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INTRODUCTION
FRANCIS J. GAVIN AND MARK ATWOOD LAWRENCE

Lyndon B. Johnson’s commencement address at the College of the Holy
Cross on June 10, 1964, began like innumerable speeches by American
presidents during the Cold War. Johnson touched on his determination to
avoid “the annihilation of nuclear war” and pledged “to find a way to peace
in a world where freedom grows.” But then Johnson veered away from such
platitudes and said something more unusual in the annals of Cold War rhetoric. “Even if we end terror and even if we eliminate tension, even if we
reduce arms and restrict conflict, even if peace were to come to the nations,”
Johnson declared, “we would turn from this struggle only to find ourselves
on a new battleground as filled with danger and as fraught with difficulty as
any ever faced by man. For many of our most urgent problems,” the president continued, “do not spring from the cold war or even from the ambitions
of our adversaries.” Johnson went on to describe three global problems that
“stretch beyond present differences” and would inevitably “persist beyond
the cold war”: poverty, epidemic disease, and diminishing natural resources.
He urged the graduating class to take such challenges seriously and warned
against any temptation to see them as irrelevant to American interests.
“Those who live in the emerging community of nations,” LBJ said, “will
ignore the problems of their neighbors at the risk of their own prosperity.”1
Johnson hit on similar themes in subsequent speeches but also pointed
to other long-range problems that threatened the future of humanity. In his
1965 State of the Union address, the president promised to “seek new ways
to use our knowledge to help deal with the explosion in world population
and the growing scarcity of world resources.”2 Two years later, LBJ returned
to the theme with more alarming words. “Next to the pursuit of peace, the
really greatest challenge facing the human family is the race between food
supply and population increase,” he asserted in January 1967, adding ominously, “That race tonight is being lost.”3 Johnson even spoke about what a
later generation would call global warming. “This generation,” he insisted
to Congress in February 1965, “has altered the composition of the atmosphere on a global scale through . . . a steady increase in carbon dioxide from
the burning of fossil fuels.”4

1
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Johnson did not speak in these ways very often. Nor did such concerns
preoccupy the National Security Council, the State Department, or the
Pentagon during Johnson’s presidency from 1963 to 1969, when US diplomacy, along with the attention of American media and public opinion, was
focused overwhelmingly on the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, and increasingly Vietnam—on, in short, the Cold War. Johnson’s words were not, however, an aberration or mere historical curiosity. Throughout LBJ’s years in
office, the president and his aides showed steady, if rarely headline-making,
interest in global challenges that transcended the East‒West rivalry. As
at Holy Cross, the president paid lip service to such problems from time
to time. More importantly, he acted on some of them—above all, global
poverty, population growth, and disease—with decisiveness that has rarely
received attention from scholars of American foreign relations. Among
twentieth-century presidents, LBJ’s attention to emerging global challenges
ranks him among the most cognizant of the need to think beyond immediate
geopolitical challenges to consider problems on the distant horizon, even if
ultimately his effort was a mixed bag of bold activism and striking passivity, great successes and miserable failures.
This book brings together some of the most innovative scholars of international affairs in the 1960s to explore how American leaders—above
all, Johnson and his aides—thought about problems that political scientists would later dub “new security challenges”5 and to weigh the policy
responses that they devised. This objective is unapologetically “presentist” in the sense that the book is inspired by the pressing concerns of the
twenty-first century and traces those concerns back into the past. Isolating
US attempts to cope with, for example, epidemic diseases or human rights
violations risks giving such issues greater prominence than they held at the
time and exaggerating the extent to which policymakers conceived of an
agenda wholly separate from the Cold War. This potential for distortion is,
however, a small price to pay in order to gain leverage on present-day problems by studying how policymakers sought to deal with them in the past.
Indeed, this book rests on the conviction that historians have a significant
role to play in devising solutions to urgent global challenges by describing
little-studied precedents for current dilemmas, exposing reasons for past
successes and failures, and teasing out lessons for the future.
One major goal of the book, in fact, is to demonstrate that the 1960s were
a crucially important period in the development of global conditions and
challenges that dominate the international agenda in the early twenty-first
century. For most historians of international affairs, of course, the decade
was dominated by the East‒West struggle—and with good reason. The
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Sixties began with dangerous crises over Berlin and Cuba and closed with
conflict in the Middle East, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, and the
seemingly endless struggle in Vietnam. In between, anxiety about Europe’s
political orientation, worry about the nuclear arms race, and fear of Soviet,
Chinese, and Cuban dynamism in the developing world, among other
Cold War concerns, reverberated in Washington, D.C. The period of relative détente ushered in by the Limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963 did little to
change the basic framework within which American (not to mention Soviet,
Chinese, and other) officials viewed international affairs. Yet, with the
indispensable benefit of hindsight, the 1960s appears as a period in which a
new set of global problems, largely independent of the Cold War, began to
take a form still recognizable several decades later.
To be sure, earlier US presidents and policymakers had occasionally concerned themselves with international problems that transcended geopolitical
preoccupations of the moment. Especially in the Progressive Era of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American leaders took a broad view
of security and endeavored to bring new technologies and expertise to bear
on environmental, demographic, and public health problems both within the
United States and around the globe. Recent scholarship has suggested, too,
that President Franklin D. Roosevelt and other US leaders were motivated in
part by a broad vision of human security and progress as they worked during
World War II to craft institutions to regulate a new global order.6 But global
issues gained new prominence in the 1960s for at least three intertwined reasons. First, dramatic social change in many parts of the world, along with a
pervasive sense of frustration about stalemated East‒West tensions, sparked
mounting dissent against the Cold War geopolitical order. For growing numbers of Americans and citizens of other countries, especially young people,
the rigidities of the US‒Soviet confrontation increasingly seemed to be a
barrier to human progress in policy arenas most directly connected to human
welfare and happiness over the long run.7 Only by overcoming or at least
looking beyond the Cold War could the world, in the opinion of a growing
body of concerned citizens, properly address global disparities of wealth,
epidemic diseases such as smallpox and polio, human rights abuses, environmental crises flowing from rampant industrialization and consumerism,
depletion of natural resources, and other problems.
Second, the 1960s gave rise to increasingly large and ambitious international organizations and networks of activists, many of which were dedicated to addressing problems such as poverty, hunger, population growth,
disease, human rights, and environmental pollution. The number of intergovernmental organizations worldwide rose from 154 in 1960 to 280 at
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the end of the decade, while the number of nongovernmental international
organizations soared from 1,268 to 2,795 over the same period, according to the Union of International Associations. Especially striking, argues
historian Akira Iriye, was the growth during the decade of organizations
concerned with—and often constructing branches in—the emerging nations
of the developing world, whose problems seemed largely irrelevant to the
Cold War.8 Increasingly popular, well-organized, and well-funded, such
organizations applied political pressure that was difficult for national governments, not least the Johnson administration, to ignore.
Third, rapidly changing technology dramatically accelerated the world’s
economic, political, and cultural interconnectedness during the 1960s. The
wider availability of jet travel, the increasing speed and efficiency of telecommunications, and the expansion of television in the 1950s and 1960s,
to cite just a few of the most obvious transformations, enabled people to
grasp developments in faraway places and to appreciate in a more visceral
way than ever before the human costs of disease, hunger, poverty, and
human rights abuses. Thus, not only informed and highly motivated activists but also ordinary citizens increasingly formed opinions about issues
that had not generally captured headlines or preoccupied statesmen in earlier times. The Johnson administration, like other governments around the
world, increasingly felt pressure to address such problems while also seeing
opportunities to win votes, especially among the young, by demonstrating
a global mentality that looked beyond current geopolitical preoccupations.
***
If the 1960s are a key period for examining the rise of a new agenda of
global concerns, the decade also constitutes an ideal timeframe for evaluating how policymakers performed in responding to it. A second major
goal of this collection is to explore how US officials, especially LBJ and
his aides, understood the emerging challenges and made policy to address
them. Unquestionably, it would be illuminating to examine the attitudes of
governments (or supranational or nongovernmental organizations) around
the world to problems that were, after all, global in scope. But focusing
on the United States permits in-depth analysis of the nation that undoubtedly wielded greatest power and possessed the greatest capacity to shape
the global response to new kinds of problems. Concentrating on a single
administration also allows for the exploration of how a single set of policymakers thought about a wide range of issues, thus giving the book analytical
depth and coherence. Finally, looking closely at the Johnson administration
provides a fresh angle of vision on one of America’s most complex, controversial, and fascinating presidencies.
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LBJ has not enjoyed a favorable reputation among historians and other
commentators. One reason for the generally dim view of him is the understandable focus on US military escalation in Vietnam, which the vast majority of scholars regard as a monumental error. Additionally, Johnson suffers
by comparison with the foreign policy records of his immediate predecessor
and successor as president. Though sharply different from each other in
many respects, John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon not only were, in the
estimation of many scholars, innovative and largely successful in international affairs but also initiated policy departures that proved enormously
consequential in a broad range of fields including arms control, international
economics, and superpower relations. By contrast, the Johnson administration has been portrayed as, at best, too distracted by Southeast Asia to do
more than tread water in other policy areas and, at worst, out of its depth on
the most important international issues of the day.
Much of this criticism is deserved. Unlike American military interventions in Korea or, more recently, the Balkans, the passage of time has only
sharpened criticism of Johnson’s policies in Vietnam. Some have gone so
far as to argue that, had he not been assassinated, Kennedy would have
withdrawn US forces from Vietnam or, at the very least, stopped short of
the massive conventional war that Johnson chose to wage.9 But one does not
need to embrace such speculation in order to take a harsh view of Johnson.
New scholarship has largely demolished the old view, advanced especially
by journalist David Halberstam, that LBJ’s advisers bullied him into escalation. Secretly recorded telephone conversations suggest not that Johnson
was intimidated by persuasive and worldly aides such as National Security
Adviser McGeorge Bundy and Defense Secretary Robert McNamara but
that he genuinely believed there was no reasonable alternative to a major
war.10 Moreover, recent scholarship has undermined the contention that
domestic political pressure or the need to maintain America’s alliances warranted escalation in Vietnam. A few studies of US policymaking toward
other Cold War flash points of the developing world during the Johnson
presidency—notably the Dominican Republic, Brazil, Indonesia, and southern Africa—paint a similarly unflattering portrait of a president largely
incapable of sophisticated thinking.11
Meanwhile, many historians continue to write in admiring terms about
the foreign policies of Kennedy and Nixon. While scholars have long since
debunked the hagiography of Camelot, Kennedy was at the helm during
arguably the most dangerous geopolitical crisis the world has ever faced—
the Cuban Missile Crisis—and managed to protect American interests
while avoiding war. Scholars such as Marc Trachtenberg, meanwhile, have
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highlighted the Kennedy administration’s skillful handling of the complex
and explosive issues surrounding the status of Germany and proliferation of
nuclear weapons.12 More generally, many have viewed Kennedy as a sensible pragmatist in foreign affairs, a skeptic about the Cold War (despite
his frequently sweeping anti-communist rhetoric), and a relatively nuanced
leader capable of long-term thinking. Richard Nixon indisputably pursued
bold and coherent international strategies. Whether one approves of Nixon’s
initiatives, the opening of US‒Chinese relations, the ending of the Bretton
Woods monetary arrangements, and the SALT and ABM treaties signed
with the Soviet Union were dramatic achievements of a president confident
in his vision of global politics and possessing the ability to see beyond immediate challenges to appreciate the nation’s place in an evolving world order.
It has been hard, at least until recently, to make such a claim for the
Johnson administration. Only a few scholars have entertained the possibility that LBJ’s preoccupation with Vietnam had obscured his long-term
vision, skillful policymaking, or even significant accomplishments on
other issues. By far the most thorough scholarly work along these lines is
Thomas Alan Schwartz’s Johnson and Europe: In the Shadow of Vietnam.
Schwartz argues that LBJ deftly handled the complexities of relations
within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization when France, Britain, and
the Federal Republic of Germany began chafing at American power as
the threat of Soviet attack on Western Europe seemed to recede. Indeed,
contends Schwartz, the president prevented the alliance from collapsing
by managing France’s defection from NATO’s political structure—no
small accomplishment. Moreover, Schwartz credits LBJ with advancing
the cause of nuclear arms control despite resistance from the US military,
key allies, and even members of his own administration.13 Johnson not
only laid the groundwork for negotiations to limit US and Soviet strategic
nuclear weapons but also, and more consequentially, crafted the groundbreaking 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which sought to limit the
spread of nuclear weapons beyond the existing nuclear powers. Though a
product of the Cold War, the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) is a cornerstone of international peace and stability in the twenty-first century, having
kept the number of nuclear powers in the single digits—a fact that would
have deeply gratified Johnson.
Other reappraisals of US diplomacy in the Johnson era come in passing in
books devoted to much broader sweeps of time or in works focused on relatively narrow policy areas. Such works do not make fully developed arguments for thinking anew about global affairs in the LBJ presidency, though
they provide intriguing suggestions that a broad reappraisal may be in order.
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Much of the work in this vein contends that Johnson’s basic vision of US
foreign policy flowed from a desire to extend the Great Society into a global
program to fight poverty and generate opportunity. Understandably, the bulk
of scholarship on the Great Society concentrates on purely domestic aspects
of LBJ’s signature initiative. The president, after all, rarely claimed in any
specific way that his programs were intended to reach beyond American
shores. Yet a few scholars see continuity between the ethos underpinning
the Great Society and a broader sympathy for poor and marginalized populations abroad. Historian Randall B. Woods takes the argument furthest,
maintaining in his biography that, for Johnson, “compassion was not divisible.” Woods goes so far as to contend that Johnson’s commitment to South
Vietnam emerged fundamentally from the same “Christian idealism” that
drove his commitment to wage war against poverty at home.14
Other authors convinced of basic continuity between domestic and foreign policy go beyond Cold War flashpoints such as Vietnam to explore
aspects of Johnson-era foreign policy that have received far less attention and point to a broad vision independent of the East‒West conflict.
In Transplanting the Great Society, historian Kristin L. Ahlberg contends
that Johnson’s concern with social “uplift” at home infused his ambitious
policies to extend food aid to developing nations and help those nations
achieve greater agricultural self-sufficiency.15 Nick Cullather and Michael
E. Latham similarly suggest in recent books that Johnson aimed to fight
poverty and hunger through the same blend of expertise, technology, and
administrative ingenuity characteristic of Great Society programs at home.16
In his 2008 Fatal Misconception, meanwhile, Matthew Connelly zeroes in
on one element of Johnson’s poverty-fighting efforts that he pursued much
more assertively overseas than at home: reducing population growth.17
Taken together, all of these works suggest that US foreign policy was formulated to do something larger than simply containing communism, even
if containment unquestionably remained the top US priority throughout the
Johnson years. Whether this broader global agenda encompassed more than
efforts to combat nuclear proliferation and fight poverty and hunger is an
open question. Scholars have done little to examine US policymaking with
respect to global environmental challenges, resources depletion, epidemic
disease, human rights, religion, or other matters examined in this collection.
The present volume, then, attempts to suggest links among topics that have
been treated mostly in isolation, while also delving for the first time into
issues that have escaped close examination but might, if examined together,
suggest the full breadth of attempts by American leaders to respond to profound and rapid change around the globe.
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