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Guns or Butter: The Presidency of Lyndon Johnson by Irving Bernstein
	“The accidental president.” Without question Lyndon Johnson was regarded as such after the assassination of John F. Kennedy in November of 1963.  Seeking to both calm the nation and preserve the Kennedy legacy, Bernstein attempts to shed light on some of the early difficulties LBJ faced when he assumed control of the White House, and also chronicles some of the later challenges that plagued the LBJ administration. Struggling to break free from the shadow of his predecessor and carve out a legacy of his own, Bernstein thoroughly examines LBJ’s presidential career and his unsuccessful attempt to pursue a strong domestic agenda while also maintaining a costly war in Vietnam.
	Bernstein starts his text with the presidential election of 1960. Describing at length the power and prestige held by Johnson in the United States Senate, Bernstein illustrates the reluctance with which LBJ agreed to run as Vice President under JFK. Acknowledging that little real power had historically been given to previous American Vice Presidents, the decision according to Bernstein, was undoubtedly made out of necessity rather than choice. (5) Realizing that northern liberals would dominate the Democratic National Convention, LBJ was aware that his chances of obtaining the party’s presidential nomination were slim to none at best. Determined also to avoid opposition in the senate from Richard Nixon should he have won the presidential race against JFK, the decision to accept Kennedy’s offer of the Vice Presidency seemed to be the only real political decision left for Johnson to make after Kennedy had successfully won in the democratic primaries.
	Upon winning the election of 1960, Bernstein documents the tensions and differences that existed between LBJ and other members of the Kennedy administration. Comparing Johnson’s humble roots in Texas to the privileged life of the Kennedys, Bernstein makes note of the intimidation felt by Johnson when surrounded by elite Harvard intellectuals. These tensions were only heightened by the assassination of JFK in 1963. Saddled with the burden of continuing JFK’s legacy, Bernstein notes the frustration that Johnson felt in keeping many of the original Kennedy staff members on at the White House when he formed his own administration shortly after Kennedy’s death. (21)
	In light of Kennedy’s assassination and Johnson’s unexpected rise to the Oval Office, LBJ’s first goal was to maintain the status quo and continue with initiatives first put into motion by his predecessor.  Bernstein chronicles the pressure placed on the new president to make the transition as easy as possible for the American people who were still mourning over the sudden loss of JFK. Taking up the Kennedy cause for Civil Rights, Johnson and leading democrats challenged those republicans who feared that a national Civil Rights Act would turn out to be an unnecessary federal intrusion on personal rights. (68) Defying the southern tradition of racism, Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 on July 2nd, and asked that “the springs of racial poison” be forever closed by the American people. (79)
	In addition to Civil Rights, Bernstein also notes Johnson’s enthusiasm in taking on national poverty. Coming out of the Great Depression only a few short decades before, many Americans were still sympathetic to the plight of those living in need. Determined to give the American people a “hand up” and not a “hand out”, Johnson asked Kennedy brother-in-law and Director of the Peace Corps. R. Sargent Shriver to get a workable program through Congress. (98) Despite sizable opposition, both Shriver and Johnson were successful in their efforts when Johnson signed the Economic Opportunity Act on August 24th, 1964. (112)
	After his successful landslide victory in 1964 against republican candidate Barry Goldwater, Bernstein describes the conflict that LBJ experienced in trying to balance domestic issues with that of the emerging war in Vietnam.  Pushing Medicare, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the Higher Education Act, The Voting Rights Act, and a host of other legislative acts through Congress in 1965 aimed at addressing pressing domestic problems, the issue of Vietnam still loomed largely in the background. (317) Refusing to choose between “guns or butter”, Johnson decided to pursue both agendas instead. Pushing forth his “Great Society” while systematically ramping up the war in Vietnam, Bernstein surmises that Johnson’s Great society was compromised by the war and only led to higher inflation as a result. (323)
	While many contemporary writers and historians have been quick to criticize Johnson’s steadfast pursuit of the war in Vietnam, Bernstein instead chooses to sympathize with the former president. Noting that while Kennedy was able to look at Vietnam as just another international problem not specifically aimed at his personal character, Bernstein notes that Johnson clearly did not feel the same. (329) Chalking a large part of Johnson’s decision to commit U.S forces in Vietnam to aspects of Johnson’s own personal insecurity and a desire to please Robert McNamara and McGeorge Bundy, Bernstein repeatedly tries to paint Johnson in a new and pleasing light.  Led astray by McNamara’s unsound military advice, the conclusion of Irving Bernstein towards the end of the book is that the unhinging of LBJ’s presidency was not in large part due to faults of his own, but rather to a combination of unfortunate circumstances and bad advice.
	While Bernstein’s efforts with Guns and Butter are to be commended, the overall result is certainly not. Attempting to show the three dimensionality of a complicated man during a complicated period of American history, Bernstein ultimately falls short of giving the reader a fair analysis of LBJ’s presidency and administration. Instead, the reader is left with little more than a historical attempt to gloss over a bad president’s many, many unfortunate mistakes.
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