\11'. PreR.ident.: I refllize that it is difficult to ('ommunic-ate meaninj!'­
fully across the gulf of four years of war. But precisely because of this gulf, 
I wanted to take this opportunity to reaffirm in all solemnity my desire to work 
for a just peace. I deeply believe that the war in Yil'tnam ha . ..; gone all too long 
and deJay in bringing" it to fin end ean benefit no olIe--least of all the people 
of Yietnarn .... 

• • • • • 
"The time has come to move forward at the conference table toward au early 

re-solution of this tragic war. You will find us forthcoming aud open-mindt-'u 
in a common effort to bring the blessings of peace to the brave people of Yiet­
nam. Let history record that at this critical juncture, both sides tUrned their 
face toward peace rather than to,vard conflict and war." 

I received Ho Chi Minh's reply on August 30, three days before his death. 
It simply reiterated the public position North Vietnam had taken in the Paris 
talks -and flatly rejected my initiative. 

The full text of both letters is being released to the press. 
In addition to the public meetings I referred to, Ambassador Lodge has met 

with Vietnam's chief neg'otiator in Paris in 11 private meetings. 
,"Ve hav(' taken other ~itmitieant illitiatiye:'; which mul'rt; remain Recret to ke'l'J) 

open some channels of communication which may still prove to be productivp. 
But the effect of all the public, private and secret negotiations ,yhi('h have 

been undertaken since the bombing halt a year ago and since this Administration 
came into office on January 20, can be summed up in aile sentence--

No progress whatever has been made except agremnent on the shape of til(> 
bargaining table. Now who is at fault? 

It bas become clear that the obstacle in negotiating an end to the war is not 
the President of the United. States. And it is not the South Vietnamese. 

The obstacle is the other side's absolute refusal to show the least willingness 
to join us in seeking a just peace. It will not do so while it is convinced that all 
it has to do is to wait for our next concession, and the next, until it gets e,'ery­
thing it wants. 



There can now be no longer any question that progress in negotiation depends 
only on Hanoi's deciding to negotiate, to negotiate seriously. 

I rt:>alize that this report on our efforts on the diplomatic fronts is diB­
couraging to the American people, but the American people are entitled to know 
the truth-the bad news as well as the good news, \vhere the lives of our young 
men are involved. 

Now let me turn, however, to a more encouraging report on another front. 
At the time we launched our search for peace I recognized we might not 

succeed in bringing an end to the war through negotiation. I, therefore, put 
into effect another plan to bring peace---a plan which will bring the war to an 
end rpgardless of what happens on the negotiating front. 

It is in line with a major shift in US foreign policy which I describf>d in my 
press conference at Guam on July 25. Let me briefly explain what has been 
de8'cribed as the ~iXOll Doctrine-a policy \-vhich not only \vill help end the 
war in Vietnam, but \vhic11 is au essential element of our program to pren"nt 
future Vietnams. 

We Americans are a do-it-yourself people. We are an impatient people. In.;;;tt'ad 
of teaching someone else to do a job, we like to do it ourselves. And thi.'l trait 
has been earried over into our foreign policy. 

In Korea and again in Vietnam, the United States furnished most of the 
money, most of the arms. and most of the men to help the people of those 
countries defend their freedom against the Communist aggres~ioll. 

Before any American troops ·were committed to Vil,tnam, a leader of another 
Asian country expressed this opinion to me when I was traveling in Asia as a 
private citizen. He said, "·When you are trying to assist another nation defend 
its freedom, U.S. policy should be to help them fight the war but not to fight 
the war for them." 

'VeIl, in accordance with this wise coungel, I laid down in Guam three prin­
ciples as guidelines for future American policy toward Asia: 

}1"'irst, the United States will keep all of its treaty commitments. 
Second, \ve shall provide a shield if a nuclear power threatens the freedom 

of a nation allied with us or of a nation whose .",urvival we consider vital to 
Our security, 

Third, in cases involving other types of aggrt'sf;ion, \ve shall fUl'llish military 
and fleonomic aSl';istance when :requested in accordance with our treaty commit­
ments, Rut we shall look to the nation directly threatened to assume the 
primary responsibility of providing the manpower for its defen~e. 

After I announced this policy, I found that the leaders of the Philippines, 
Thailand, Vietnam, South Korea, and other nations which might be threatened 
by Communist aggression, welcomed this new dirl'Ction in Amerkan foreign 
policy. 

The defense of freedom is everybody's business---not just America's business. 
And it is particularly the responsibility of the people whose freedom is threat­
t'IH"I1. In the previous Administration, we Americanized the war in Vietnam. In 
this Administration, we are Vietnamizing the search for peace. 

The policy of the previons Administration not only resulted in 'our afl.suming 
the primary re~ponsibilit.r for fighting the war but even more significantly did 
Hot arlpqnately :'tres:, the goal of !'trpngthening the SOUtll Vietnamese so that they 
could defend themselves when we left. 

The Yietnamization Plan was laundloo following Secretary J~aird's visit to 
Yietnam in l\1arch. rnder the v1an, I oroer('d first a substantial increase in 
tlw training fmd equipment of South Yietname~e forres, 

In .Tuly, on my vi~it to Vietnam, I changed Genf'ral Abrams' orders so that 
they were consi~tpnt \vith the objectives of our new policies" Under the new 
orders. the primary mission of our troops is to enable the South Vietnamese 
fOl'ces to assume the full respon,.,ibility for the seeurity of South Vietnam, 

Our air o})f'rations haw> hf'('n reduced by over 20 percent, 
And now we have begun to see the results of this long overdue change in 

American policy in Yietnam . 
. After five years -of ~\lllericans going into Vietnam, we are finally bringing 

American men home. By INcember 15, over 60.000 men will ha ve 'been with­
dra\yn from South Vietnam-including 20 percent of all of our combat 
forces. 

'The Routh Yietnamesf' hav"C' rontimwrl to gain in strength. As a result 
they have been able to take ove-r combat responsibilities from our American 
troops. 



Two other significant developments have {)Ccurred since this Administration 
took office. 

,Enemy infiltration, infiltration which is essential if they are to launch a 
major attack, over the last three months is less than 20 pereent of what it was 
over the same period last year. 

:Most important-United States casualties have declined during the last 
two months to the lowest point in three years. 

Let me now turn to our program for the future. 
"\Ve ba ve adopted a plan which we have worked out in cooperation with the 

South Vietnamese for the complete withdrawal of all U.S. combat ground 
forces, and their replaceroent by 'Soutb Vietnamese forces on an orderly scheduled 
timetable. This withdrawal will be made from strength and Dot from weaknes!;. 
As South Vietnamese forces become stronger, the rate of American withdrawal 
can become greater. 

I have not Ilnd do not intend to announce the rtimetahle for our program. 
There are obvious reasons for this decision which I am sure you will under­
Rtand. As I have indicated on several occasions, the rate of withdrawal will 
depend on developments on three fronts. 

One of these is the progress wbich can 'be or might 'he made in the Parif.\ 
talks. An 'finncmncement of a fixed timetable for our withdrawal would 
('Ompletely remove any incentive for the enemy to negotiate an agreement. 

They would simply wait until our forces had withdrawn and then move 
in. 

The other two factors on which we will 'base our withdrawal decisions are 
the level of enemy activity and the progress of the training program of the 
South Vietnamese forces. I am glad to be able to report tonight progress on 
both of these fronts has J::l.eoo greater than we anticipated when we started 
the program in June for withdrawal. As a result, our timetable for withdrawal 
is more optimistic now than when we made our first estimates in ,June. This 
clearly demonstrates why it is not wise to 'be frozen in on a fixed timetable. 

We must retain the :O.exibility to base each withdrawal decision on the sit­
uation as it Is at that time rather than on estimates that are no longer valid. 

Along with this optimistic estimate, I must-in all candor-leave one note 
of caution. 

If the level of enemy activity significantly increases we might have to adjust 
our timetable accordingly. 

However, I want the record to be completely clear on one point. 
At the time of the bombing halt ju~t :a year ago, there was some confusion 

as to whether there was an understanding on the part of the enemy that if we 
stopped the bombing of North Vietnam they would stop the- shelling of citie~ in 
South Vietnam I want to be sure that there is no misunderstanding on the part 
of the enemy with regard to our withdrawal program. 

We have noted the reduced level of infiltration, the reduction of our casualties, 
and 'are basing our withdrawal decisions partially on those factors. 
If the level of infiltration or our casualties increase while we are trying to 

scale down the fighting. it will be the result of a conscious deciSion 'by the 
enemy. 

Hanoi <"Ould makE> no greater mistake than to as::'1.1me that an increase in 
violence will be to its advantage. If I conclude that increased enemy action 
jeoparoizes our rem-ainin.g' forces in Vie-tnam. I shall not hesitate to take strong 
and efl'ective measures to deal with that situation. 

This is not a threat. This i~ a stat('ment of policy whkh as Cmnmander-in­
Chief of our Armed Forc('s I am making in meeting my responsibility for the 
protecti-on of American ft~hting men whpre-ve-r thpy may be. 

My ff'l1ow Ame-rican~. I am sure you recognizp from what I have said that 
Wf' mally -only haiV~ two ',ehok'es open to us if we want to end this war. 

I can order 'an immediate. 'llreci'pit.ate- withdrawal of all Americans from 
Vi('tnam without regard to tIle effects of that action. 

'Or 'We can persi.st in our search for a just peace through a negotiated settlement 
if possiblE" or through continued implementation of aur plan for Vietnamization 
if necessary-a plan in which we will withdraw all of our for~ from Vietnam 
on a schednle in accordance with our program. fl~ the Sonth Vietnamese beoeome 
strong enongh to defend their own freedom. 

I have cho.~n the se<'ond C"ourse. 
It is not the easy way. /~ 
It is thp right way. .,.. 



It is a plan which will end the war and serve the cause of peace---not just 
in Vietnam but in the Pacific and in the world. 

In speaking of the consequences of a precipitate withdrawal, I mentioned that 
our allies would lose confidence in America. 

Far more dangerous, we would lose confidence in ourselves. The immediate 
reaction would be a sense of relief that our men were coming home. But af;; 
we saw the consequences of what he had done, inevitable ,remorse and divisive 
recrimination would scar our spirit as a 'Pt':'OPle. 

We have faced other crises in our history and have become stronger by reject· 
ing the easy way out and taking the right way in meeting our challenges. 
Our gre-atness as a nation haR ~n our capacity to do what bad to be done when 
we knew our course was right. 

I recognize that some of my fellow citizens disagree with the plan for peace I 
have chosen. Honest and patriotic Americans have reached dlfferent conclusions 
as to how peace should be 'achieved. 

In San Francisco a few weeks ago, I saw demonstrators carrying signs read· 
ing: "Lose in Vietnam, bring the boys home." 

Well one- of the strengths of our free society is that any American has a right 
to reach that conclusion and to advocate that point of view. But as President 
of the rnited States, I would lie untrue to my oath of offiee if I allowed the 
poli(';v of this nation to he dictated hy the minority who hold that point of 
yie,y and ,vho try to impose it on the nation by mounting demonstrations in 
the street. 

For almost 200 years, the policy of this nation has been made under our 
Constitution by those leadpr~ in thf' Congress and in the White House selected 
by 'all of the people. If a ,'oeal minority, however fervent its cause, prevails 
over reason and the will of the majority this nation has no future a~ a free 
SOCiety. 

And now I would like to addre-~~ a word if I may to the young people of this 
nation who are parti('ularly concerned, and I understand why they are con· 
cerned about this war. 

T re-RPe-rt your ideaWnn. 
I sharf' y,onr concern for peace. 
I want peace as much as you do. 
There are powerful personal reasons I want to end this war. This week I will 

have to Rign 83 letters to mothers, fathers, wives and loved one,"! of men who 
ha,'e giyen their lives for America in Vietnam. It is very little satisfaction to 
me that this is only one·third as many letters as I signed the first week in 
my office. There is nothing I want more than to see the day come when I do 
not have to write any of those letterR. 
-I want to end the war to save the lives of those brave young men in 

Vietnam. 
-But I want to end it in a way which will increase the chance that their 

younger brothers and their sons will not have to fight in some future Vietnam 
sonwpi!H'f' in the worIa. 
~And I want to end the war for another reason. I want to end it so that 

tIl(> f'l1prgy and dedieation of yOll, our young people. now too often directed 
into bi,tter hatred against those re~ponsihle for the war. can be turnf'd tn thp. 
great challenges of ppacp, a better life for all Americans, a better Ufe for all 
llPoplp on thiR parth. 

I han· ehosell a plan for Ili:'a<'p. I llf"lif'Y(> it will su(,C'ppcl. 
If it dops not sm'C'Pl'fl. wlwt tIl(> C'ritif'S say now' won't matter. Or, if it does 

sllf'(,f'f>d. wlmt thp critics say now won't mattN. If it cloPs not succeed, anything 
I RHY then won't mattpl'. 

I know it may not l"le fflshionahI~ to speak of patriotism or national rIps-tiny 
tlwsp rIn,n':L Bnt I fetO'l it is approprint(' to (10 so on this occasion. 

Two hnnc1rp{] ytO'flrR fl~() thif'l nation WflR "'(>81,:: flnd poor. Rut f'ven then. America 
Wf\S thp. hope of million~ in the world. Today we have hecomp. the strongest and 
richest nation in the- world. The whepl of destiny has turnf'd so that any hope 
the world has for the survival of pea('e and freedom will be determined by 
\yhethf"· the "'" merk.'ll1 peonle hay to' thf' lllOral sfaminn and the courage to meet 
the challpnge of free world leadership. 

Let historians not rf'{'ord that when Amprica was thf' mO!'lt powerful nntion 
in the world we pa,gged on the other side of tbp road and allowed the la~ hopes 
for peace and freedom of miUions of people to 'be HuffocatFd by the torres of 
totalitarianism. ~ 



------.---_ ... _-------------------

And ~o tonight-to you, the great silent majority of my fellow Americans­
I n"k for your "npport. 

I pledged in my ('amp:J.i.~n for the Prf'sidency to end the war in a way that 
we <'ould ,yin the veace. 1 have initiated a plan of aetion which will enable me 
to k(';'p thnt pledge. 

'I'he more support I C:lO have from the Ameriean people, the soon('r that pledge 
can he rf'flwmed; for thp. morf' divided WI" are at tWIlle. the less likply the pnemy 
is to IH'got.iatf' at Paris. 

Let us be united for peace. Let us also be united against defeat. Because 
It't ns unrlf'rstnnd: ~orth Vietnam cannot defeat or humiliatf' the Cnited States. 
Only _\meriC'ans ('an (10 that. 

Pifty years ago, in this room and at this very desk, Pre~ident 'Voorlrnw 'Vilson 
:-;p(ll{(' ,vorrh;; which (,flnght the imagination of a war-'Vf'ary 'vorld. He Raid, 
'''l'hi~ is the war to end "'lUI'!." His dream for Pf'"lwe after World 'Var I was 
:-;hnttf'l'Nl on tIl(' hllrd r('aliti{'~ nf grpat power politics and Woodrow 'Vil:-;on 
died fl brokE'Il mall. 

Tonight I do uot. tell you that the war in Yie-inam is the war to PHd ,yars. 
But I 00 i"''ly thiR: 

I haye initiah'ti f\ Ill:m whit-h ,,-ill pnll thi~ war in II ,yay that will bring us 
clol"t'r to that gTI'nt g-onl to whieh \Yoodrow "Tilson nUll pYf'ry Amf'rican Prf'si­
dpnt in onr hh:tory ha~ bf'ell dl.'dic-iltNl-the goal of a .in~t and lasting rlf'ace. 

As Presidf'nt I hold the responsibility for choosing thf' hest path to that goal 
nnd rhpll If'ading thl' nation along it. 

I pl(>{lgf' to yon tonight that I .<:ha11 mpf't this rp,.:'ponsihility with all of thf' 
:-;trength a11(l wi:-:clOlll I ('an ('nIllmand "in U('C'or(}anC'P with your hopes, mindful of 
ylmr ('OlWprns. sll"taillPd hy your prayers. / 

Th:lllk you and good night. to 


