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Robert F. Kennedy: The Decision to Run for President in 1968

During this presidential
campaign vear, it is of more than
usual interest to ask why a leader
chooses to run for the presi-
dency, and Senator Robert F,
Kennedy's dilemma in 1968 was
particularly difficult. In late
January, his position was that
he would support the nominee
of the Democratic Party and
he expected President Lyndon
Johnson to be that person.

At this point in time, the
arguments against an RFK

candidacy were very persuasive,
Were he to run in the primarics,
he would have to face an
incumbent Democratic presi-
dent, who had at his command
the powerful resources of both
the presidency and the party
organization.

Most politicians advising
Kennedy predicted that his
entry into the race would split
the party for the general election
and ensure the victory of
Richard Nixon, the likely
Republican nomince, and
many right wing Republican
candidates as well. Under nor-
mal circumstances, Senator
Kennedy might run in 1972
after LB]'s second term.

However, 1968 was not a
normal year, and events begin-
ning January 30 with the Viet
Cong Tet offensive would
radically alter the American
political landscape over the
next six weeks.

One small barometer of the
changes that developed may
be found in the outpouring of
letters RFK received in Febru-
ary that are now available in
the Library for research.

A dean at MIT wrote on

February 4, It must now be
evident to almost everyone that
our country is on a course that
can only lead to disaster”" Two
days later a Connecticut man
wrote: “"With each passing day
it is becoming increasingly cvi-
dent that the United States is in
the process of losing control
over its own destiny. [t appears
that the President has lost not
only the confidence of the
American people and most of
our friends around the world,
but he now seems to be losing
confidence in himself. . . The
country is clearly approaching
a condition of crisis."’

Both men thought that
Senator Kennedy was the only

Democrat who had the leader-

of the United States.”” Both
urged him to run.

With the Tet Offensive,
opposition to the war reached
a high point. One couple who
had never before written to a
public official implored RFK
to run because ' There are peo-
ple now, at this moment, need-
lessly dying”” and there would
be more and more in the months
ahead. They told him, " Despite
the polls and anything else, if
the body of people who are
against United States policies
in Vietnam had a real leader,
you would be amazed at their
strength, their numbers, and
their will. Your brother once
said it is not what this country
can do for you but what you can
do for this country. This state-
ment was unequivocal; it was
not temporizing, We arein a
crisis now, and of course a cri-
sis must be dealt with now.””

The loss of confidence in
the President was evident
across a broad spectrum. The
chairman of 2 Democratic
town commitiee in New York
wrote ‘‘that for the party to
renominate President Johnson
would be to show either mis-
understanding or disregard of
the country’s vital interests as
not only to invite political
defeat but to richly deserve it.”’
The editor of a Chicago maga-
zine recalled how in 1964 LEB]
had offered the nation "‘an
affirmation of a Great Society
and no wider war abroad.” He
regarded the overwhelming
victory of the President as an
endorsement of those policies
and a vindication of John F
Kennedy's vision, Now four
vears later, he asked, “*What is
the source of our present
national malaise but the
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