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Abstract 

 

The Tet Offensive was a surprise military campaign conduced by the Viet Cong and the 

North Vietnamese Army in early 1968 that resulted in simultaneous battles stretching 

from towns to cities to 27 U.S. military installations. It was a military victory for the U.S. 

and a political victory for the communist opposition. The media’s role in framing the 

battle was substantial. Despite winning the battle, the U.S. military saw support for the 

war weaken, and the U.S. lost the war. Antiwar democratic presidential candidates 

Senators Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy were strengthened by the Tet Offensive, 

and President Johnson announced at the end of March that he would not run for 

reelection in 1968. Media mismanagement by the U.S. government resulted in a political 

victory for Hanoi. While many journalistic errors were beyond the control of individual 

journalists, many flaws were avoidable. The widespread journalistic errors show a virtual 

abandonment by the press in its role as the fourth estate. The distorted reporting on the 

Tet Offensive harmed U.S. support for the war and helped hasten U.S. withdrawal from 

Vietnam. 
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Introduction 

 
 

The Tet Offensive was a turning point, if not the turning point, in the Vietnam 

War (1945-1975), which was a turning point for the Cold War (1945-1990). Begun at 

three o’clock on the morning of January 31, 1968, the Tet Offensive was a surprise 

military campaign initiated by about 84,000 Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army 

troops that resulted in simultaneous battles stretching from towns to cities to rice paddies 

to hilltops to 27 U.S. military installations, including the U.S. embassy in Saigon, South 

Vietnam’s capital. “The fighting, the heaviest and most sustained of the Vietnam War, 

coincided with the Lunar New Year, or Tet, and it has been called the Tet offensive ever 

since” (Wedel 1988, 2). Tet was a holiday and an annual period of ceasefire. Roughly 

half of the South Vietnamese forces were on leave. Despite the initial advantage to the 

communists from the surprise attacks, the U.S. achieved military victory while the 

communists achieved a political victory. 

The Tet Offensive was a major battle with paradoxical results: the U.S. won the 

battle, but lost the war. The battle shocked the Johnson administration and the U.S. 

military into reality: prior optimistic assessments and predictions were wrong. Congress 

was in an uproar, victory seemed further away, and Johnson’s likelihood for reelection 

dwindled. 

 The media coverage of the Tet Offensive was far more graphic than the coverage 

that had preceded it. Many images from the Tet Offensive were seared into the public 

mind. For example, about 30 Vietcong, disguised in South Vietnamese uniforms, took 

over the American Embassy for the first six hours of the offensive (Wedel 1988, 2). This 
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act was a powerful symbol: if the U.S. embassy is not safe, then nowhere is. Another 

example is General Nguyễn Ngọc Loan, the South Vietnamese Chief of National Police, 

who was filmed by NBC cameraman and Associated Press photographer Eddie Adams 

executing handcuffed prisoner Nguyễn Văn Lém, a Viet Cong soldier, on February 1 

(Adams 1968). After executing the prisoner, he told nearby reporters, “They killed many 

Americans and many of my men. Buddha will understand. Do you?” (quoted in Johnson 

and Tierney 2006, A.23). This image strengthened the anti-war movement in the United 

States. Eddie Adams argued that 

The general killed the Viet Cong; I killed the general with my camera. Still 
photographs are the most powerful weapon in the world. People believe them, but 
photographs do lie, even without manipulation. They are only half-truths. What 
the photograph didn't say was, "What would you do if you were the general at that 
time and place on that hot day, and you caught the so-called bad guy after he blew 
away one, two or three American soldiers?" (Adams 1998) 
 

The public saw what Adams saw, but that was insufficient for understanding the 

situation. 

 Political scientists Dominic Johnson and Dominic Tierney, authors of Failing to 

Win: Perceptions of Victory and Defeat in International Politics, argued that 

divergence between perception and reality is common in wartime, when people’s 
beliefs about which side wins and which loses are often driven by psychological 
factors that have nothing to do with events on the battlefield . . . The Tet offensive 
was an unmitigated disaster for the communists. Despite the advantages of 
surprise, the South Vietnamese insurgents, the Vietcong, failed to hold on to a 
single target in South Vietnam and suffered staggering losses. Of the 80,000 
attackers, as many as half were killed in the first month alone, and the Vietcong 
never recovered. The United States had clearly won this round of the war. 
(Johnson and Tierney 2006, A.23) 

 
While the U.S. won the round, 4,000 Americans had died during the Tet Offensive. 

President Richard Nixon said, “No event in American history is more misunderstood than 

the Vietnam War. It was misreported then, and it is misremembered now” (quoted in 
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Barber 2000). Was the American public misled by the media? What about the optimistic 

reports the government regularly released to the public?  

James H. Willbanks, the director of the military history department at the United 

States Army Command and General Staff College and author of The Tet Offensive: A 

Concise History, said that the Johnson administration promoted false expectations about 

U.S. prospects in Vietnam and this optimistic lens cracked during the Tet Offensive 

leading to the credibility gap between the administration and the public. 

A tactical victory became a strategic defeat and led to the virtual abdication of 
President Johnson. General Tran Do of North Vietnam acknowledged that the 
offensive failed to achieve its objectives, but noted that the public reaction in the 
United States was “a fortunate result.” (Willbanks 2008, A.23) 
 

Johnson and Tierney concurred that before the Tet Offensive, the Johnson administration 

had begun a “progress campaign” to convince the public that victory was near. Statistics 

showing higher enemy casualties and lower infiltration rates helped boost public 

confidence (Johnson and Tierney 2006, A.23). However, 

[t]he scale and surprise of the offensive sent a shock wave through the American 
psyche. As Johnson’s former aide, Robert Koner, later recalled, “Boom, 40 towns 
get attacked, and they didn’t believe us anymore.” . . . Gen. William 
Westmoreland, the commander of the American forces in Vietnam, held a press 
conference at the embassy to announce that Tet was an American victory. But 
behind the general, dead Vietcong were still being dragged away from the blood-
spattered lawn. Reporters could scarcely believe what they were hearing. Said 
one: “Westmoreland was standing in the ruins and saying everything was great.” 
(Johnson and Tierney 2006, A.23) 
 

CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite expressed the thoughts of many Americans when he 

said in response to the first reports of the Tet Offensive: “What the hell is going on? I 

thought we were winning the war!” (quoted in Schmitz 2005, 99). The U.S. military 

victory was neither immediate nor cheap (in lives and money) nor good public relations. 
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Westmoreland may have been right, but after regularly hearing “we’re winning,” there 

was little credibility left. 

 How did all this happen? Briefly, the U.S. government oversold its military 

prospects and the U.S. media misrepresented the Tet Offensive to the point that the actual 

military victor, the U.S., was perceived as the loser. This misperception contributed to 

declining U.S. support for military involvement and eventual withdrawal from Vietnam. 

This study examines the disjuncture between the events of the Tet Offensive and 

coverage of it in the U.S. media and then reviews public opinion polls to determine 

whether the Tet Offensive could have been the turning point in public perception. 

Chapter 1 will explore the role of the media in democracy. Chapter 2 will review the 

course of the Tet Offensive and discuss several factors influencing events on the ground 

and actors’ interpretations of them. Chapter 3 will cover how the media reported the Tet 

Offensive and how that affected political decisionmaking and public opinion. Survey data 

suggests that the Tet Offensive did indeed turn public opinion against the war. Chapter 4 

will review the key findings of the study, noting both understandable deficiencies and 

avoidable misrepresentation in coverage of the Tet Offensive and, more generally, the 

Vietnam War. Given the impact of these shortcomings on public opinion and, arguably, 

administration policy, the need for a particularly cautious approach to reporting on war in 

a democracy is clear.  Yet, reflection on a couple parallels to media coverage of the Iraq 

War suggests that the fourth estate still has work to do to meet the expectations of its role 

in a democracy. 
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Chapter 1: Media and Democracy 
 
 

A well-functioning democracy requires true information to be contextualized and 

distributed, which makes the role of a free and vital media central to democracy. Because 

of this central role, media methods and sources should be transparent so they can be 

independently audited by experts and laypersons. 

While journalism is a business with obligations to advertisers and shareholders, 

journalists’ top priority should be the public interest. They should report impartially as 

doing so is moral and beneficial to the reputations of news establishments. Most of all, 

the public’s understanding of its interests is shaped by the coverage determined by 

journalists, so they have a duty to not disenfranchise people by ignoring them or 

misrepresenting events and views. 

Political scientists Barr and Barr (1998) argue that the press fulfills four functions: 

economic, entertainment, information, and influence. Economically, the press serves as 

an advertiser, a forum to unite buyers and sellers. Hence, the advertisements in print, 

radio, television, and online news. One way to circumvent commercialization is for 

partial or complete government financing of media. Government financing, however, can 

have a range of effects. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) is a highly regarded 

news agency, whereas the official Soviet newspaper Pravda was not internationally 

respected. The media also entertains its audience. For examples, print media includes 

comics, humor columns, crossword puzzles, and sports coverage. The journalistic ideal of 

“just the facts” is insufficient to hold an audience, so additional material is provided to 

hold their attention. 
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The basic media function for democracy is to provide information. One possible 

effect of this role is cultural homogenization: 

Italy, for example, was a country with two different populations, a wealthy, 
metropolitan north and a poor, rural South. They even spoke different dialects. 
Within a few years of the advent of TV in 1954 Italy became a more 
homogeneous nation. They saw the same things, heard the same things, learned 
from the same sources. (Barr and Barr, 1998) 
 

Cultural homogenization can strengthen democracy, but in the modern era of extensive 

media diversity, heterogeneity is and will probably remain the norm. Finally, the media 

influences. Changing public opinion is difficult, and advocating a different position on a 

controversial issue (like abortion or the death penalty) is not likely to change minds. 

Where influence is more powerful is in areas about which the public does not know 

much. The notorious example was the 1898 Spanish-American War, where biased 

journalism combined with the unexplained explosion of a U.S. vessel, plunged the U.S. 

into a war. However, the most notorious media influence is advertising. The color, 

slogans, music, all of it is meant to sell, sell, and sell. “Advertising appeals to our needs 

and wants, such as wanting to be accepted (better use the right toothpaste), to be more 

attractive and sexy (better buy the right kind of jeans), to be successful (better buy a 

prestigious car), and to our thirst and hunger (better get that sparkling, sizzling soft drink 

trickling over shimmering ice cubes)” (Barr and Barr, 1998). 

From this discussion, it is clear that a major media function is socialization of the 

citizenry. If media consumers can confuse electoral coverage with the half-time show at 

the Super Bowl, that will affect the quality of public discussion and policymaking. If all 

that is expected of citizens from the media are periodic get-out-the-vote campaigns, that 

will affect democracy, not necessarily in a good way. “Citizens need to be exposed to 
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news that isn’t just hyperlocal or speaks to their unique perspectives” (Polgreen 2010). 

One emerging aspect of modern media is the attempt by news consumers to only select 

outlets that will reaffirm their beliefs. If voters can construct media bubbles that just 

reinforce their views, then there is not a public dialogue, but just public echo chambers. 

 
MEDIA HISTORY 
 

In Athenian democracy, communication was fast, circumventing the need for 

media. Political participation was widespread. Political administration, military service, 

jury service, religious activities, law formation, and festivals were all events in which 

citizens participated, a degree of participation that far exceeds the bare minimum of 

voting exhibited in some modern democracies. Officials and citizens were accountable to 

the assembly, the military was under civilian control, and there were extensive public 

debates and mass meetings (Held 2006, 12). 

 However, these achievements came with costs. Athenian citizenship was limited 

in size, complexity, and heterogeneity. A patriarchal body politic composed strictly of 

free adult men of Athenian descent over the age of 20 is very different from modern 

democracies. Athenian unity and participation was enhanced by such restricted 

citizenship. In an Athenian democracy, one likely knew one’s neighbors. In modern 

democracy, one may be as likely to know one’s neighbor as to have daily online 

discussions with someone on the opposite part of the planet. 

In the 19th century, communication to voters was simpler. U.S. nationwide 

political campaigns relied on party machines that had structures on the state and local 

levels. Campaigners would go door-to-door for a politician. Forms of public 

entertainment like torch-light parades and picnics were used to garner support. Most 
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newspapers were party-affiliated. To publishing giants like William Randolph Hearst and 

Joseph Pulitzer (who got a journalism award named after him despite his shady 

journalism), blatant partisanship “was more a scared duty than a cause for embarrassment 

— and it was not a duty that was shirked any more in the news columns than on the 

editorial pages” (Zaller 1999, 11). After the advent of muckraking (investigative) 

journalism, there was a shift to more professional journalism, but the degree of the shift is 

arguable since there has been no shortage of media critics, academic or layperson. 

In 1969, after President Lyndon Johnson finished his term, he was asked by a TV 

journalist how politics had changed since he came to Washington: 

"You guys," [Johnson replied], without even reflecting. "All you guys in the 
media. All of politics has changed because of you. You've broken all the [party] 
machines and the ties between us in the Congress and the city machines. You've 
given us a new kind of people." A certain disdain passed over his face. "Teddy, 
Tunney.1 They're your creations, your puppets. No machine could ever create a 
Teddy Kennedy. Only you guys. They're all yours. Your product." (Zaller 1999, 
2) 

 
In the past, political issues were resolved in secret deals headed by party leaders. As 

Senate Majority Leader in the 1950s, Johnson was skilled at this political structure, but he 

was less skilled in the era of mass media where political issues were fought with press 

conferences, press releases, photo opportunities, and news leaks in the court of public 

opinion. Sometimes, radio and television advertisements were used.  

 This change marked the start of modern media politics, which now was part of the 

broader political culture consisting of “legislative politics, bureaucratic politics, judicial 

politics, and, as already suggested, party politics. Within each of these domains, one can 

identify key roles, diverse interests, routine rules of behavior, and stable patterns of 

                                                 
1 The references were to Massachusetts Senator Ted Kennedy and California 
Representative John V. Tunney. 
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interaction that, taken altogether, define a distinctive form of political struggle” (Zaller 

1999, 2). 

 The key actors in news media are politicians, journalists, and the public. 

Politicians seek to use the mass media to acquire public support for their election and 

passage of their policies. Journalists seek big audiences and to establish their own 

independent role lest they be viewed as the unofficial press secretaries for whomever they 

are covering. Citizens seek to monitor politics. 

Media history intertwines with technological history. Reuters news agency 

founder Paul Reuter used carrier pigeons to transport stock market quotes between 

London and Paris in 1851. The pigeons beat train-carried news by seven hours, but as 

technology improved, so did the speed of news. Electromagnetic signals sent through 

underwater cables replaced the pigeons. Then came radio waves and the internet. Today, 

“if the company, now called Thomson Reuters, were to bring back the pigeons, each 

could clutch a 256-gigabyte flash drive holding roughly eight million times the amount of 

information that one of the original Reuters pigeons could comfortably haul” (Waldman 

2011, 8). 

 
MODERN MACRO MEDIA 
 

The print media, the oldest media, is composed of journals, magazines, 

newsletters, newspapers, and so forth. While old in its technology, print media often 

leads the way in reporting. U.S. newspapers such as the The New York Times, The 

Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times still have great influence. 

 The broadcast media is composed of radio and television. The main broadcast 

networks that dominated television news until the late 20th century (ABC, CBS, and 
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NBC) all have nightly newscasts. In the 1980s, cable news channels CNN and MSNBC 

edged into their market share. Since cable news channels are 24/7 operations, if people 

want the news now, they just tune in. In the 1990s, the cable news channels were joined 

by the Fox News Network. Before all of this television coverage, which started in the 

1950s, radio broadcasts were the news source for most Americans. Americans still listen 

to radio broadcasts, especially Americans who commute to and from work. Radio news 

provides commuters local weather, traffic, and other hometown information.  

 Television, a visual media, relies more on imagery and sound effects that better 

express emotion than mere words. By contrast, print media typically contains 

substantially greater detail than a telecast. 

 
PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS 
 

Most, if not all, news organizations have stated moral principles for their 

employees; likely the most eloquent and respected of all these is the Principles of 

Journalism by the Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism (PEJ). Its 

principles are: 

1. Journalism's first obligation is to the truth 
2. Its first loyalty is to citizens 
3. Its essence is a discipline of verification 
4. Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those they cover 
5. It must serve as an independent monitor of power 
6. It must provide a forum for public criticism and compromise 
7. It must strive to make the significant interesting and relevant 
8. It must keep the news comprehensive and proportional 
9. Its practitioners must be allowed to exercise their personal conscience (Pew) 
 
While reporting the truth is a basic function of journalism, truth determination 

requires methodical verification. Journalists may never be wholly objective, but their 

method should be objective. “Seeking out multiple witnesses, disclosing as much as 
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possible about sources, or asking various sides for comment, all signal such standards. 

This discipline of verification is what separates journalism from other modes of 

communication, such as propaganda, fiction or entertainment” (Pew). Journalists should 

be independent. They should also be polite so as to “avoid any tendency to stray into 

arrogance, elitism, isolation or nihilism” (Pew), all of which can harm objectivity and the 

trust of the public in journalism. 

 Journalists should be watchdogs, not lapdogs. They should critically report, not 

repeat press releases. The U.S. Bill of Rights protects the media and this protection has 

been upheld in courts. Citizens depend on it, for without it they would be uninformed or 

misinformed, leading to a dysfunctional democracy at best or something scarier (like a 

dictatorship) at worst. 

 Journalism also needs to be a form of storytelling. Bored viewers and readers do 

not remain viewers and readers for long. However, the effort to stimulate an audience 

should not be the primary goal, since “journalism overwhelmed by trivia and false 

significance ultimately engenders a trivial society” (Pew) and that turns journalism into a 

disguised form of entertainment. When telling a story, details matter, but so does 

proportionality. Unfortunately, proportionality is often skewed. For example, if a famous 

person dies, the story becomes breaking news, then developing news, and then ongoing 

news, while every other story is deprioritized sometimes to the point of never being 

reported.  

 
MEDIA STRUCTURE AND INCENTIVES 

 
The institutional structure of journalism explains why quality can be so lacking. 

News financing, dependence on sources, and ratings competition keep news 
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organizations looking primarily at the bottom line, not journalistic ideals they learned in 

school years ago. “The news coverage is determined by such factors as the journalist's 

knowledge, predefined news formats, deadlines, the authority of sources, and the 

possibility of obtaining good pictures” (Fog 2004, 9). Journalist Dan Rather said: 

Reporting is hard. The substitute for reporting far too often has become let's just 
ring up an expert. Let's see. These are experts on international armaments. And I'll 
just go down the list here and check Richard Perle . . . This is journalism on the 
cheap if it's journalism at all. Just pick up the phone, call an expert, bring an 
expert into the studio. Easy. Not time consuming. Doesn't take resources. And if 
you're lucky and good with your list of people, you get an articulate person who 
will kind of spark up the broadcast. (Quoted in Moyers 2007) 
 
The media has been criticized for being too trivial, but political scientist Pippa 

Norris disagrees. Instead of continual quality deterioration, she believes that the news 

industry has diversified, notably with the rise of infotainment: 

Endless Senate debates shown on C-Span coexist today with endless debates 
about sex and personal relationships on the Jerry Springer Show. The Sun sits on 
the same newsstands as The Economist. News.bbc.co.uk is as easily available as 
Amsterdam pornography sites. Diversification does not mean that the whole of 
society is being progressively ‘dumbed down’ by trends in the news media. By 
focusing only on excesses in the popular end of the market, such as the wasteland 
of endless punditry on American cable TV talk shows or ‘if it bleeds it leads’ on 
local American TV news, we overlook dramatic changes such as the ability to 
watch live legislative debates, to witness Kosovo refugees at the moment they 
crossed the border, or to find online information about local government services. 
(Norris 2000, 9) 

 
 Contrary to the view that the news has just diversified, political scientist Agner 

Fog believes the market model in which the news media operates leads to quality 

deterioration. Fear sells (journalistic slang: if it bleeds, it leads). By making the world 

appear dangerous, justly or not, the media “influences the democratic process 

significantly in the direction of authoritarianism and intolerance” (Fog 2004, 1). Political 

coverage emphasizes personalities, not ideologies, electoral strategies, not policy details. 
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“[S]ocial problems are often framed with a focus on people rather than principles, single 

events rather than themes, and easily understandable proximate causes rather than deeper 

and more complex causes” (Fog 2004, 13). The policy consequences of this slipshod 

journalism are vast. For example, in crime reporting, a sobbing victim has good 

emotional appeal. That image can elicit feelings of vengeance in the audience and 

political support for getting tough on crime, no matter whether tougher penalties deter or 

solve crime (Fog 2004, 13). The media “hunt for scandals in the private lives of 

politicians and their families, but ignore much more serious consequences of their 

policies” (Fog 2004, 2). Contrary to Norris’s claim of mere news diversity, there is 

blurriness of news and entertainment, fact and opinion. “Stories are selected for 

profitability rather than relevance” (Fog 2004, 7). Everyone can stop to see a car crash, 

but that is not necessarily the most important news topic. This problem with 

proportionality extends across almost all topics. At the start of the 21st century, the news 

media ran scare stories about sharks. Journalist John Stossel said: 

Instead of putting risks in proportion, we [reporters] hype interesting ones. Tom 
Brokaw, Katie Couric, and countless others called 2001 the "summer of the 
shark." Some beachgoers were so frightened, they wouldn’t go in the water. They 
were in far greater danger of drowning, or dying in a car accident on the way to 
the beach, but that wasn’t very interesting. In truth, there wasn't a remarkable 
surge in shark attacks in 2001. There were about as many in 1995 and 2000, but 
1995 was the year of the O.J. Simpson trial, and 2000 was an election year. The 
summer of 2001 was a little dull, so reporters focused on sharks. (Stossel 2004, 
75) 
 

In 2003, the Florida Museum of Natural History (FMNH) showed that more people die 

annually from heart disease, cancer, stroke, hospital infections, the flu, car accidents, 

suicide, accidental poisoning, MRSA (resistant bacteria), falls, drowning, bike accidents, 
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air/space accidents, excessive cold, sun/heat exposure, and lightning than shark attacks 

(FMNH 2003). 

Profit can supersede journalistic principle. Newspapers want shocking headlines 

to sell papers. Radio and TV news based on advertising have incentives not to shock the 

audience so much that they are unwilling to buy products, but this does not help 

journalistic quality. TV news has to be somewhat entertaining lest viewers change the 

channel during the commercial break. Today’s media world is not one of only three news 

networks with comparable coverage. It has many more news competitors and many more 

non-news competitors that all seek audience attention. 

What the media chooses to cover can determine what is important in public 

discussion and what is not. A topic is newsworthy because the news companies say so. 

This accurately explains much news coverage of the Tet Offensive and likely many other 

news stories. The news can make and break presidents. As will be shown, it helped break 

the Johnson administration. Another example is when President George H.W. Bush lost 

popularity in the 1992 U.S. presidential election because the media changed its focus 

from how the president handled the U.S. victory in the First Gulf War to how the 

president was handling the economic recession (Fog 2004, 12). 

 Evaluating news media is difficult because what matters is not just what is 

reported, but what is omitted. In 2002, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said, “there are 

known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known 

unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are 

also unknown unknowns -- the ones we don't know we don't know” (U.S. Defense 

Department 2002). This idea of unknown unknowns also applies to the media-democracy 
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relationship. Since no one can read minds, important aspects of public life or specific 

issues could be overlooked, but one does not know what they are if they even exist. Even 

if one learns relevant information was omitted, what was the reason? Deadline time 

pressure? Editor revision? Space limitations? Bias, intentional or not? 

 News media is particularly important in a democracy because political incentives 

lead most voters to not know much about the political process. Public opinion specialist 

John Zaller said: 

citizens are busy people, and they are sensible enough to appreciate that, as 
individual voters, their chances to affect election outcomes are minuscule . . . 
Voters are more likely to be mugged on the way to the polls than to actually affect 
an election or other political outcome . . . for most citizens most of the time it is 
individually rational to be ignorant about politics . . . Yet the little attention voters 
do pay may be very important to politicians and journalists, since their livelihoods 
depend on the response of the mass audience to political news. (Zaller 1999, 4) 

 
These structural disincentives to care help explain widespread political ignorance. 

Newsweek reported that it “gave 1,000 Americans the U.S. Citizenship Test--38 percent 

failed,” and that “Seventy-three percent couldn’t correctly say why we fought the Cold 

War” (Romano 2011). Civic ignorance is an enduring tradition. One more example: “In 

1992, after nearly four decades of continuous Democratic control of the House of 

Representatives, only about half knew which party controlled the House. It is easy to 

multiply such examples of citizen ignorance” (Zaller 1999, 20-21). Since voters are not 

guarding democracy, the job is left journalists, but there is only so much they can do. 

 Ignorance is easy to point out, but what should people know? Humans cannot 

handle all the information that is generated daily. So news producers and consumers 

select which information will be viewed. Fog, Norris, and Zaller agree that “[t]he public 

is not simply passively responding to political communications being presented to them, 
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in a naive ‘stimulus-response’ model, instead they are critically and actively sifting, 

discarding and interpreting the available information” (Norris 2000, 10). Information is 

not a form of objective truth. There is framing, a lens through which the news is 

processed. A news report on nuclear weaponry could be framed as technological 

progress, as part of military strategy (balance of power between nations or arms race vs. 

disarmament), or as a potential source of health hazards (Fog 2004, 12). The frame of the 

news can affect the way the issue is perceived. One frame is not necessarily wrong, but it 

is not the whole picture. All information is susceptible to framing. Another example was 

the proposed constitutional amendment to ban gay marriage. Senator John Cornyn argued 

against gay marriage to protect children, whereas Senator Patrick Leahy said the issue 

was about states’ rights. Leahy knew public opinion was against him, so he phrased the 

debate in terms of states’ rights, part of federalism usually supported by conservatives. 

Not wanting to be seen as attacking an oppressed minority seeking the same benefits as 

other citizens, Cornyn phrased the debate as about protecting children (Baumgartner 

1999, 166). Distinguishing between the frames of the media and the audience and 

weighing the respective merits of each is difficult. 

“[T]he public can neither grasp the many topics, nor penetrate sufficiently deep 

into a particular topic to fulfill the role that they are supposed to, according to the norms 

of democracy” (Fog 2004, 17). The democratic ideal of an informed citizenry could lead 

to information overload for individuals. Is a voter supposed to study fiscal policy, 

monetary policy, immigration policy, foreign policy, energy policy, healthcare policy, 

and so on? With one vote meaning so little, the citizenry does not have incentives to 

study these topics. Even citizens who engage in more active forms of political 
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participation cannot keep up with every issue or field. Democracy is further strained by 

citizens who care more about benefits than about duties: 

The average citizen typically recognizes as duties no more than to obey the law 
(including payment of taxes), and possibly, though decreasingly, to vote. In 
voting, political rationality is defined in terms of pursuing self-interest. 
Successive elections in industrialized countries show that citizens are increasingly 
likely to be politically segmented along cultural, economic, and geographical 
lines. Without a commitment to some common interests, willingness even to obey 
laws and pay taxes come under strain. (Honohan 2002, 149) 

 
It is far easier to campaign on promising goodies to voters than to campaign asking for 

sacrifices. This is evident in the 1960s when one military consideration during the 

Vietnam War was how many army units would be needed to enforce civil rights 

legislation and to intervene in race riots. When President Johnson proposed the idea of a 

war tax after the Tet Offensive, the idea was dead on arrival. Public opinion about the 

war was split demographically. The first and most powerful Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) Director John Edgar Hoover used the FBI as a counter-revolutionary 

instrument via Counter Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) whose many activities 

were reminiscent of CIA covert operations. It targeted civil rights organization, anti-war 

groups, and many others under the name of fighting communism (Wolf 2006). Journalists 

can report the truth all day, but if the public has a short memory, does not vote, or 

otherwise participate politically, democracy weakens. 

 
MEDIA FLAWS 

 
Watchdog or investigative journalism was reborn in the Watergate scandal. 

Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein investigated allegations of 

presidential misconduct leading to the resignation of President Richard Nixon and Vice 

President Spiro Agnew. This watchdog journalism continued with notable cases such as 



 18

the Iran-Contra affair in the late 1980s and the Lewinsky scandal in the late 1990s. 

Watchdog journalism can be prestigious and show the media fulfilling its role to protect 

the public, but not all see it that way. If taken to an extreme, watchdog journalism can 

become attack journalism: targeting a prominent person for self-interest or the media’s 

own sake, not the public good. The Lewinsky scandal is a case in point: was it watchdog 

journalism or attack journalism? There was truth to the sexual allegations, but was it 

important? How people evaluated that scandal was divided on partisan lines. 

 Another emerging issue is that media is so high-tech that it is customizable to 

individual consumer preferences: 

For instance, the Texas Tribune, a news startup in Austin, Texas, offers online 
readers the ability to sort through data about Texas lawmakers, prisoners, and 
public employees. Readers can set the parameters as they wish, based on their 
particular interests—say, information about their particular town—and the gizmo 
tailors the results to them. (Waldman 2011, 15) 

 
The problem is that such tailoring can severely limit public discussion. Jamieson and 

Cappella (2010) believe a conservative media bubble is harming U.S. democracy: 

Rush Limbaugh's talk radio program, Fox News, and the opinion pages of the 
Wall Street Journal create a self-protective enclave hospitable to conservative 
beliefs. The safe haven provided by the country's most popular political talk 
show, its most watched cable network, and the second most read paper in the 
country, reinforces the views of like-minded audience members, helps them 
maintain conservative values and dispositions, holds Republican candidates and 
leaders accountable to conservative ideals, tightens their audience's ties to the 
Republican Party, and distances listeners, readers, and viewers from liberals, in 
general, and Democrats, in particular. It also enwraps them in a world in which 
facts supportive of Democratic claims are discredited and those consistent with 
conservative ones championed. (Jamieson and Cappella 2010) 

 
While one can pick a news organization to support one’s views, sometimes the media 

itself creates an echo chamber that covers nearly all news outlets. For example, in the 

2007 PBS documentary Buying The War, journalist Bill Moyers examined pre-Iraq war 
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media coverage. He discovered a media bubble that the U.S. press mostly imposed on 

itself. Consider Moyer’s interview of 60 Minutes correspondent Bob Simon: 

BOB SIMON: From overseas we had a clearer view. I mean we knew things or 
suspected things that perhaps the Washington press corps could not suspect. For 
example, the absurdity of putting up a connection between Saddam Hussein and 
Al Qaeda. 
BILL MOYERS: Absurdity. The Washington press corps cannot question an 
absurdity?  
BOB SIMON: Well maybe the Washington press corps based inside the belt 
wasn't as aware as those of us who are based in the Middle East and who spend a 
lot of time in Iraq. I mean when the Washington press corps travels, it travels with 
the president or with the Secretary of State.  
BILL MOYERS: In a bubble.  
BOB SIMON: Yeah in a bubble. Where as we who've spent weeks just walking 
the streets of Baghdad and in other situations in Baghdad just were scratching our 
heads. In ways that perhaps that the Washington press corps could not. (Moyers 
2007) 
 
Any critic can find incidents of deviations from the journalistic ideal. What 

matters is how in critical moments, like war, these deviations can have severe 

consequences. This study is about the media and the Tet Offensive, but the media and its 

effect on war neither started nor ended there. For example, in April 2008, The New York 

Times reported: 

To the public, these men are members of a familiar fraternity, presented tens of 
thousands of times on television and radio as “military analysts” whose long 
service has equipped them to give authoritative and unfettered judgments about 
the most pressing issues of the post-Sept. 11 world. Hidden behind that 
appearance of objectivity, though, is a Pentagon information apparatus that has 
used those analysts in a campaign to generate favorable news coverage of the 
administration’s wartime performance, an examination by The New York Times 
has found. The effort, which began with the buildup to the Iraq war and continues 
to this day, has sought to exploit ideological and military allegiances, and also a 
powerful financial dynamic: Most of the analysts have ties to military contractors 
vested in the very war policies they are asked to assess on air. (Barstow 2008) 

 
Liberal media watchdog group Media Matters for America reported how the mainstream 

media repeatedly declined to acknowledge their role. 
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ABC, CBS, and NBC have still not reported on any of their news programs The 
New York Times' revelations about the hidden ties between media military 
analysts and the Pentagon. Further, the major broadcast networks and cable news 
networks all reportedly declined to discuss the issue for an NPR report; the 
networks similarly reportedly declined to participate in an April 24 PBS 
NewsHour segment on the issue. (Media Matters May 2, 2008) 

 
There have even been fake press conferences where government employees have posed 

as journalists questioning their bosses. Media Matters reported on October 30, 2007: 

News outlets including CNN, the Associated Press, The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times uncritically quoted White House 
spokeswoman Dana Perino's response to a question about an October 23 Federal 
Emergency Management Agency press conference, in which the questions were 
asked by FEMA staffers playing reporters. Perino said of the conference, "It is not 
a practice that we would employ here at the White House and we certainly don't 
condone it." But these news outlets failed to note previous Bush administration 
scandals involving "fake" reporting. (Media Matters October 30, 2007) 

 
These are not Saturday Night Live sketches. These are deliberate distortions of 

viewer perception. These incidents make the 1997 black comedy film Wag the Dog seem 

more like a documentary than satire, and they are not only a modern occurrence. They 

stretch all the way back to the Tet Offensive and possibly further. Of all the notable 

moments of the Tet Offensive, the My Lai Massacre, the mass murder of unarmed South 

Vietnamese civilians by the U.S. military, was possibly the grisliest reported, but the U.S. 

news media did not heroically uncover the truth. The whole story is more complicated. 

Journalist Jeff Cohen said: 

My Lai would later be cited as proof of a mainstream press bent on 
sensationalizing U.S. atrocities in Vietnam. The reality was just the opposite. 
Beginning months after My Lai, evidence of the massacre was presented to top 
national news media by Vietnam veteran Ron Ridenhour and others, but not one 
outlet would touch the story. It wasn't until November 1969, more than a year and 
a half after the My Lai slaughter, that the story was finally published by the small, 
alternative Dispatch News Service and dogged investigative reporter Seymour 
Hersh. (Cohen 2001) 
 



 21

One lesson the U.S. government learned from Vietnam was how to better manage 

the news. For example, the Associated Press reported in 2009 that the Pentagon may have 

violated federal law by promoting propaganda domestically: 

An Associated Press investigation found that over the past five years, the money 
the military spends on winning hearts and minds at home and abroad has grown 
by 63 percent, to at least $4.7 billion this year, according to Department of 
Defense budgets and other documents. That's almost as much as it spent on body 
armor for troops in Iraq and Afghanistan between 2004 and 2006. This year, the 
Pentagon will employ 27,000 people just for recruitment, advertising and public 
relations -- almost as many as the total 30,000-person work force in the State 
Department. (Associated Press 2009) 
 
Given the structure and incentives of the media, coverage of the Tet Offensive is 

somewhat predictable, but the truth of the matter is more complex. The pivotal role of the 

Tet Offensive in domestic debates about Vietnam has also raised questions about how 

media coverage shaped public opinion and maybe ultimately U.S. policy in Vietnam. 

Before embarking on an analysis of the media coverage of the Tet Offensive, some 

background on the run-up to and fighting during the Tet Offensive will contextualize 

what happened. 
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Chapter 2: The Tet Offensive 
 
 

The battle plans, policymaker assumptions, military intelligence, perceptions, and 

reactions―as well as other variables affected the outcome of the Tet Offensive. The fog 

of detail, the unknown information, and the exceedingly optimistic and pessimistic 

declarations make understanding the Tet Offensive rather difficult. Nearly any 

interpretation can be justified with a quote from this official or that one. To understand 

what occurred, what follows is a summary of the battle of the Tet Offensive, and then 

examination of the factors which led up to and influenced it. 

 
TET CHRONOLOGY 

 
Before the Tet Offensive, the communists were smuggling weaponry and troops 

across South Vietnam. U.S. military officials received some warnings about this, but 

most of this covert activity went undetected. While the start of the Tet Offensive (January 

1968) is most famous, the enemy attacks had second and third phases. The second phase 

(May 4th to June) was a general attack against smaller cities and towns. The third phase 

(August to September) was U.S. repulsion of enemies from areas they had captured. 

The Tet Offensive started in the northwest of South Vietnam. Three North 

Vietnamese Army divisions (units containing usually 10,000-20,000 troops) gathered 

around a Marine base at Khe Sanh. While the Battle of Khe Sanh (January 21-April 7, 

1968) was one the largest battles in the Tet Offensive, it was meant to distract the U.S. by 

influencing it to reallocate troops away from other areas. The communist abortive attacks 

on Khe Sanh’s outposts in late January and early February and their one push at the main 
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perimeter on February 29 were the worst of their attacks. Despite enemy shelling, the 

Marine base held out and was regularly resupplied. The U.S. losses at Khe Sanh were 

much smaller compared to losses experienced by U.S. units elsewhere. In fact, the 

communist siege gave the U.S. military a rare chance to use B-52 bombers on a small 

area delivering heavy damage (Braestrup 1977, 256-257). 

 Communist attacks were, with little exaggeration, everywhere. “Thirty-six of 44 

provincial capitals and 64 of 242 district towns were attacked, as well as 5 of South 

Vietnam's 6 autonomous cities, among them Hue and Saigon” (U.S. Army 2001, 673). 

Radio Hanoi, the propaganda arm of the North Vietnamese Army, announced its intent to 

overthrow South Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Thieu. He responded by declaring 

martial law.  

 Fighting was so intense in some places that U.S. military personnel that normally 

did not fight (cooks, radio operators, clerks, etc.) participated in armed resistance. Army 

helicopter gunships were airborne nearly 24/7 as they scrambled to deal with 

simultaneous combat situations. The most intense combat likely occurred in Hue city, the 

ancient Vietnamese capital. It was urban warfare: firefights were house-to-house and 

street-to-street. The U.S. took three weeks to recapture the city, after which it had to be 

rebuilt from being destroyed. The Battle of Hue (January 30 – March 3, 1968) maybe 

best showed communist strategic error. Hue was the one city most likely considered to 

rise up against the United States. After that did not happen, the communists should have 

retreated, but instead, they chose to defend territory they seized. The problem with that 

strategy was that they gave up their “primary strength, mobility, to engage the primary 

allied strength, firepower. They were pinned down, outnumbered and outgunned. The 
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city was effectively surrounded, if not sealed, and the Communists could not expect to 

receive the stream of reinforcements and supplies they would need to make their defense 

tenable” (Robbins 2010, 193). In the jungle, they had booby traps, an extensive tunnel 

system, and camouflage. These advantages did not extend to urban warfare. 

Another big battle, which ended in less than 24 hours, was at Tan Son Nhut Air 

Base, the primary airfield for Saigon and the core of U.S. military presence in South 

Vietnam. “The  MACV [Military Assistance Command, Vietnam] headquarters, known 

as ‘Pentagon East,’ was located there, along with the 7th Air Force headquarters, the 

South Vietnamese Joint General Staff complex, and South Vietnamese officers had 

homes there or nearby, and the complex was a critical target for the VC [Viet Cong]” 

(Robbins 2010, 137). 

 The attack on the airbase was well-planned. Communist Colonel Nam Thuyen 

visited the base during a Christmas truce, posing as a student. A nearby graveyard was 

used as an ammunition repository. Weapons were smuggled in coffins and buried before 

the attack. Three VC battalions (300–1,200 soldiers per battalion) held position right 

across from the air base, inside the Vinatexco textile mill. High-ranking U.S. and South 

Vietnamese officers were identified before the attack and targeted during the attack. 

 The battle started on the morning of January 31. The enemy burst through Gate 51 

into the airbase. The only defenders were the U.S. Air Force 377th Security Police 

Squadron, the MACV headquarter guards, and some South Vietnamese forces. Five days 

earlier, a plan to defend the base against such an attack was rehearsed, but the communist 

attack was on a greater scale. The battle was tipped in U.S. favor by the presence of the 

8th Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) Airborne Battalion which was due to be 
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transported elsewhere. Those paratroopers fought communist forces on the tarmac, 

sometimes in hand-to-hand combat. Within minutes, the communist attack was halted. 

The enemy was slaughtered, notably by helicopter gunships. 

While not a major battle, the communist sapper group assault on the U.S. 

Embassy in Saigon got the most media attention at the start of the Tet Offensive. The 

embassy, six buildings enclosed by an eight-foot wall, was about half a mile from the 

news bureaus. The night before the Tet Offensive, the sappers entered through a hole they 

blew in a wall, killed two U.S. military police, and attacked multiple parts of the embassy 

with bazooka rounds. Upset by incoming reports, Washington officials told 

Westmoreland to recapture the embassy immediately. U.S. reinforcements arrived and 

engaged in a six-hour hide-and-seek battle in darkness. A helicopter came to evacuate the 

wounded, but it was driven away by enemy fire. One by one, the sappers were killed. The 

fight ended by sunrise. The embassy attack did not become a top military priority until 

the media covered it, making it a symbol of the Tet Offensive (Braestrup 1977, 75). 

General Bruce C. Clark said the foe “took the battle down around the Caravelle Hotel 

[where the media was located] and, so, from the standpoint of the average reporter over 

there, it was the acorn that fell on the chicken’s head and it said ‘The sky is falling!’” 

(Braestrup 1977, 121). This journalistic reaction was likely due to shock, since Saigon 

was not a battlefield for most of the war. Washington Post reporter Peter Braestrup said: 

Fires, destruction, crowded hospitals, and schools turned into refugee camps, all 
could be seen firsthand without much danger—and dominated much of the early 
reporting . . . the sudden destruction and new sense of danger shook up many 
newsmen, including this writer, accustomed to thinking of Saigon as a privileged 
sanctuary from the war. (Braestrup 1977, 177) 
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Media accounts described the embassy attackers as a “suicide squad,” which they were 

not. That phrase recalled Japanese kamikazes. The phrase also falsified the communist 

objective. They sought to seize and hold the embassy, not to be killed. Killing suicide 

attackers is less noteworthy than killing attackers seeking to hold territory (Robbins 2010, 

133). 

 Besides misreporting enemy intentions, the media made stuff up. There were 

reports about blood-stained carpets. White House aid John Roche spoke to Embassy 

Political Counselor John Archibald Calhoun, who was in his ground floor office during 

the attack. Roche said, “There were no rugs. It was all linoleum. But who cares about 

little points like that?” (Robbins 2010, 135). Presumably, journalists. 

“By the end of the first week most Communist assault troops were either on the 

defensive, surrounded, driven off, or destroyed. They had failed to reach their military 

objectivities in almost all of their attacks, many of them failing in the first few hours. In 

broad terms, the Tet Offensive was a military catastrophe” (Robbins 2010, 165). 

Militarily, continuing to directly challenge the U.S. was foolish, but politically it 

was wise. By lengthening the battle, Hanoi lengthened bad media coverage for the U.S., 

which strengthened Hanoi’s bargaining position. Phase II (May 4th to June) was 

informally known as “Mini-Tet” due to its smaller scale. Many of the same locations 

(like Saigon) were attacked again by Hanoi, and the communists were defeated again. 

Their only military achievement was winning the Battle of Kham Duc (May 10–12, 

1968). Kham Duc was a small camp, cut off from friendly support. U.S. personnel were 

evacuated by aircraft while under fire. Phase III (August to September) was so 

insignificant that it was not called “Mini-Tet.” It started with some attacks on border 
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towns and was quickly ended by U.S. military action. In short, the U.S. militarily won all 

phases of the Tet Offensive. 

 
COMMUNIST INTELLIGENCE 
 

The communist plan for the Tet Offensive has never been fully published, but 

pieces of it are available, and the pieces seem contradictory. On one hand, a goal of the 

Tet Offensive was to inspire an uprising among the South Vietnamese civilians, but on 

the other hand the North Vietnamese communists slaughtered South Vietnamese 

civilians, in what one Vietcong official called ‘revolutionary justice’ (Wedel 1988, 2). 

Support us and let us kill you is a mixed message, at minimum. 

 After the Sino–Vietnamese War (1979), also called the Third Indochina War, 

China and Vietnam published various documents explaining their relationship since the 

1940s. Then, after the Soviet Union dissolved, its archives partially opened revealing 

more information, including details of the communist planning of the Tet Offensive. 

 General Nguyen Chi Thanh proposed the Tet Offensive. He went to Hanoi to 

explain it. After various discussions and meetings, on July 6, 1967, Thanh died from 

drinking too much at a farewell party (Guan 1998, 346). Thanh’s plan was still retained, 

but preparations were delayed due to his death. Finding a replacement was likely not easy 

and the “Political Bureau and the Military Central Commission had to carry out a major 

reshuffle in the Southern communist leadership” (Guan 1998, 346). Thanh’s successor 

was Võ Nguyên Giáp. U.S. intelligence reports may have overemphasized Giáp’s 

disagreement with Thanh’s strategy for a fast victory and his preference for an exhaust-

the-enemy strategy. Giáp carried out Thanh’s Tet Offensive, but what changes were made 
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to the overall plan are not fully known due to communist documents being withheld to 

this day. 

 One question is how did North Vietnam acquire and distribute so many resources 

so many months in advance, when the U.S. was dropping more bombs on Vietnam than it 

did during World War II? Aid from China and Russia played a role. The U.S. Defense 

Department estimated Chinese aid in 1967 at $250 million and Soviet aid at $750 million 

(Guan 1998, 350). China supported North Vietnam’s continuance of the war, whereas the 

Soviet Union preferred a negotiated settlement. Being the dominant aid provider to North 

Vietnam, the Soviet Union could have used its aid as a bargaining tool with North 

Vietnam, but after the Sino-Soviet split, doing so could have led North Vietnam to ally 

with China against the Soviet Union. 

 Lê Duẩn, the second most powerful person in North Vietnam after Ho Chi Minh, 

issued a letter on January 18, 1968, to communist allies in South Vietnam, explaining 

North Vietnam’s thinking: (1) the U.S. war effort climaxed and stalemated and the 

communists had the opportunity to achieve a decisive victory, (2) all outcomes of the Tet 

Offensive would benefit the communists to varying degrees, (3) the offensive’s primary 

goal was to psychologically harm the U.S. leading it to de-escalate the war, (4) the 

communists would regain control of the countryside, and (5) the communists would 

celebrate their victory by having a welcome parade for Ho Chi Minh in South Vietnam 

(Guan 1998, 351). 

North Vietnamese General Tran Van Tra, who oversaw attacks on Saigon during 

the Tet Offensive and who managed the final assault on Saigon in 1975, published, in 

1982, Vietnam: A History of the Bulwark B-2 Theater, his account of how the Hanoi 
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Politburo made military mistakes. Disliking criticism, party leaders expelled him from 

the party, and he lived under house arrest until his death. He said that the communists 

failed to accurately assess U.S. military strength: 

. . . we did not base ourselves on scientific calculation or a careful weighing of all 
factors, but in part on an illusion based on our subjective desires. For that reason, 
although that decision was wise, ingenious, and timely, and although its 
implementation was well organized and bold, there was excellent coordination on 
all battlefields, everyone acted very bravely, sacrificed their lives, and there was 
created a significant strategic turning point in Vietnam and Indochina, we suffered 
large sacrifices and losses with regard to manpower and materiel, especially 
cadres at the various echelons, which clearly weakened us. (Tra 1982, 35) 

 
The same year, VC Provisional Revolutionary Government Justice Minister Truong Nhu 

Tang said, “The Tet Offensive proved catastrophic to our plans. It is a major irony of the 

Vietnam War that our propaganda transformed this debacle into a brilliant victory. The 

truth was that Tet cost us half our forces. Our losses were so immense that we were 

unable to replace them with new recruits” (Robbins 2010, 297). 

One problem with the communist plan was one that likely no one foresaw. On 

August 8, 1967, Hanoi changed its calendar from traditional China Standard Time (UTC 

+8) to Indochina Time (UTC +7). South Vietnam remained on China Standard Time. 

This time shift meant different communist units attacked at different times due to 

different calendars (Robbins 2010, 120). This discrepancy ruined the element of surprise, 

giving ARVN and U.S. forces time to respond. A bad plan combined with bad timing was 

a recipe for disaster. After the first few attacks, Lieutenant General Phillip Davidson told 

General Westmoreland to expect more assaults. Westmoreland agreed and put all U.S. 

forces on high alert. He told President Thieu, who recalled ARVN forces on leave. 

Before the next day, the New Year, the Tet truce was cancelled throughout South 

Vietnam and anticommunist forces were preparing for further attacks. Before the main 
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attacks began, the anticommunist forces were anticipating them. The element of surprise 

was wasted through the calendar miscalculation (Robbins 2010, 121). 

 
U.S. INTELLIGENCE 
 

Director of Central Intelligence (the head of the CIA) Richard Helms (1966-

1973), who was the primary presidential intelligence advisor, said evidence was found in 

January of possible attacks during the Tet holiday. Targets were identified. The 

information was sent to senior officials in Saigon and Washington. One intelligence 

report noted that: 

Despite enemy security measures, communications intelligence was able to 
provide clear warning that attacks, probably on a larger scale than ever before, 
were in the offing. Considerable numbers of medium- and low-grade enciphered 
enemy messages were read. … They included references to impending attacks, 
more widespread and numerous than seen before. Moreover, they indicated a 
sense of urgency, along with an emphasis on thorough planning and secrecy not 
previously seen in such communications. These messages, taken with such 
nontextual indicators as increased message volumes and radio direction finding, 
served both to validate information from other sources in the hands of local 
authorities and to provide warning to senior officials. “The report concluded, 
however, that the evidence was ‘not sufficient to predict the exact timing of the 
attack.’” (U.S. State Department 1968 A) 

  
How could such a warning go ignored? It was part of a general pattern of dismissing 

intelligence that was not what superiors wanted to hear. CIA intelligence analyst Harold 

P. Ford said that since the first decade of U.S. involvement, starting from the French 

defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, policymakers sought good news. They downplayed, 

ignored, and criticized less optimistic reports: 

The bliss of ignorance had several times cost the US war effort dearly, but worse 
was in store at the end of January 1968, when a misreading of the enemy's 
intentions and a calculated understating of his strength left the nation and its 
political leaders wide open to the shock of the Communists' unprecedentedly 
massive spring military campaign, the "Tet (Spring) Offensive." (Ford 1998, 85) 
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Communist forces were hard to classify. Some were part-time local militia, support 

personnel, and political officials. Others were forced to aid the communists. Some were 

pro-South Vietnam at day and pro-communist at night. Quantifying numbers, location, 

combat readiness, combat effectiveness, and political significance was difficult (Robbins 

2010, 38). Ford said that CIA estimates of communist capabilities were more accurate 

than those of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), that the CIA’s Saigon 

Station warned of Tet-like attacks, that CIA central command declined to share this 

prediction, and that superior policymakers dismissed the CIA’s assessment of enemy 

strength and of a future massive attack. Public statements by the White House relied on 

the more optimistic data coming from MACV. Besides the various methodological issues 

faced by MACV, Ford believes the major reason for use of this questionable information 

was 

. . . the fact that General Westmoreland and his immediate staff were under a 
strong obligation to keep demonstrating "progress" against the Communist forces 
in Vietnam. After years of escalating US investments of lives, equipment, and 
money, of monthly increases in MACV's tally of enemy casualties, and of vague 
but constant predictions of impending victory, it would be politically disastrous, 
they felt, suddenly to admit, even on the basis of new or better evidence, that the 
enemy's strength was in fact substantially greater than MACV's original or current 
estimates. (Ford 1998, 87) 
 

Beyond the desire to only want to hear good news, the U.S. was distracted by multiple 

foreign military incidents in 1968 like the capture of the USS Pueblo by North Korea, 

North Korean infiltration of South Korean President Chung Hee’s residence, South 

Korea’s insistence on allowing it to withdraw some of its military units from Vietnam, 

the communist capture of a U.S. outpost in Laos, tension with Soviet aircraft over the 

West Berlin air corridor, and the crash of U.S. aircraft carrying nuclear weapons. Despite 

all these other issues, Ford believes a “pervasive and probably more important 
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contribution to the failure was Lyndon Johnson's preoccupation, as the presidential 

election year approached, with demonstrating success in Vietnam in the face of the 

sharply rising tide of public opposition to the war” (Ford 1998, 106). 

A ‘we are winning’ consensus pretty much permeated the Saigon-Washington 
command circuit; intelligence reports and analyses that deviated from it tended to 
be discounted. The growing uneasiness about the course of the war expressed 
sporadically by a handful of senior statesmen had little dampening impact on the 
pre-Tet convictions and pronouncements of the dominant administration officials. 
(Ford 1998, 108) 
 

South Vietnam collected intelligence of a massive attack a few hours before it happened. 

On January 29, 1968, an intelligence report was sent to South Vietnamese tactical zone 

commanders that communist forces would attack during the Tet Holiday. On January 30, 

a captured communist soldier claimed that communist forces were going to attack Saigon 

and other places at 0300 hours the next day, which is precisely what happened (Ford 

1998, 113). 

 The reports were too little, too late. Most South Vietnamese intelligence was 

scattered and vague. Within 24 hours of the offensive, reports came in of upcoming 

enemy activity, but nothing was solid enough to act on. South Vietnamese security chief 

Col. Lung said that most South Vietnamese commanders doubted the possibility of a 

massive upcoming attack. Lung also said the intelligence gathered by South Vietnamese 

units was not shared (Ford 1998, 114). 

Another issue with the pre-Tet intelligence was that the Tet Offensive was absurd 

from the viewpoint of military strategy. Urban warfare would reduce the effectiveness of 

communist guerrilla warfare. The number of attacks seemed too large to be effective 

since they would divide enemy forces, making victory anywhere likely impossible while 

simultaneously depleting troop reserves. The only way the strategy could succeed was if 
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the communists inspired a general uprising, which was unlikely. Lieutenant General 

Phillip Davidson said, “Even had I known exactly what was to take place, it was so 

preposterous that I probably would have been unable to sell it” (Robbins 2010, 112). The 

Tet Offensive was a suicidal plan, but the communists did not think so. By rejecting the 

idea that the enemy was about to do something stunningly stupid, the U.S. was not well 

prepared for the Tet Offensive, even though it did defeat the enemy. 

In the beginning, pre-Tet intelligence did not seem wholly wrong. A December-

January MACV war game concluded that a large attack in the north was the best move by 

Hanoi. Khe Sanh was 14 miles from the Northern border and seven miles from enemy 

strongholds Laos. The short supply routes made Khe Sanh an ideal target, thought U.S. 

intelligence analysts. “When the North Vietnamese opened the attack on Khe Sanh on 

January 21, the action seemed to validate both the assumptions of the timing of the attack 

(shortly before Tet) and its location (in the north)” (Robbins 2010, 116). 

 In the aftermath of the Tet Offensive, U.S. intelligence was questioned, gently in 

Ford’s view. The general conclusion of the examination of U.S. intelligence about the Tet 

Offensive was that: 

The urgency felt in Saigon [by U.S. intelligence] was not, however, fully felt in 
Washington in the immediate preattack period. As a result, finished intelligence 
disseminated in Washington did not contain the atmosphere of crisis prevalent in 
Saigon. We do not believe this represents a failure on anyone's part. The 
information available was transmitted and fully analyzed, but atmosphere is not 
readily passed over a teletype circuit. Although senior officials in Washington 
received warnings in the period 25-30 January, they did not receive the full sense 
of immediacy and intensity which was present in Saigon. On the other hand, with 
Saigon alerted, virtually nothing further could be done in Washington that late in 
the game which could affect the outcome. (Ford 1998, 118) 

 
“True,” said Ford, “little could have been done in Washington to affect the outcome in 

Saigon and elsewhere in Vietnam, but an alerted Johnson administration could at least 
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have prepared the public for the sudden turn of events” (Ford 1998, 118). In a February 2, 

1968 presidential news conference, President Johnson said: 

We have known for several months, now, that the Communists planned a massive 
winter-spring offensive. . . . The biggest fact is that the stated purposes of the 
general uprising have failed. . . . when the American people know the facts, when 
the world knows the facts and when the results are laid out for them to examine, I 
do not believe they will achieve a psychological victory. (Quoted in Ford 1998, 
123) 

  
But his credibility was stretched to the breaking point. On February 6, 1968, humorist Art 

Buchwald said: 

Gen. George Custer said today in an exclusive interview with this correspondent 
that the Battle of Little Big Horn had just turned the corner and he could now see 
the light at the end of the tunnel. . . . "We have the Sioux on the run . . . Of course 
we will have some cleaning up to do, but the Redskins are hurting badly and it 
will only be a matter of time before they give in." (Quoted in Ford 1998, 123) 

  
Johnson lost the battle to control perception of the Tet Offensive. 

 
Looking back, the U.S. army interprets the Tet Offensive as coming from a 

position of weakness. 

South Vietnam was becoming politically and militarily stronger, while the Viet 
Cong's grip over the rural population eroded. Hanoi's leaders suspected that the 
United States, frustrated by the slow pace of progress, might intensify its military 
operations against the North. (Indeed, Westmoreland had broached plans for an 
invasion of the North when he appealed for additional forces in 1967.) The Tet 
offensive was a brilliant stroke of strategy by Hanoi, designed to change the arena 
of war from the battlefield to the negotiating table, and from a strategy of military 
confrontation to one of talking and fighting. (U.S. Army 2001, 327) 

 
North Vietnam’s plan was perceived as more psychologically based. The perception of 

North Vietnam undermining the morale of South Vietnamese forces, on hurting South 

Vietnamese public confidence in Saigon’s ability to provide security, and hurting U.S. 

public confidence in America’s ally, was interpreted by the U.S. Army as the primary 
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purpose of the Tet Offensive. The U.S. Army said that the Tet Offensive had the opposite 

effect of its intention: 

Stunned by the attacks, civilian support for the Thieu government coalesced 
instead of weakening. Many Vietnamese for whom the war had been an 
unpleasant abstraction were outraged. Capitalizing on the new feeling, South 
Vietnam's leaders for the first time dared to enact general mobilization. The 
change from grudging toleration of the Viet Cong to active resistance provided an 
opportunity to create new local defense organizations and to attack the 
Communist infrastructure. Spurred by American advisers, the Vietnamese began 
to revitalize pacification. Most important, the Viet Cong suffered a major military 
defeat, losing thousands of experienced combatants and seasoned political cadres, 
seriously weakening the insurgent base in the South. (U.S. Army 2001, 673) 

 
While U.S. military leaders saw an opening to deal a strong blow to the enemy, the 

Johnson administration lacked the confidence to do so. “Johnson announced that the 

bombing of North Vietnam would cease above the 20th parallel and placed a limit on 

U.S. troops in South Vietnam. Johnson also attempted to set parameters for peace talks, 

but it would be several more years before these came to fruition” (U.S. State Department 

1968 B). 

 
THE KOREAN PRECEDENT 
 

Before the Tet Offensive was even conceived, the U.S. had been fighting in 

Vietnam for many years, but it was fighting a limited war, whereas Hanoi was fighting an 

unlimited war. Why? The fear of another Korean War. The Korean War (1950-1953) 

influenced U.S. military strategy in Vietnam. Both conflicts involved an Asian state 

divided into a communist north backed by China and the Soviet Union and a 

noncommunist south backed by the United States. The Korean War was fought to a 

stalemate, a bad memory for U.S. military officials who did not want a repeat of what 

occurred. Military leaders who opposed limited land wars in Asia were called the “Never 
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Again Club” by journalists (Robbins 2010, 24). Their beliefs helped restrain U.S. 

assistance to the French fight against the Viet Minh and restrain U.S. aid to South 

Vietnam’s Diem regime to anything more than advisors and supplies. 

 After the U.S. forces were fighting a ground war, the Korea experience still 

influenced U.S. strategy. There was the fear that if the U.S. waged war across the 

demilitarized zone (DMZ), that China would become directly (as opposed to only 

covertly) involved and the bloody stalemate of the Korean War would repeat. After the 

Korean War, China became a nuclear power on October 16, 1964 and the Soviet nuclear 

arsenal was larger, so threatening the communists with nuclear weapons was less 

effective than during the Korean War. 

 However, the Chinese view on the Korean War was different from the U.S. view. 

Mao was encouraged by Stalin to intervene in the Korean War. While Mao sought to use 

guerrilla warfare as the means to unifying Korea under communism, Stalin advocated a 

conventional conflict (Robbins 2010, 25). Mao went along and was only aided by Soviet 

diplomacy and supplies, while Chinese forces did most of the fighting. The armistice that 

ended the war gave China the same Korean buffer zone that it could have achieved if it 

had used guerrilla warfare. Losing a million communists to achieve nothing was not an 

experience China sought to repeat (Robbins 2010, 26). 

 
JOHNSON’S OUTLOOK 

 
In 1964, President Johnson’s focus was primarily divided on three issues: 

the fall of Khrushchev and the advent of new and untested Soviet leaders; 
Communist China's nuclear detonation; and, most important, a coming 
presidential election campaign in which Mr. Johnson's conduct of the war would 
have to be seen as neither too soft nor too reckless. (Ford 1996) 
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U.S. military analyst Daniel Ellsberg said: 

[Johnson] worried, not only in 1964 but over the next four years, that if he laid out 
candidly just how difficult, costly and unpromising the conflict was expected to 
be, the public would overwhelmingly want escalation on a scale that promised to 
win the war [which would risk a wider war that Johnson sought to avoid] . . . But 
Johnson didn't want to get out either . . . Johnson couldn't face being accused of 
losing a war. Instead, he stayed in and lied about the prospects. And that made for 
a prolonged war, an escalating war and essentially a hopeless war. (Ellsberg 2001, 
A.23) 

  
In his 1964 State of the Union address, President Johnson said, “It will not be a short or 

easy struggle, no single weapon or strategy will suffice, but we shall not rest until that 

war is won” (Johnson 1964). He was referencing the War on Poverty, not the Vietnam 

War. Johnson’s priority was to not let the Vietnam War interfere with his domestic 

agenda, known as the Great Society, which consisted of civil rights initiatives, Medicare 

and Medicaid, education reform, funding the arts, the War on Poverty, job retraining 

programs, and other programs. 

 Johnson did not understand who he was fighting in Vietnam. This was 

exemplified when he tried to bribe Hanoi in his April 1965 “Peace Without Conquest” 

speech where he offered Hanoi a billion-dollar aid program to develop North Vietnam if 

they ended the conflict. He basically promised to export the Great Society. So convinced 

he could buy off the communists, after the speech, he told one of his assistant, “Old Ho 

[Chi Minh] can’t turn that down. Old Ho can’t turn that down” (quoted in Robbins 2010, 

28). 

 The communists immediately and fully rejected the deal. They sought Vietnamese 

unification under Hanoi rule, period. White House aide John Roche said: 

I tried to explain in that memo that Ho Chi Minh was not a Mayor Daley who was 
waiting to be bought. Johnson didn’t have an ideological bone in his body and he 
was convinced that everybody had a button . . . Johnson kept saying, “What does 
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he want? What does he want?”, as if, you know, three post offices, a new 
municipal sewer system, or something like that would do it. I said, “He wants to 
win.” (Quoted in Robbins 2010, 29) 

  
Ho Chi Minh was a battle-hardened communist who had been fighting for Vietnamese 

unification for 50 years. Ho’s political experience was with bombs and bullets, not 

money and votes. From the 1954 Geneva agreement that divided Vietnam into 

communist north and noncommunist south to Ho Chi Minh’s death, his primary objective 

was communist unification of Vietnam. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Through strategic miscalculation, timing error, and refusal to change strategy, the 

Tet Offensive was a military defeat for the communists. While flawed, U.S. intelligence 

was far better than communist intelligence. The bad memories of the Korean War and 

President Johnson’s misunderstanding of Hanoi, however, combined to put the U.S. at a 

disadvantage. To summarize, the U.S. and North Vietnamese approached the war 

differently: 

The U.S. conflict was akin to a chess match, with planned moves in a defined 
battle space, an assumed perfect knowledge of the enemy’s strength on the 
ground, and established rules that the Americans believed both sides understood 
and accepted. The enemy was playing poker, a game in which psychological 
factors are as important as what cards each side holds, in which bluff and luck can 
play a decisive role, and in which it is possible to win with a losing hand. And 
while the Americans were playing chess in a complex manner that sought to force 
a draw, the North Vietnamese wanted to end their game holding all of the chips. 
(Robbins 2010, 40) 

 
For these reasons, the U.S. grasped political defeat from the jaws of military victory, and 

Hanoi turned devastating military losses into a political victory that arguably turned the 

course of the war. 
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Chapter 3: The Media and the Tet Offensive 
 
 
The American Civil War was the first photographed combat in U.S. history. 

World War II news was reported by newsreels. The Vietnam War (also called the Second 

Indochina War) was reported on television. This chapter will argue that the new medium 

of communication strongly affected war coverage with its use of images and immediate 

assessments that presented negative aspects of the war and often misrepresented the 

situation on the ground. Some coverage shows journalistic malpractice. More important 

than the nature of the coverage itself were the effects that media coverage had on 

domestic politics in the U.S. surrounding the war. The media dimmed public enthusiasm 

for the war, but the public’s foreign policy preferences were more complex for most of 

the war. Although the media provided criticism of the war, it did not hold the government 

accountable because it mostly was ignorant or misinformed about what was happening. 

Journalism’s ability to compel accountability came only in flashes, as with the 1971 

disclosure of the Pentagon Papers. Overall, media coverage did affect the policies of the 

war, but its role was far from the ideal to which we hold a free press in a democracy. 

 
NATURE AND THEMES OF MEDIA COVERAGE 

 
The Vietnam War has been called “The Living Room War” due to it being 

televised, but combat footage was rare. Peter Braestrup, a Korean War veteran, a war 

reporter in Algeria, and a Washington Post reporter during the Tet Offensive, wrote 

maybe the definitive assessment of media coverage in his 1977 Big Story. After 

reviewing every printed word published by the Associated Press, United Press 

International, The New York Times, The Washington Post, Time, and Newsweek, along 
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with every telecast shown by the three major networks (ABC, NBC, and CBS), 

Braestrup’s analysis is likely unsurpassed in comprehensiveness. He concluded that: 

the wire services and the TV people would get out there as close to the action as 
they could get, and very seldom did they get action footage broadcast, partly 
because when there's an infantry fire fight, everybody gets down and you can't see 
much. The enemy attacked at night; the allies did their sweeps in daylight. As 
Professor Lawrence Lichty of Northwestern [University] has found, most of the 
combat footage was aftermath footage, where you saw the troops moving around, 
their wounded being taken to the helicopters, and the reporter telling you that 
there had been a fight and this is what happened in the fight. (Lyndon Baines 
Johnson Library and Museum (LBJL&M) 1982, 7) 

 
While live combat footage was rare, Braestrup found the war easy to cover, especially for 

major news organizations, because of the access to a variety of military officials. 

However, most reporters remained close to Saigon or other major cities, not frequently 

venturing out for too long. “There was only a small handful--I estimated the number in 

late 1967 as about sixty--out of the several hundred of people accredited, who spent one-

fourth to one-third of their time in the field” (LBJL&M 1982, 5). 

 Braestrup’s narrative is the de facto gold standard on the Tet Offensive. His Big 

Story received a good reception except from the far left and far right: 

My response was that if there was an ideological bias [in coverage], how come it 
didn't show up in 1972, where even the head of Army Information, and the head 
of JUSPAO [Joint United States Public Affairs Office] in fact—it wasn't called 
JUSPAO anymore, but whatever it was called--in Saigon told me he really didn't 
have too much of a complaint about the Easter offensive coverage. (LBJL&M 
1982, 46) 
 

Foreign Affairs magazine book reviewer Gaddis Smith called The Big Story, “[a] 

staggeringly detailed analysis of American press coverage of the Tet offensive” (Smith 

1977). Former Army Colonel Harry G. Summers called the Big Story, the “best book on 

the Tet Offensive” (Summers 2001). Former International Military Encyclopedia editor 

J.R. Dunn called the Big Story, “one of those rare volumes that actually does a service, by 
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identifying a malady, giving its origins, and listing it symptoms” (Dunn 2005). James H. 

Willbanks, the director of the military history department at the United States Army 

Command and General Staff College and author of The Tet Offensive: A Concise History, 

called The Big Story “[p]erhaps the most in-depth examination of the role of the media in 

the Tet Offensive” (Willbanks 2006, 113). 

Braestrup’s view is not that the media stabbed the U.S. military in the back, but 

that it, through a variety of factors, misled the public, to varying degrees. It made the Tet 

Offensive a critical turning point due to the media-created perception of U.S. defeat. 

Braestrup said that, for the first month of the Tet Offensive, one could not determine who 

was winning or losing, but that, even if one could, that was not one’s journalistic role: 

what many journalists in effect were doing was calling it a disaster somehow for 
us. I mean that was the general tilt of the news coverage, through sins of omission 
and commission, and the TV was much worse. TV was always worse. The 
emotive demands of the medium and the commercial demands of holding an 
audience just worked against calm, dispassionate reporting . . . I shared a house in 
Saigon with Murray Fromson of CBS, a very able guy who'd been in [the military 
newspaper] Stars and Stripes in Korea, and a print guy originally. He was an old 
Asia hand. But his experience didn't matter a bit, all they wanted was good 
dramatic film and a good dramatic voice-over. He was even told he was not good 
on camera because his eye sockets were too deep and caused shadows. There 
were very few television guys who qualified, in my book, as serious journalists. 
There were a few, but damn few. It was show business. (LBJL&M 1982, 14) 
 

How often do we hear 500 planes landed safely today versus there was a plane crash? 

Which fact is more likely to be covered and how does that skew perception of reality? 

While as a print journalist, Peter Braestrup is likely a biased critic of television 

journalism, his study provides several concrete examples of the pressures and practices 

that distorted televisions and, often, all types of coverage of the Tet Offensive. 

Incomplete information and pressure to get ratings contributed to questionable 

journalism, but what is worse is how years later the same misperception can continue. For 
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example, The New York Times said, in its 2005 obituary for U.S. general William 

Westmoreland, that “he presided over a vast buildup from 16,000 troops when he arrived 

to more than 500,000 in 1968, when a devastating Communist offensive caused President 

Lyndon B. Johnson to lose confidence in the strategy and replace the general” (Whitney 

2005, A.20). Apparently, there was no devastating counteroffensive. Another example is 

how the Guardian said, “Westmoreland was permanently tainted as the commander of 

what became the worst military defeat ever suffered by the US” (Palling 2005). The U.S. 

militarily won the Tet Offensive. That such a fact can be denied decades later speaks 

volumes about the flawed perception created by past media coverage. 

Media coverage was so bad because it was not the top priority: 

The quarterly Bulletins of the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) in 
1965-68 reflected executives' concern over proper reporting of elections and 
domestic issues such as civil rights and ghetto disturbances, but published no 
comment on Vietnam coverage. The annual Associated Press Managing Editors 
(APME) convention summary in 1967 barely mentioned Vietnam, despite AP's 
relatively strong manpower commitment there. The quarterly Columbia 
Journalism Review [sic] published no major examination of Vietnam prior to Tet. 
The Nieman Reports held off until 1969. Editor and Publisher only on occasion 
printed interviews with returning Vietnam reporters. (Braestrup 1977, 8) 
 

While lack of interest in Vietnam played a role in journalism quality, the war itself was 

also hard to cover. Even if Braestrup’s claims about the ease of most assumptions hold 

true, the Vietnam War was complex, without a front line with which to measure progress: 

It was a war of “trends” which Administration officials, seeking to dispel the 
ambiguities, described statistically in such terms as “kill-ratios,” North 
Vietnamese infiltration rates, weapons seized and lost, hamlets “pacified” to 
varying degrees, or population under government control. (Braestrup 1977, 21) 

 
Vietnam coverage was also repetitive. “The same names on the same maps were being 

fought over. The same statistical measures were being cited . . . The stories had fallen 

into a form letter” (Robbins 2010, 245-246). Vietnam was not a conventional war that 
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had clear-cut events like defeating the enemy, seizing their territory, and occupying their 

capital. Counterinsurgency victory is defined by training security forces, reconstruction, 

political stability, and other long-term goals that lack the drama of fast wars. Besides 

coverage difficulty, journalists were on tight deadlines, especially the most quoted ones, 

the wire services journalists. The 24-hour wire services, the Associated Press (AP) and 

United Press International (UPI) are heavily relied upon by other news organizations. 

Their 50- to 600-word dispatches, edited and rewritten in New York headquarters, 
then rewritten again by anonymous network news writers, became the scripts for 
the nonfilm reports of Walter Cronkite and other TV anchormen . . . Under 
deadline pressure, the wire services, geared to serving a.m. and p.m. cycles, 
across four time zones in the United States, had little time to spend analyzing or 
evaluating stories; what checking was possible had to be done fast. Hence, in 
swift-moving events, first bulletins were sometimes in error. The wire services 
were also sometimes wrong on late-breaking Saigon stories, when even 
rudimentary checking was difficult. AP and UPI could not wait until the fog of 
war cleared and this was to be the case in the early hours of the Tet attacks on 
Saigon. (Braestrup 1977, 29-30) 

  
So, institutionally, journalism quality was not a top priority, the war was hard to report, 

and deadlines made fact-checking a luxury. 

Still the media is not exonerated by institutional constraints and circumstances. 

Many journalists blended fact with opinion, replaced certainty with probability, or chose 

sensationalism over dry statistics. For example, below is the transcript of CBS 

correspondent Morley Safer on Cam Ne with his opinion italicized by Braestrup: 

The day’s operation . . . wounded three women, killed one baby, wounded one 
Marine, and netted these four prisoners. Four old men who could not answer 
questions put to them in English. Four old men who had no idea what an I.D. card 
was. Today’s operation is the frustration of Vietnam in miniature. There is little 
doubt that American firepower can win a military victory. But to a Vietnamese 
peasant whose home means a lifetime of back-breaking labor-it will take more 
than Presidential promises to convince him that we are on his side. (Braestrup 
1977, 39) 
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While many examples of journalists mixing fact and opinion can be given, consider one 

more. Below is the February 1st transcript of NBC correspondent Robert Goralski with 

his opinion italicized by Braestrup: 

Even the American military most grudgingly admired what the Vietcong were 
able to do and what they had seized. The perfectly timed attacks again will be 
remembered a lot longer than the less dramatic but hard-fought victories of late. 
Pentagon officials believe the Vietcong paid dearly for their acts of rampant 
terrorism, but surely the communist leaders must feel they were worth it. They do 
not appear to be final acts of desperation . . . The communists may not be winning 
the war, as the Pentagon claims, but they don’t seem to be losing it either. 
(Braestrup 1977, 132) 

 
How does Goralski know the attacks were “perfectly timed”? What gets remembered is 

strongly affected by the media, so Gorlaski is skewing the public memory with his 

commentary. Also, how does he read the minds of communist leaders to know their 

intentions? Interesting how his last sentence uses the noncommittal words “may” and 

“seem” to disguise the fact he does not know who is winning militarily, yet he apparently 

has enough military expertise to know the attacks were “perfectly timed” and he can read 

the minds of the communists. 

Braestrup overwhelms the reader with examples of journalists who generalized 

their incomplete information, thereby creating a false perception for the viewers. Air 

Force Captain Donald Bishop asked: 

Who can criticize the press for short rotations and ignorance of Vietnamese 
culture when the same flaws characterized our military effort? What writer of 
officer efficiency reports can carp about the abuse of words by reporters? What 
military officer has not formed opinions and advocated programs based on 
incomplete facts, or facts interpreted to support a predetermined solution? (Bishop 
1978) 
 

While the military or government may lack the moral authority to credibly condemn the 

media, the public can condemn the media for misinforming it and for abdicating its role 
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as the fourth estate when it is most needed: during wartime. Thus, an accounting of what 

occurred is morally relevant. 

Shortly after the start of the Tet Offensive, Joint United States Public Affairs 

Office leader Barry Zorthian held a news briefing to inform the U.S. media about the 

situation. Zorthian recalled he held a February 3rd briefing in the embassy with U.S. 

Ambassador Bunker. Bunker’s message was: 

Yes, the Vietcong achieved a considerable psychological impact both in Vietnam 
and the United States, but they did not attain their own self-proclaimed goals (as 
described to us by captive Vietcong and North Vietnamese soldiers)—collapse of 
the Vietnamese government; wholesale surrender and collapse of the ARVN; a 
general uprising and welcome from the people, particularly in urban areas; and 
military footholds in urban centers. If these were their goals, said Bunker, they 
failed, though we recognize that they may have achieved other objectives, such as 
an impact on American public opinion . . . It was interpreted as excessively 
optimistic at worst, unrealistic at best. I think the judgment was unduly harsh. I 
think perhaps we might have given more emphasis to their psychological success 
[in the United States] but . . . we were sitting in Saigon, not Washington, and I 
think (even now with hindsight) that the evaluation we provided was essentially 
sound. I worked with the Ambassador on this one and felt we had both balance 
and perspective. The correspondents did not. (Braestrup 1977, 125) 

 
While the media would not believe Zorthian’s assessment, even though he had access to 

more information than the news media and had a better understanding of the broader 

conflict, they were eager to believe bad news by an anonymous U.S. major in Ben Tre, 

capital of Kien Hoa province, on February 7, 1968 who said, “It became necessary to 

destroy the town to save it.” That quotation spread like wildfire, showing the power of 

cherry-picking information. 
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Battle of Khe Sanh Coverage 
 
The Battle of Khe Sanh, a 77-day siege at a U.S. Marine base in the mountainous 

northwest corner of South Vietnam, was: 

the subject, during the 60-day period of February-March 1968, of: (1) 25 percent 
of all Vietnam film reports on weekday TV evening network shows (for CBS the 
figure was 50 percent); (2) the lead paragraphs and headlines of New York Times 
war wrap-ups (written in Saigon) on 17 of the 60 days, of the Post on 13 days, 
and of AP on 12 days; (3) 18 percent of all Vietnam pictures in the Post and 
Times; and (4) 38 percent of all AP Vietnam stories filed with datelines outside 
Saigon. (Braestrup 1977, 256-257) 

 
As the longest battle of the Tet Offensive, the Battle of Khe Sanh was an easy story to 

report for journalists, but its news prominence diminished combat elsewhere in Vietnam. 

Also, journalists were better protected at Khe Sanh than if they followed U.S. patrols into 

contested territory. 

The Battle of Dien Bien Phu, the final battle of the French Indochina War where 

the communists defeated France, was frequently invoked in discussion of the Battle of 

Khe Sanh. The possibility that Khe Sanh could be a last-stand for the U.S. was dramatic, 

great for selling a story, and dead wrong. Table 3.1 shows facts, known at the time, which 

demonstrated that this comparison was flawed:  

Table 3.1 ― Dien Bien Phu/Khe Sanh Comparison 

Factors Dien Bien Phu Khe Sanh 
Distance from friendly bases 100 miles plus 12 miles (Rock Pile) 
Airfield status Unusable Usable (for C-123s) 
“External” artillery support None 175 mm. guns (Rock Pile, Camp 

Carroll) 
Available daily tactical aircraft 100 1,500 
Average incoming rounds 
(daily) 

2,000 plus 150 

Aircraft losses 62 6-7 (excluding helicopters), with 18 
damaged 

Aerial resupply (daily) 100 tons 161 tons plus (excluding helicopter 
support) 
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How replacements arrived Parachute Helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft 
Evacuation of wounded None Helicopter 
Enemy efforts after first ground 
action 

Continuous Four assaults through March 1, then 
probes 

Average air combat sorties 
(daily) 

22 300 

Average heavy bomber sorties 
(daily) 

None 45-50 

Passengers air-landed/evacuated 
via cargo aircraft 

0/0 2,676/1,574 (not including 
helicopter passengers) 

Reprinted from (Braestrup 1977, 263- 264) 

There was also speculation that, no matter how many communists were killed, in the end, 

it did not matter. The communists held Hue city for three weeks until displaced by this 

U.S. military. They did not “mount repeated ‘human-wave’ ground attacks heedless of 

cost. Khe Sanh was no exception. And assaults on U.S. firebases or base camps 

elsewhere were rare at Tet. This caution was a marked departure from costly Vietminh 

offensive tactics during the latter years of the war with the French” (Braestrup 1977, 

123). 

This undue pessimism about Khe Sanh helped lead to media commentary like 

Saigon Time bureau chief William Rademaeker’s February 8 comment that, “the 

communist victory may be classed as Pyrrhic” (Braestrup 1977, 139). Newsweek ran the 

pessimistic “Agony of Khe Sanh” as the main story for a mid-March issue, calling for a 

negotiated peace. In The Washington Post, historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. advocated the 

evacuation of all the Marines by air (which was tactically impossible). Democratic 

presidential candidate Robert Kennedy used Khe Sanh as a sign of U.S. foolishness in 

Vietnam. “The most trusted man in America,” Walter Cronkite, said, “Khe Sanh seems to 

be a microcosm of the whole war” (Braestrup 1977, 295). While he may have been the 

most trusted journalist, he was not the most informed. If the communists had infiltrated 

the U.S. media as part of the Tet Offensive and used it to demoralize the U.S. public, 
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could they have done a better job than the U.S. media itself did? One wonders. The Battle 

of Khe Sanh 

seemed like a simple, easily defined story: more than 5,000 isolated Marines (and 
300 South Vietnamese Rangers), surrounded by large concealed members of 
North Vietnamese troops, bombarded as never before in Vietnam by rockets and 
artillery, dependent on airlift for supply, bedeviled by bad weather, seemingly at 
the mercy of hidden enemy artillery observers in the surrounding mountains-the 
“eyes” of General Giap, the victor of Dienbienphu, who, it was rumored (and 
widely reported), had “taken personal command” of the siege. What an ominous 
predicament for U.S. forces (and, above all, for Lyndon Johnson), already 
surprised by the Tet attacks against the cities! If enemy “initiative” had faded 
elsewhere, Hanoi certainly had the “initiative” at Khe Sanh. (Braestrup 1977, 256-
257) 
 

In his Battle of Khe Sanh media coverage summary, Braestrup said that only The 

Washington Post and Newsweek cared much about enemy performance. The New York 

Times usually reprinted Hanoi’s statements without analysis. Sometimes it, along with 

AP and television networks, compared the ARVN to the Vietcong in a manner critical to 

the former. The overall portrayal was of U.S. failures and communist victories (Braestrup 

1977, 176). Battle of Khe Sanh coverage was symptomatic of Tet Offensive coverage: 

zero in on certain details to the exclusion of other relevant facts and submit the slipshod 

report to the U.S. for public consumption. 

 
Media Perception 
 

What the U.S. media did not say explicitly, it said implicitly, especially through 

images. All the imagery of bombings, corpses, shootings, fires, and other destruction 

gave the appearance that all of Vietnam “was in flames or being battered into ruins, and 

all Vietnamese civilians were homeless refugees” (Braestrup 1977, 179). Even when 

journalists knew otherwise, they were overruled. On February 10, JUSPAO used a 

helicopter to escort journalists over Saigon. AP Photographer John Nance said, “Roughly 
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95 percent of the city appears relatively unharmed,” but his story was not used on TV or 

by The Washington Post (Braestrup 1977, 190). New York Times reporter Charles Mohr 

said, “From the ground this area seems like the flattened German city of Dresden, 

destroyed in World War II. From the air, however, the devastated area appears to 

measure about 500 to 700 yards square” (Braestrup 1977, 190). If you never heard this, 

you can credit the media for its disproportional emphasis on the negative: 

The Americans, by their heavy use of firepower in a few cities, were implicitly 
depicted as callously destroying all Vietnam in order―in the phrase that became 
common―to save it; while the Vietcong’s indiscriminate use of their own 
firepower, as well as the Hue killings, were largely overlooked. When individual 
newsmen, notably Mohr and Nance, provided a concise measure of the extent of 
the damage, their reports―in contrast to other reports and to still-photo and TV 
film “disaster” treatment―got little play. (Braestrup 1977, 216) 

 
Besides creating a misperception by downplaying relevant photos, the news media 

themselves did not know why numerous battles were not being covered by their reporters. 

One example is the Battle of Hue city. After it was recaptured on February 24-25, 

reporting on it declined, but conflicts between U.S. battalions and the communists in 

other areas continued as indicated in sparse reports. However, these were difficult, costly 

battles as indicated by the casualty figures. Some news editors in the U.S. were 

wondering how there could be such fighting, but a dearth of incoming journalism reports 

on it: 

The Post, for example, queried [in all capitalized letters] its Saigon bureau on 
March 15: “NOTE CASUALTIES THIS WEEK OVER 500 FOR THIRD WEEK 
IN ROW AND FRANKLY WE SKEPTICAL EXPLANATION THESE 
CASUALTIES RESULTING FROM MINOR BUT FREQUENT 
ENGAGEMENTS. IS THIS NOT WORTH PURSUING PAST OFFICIAL 
STATEMENTS SO FAR MADE?” The answer, of course, was not that fraud was 
being deliberately perpetrated by MACV. Rather, the Post editors, among others, 
were not getting a clear picture of the battlefield either from their own reporters or 
from the wire-service wrap-ups. (Braestrup 1977, 248-249) 
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Like its fellow news organizations, it did not let the public know its coverage was 

misleading, and this problem extended to coverage of the war in general. Media critic 

Norman Solomon called The Washington Post: 

and eventually reached the man who had been the chief diplomatic correspondent 
for the paper at the time, Murrey Marder, and I said, “Mr. Marder, has there ever 
been a retraction by the Washington Post [sic] of its fallacious reporting on the 
Gulf of Tonkin?” And he said, “I can assure you it never happened. There was 
never any retraction.” And I asked why. And he said, “Well, if the news media 
were going to retract its reporting on the Gulf of Tonkin, it would have to retract 
its reporting on virtually the entire Vietnam War.” (Alper 2007) 

 
 
Enemy Collusion 
 

There was widespread speculation about a reciprocal relationship between the 

communists and South Vietnamese civilians. The Washington Post reported that, “The 

population which almost certainly [emphasis added] knew of enemy troop movements 

into Saigon, had not told the allied authorities” (Braestrup 1977, 372). Senator and 

Democratic Presidential candidate Eugene McCarthy said, “The Vietcong are clearly 

getting protection from the population, and the so-called pacification program must be 

largely a sham” (Braestrup 1977, 373). Newsweek reported , “It was . . . obvious 

[emphasis added] that the Vietcong could not have done what they had unless much of 

the South Vietnamese population―whether out of fear, apathy, or some genuine 

sympathy―had lent at least passive support [emphasis added]” (Braestrup 1977, 373). 

On February 16, Peter Kalischer spoke with U.S. Ambassador Bunker on CBS’s “Face 

the Nation”: 

Kalischer: The thing that we would like to get to is the fact that the man on the 
corner, in the corner shop, the little fellow in the thatched house outside the 
village who noticed 300, 400 strangers―and you can’t hide those people who are 
preparing to filter in―he never went around to the corner cop and said, “Hey, 
there are strangers here.” 
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Bunker: Well, you don’t know what they moved. They moved mostly at night, of 
course, they moved in disguise, in their infrastructure, the VC infrastructure 
throughout the country, in all the cities, and it is not surprising to me that there 
was an element of surprise, given the timing of this thing. (Braestrup 1977, 373-
374) 

 
Kalischer did not understand Vietcong tactics and Bunker’s answer, while correct, was 

incomplete. All the canals, swamps, and woods around Saigon allowed Vietcong to 

bypass anticommunist outposts and patrols. The Vietcong did not move “300 or 400” 

troops. Vietcong troop movements were much smaller. After movement, they had safe 

houses. Moreover, any field-experienced correspondent knew that a peasant who 

informed on Vietcong activities would not be protected because there was no “corner 

cop” in hamlets (Braestrup 1977, 373-374). 

Enemy collusion was a concern before the Tet Offensive. For example, the 

Phoenix Program, a CIA-led counterinsurgency plan to destroy the Viet Cong 

infrastructure (VCI), included targeting enemy colluders, but to suppose that most South 

Vietnamese were colluders was unproven. 

 
Walter Cronkite 

 
“The most trusted man in America,” Walter Cronkite’s commentary on the Tet 

Offensive on February 27, 1968, viewed by nine million people (Willbanks 2006, 112), 

was one of the most memorable moments of the Tet Offensive. Below is an excerpt of his 

speech: 

We have been too often disappointed by the optimism of the American leaders, 
both in Vietnam and Washington, to have faith any longer in the silver linings 
they find in the darkest clouds. They may be right, that Hanoi's winter-spring 
offensive has been forced by the Communist realization that they could not win 
the longer war of attrition, and that the Communists hope that any success in the 
offensive will improve their position for eventual negotiations. It would improve 
their position, and it would also require our realization, that we should have had 
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all along, that any negotiations must be that -- negotiations, not the dictation of 
peace terms. For it seems now more certain than ever that the bloody experience 
of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate. This summer's almost certain standoff will 
either end in real give-and-take negotiations or terrible escalation; and for every 
means we have to escalate, the enemy can match us, and that applies to invasion 
of the North, the use of nuclear weapons, or the mere commitment of one 
hundred, or two hundred, or three hundred thousand more American troops to the 
battle. And with each escalation, the world comes closer to the brink of cosmic 
disaster. To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the 
evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on 
the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable pessimism. To say that we are mired 
in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, conclusion. On the off 
chance that military and political analysts are right, in the next few months we 
must test the enemy's intentions, in case this is indeed his last big gasp before 
negotiations. But it is increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way 
out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived 
up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could. This is 
Walter Cronkite. Good night. (Cronkite 1968, 581-582) 
 

The importance of Cronkite’s speech is largely based on its effect on LBJ. After 

Cronkite’s speech, LBJ allegedly said, ‘If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost middle America.’ 

One problem with this quote, besides the lack of original sourcing for it, is that LBJ was 

not viewing television that night. On February 27, 1968, he was giving a speech at the 

birthday dinner for Texas Governor John Connally (Johnson 1968). Even if LBJ saw 

Cronkite’s speech on videotape, there is still no evidence that he used Cronkite as a 

public opinion gauge. Moreover, Cronkite’s view of the war had been proffered seven 

months earlier in an August 1967 New York Times front page news analysis entitled: 

“Vietnam: The Signs of Stalemate (Apple 1967, 1).” While Cronkite’s speech did not 

contain new information, his remarks, seen by millions on the evening news, had great on 

the public, thereby demonstrating the influence of the TV medium compared to print 

media. Having previously reported the government line on Vietnam, Cronkite’s public 

break with the government, enhanced his credibility. 
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 Besides the allegation that Cronkite demoralized LBJ, the content of his speech 

should be fact checked. Contrary to Cronkite’s suggestion that negotiating peace would 

be a new approach, that avenue was repeatedly tried. Sometimes the U.S. would pause its 

bombing to provide an incentive for peace negotiations. There were 16 bombing pauses 

and 70 peace initiatives between 1964 and 1968, all of which had no visible effect on 

Hanoi. In his memoir The Vantage Point, Johnson lists the bombing pause dates, their 

duration, their type, and the associated peace initiatives. All were met with rejection by 

Hanoi. Apparently, the White House did not get the message that Hanoi was not 

interested in compromise (Robbins 2010, 35), at least not for awhile. The White House 

did get the message eventually. President Johnson said, “I’ll tell you what the signals 

from Hanoi are saying: ‘F**k you, Lyndon Johnson’” (Robbins 2010, 93). 

 In fact, this let’s-negotiate-with-hardcore-communists approach backfired: Hanoi 

saw it as weakness. The U.S. saw its bombing pauses as a sign it was restraining its great 

power, but Hanoi saw it as proof it could withstand a fight with the most powerful 

military in history. Due to U.S. bombing rising gradually in intensity, it taught the enemy 

to endure. A senior Air Force officer said, “We taught the bastards to cope” (Robbins 

2010, 35). Of the many lessons of history, the lessons of strategic bombing seem to have 

been ignored, if they were ever learned. Lesson one: bombing causes enemy 

retrenchment and builds public support for the enemy. It happened during the German 

Blitz on Britain and during the Allied raids on Germany. Former North Vietnamese 

colonel and People’s Daily editor Bui Tin said North Vietnam 

stood surprisingly firm in contending with the bombers of Rolling Thunder 
operations . . . Factories collapsed, bridges were broken, roads torn to bits, 
schools and hospitals razed to the ground. But all this only raised the level of 
bitterness and hatred at being attacked so inhumanely, and conveyed new purpose 
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to our combatants. Our traditional patriotism was strengthened. It inspired us to 
affirm our fundamental sense of nationhood. (Quoted in Robbins 2010, 36) 
 

In fact, as the communists learned to endure U.S. bombing, their will not to compromise 

likely became firmer and firmer making negotiations less and less worthwhile. President 

Johnson got the message. Cronkite did not. 

Media critic Norman Solomon said that Cronkite’s commentary: 

was presented as not only a turning point, quite often, but also as sort of a moral 
statement by the journalistic establishment. Well, I would say yes and no. It was 
an acknowledgement that the United States, contrary to official Washington 
claims, was not winning the war in Vietnam, and could not win. But it was not a 
statement that the war was wrong. A problem there is that if the critique says this 
war is bad because it’s not winnable, then the response is, “Oh yeah, we’ll show 
you it can be winnable, or the next war will be winnable.” (Alper 2007) 

 
 
Administration Deliberation and Response to Press Coverage 

The Johnson administration did not combat this negativity well. When being 

persistently questioned by reporters on February 9 about U.S. intelligence in Vietnam, 

State Secretary Dean Rusk said “There gets to be a point when the question is, ‘Whose 

side are you on,” the Secretary told startled newsmen. “I don’t know why . . . people have 

to be probing for things that one can bitch about . . .” (Braestrup 1977, 471). In a 

February 2, 1968 presidential news conference, President Johnson downplayed the Tet 

Offensive: 

Our best experts think that they [the communists] had two purposes in mind. First 
was a military success. That has been a complete failure. That is not to say that 
they have not disrupted services. It is just like when we have a riot in a town or 
when we have a very serious strike, or bridges go out, or lights--power failures 
and things. They have disrupted services. A few bandits can do that in any city in 
the land. (Johnson 1968 A) 

 
The Tet Offensive was a widespread attack on U.S. forces, not a riot isolated to one town. 

Johnson continued: 
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Now, their second objective, obviously from the--what you can see from not only 
Vietnam but from other Communist capitals—even from some of our unknowing 
people here at home--is a psychological victory. We have to realize that in 
moments of tenseness and trial--as we will have today and as we have had in the 
past days--that there will be a great effort to exploit that and let that substitute for 
military victory they have not achieved. (Johnson 1968 A) 

 
Johnson was likely more prescient than he realized, but his next few sentences gave up 

the firm ground he stood on: 

I do not believe when the American people know the facts, when the world knows 
the facts, and when the results are laid out for them to examine, I do not believe 
that they will achieve a psychological victory. I do not want to be interpreted as 
unduly optimistic at all. I would rather wait and let the facts speak for themselves 
because there are many things that one far removed from the scene cannot 
anticipate.  In all of the battles, there are many disappointments for the 
commanders and even the commanders in chief. So I think that at this very critical 
stage I would much prefer to be played low key than to give any false assurances. 
(Johnson 1968 A) 

 
Facts do not speak for themselves. They are chosen and interpreted. The Johnson 

administration cherry-picked information about the war to make the public confident. 

After losing that confidence, the facts did not matter because the messenger was no 

longer believed. Moreover, near the end of his presidency, in his final State of the Union 

address, Johnson gave the false assurance that, “The North Vietnamese know that they 

cannot achieve their aggressive purposes by force. There may be hard fighting before a 

settlement is reached; but, I can assure you, it will yield no victory to the Communist 

cause” (Johnson 1969 B). The U.S. lost the Vietnam War so Johnson was proven wrong 

about five years later, yet he could have foreseen the U.S. defeat. On September 29, 

1967, speaking to the National Legislative Conference in San Antonio, Texas, President 

Johnson said: 

As one Western diplomat reported to me only this week--he had just been in 
Hanoi--"They believe their staying power is greater than ours and that they can't 
lose." A visitor from a Communist capital had this to say: "They expect the war to 
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be long, and that the Americans in the end will be defeated by a breakdown in 
morale, fatigue, and psychological factors." The Premier of North Vietnam said as 
far back as 1962: "Americans do not like long, inconclusive war .... Thus we are 
sure to win in the end." Are the North Vietnamese right about us? (Johnson 1967 
C) 

 
Johnson did not think so at the time, but he was wrong. He was also wrong about his own 

administration’s history. In the February 2, 1968 presidential news conference, a reporter 

asked him: 

Q. Mr. President, one of the problems people seem to be having in making up 
their minds on the psychological importance of this goes back to our reports that 
the Vietcong were really way down in morale, that they were a shattered force. 
Now people ask: Well, how, then, can they find the people who are so well-
motivated to run these suicide attacks in so many places in such good 
coordination? Some people say: Well, that proves they know they are licked and 
this is their dying gasp. And some people say: Well, it proves that we 
underestimated their morale. How do you feel, sir? 
THE PRESIDENT. I haven't read those reports about underestimating all their 
morale, and their being out of it, and no more problems, and so forth. That hasn't 
been the information the Government has received. (Johnson 1968 A) 
 
Many of those morale reports came from his administration, sometimes from 

himself. In November 1964, U.S. Ambassador to Saigon Maxwell D. Taylor said, “Not 

only do the Viet-Cong units have the recuperative powers of the phoenix, but they have 

an amazing ability to maintain morale” (Taylor 1964). On April 26, 1965, President 

Johnson awarded the Presidential Unit Citation to the 514th Tactical Fighter Squadron, a 

unit of the Republic of Vietnam Air Force. He said, “The determined and daring attacks 

launched by the valiant men of the 514th Tactical Fighter Squadron against the heavily 

armed and fanatical Communist insurgents, in the face of fierce ground fire, had a 

demoralizing effect upon the enemy” (Johnson 1965 D). In a November 5, 1966 

presidential news conference, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara said: 

I read the most recent report of the interrogations of enemy prisoners, the North 
Vietnamese-Vietcong prisoners, that were captured during the period of June 
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through September. This report showed that the morale of the North Vietnamese 
soldiers in South Vietnam and the morale of the Vietcong soldiers in South 
Vietnam is being affected by the air and ground operations carried out against 
them by the United States, the South Vietnamese, and the other free world forces. 
(McNamara 1966)  
 

In a March 15, 1967 speech to a joint session of the Tennessee state legislature, President 

Johnson said: 

Allied forces have made several successful sweeps through territories that were 
formerly considered Vietcong sanctuaries only a short time ago. These operations 
not only cost the enemy large numbers of men and weapons, but are very 
damaging to his morale. (Johnson 1967 E) 
 

In retrospect, compiling these inconsistencies is easy. The internet allows quick searches 

through an archive of speeches. That was not available to reporters at the time, so fact 

checking was harder. 

His credibility strained, Johnson repeatedly said that the U.S. was winning, but 

there was no end in sight. In a March 22, 1968 presidential news conference, a reporter 

asked: 

Q. Mr. President, are we any closer to peace?  
THE PRESIDENT. I cannot answer that question. Peace is a very elusive thing . . 
. (Johnson 1968 F) 

 
In a June 26, 1968 presidential news conference, a reporter asked: 
 

Q. Mr. President, there are reports that the North Vietnamese are infiltrating at a 
larger rate into the South. Would you comment on that and comment on the 
ground situation, as well as reports that some offensive on their part is expected?  
THE PRESIDENT. No, I don't think I would want to comment on that now. 
(Johnson 1968 G) 

 
Excluding Johnson’s optimism which was old news, he did not give confidence-inspiring 

answers to questions. 
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Within the administration there was division. Special counsel and presidential 

speechwriter Harry McPherson said that he asked National Security Advisor Walt 

Whitman Rostow to explain what was happening in Vietnam 

and would get from him what almost seemed hallucinatory before . . . Well, I 
must say that I mistrusted what he said, because, like millions of other people who 
had been looking at television the night before, I had the feeling that the country 
had just about had it, that they would simply not take any more . . . I suppose, 
from a social-scientist point of view, it is particularly interesting that people like 
me―people who had some responsibility for expressing the Presidential point of 
view―could be so affected by the media as everyone else was, while downstairs, 
within 50 yards of my desk, was that enormous panoply of intelligence-gathering 
devices-tickers, radios, messages coming in from the field. I assume the reason 
this is so . . . was that like everyone else who had been deeply involved in 
explaining the policies of the war and trying to understand them and render some 
judgment, I was fed up with the “light at the end of the tunnel” stuff. I was fed up 
with the optimism that seemed to flow without stopping from Saigon. (Braestrup 
1977, 470) 

 
National Security Advisor Rostow was quite optimistic. He supported escalating U.S. 

troop levels. He cited military history to make optimistic comparisons. Rostow said that 

in past major wars (World War II, World War I, and the Civil War), the losing side used 

a last-ditch offensive: the Battle of the Bulge, the 1918 German spring offensive, and the 

Battle of Atlanta. While the winning side was shocked by these attacks, they served to 

quicken the war’s end. 

This analysis suggested that there “may be a law of human nature” that “prompts 
the losing side to take large risks and losses in a last offensive . . . just before its 
collapse” and in the process “conceals from the winning side the degree of the 
enemy’s desperation and the extent to which, despite tactical success, the enemy’s 
offensive has hastened his ultimate defeat.” (Quoted in Schmitz 2005, 136-137) 
 

While Rostow was optimistic, he was in the minority. Other internal assessments of the 

war were grim. For example, the Defense Department’s Office of International Security 

concluded: 
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we know that despite a massive influx of 500,000 US troops, 1.2 million tons of 
bombs a year, 400,000 attack sorties per year, 200,000 enemy KIA in three years, 
20,000 US KIA, etc., our control of the countryside and the defense of the urban 
areas is now essentially at pre-August 1965 levels. We have achieved stalemate at 
a high commitment. (Schmitz 2005, 129) 

  
In Hearts and Minds, a 1974 anti-war documentary film about the Vietnam War directed 

by Peter Davis, Defense Secretary Clark Clifford (1968-1969) recalled his discussions at 

the pentagon during the Tet Offensive: “How long do you still think we’ll be in the war? 

None of them knew. Do you think that the 206,000 men [requested for deployment] will 

be enough? Nobody knew. . . . I couldn’t get answers” (Hearts and Minds 1974). Clifford 

sought to know “how we explain saying on the one hand the enemy did not take a victory 

and yet we are in need of many more troops and possibly an emergency call up” (Schmitz 

2005, 104). The cost of a massive troop increase was estimated to be an additional $15 

billion by Defense Secretary McNamara (Robbins 2010, 268). Tax hikes or spending cuts 

would be necessary to fund such a military escalation, both of which were politically 

unacceptable. Moreover, army units were needed in the U.S. to enforce civil rights 

legislation and to intervene in race riots. With the multiple foreign policy incidents 

occurring at this time, if there was an emergency that required U.S. troops, there may not 

be enough due to the U.S. military being dangerously stretched. 

Most people likely believe the U.S. National Guard did not deploy to Vietnam. In 

the 2000 and 2004 U.S. presidential elections, there was controversy about George W. 

Bush’s military service in the Texas Air National Guard. Bush said “that he joined the 

National Guard not to avoid service in Vietnam but because he wanted to be a fighter 

pilot” (Lardner 1999, A1). Due to this controversy, the perception arose that the National 

Guard was a way to avoid combat. However, about “8,700 [National Guards] were 
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deployed to Vietnam” (The National Guard). So, if necessary, more could have been 

deployed. 

 In one meeting, McNamara said, “This goddamned bombing campaign, it’s been 

worth nothing, it’s done nothing, they’ve dropped more bombs than in all of Europe in all 

of World War Two and it hasn’t done a fucking thing.” McNamara then wept nonstop 

while other advisors in the room watched silently, shocked at what they were seeing 

(quoted in Robbins 2010, 269). 

McNamara was warned about bombing effectiveness years earlier. In 1964, an 

interagency evaluation, led by Robert Johnson of State Department’s Policy Planning 

Staff, concluded that bombing North Vietnam would likely not achieve U.S. goals: 

Their report held that, contrary to Rostow's central thesis, the greatest interest of 
the DRV [Democratic Republic of Vietnam, North Vietnam] did not lie in 
preserving such industrial development as it had achieved but in extending its 
control to all Vietnam. This being so, Hanoi would hang tough and persevere, 
meeting US escalation with North Vietnamese escalation. Nor would US bombing 
of the North basically improve South Vietnamese morale or effectiveness, and it 
might cause Saigon to become even more dependent on the United States. (Ford 
1996) 
 

Under Secretary of State George Ball cited the bombing report in October 1964 which 

shocked Defense Secretary Robert McNamara. He was “shocked by the document, less 

by Ball’s apostasy than by his rashness in putting such heretical thoughts on paper, which 

might be leaked to the press” (Ford 1996). 

In November 1964, a special National Security Counsel (NSC) interagency group 

(made of officials from the NSC, State Department, Defense Department, JCS, and CIA), 

led by Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs William P. Bundy, examined 

U.S. options against North Vietnam. The group concluded 
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(1) that Hanoi's leaders appeared to believe that the difficulties facing the United 
States were so great that US will and ability to maintain resistance could be 
gradually eroded; (2) that because North Vietnam's economy was overwhelmingly 
agricultural and to a large extent decentralized in a myriad of more or less 
economically self-sufficient villages, airstrikes would not have a crucial effect on 
the daily lives of the almost all of North Vietnam's population; (3) that air attacks 
on industrial targets would not exacerbate existing economic difficulties to the 
point of creating unmanageable control problems; and, therefore, (4) that North 
Vietnam "would probably be willing to suffer some damage to the country in the 
course of a test of wills with the US over the course of events in South Vietnam." 
(Ford 1996) 

 
This report did little to change administration policy. JCS group members disagreed with 

the conclusion. The group principals recommended gradual bombing, omitting the 

panel’s conclusion about their effectiveness. The group’s final report lacked all 

skepticism over current policy. President Johnson saw the misleading final report on 

November 19, 1964. Why such a denial of reasonable disagreements? “The McCarthy 

years had decimated senior East Asian expertise in the USG [United States Government]; 

latter-day officials would not be eager to risk criticizing East Asian policies or the Asian 

allies Washington administrations embraced” (Ford 1996). The remaining senior officials 

were not pleased with less-than-optimistic reports from lower-ranking officials. Even 

dissent from high-ranking officials was not warmly received. Director of Central 

Intelligence (the head of the CIA) John A. McCone (1961-1965) opposed the gradual 

bombing plan. He believed “for maximum shock effect we should hit the North 

extremely hard at the outset” (Ford 1996). This dissent hurt his access to and relationship 

with President Johnson. He resigned in late April. 

There were internal doubts about U.S. policy in Vietnam for years. For example, 

in January 1965, U.S. Ambassador to Saigon Maxwell D. Taylor cabled President 

Johnson: “I do not recall in history a successful antiguerrilla campaign with less than a 10 
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to 1 numerical superiority over the guerrillas and without the elimination of assistance 

from outside the country” (Ford 1996). On February 22, 1965, Taylor said: 

As I analyze the pros and cons of placing any considerable number of Marines in 
Danang area beyond those presently assigned, I develop grave reservations as to 
wisdom and necessity of so doing . . . White-faced soldier, armed, equipped and 
trained as he is not suitable guerrilla fighter for Asia forests and jungles. French 
tried to adapt their forces to this mission and failed. I doubt that US forces could 
do much better . . . . Finally, there would be the ever-present question of how 
foreign soldier could distinguish between a VC and friendly Vietnamese farmer. 
When I view this array of difficulties, I am convinced that we should adhere to 
our past policy of keeping our ground forces out of direct counterinsurgency role. 
(Ford 1996) 
 

An April 1965 Office of National Estimates memorandum expressed “a deep concern that 

we are becoming progressively divorced from reality in Vietnam, that we are proceeding 

with far more courage than wisdom--toward unknown ends” (Ford 1997). Critical 

assessments of U.S. policy were often ignored, downplayed, and sometimes edited 

according to the beliefs of CIA heads McCone, Helms, and the CIA Director’s Special 

Assistant for Vietnam Affairs George Alexander Carver Jr. (Ford 1996). CIA intelligence 

analyst Harold P. Ford said, “the unhappy, eternal truth [is] that intelligence is of use to 

decisionmakers primarily when it accords with their own views, or when they can use 

that intelligence to help sell their own particular policy arguments” (Ford 1996). 

Perhaps the most startling intelligence report, which you likely never heard about, 

made a claim that sounded as if it could have been said by an antiwar protestor. In 1964, 

the Office of National Estimates told the White House that it rejected the domino theory: 

“We do not believe that the loss of South Vietnam and Laos would be followed by the 

rapid, successive communization of the other states of the Far East” (Ford 1997). 

McNamara’s 1995 memoir, In Retrospect, misrepresented (on pgs. 124-125) this report 

by selective quotation so that it appeared to support the domino theory. 
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Why was the U.S. fighting in Vietnam? The public reasons did not match the 

private reasons. In 1954, naval admiral and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Arthur W. 

Radford said, “Indochina is devoid of decisive military objectives, and the allocation of 

more than token U.S. armed forces to the area would be a serious diversion of limited 

U.S. capabilities” (Ford 1996). In a March 1965 draft memorandum that was part of the 

Pentagon Papers, U.S. Defense Secretary Assistant for International Security Affairs John 

McNaughton defined U.S. aims in Vietnam as: 

70% --To avoid a humiliating US defeat (to our reputation as a guarantor). 20%--
To keep SVN [South Vietnam] (and then adjacent) territory from Chinese hands. 
10%--To permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better, freer way of life. ALSO--To 
emerge from crisis without unacceptable taint from methods used. NOT--To "help 
a friend," although it would be hard to stay in if asked out. (McNaughton 1965) 
 

So, the U.S. was fighting because quitting looked bad, not because it cared about South 

Vietnam or that it feared falling communist dominos. That basic U.S. assumptions could 

be privately disputed while U.S. policy was confidently trumpeted in public showed a 

gap between rhetoric and reality. 

Basically, the U.S. military strategy did not seem to make much of a difference 

and the contradiction in saying we are winning, but we may need many more troops, did 

not get a warm reception from the media, which felt the Johnson administration misled 

them about U.S. prospects in Vietnam: 

In most American foreign policy crises since World War II, there have been 
objective factors that assuaged journalistic needs and curbed journalistic excess. 
One thinks in particular of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis and Hanoi’s 1972 
offensive, the latter a far stronger military effort than Tet. In both cases, 1962 and 
1972, there were perceived forewarnings of trouble, a well-defined geographical 
arena, a widely shared sense of the relative strengths and capabilities of the 
opposing sides, a conventional confrontation remote from journalistic havens, and 
a coherent Presidential response. None of these reassuring elements was fully 
present at Tet-1968. (Braestrup 1977, 501) 
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PUBLIC OPINION ON THE WAR 
 
In popular memory, media coverage changed public opinion to oppose the war. 

The truth is more blurry. The war was unpopular, but what the U.S. should do divided 

public opinion. 

From 1965 to 1971, Gallup polling asked “In view of developments since we 

entered the fighting in Vietnam, do you think the U.S. made a mistake sending troops to 

fight in Vietnam?” The Gallup data was analyzed by the Department of History at 

Houston University. The responses to the Gallup question, over the course of the war are 

summarized in Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1: 

Table 3.2 ― Public Opinion in Support of Troop Escalation 

DATE PERCENT  
WHO SAID NO

August 1965 61
March 1966 59
May 1966 49
September 1966 48
November 1966 51
February 1967 52
May 1967 50
July 1967 48
October 1967 44
December 1967 46
February 1968 42
March 1968 41
April 1968 40
August 1968 35
October 1968 37
February 1969 39
October 1969 32
January 1970 33
April 1970 34
May 1970 36
January 1971 31
May 1971 28
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Reprinted from the Department of History at Houston University 

 

Figure 3.1 ― Decline in Public Support for Troop Escalation 

 
Reprinted from the Department of History at Houston University 

The Department of History at Houston University also analyzed Gallup data on 

presidential approval, U.S. involvement in Vietnam, and Vietnam policy preference. The 

data supports the view that the Tet Offensive soured public opinion on U.S. involvement. 

U.S. public opinion and the Johnson administration lacked the stomach for much more 

intense combat. President Johnson, whose approval ratings were sinking (see Table 3.3), 

said, “if my poll goes where it has gone with all the victories, imagine what it would do if 

we had a major defeat” (Schmitz 2005, 89). 

 Table 3.3 ― President Johnson’s Approval, War Approval, and 

Hawkishness 

Indicator Pre-TET 
(1967)

Post-TET 
(1968) Change

Approves Johnson's handling of job as president 48% 36% -12
Approves Johnson's handling of Vietnam 39% 26% -13
Regards war in Vietnam as a mistake 45% 49% +4
Proportion classifying themselves as "hawks" 60% 41% -19

Reprinted from the Department of History at Houston University 
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While war was waged abroad, domestic violence was national news. Civil rights leader 

Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated on April 4, 1968. That sparked riots in 

Washington, D.C., Baltimore, Maryland, Louisville, Kentucky, Kansas City, Missouri, 

and Chicago, Illinois. Senator and Democratic Presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy 

was assassinated June 5, 1968. The 1968 Democratic National Convention experienced 

rioters clashing with police and the National Guard. Vice President Hubert Humphrey 

became the Democratic presidential nominee, but his defense of the Johnson 

administration’s war policy likely contributed to his losing the election to Republican 

Richard Nixon. 

Before the Tet Offensive, the U.S. public mostly did not pay attention to Vietnam. 

Gallup pollsters William L. Lunch and Peter W. Sperlich said that when the U.S. first 

intervened in the Vietnamese civil war in 1955 that very few U.S. citizens knew it: 

Even in 1964, when the United States stood poised on the verge of major military 
involvement, with thousands of advisors already in Vietnam and the size of our 
role there a campaign issue, two-thirds of the American people "said they paid 
little or no attention to developments in South Vietnam." . . . As long as the 
administration seems to have foreign affairs in hand, and nothing seems unduly 
alarming, the vast majority of citizens are content to follow the President's 
leadership. (Lunch 1979, 20) 

 
After public opinion soured on the Vietnam War, why did it continue for years? The 

public opinion data presented thus far has not accounted for support for withdrawal. Data 

interpretation can be difficult. The Gallup pollsters said that respondents may have 

believed U.S. intervention in Vietnam was a mistake, but still supported presidential 

policy, even if it entailed military escalation: 

The question permits no inference about the respondent's own current policy 
preference. Rising percentages of "yes" responses have been taken to denote 
opposition to the war, but the equation is not so simple. This was shown by a 
1969 study conducted by the Harris polling organization for Time magazine. In 
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that survey, 80 percent of the respondents felt it had been a "mistake" for the 
United States to become involved in the Vietnam war, but only 36 percent favored 
immediate withdrawal as a policy. Furthermore, in a 1968 poll by the Survey 
Research Center of the University of Michigan, it was found that "among those 
who viewed the war as a mistake almost as many favored escalation as were for 
withdrawal." (Lunch 1979, 24) 

  
Policy preference polling was done by a variety of polling organizations over time. 

Figure 3.1 shows the preferences for withdrawal and escalation as reported in several 

nationally representative polls. (See Appendix for a list of polls, questions asked, and 

results.) 

Figure 3.2 ― Preference for Withdrawal or Escalation

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

N
ov

-6
4

F
eb

-6
5

M
ay

-6
5

A
ug

-6
5

N
ov

-6
5

F
eb

-6
6

M
ay

-6
6

A
ug

-6
6

N
ov

-6
6

F
eb

-6
7

M
ay

-6
7

A
ug

-6
7

N
ov

-6
7

F
eb

-6
8

M
ay

-6
8

A
ug

-6
8

N
ov

-6
8

F
eb

-6
9

M
ay

-6
9

A
ug

-6
9

N
ov

-6
9

F
eb

-7
0

M
ay

-7
0

A
ug

-7
0

N
ov

-7
0

Time

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e

Withdrawal

Escalation

 
Source: Data from polls reported in Lunch 1979, 27-28. 
  

The Gallup pollsters speculate that U.S. public opinion proceeded through four 

phases: (1) Innocence phase: 1964 to mid-1965, the public trusts the administration; (2) 

Permissive majority phase: mid-1965 to spring 1966; (3) Escalation phase: mid-1966 to 

late 1967/early 1968, the public supports greater military commitment to win the war; (4) 

Withdrawal phase: 1968 to 1973, the public has had enough (Lunch 1979, 29). Even the 

Nixon administration, starting in 1969, began a gradual withdrawal of U.S. forces from 
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Vietnam. From November 1964 to November 1968, public support for withdrawal never 

exceeded 19%. From November 1968 to September 1970, public support for withdrawal 

grew from 19% to 55%. 

 
Demographic Breakdown 

 
In popular memory, young people protested against the Vietnam War by shouting 

“hell no, we won’t go,” by burning their draft cards, and by protesting. While that was 

true, statistically, young people were some of the biggest war supporters. Figure 3.3 and 

Table 3.4 show support for the war by age according to whether the respondent believed 

U.S. involvement was a mistake. 

Figure 3.3 ― War Support By Age
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 Table 3.4 ― War Support By Age  

("No" responses to the mistaken question) 

Date 21-29 30-49 50 and over Most Supportive Age Group 
March 1966 71 63 48 Young 
May 1966 62 54 39 Young 
September 1966 53 56 39 middle-aged 
November 1966 66 55 41 Young 
May 1967 60 53 42 Young 
July 1967 62 52 37 Young 
October 1967 50 50 35 young and middle-aged 
February 1968 51 44 36 Young 
March 1968 50 46 35 Young 
April 1968 54 44 31 Young 
August 1968 45 39 27 Young 
October 1968 52 41 26 Young 
February 1969 47 43 31 Young 
October 1969 36 37 25 middle-aged 
January 1970 41 37 25 Young 
April 1970 43 40 25 Young 
May 1970 48 41 26 Young 
January 1971 41 38 20 Young 
May 1971 34 30 23 Young 
Source: (Lunch 1979, 32-33) 
 

Why would young people, the ones who were likely to be drafted, support the 

war? The Gallup pollsters speculate that older people lived through at least one World 

War and the Korean War, thereby making the war deprivations familiar, whereas 

younger people, being closer to patriotic indoctrination in the schools would be 
more likely to respond aggressively in a war situation than their elders. 
Economists might point out that opportunities for material enrichment by young 
people have been better during wartime than peacetime in recent American 
history. Anthropologists could note that the American youth culture (especially 
among boys) emphasizes aggressiveness, competitiveness, courageousness, 
excitement and adventure — and all these elements have been present in popular 
presentations of war on television, in the cinema, and in journalistic accounts. 
Political scientists might add that young people have traditionally had the weakest 
attachment to political symbols, such as political party affiliation, and might 
therefore be more subject to government propaganda about war (particularly if it 
stresses patriotic themes) than older citizens who have had time to develop some 
independent referents and skepticism about such information. It may be that all 
these explanations are correct to some degree (or that none of them are). In any 
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case, the striking fact is that the younger a person was during the Vietnam era, the 
more likely he or she was to support the war. (Lunch 1979, 34) 

 
Public support also divided racially. This difference is likely due to more bad 

experiences felt by blacks than whites. Also, the idea of fighting to liberate or 

democratize Vietnam was less appealing to blacks who saw the ongoing struggles of the 

civil rights movement and the backlash expressed in the south. Why fight in Southeast 

Asia for freedom, when one lacks it at home? Prominent African-Americans opposed the 

Vietnam War. In 1966, professional boxer Muhammad Ali said, “I ain’t got no quarrel 

with the Vietcong. No Vietcong ever called me nigger” (quoted in Wallace 2000). In 

1967, civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. opposed the Vietnam War in his Beyond 

Vietnam speech. Table 3.5 details support for escalation and withdrawal by race. 

Table 3.5 ― Support for Withdrawal or Escalation by Race 

% for withdrawal % for escalation 
Year Black White Percentage 

Point 
Difference 

Black White Percentage 
Point 
Difference 

1964 17 13 4 26 51 25 
1966 16 11 5 33 48 15 
1968 37 23 14 20 39 19 
1970 57 37 20 10 29 19 
Source: (Lunch 1979, 36) 
 
 Public support also divided by sex. Men consistently supported the Vietnam War 

more than women who were more dovish. Thus, Table 3.6 shows that hawks and doves 

were partially divided by sex: 
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Table 3.6 ― War Support by Sex 
 
Support for the war by sex ("No" responses to the mistaken question) 
 
Year Men Women More Supportive Sex (percentage point difference) 
1966 57 47 Men (+10)  
1967 52 43 Men (+9) 
1968 42 36 Men (+6) 
1969 38 33 Men (+5) 
1970 37 21 Men (+6) 
1970 33 26 Men (+7) 
Source: (Lunch 1979, 35) 
 
 
AFTERMATH OF THE TET OFFENSIVE 

After the Tet Offensive, there were many changes. General Creighton Abrams 

succeeded Westmoreland on June 10, 1968. He implemented Vietnamization, a 

drawdown of U.S. forces with the expectation for South Vietnam to fill the gap, under the 

Nixon administration. U.S. troop levels declined from 535,000 in 1968 to 30,000 by the 

end of 1972. 

 
The My Lai Massacre 
 

One year after the Tet Offensive, the My Lai Massacre (the mass murder of 

unarmed South Vietnamese civilians by the U.S. military), which occurred during the Tet 

Offensive, was disclosed. It caused a political firestorm. 

 The massacre was perpetrated by Charlie Company. It “was down to 105 men by 

mid-March of that year [1968]. It had suffered 28 casualties, including five dead” (BBC 

1998). While testifying at trial, Lieutenant William Calley, the only person convicted, 

said: 

I was ordered to go in there and destroy the enemy. That was my job on that day. 
That was the mission I was given. I did not sit down and think in terms of men, 
women, and children. They were all classified the same, and that was the 
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classification that we dealt with, just as enemy soldiers. (University of Missouri-
Kansas City School of Law (UMKC) 1970) 

  
This mentality can partially explain why the massacre included gang-rape, beatings, 

stabbings, and carving victims with the signature “C Company” (BBC 1998). The 

massacre was interrupted by Army helicopter pilot Hugh Thompson who ordered his 

gunner and crew chief to shoot on any U.S. soldiers who fired on civilians. He testified in 

later investigations, but he felt that he was perceived as the guilty party. “I’d received 

death threats over the phone,” he told the CBS News program "60 Minutes" in 2004. 

“Dead animals on your porch, mutilated animals on your porch some mornings when you 

get up. So I was not a good guy” (Goldstein 2006, C.14). Nearly 30 years after the 

massacre, he received a commendation from the U.S. Army for his actions. 

Charlie Company Captain Ernest Medina, who was at My Lai and saw corpses all 

over the place, minimized casualty reports when questioned by a superior. The 

minimization was continued in a report by Colonel Oran K. Henderson. However, rumors 

of what happened circulated. U.S. soldier Ronald L. Ridenhour learned of the massacre 

while drinking with Charlie Company members (BBC 1998), a month after it occurred. 

He disclosed the My Lai massacre in 1969, helping journalist Seymour Hersh of Dispatch 

News Service win the 1970 Pulitzer Prize for “his exclusive disclosure of the Vietnam 

War tragedy at the hamlet of My Lai” (The Pulitzer Prizes). After Ridenhour returned to 

the U.S., he wrote a letter to the President Richard Nixon, Defense Secretary Melvin 

Laird, and various Congresspersons. The letters led to an Army investigation, 

indictments, public disclosure of the incident, and the conviction of Lieutenant William 

Calley (Cushman 1998, A.15). Calley, the only person convicted, was sentenced to life 

imprisonment, but his punishment was reduced to three years under house arrest by order 



 73

of President Nixon. He led a quiet life after the massacre, repeatedly declining interview 

requests. In 2009, he apologized for his role in the incident (Ex-Officer Apologizes 

2009). 

 Nearly every U.S. cruelty has been reported, but communist brutalities fade from 

the public memory. The Hue massacre was committed by the communists during the Tet 

Offensive. This is known because 2,800 bodies were excavated. The dead included 

businessmen, Catholics, intellectuals, government officials, anyone the communists did 

not like. “Americans tend to remember the Vietnam War through images depicting the 

massacre of innocent civilians by American troops,” said Dr. Toan Truong, who was a 

child in South Vietnam and came to the U.S. with the first wave of refugees. “What is 

chiseled in my own mind is footage of Vietnamese wailing over bodies of loved ones 

who were buried alive, in huge mass graves by the Viet Cong, during the Tet Offensive in 

1968” (Robbins 2010, 196). White House aide John Roche said, “I’m screaming my head 

off about this [the Hue massacre] to the press―AP, UPI, the Times, et al.―to go up and 

take pictures. None of them did . . . The press showed absolutely no interest in this at all” 

(Robbins 2010, 205). In 1973, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn said, “The bestial mass killings in 

Hue, though reliably proved, were only lightly noticed and almost immediately forgiven 

because the sympathy of society was on the other side, and the inertia could not be 

disturbed” (quoted in Robbins 2010, 206). As to journalists’ motivations, one journalist 

still does not know what happened. In 1979, West German correspondent Uwe Siemon-

Netto said: 

We knew that, in 1956, close to 50,000 peasants were executed in North Viet 
Nam. We knew that after the division of the country nearly one million North 
Vietnamese had fled to the South . . . Why, for heaven's sake, did we not report 
about these expressions of deliberate North Vietnamese strategy at least as 
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extensively as of the My Lai massacre and other such isolated incidents that were 
definitely not part of the U.S. policy in Viet Nam? What prompted us to make our 
readers believe that the Communists, once in power in all of Viet Nam, would 
behave benignly? (Elegant 1981, 74-75) 
 

My Lai was stopped by U.S. soldiers. Legal prosecution followed. “Forty years later My 

Lai is taught to officers in professional military education programs as a case study in the 

failure of ethical leadership” (Robbins 2010, 208). The communist killing was not an 

isolated incident, but the implementation of Hanoi policy. Before the massacre, a VC 

terrorism campaign went on for years. From 1958 to the first ten months of 1966, the VC 

killed 11,200 and abducted 39,750 civilians (Robbins 2010, 146). However, the U.S. 

military also engaged in indiscriminate killings. United Press International correspondent 

Neil Sheehan said: 

The American command coldbloodedly set about to deprive the Communists of 
the recruits and other assistance the peasantry could provide by emptying the 
countryside. Peasant hamlets in Communist-dominated areas were deliberately 
and relentlessly bombed and shelled. Free Fire Zones -- anything that moved, 
human or animal, could be killed -- were redlined on military maps. By 1968, 
civilian deaths, the great majority from air strikes and artillery, were estimated at 
about 40,000 a year and seriously wounded at 85,000. (Sheehan 2004, A.21) 

 
 
Escalating Economic Costs 

 
The Vietnam War was quite expensive, but that did not stop the Johnson 

administration from spending away. Asked at a Senate hearing how long the U.S. could 

afford military involvement in Vietnam, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara said, “I 

think forever . . . [there are] many things, many prices we pay for the war in Vietnam, 

some heavy prices indeed, but in my opinion one of them is not strain on our economy” 

(Schmitz 2005, 113). By 1967, the war cost over $2 billion a month and the cost was 

rising without end. 
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From 1965 to 1975, the U.S. spent $111 billion (adjusted for inflation by 2010, 

$738 billion) on the Vietnam War, according to the Congressional Research Service 

(CRS) (Daggett 2010, 5). However, the CRS estimate is “of the costs of military 

operations only and do not reflect costs of veterans’ benefits, interest on war-related debt, 

or assistance to allies.” The Vietnam War CRS estimate is also based on “the costs of 

war-related activities over and above the regular, non-wartime costs of defense.” 

 In addition to these qualifiers, the CRS estimate omits pre-1965 U.S. spending. 

After World War II, France sought to reclaim its Vietnamese colony that was occupied 

by Japan. It was financially aided by the United States during the First Indochina War 

(1946–1954). “By 1954, the United States had given 300,000 small arms and machine 

guns, enough to equip the entire French army in Indochina, and $1 billion; all together, 

the U.S. was financing 80 percent of the French war effort” (Zinn 1980, 471). 

 
The Pentagon Papers 

 
On June 13, 1971, The New York Times published parts of United States – 

Vietnam Relations, 1945–1967: A Study Prepared by the Department of Defense, a 

7,000-page classified report better known as the Pentagon Papers that revealed deception 

about the war extending back to the Truman administration. At first, the Pentagon Papers 

did not attract much attention. Time magazine said the Pentagon Papers were: 

deliberately low-key prose and column after gray column of official cables, 
memorandums and position papers. The mass of material seemed to repel readers 
and even other newsmen. Nearly a day went by before the networks and wire 
services took note. The first White House reaction was to refrain from comment 
so as not to give the series any greater "exposure." But when Attorney General 
John Mitchell charged that the Times's [sic] disclosures would cause "irreparable 
injury to the defense of the United States" and obtained a temporary restraining 
order to stop the series after three installments, worldwide attention was 
inevitably assured. (Time 1971) 



 76

 
The U.S. government got a court order forbidding The New York Times from publishing 

further. Other newspapers published excerpts of the Pentagon Papers, but they too were 

restricted by court order. 

Washington Post Pentagon correspondent George Wilson defeated the Nixon 

administration’s attempt to prevent Pentagon Papers publication in an appellate court. In 

the court, National Security Adviser Noel Gayler gave Judge David Bazelon a top-secret 

sealed letter that said, in 1971, the U.S. was still intercepting North Vietnamese radio 

messages. One intercepted message, alleged to be in the Pentagon Papers, if published, 

would harm U.S. intelligence and endanger U.S. lives, argued Gayler. The letter, read by 

the judge, passed to the prosecutors then to The Washington Post lawyers and then to 

George Wilson. Wilson recalled reading the letter before, so he knew it could not be 

classified. Judge Bazelon gave the defense little time to respond. Wilson said: 

Under all that pressure, my mind showed me a page from the [Senator J. William] 
Fulbright hearings that the Pentagon had cleared for public release. I saw the 
message in my mind. I also saw in my mind that it had been printed on page 34 in 
a hearing book cleared by the Pentagon itself. Best of all, I had the right hearing 
book with the printed intercept displayed on page 34, left hand side, with me. I 
opened the hearing book and showed the printed intercept to [William] Glendon [, 
The Washington Post’s lead lawyer]. He hit a home run with it, shouting out to 
the assemblage in Bazelon's chambers: "How dare the United States government 
accuse The Washington Post of endangering the nation by printing something the 
Pentagon itself has cleared for publication?" (Wilson 2011) 
 

In retrospect, the Pentagon Papers were “grossly overclassified” and they did not harm 

national security, although they could have, according to Air Force Magazine 

contributing editor John T. Correll: 

The Pentagon Papers gave the North Vietnamese rich insights into early US 
objectives, strategies, uncertainties, and degrees of commitment. However, the 
documents were several years old by the time of publication so the insights, to 
considerable extent, had been overcome by events. (Correll 2007) 
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The Pentagon Papers dispute was resolved on June 30, 1971, at the U.S. Supreme Court, 

where a 6-3 vote decided that publication could continue. New York Times journalist Max 

Frankel said that the Times was accused of violating the Espionage Act in wartime, 

endangering intelligence sources, harming efforts to end the war, and supporting theft of 

government property. 

In just two weeks, the case reached the Supreme Court, which decided, with nine 
separate opinions, that the Government failed to meet its "heavy burden" of proof. 
As the prosecutors of the case confessed decades later, no damage was done. No 
military battles were lost. The national security bureaucracy had fought not to 
protect information from aliens but to enlarge its authority to deny information to 
Americans. (Frankel 1996) 

  
New York Times journalist A. M. Rosenthal said the Pentagon Papers made The New York 

Times publisher, reporters, and editors confront a series of questions: “The meaning of 

patriotism and national interest, the purpose of journalism, the boundaries of 

constitutional freedom, the reputation of the newspaper around which their lives were 

built, and their own careers” (Rosenthal 1991). 

News media of the Tet Offensive was gentle to the government compared to 

coverage of the Pentagon Papers. For example, on June 17, 1971, The Washington Post 

editorialized that the Pentagon Papers: 

is not new in its essence—the calculated misleading of the public, the purposeful 
manipulation of public opinion, the stunning discrepancies between public 
pronouncements and private plans—we had bits and pieces of all that before. But 
not in such incredibly damning form, not with such irrefutable documentation. 
(Correll 2007) 
 

On June 28, 1971, Time magazine said the Pentagon Papers: 

demolished any lingering faith that the nation's weightiest decisions are made by 
deliberative men, calmly examining all the implications of a policy and then 
carefully laying out their reasoning in depth. The proliferation of papers, the 
cabled requests for clarification, the briskness of language but not of logic, 
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convey an impression of harassed men, thinking and writing too quickly and 
sometimes being mystified at the enemy's refusal to conform to official 
projections. (Time 1971) 
 

The Pentagon Papers, created by order of Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, were 

disclosed by U.S. military analyst Daniel Ellsberg, a hawk-turned-dove. The Pentagon 

Papers were created without using interviews, input from military branches, or any 

feedback from other federal agencies in order to keep them a secret from President 

Johnson. According to Defense Deputy Morton H. Halperin the secrecy was meant “to 

keep national security advisor Walt W. Rostow from learning about the project, telling 

Lyndon Johnson, and getting it canceled” (Correll 2007). 

Pentagon Papers Director Leslie H. Gelb said: 

The project did not start as a history. It started in 1967 after Robert McNamara, 
then Defense Secretary, asked for classified answers to about 100 what I would 
call ''dirty questions.'' These questions had little to do with history. They were the 
kind of questions that would be asked at a heated press conference: Are our data 
on pacification accurate? Are we lying about the number killed in action? Can we 
win this war? Are the services lying to the civilian leaders? Are the civilian 
leaders lying to the American people? There were about eight or so questions that 
were directly historical: Could Ho Chi Minh have been an Asian Tito? Did the 
United States violate the Geneva Accords of 1955? (Gelb 2001, A.23) 

 
Daniel Ellsberg said: 

A generation of presidents, believing that the course they were following was in 
the best interests of the country, nevertheless chose to conceal from Congress and 
the public what the real policy was, what alternatives were being pressed on them 
from within the government, and the pessimistic predictions they were receiving 
about the prospects of their chosen course. Why the lies and concealment? And 
why, starting in 1969, did I risk prison to reveal the documentary record? I can 
give a definite answer to the second question: I believed that the pattern of secret 
threats and escalation needed to be exposed because it was being repeated under a 
new president. About the first question, I can still only speculate. (Ellsberg 2001, 
A.23) 
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Upset at this leak, the Nixon administration created the Plumbers unit whose function 

was to fix leaks. This led to the Watergate scandal, the end of the Nixon administration, 

and the pardon of Nixon by his former Vice President-turned President Gerald Ford. 

 
The Vietnam Syndrome in Post-War Foreign Policy 

 
After the 1975 fall of Saigon to communist North Vietnam, U.S.-Vietnamese 

interaction was minimal until diplomatic relations were established in 1995, which led to 

cooperation, most recently in 2010 between the Obama administration and Vietnam 

opposing “perceived Chinese encroachment in the South China Sea” (Manyin 2011, 2). 

The Vietnam War was the first war in U.S. history that the U.S. lost. The U.S. 

lost, in President Johnson’s words, to a “raggedy-ass little fourth-rate country” (Kalb 

2011, SR8). In the aftermath of U.S. defeat, a new term arose: Vietnam syndrome, “the 

common belief after the bloody and protracted conflict in Vietnam that the American 

public no longer had the stomach for war unless guaranteed swift, easy and decisive 

victory” (Alper 2007). Vietnam syndrome described U.S. hesitancy over military 

engagement as a disease to be cured, making it a metaphorical disease created by pro-

interventionists. When first campaigning for president in 1980, Ronald Reagan, said, 

“For too long, we have lived with the ‘Vietnam Syndrome’” (Reagan 1980). After U.S. 

victory in the Gulf War, President George H. W. Bush said, “The specter of Vietnam has 

been buried forever in the desert sands of the Arabian Peninsula” (Bush 1991), and on a 

separate occasion, he said, “And, by God, we've kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and 

for all” (Bush 1991). 

According to the 2007 documentary film War Made Easy: How Presidents & 

Pundits Keep Spinning Us to Death: 
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Public support for the Second World War never fell below 77%, according to 
opinion polls. But during the Vietnam War, public support fell to about 30%, and 
within a couple of years of the US occupation of Iraq public support was down to 
almost 30% among the US population. So what’s the difference? In one case, 
WWII, the US public never felt that the war was fundamentally based on 
deception. But if it emerges that the war can’t be won quickly, and that the war 
was based on deceptions, then people have turned against the war. (Alper 2007) 

 
Pentagon Papers Director Leslie H. Gelb believed that Vietnam Syndrome, like other 

foreign policy phrases, oversimplified reality: 

Americans transform every success and every failure in foreign affairs into a 
policy doctrine and a political cudgel. We refuse to rest until we possess one lens 
through which to view the world and one answer for all challenges. We are 
forever brushing off small but important lessons in the quest for great and single 
truths. Ours is a short and tumultuous history of taking largely unique events -- 
the fall of Eastern Europe and China to Communism, the Korean War, the Cuban 
missile crisis and Vietnam -- and elevating their purported lessons into policy 
dogmas, be they Truman Doctrines, Kennedy Corollaries or Vietnam Syndromes. 
(Gelb 1991, A.17) 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, journalism failed the U.S. public in its Tet Offensive coverage. Print and 

television journalism gave the illusion of comprehensive coverage while, in reality, the 

public was seeing the war through a keyhole. Pre-Tet lack of journalistic interest, lack of 

a front line with which to measure progress, repetitive coverage, and tight deadlines do 

excuse journalists for not being experts. However, some journalists made stuff up that is 

still believed to this day despite being false. Specific Tet Offensive journalistic flaws like 

the unjustified fear mongering about the Battle of Khe Sanh, the photos without context, 

news organizations withholding the information that they did not know what was 

happening, the unsupported enemy collusion claim, and the influential Cronkite speech, 

all show a media that was better at cherry-picking information than understanding the big 

picture. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 
 
 
The Tet Offensive is a mystery at first sight: Despite the widespread surprise 

attack, the U.S. used its strength ―firepower― to defeat an enemy that forwent its 

strength ― mobility. The U.S. won the battle militarily, but lost the battle politically. 

Numerous errors by journalists and an overconfident Johnson administration explain how 

that misperception occurred. The image of General Loan executing a Viet Cong prisoner 

lacked context, the media misrepresented the communist attack on the U.S. embassy, the 

Battle of Khe Sanh coverage was unjustifiably pessimistic, photos that provided context 

about the damage to cities were not given much play, internal news memos showed that 

news organizations withheld information showing that they did not know what was 

happening, the unsupported enemy collusion allegation was weakly challenged by U.S. 

Ambassador Bunker, Walter Cronkite’s influential speech provided little insight into the 

conflict and omitted key facts about it, and the overconfident U.S. government lost the 

trust of the public, which resulted in a political victory for Hanoi. The Tet Offensive 

aftermath of the My Lai Massacre and the Pentagon Papers certainly did not inspire 

confidence in the U.S. government. Gallup pollsters William L. Lunch and Peter W. 

Sperlich (Lunch 1979) believe that after the Tet Offensive, U.S. public opinion 

supporting the war weakened while desire for U.S. withdrawal rose, indicating that Tet 

dimmed public desire for continued intervention. 

ABC News journalist Howard K. Smith resigned over Vietnam coverage, 

claiming that the media was “contributing to the confusion and frustration now damaging 

the American spirit.” For example, regarding the image of General Loan executing a 
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communist, Smith said that no one made “even a perfunctory acknowledgement . . .  of 

the fact that such executions, en masse, are the Viet Cong way of war” (quoted in 

Willbanks 2006, 112). 

 Due to their constraints, journalists cannot often get the story perfectly. If one 

sees tanks in the streets, aircraft bombing in residential neighborhoods, and all businesses 

closed, except coffin makers, then for a reporter to believe the war is not going well is an 

understandable conclusion (Willbanks 2006, 111). Simultaneous battles across Vietnam 

made getting the big picture difficult. However, journalistic misconduct is unacceptable. 

 In 2004, Daniel Okrent, the public editor of The New York Times described flaws 

in the paper’s reporting of the Iraq War. One flaw is applicable to the Tet Offensive and 

journalism generally: 

The hunger for scoops -- Even in the quietest of times, newspaper people live to 
be first. When a story as momentous as this one comes into view, when caution 
and doubt could not be more necessary, they can instead be drowned in a flood of 
adrenalin. One old Times hand recently told me there was a period in the not-too-
distant past when editors stressed the maxim ''Don't get it first, get it right.'' That 
soon mutated into ''Get it first and get it right.'' The next devolution was an 
obvious one. War requires an extra standard of care, not a lesser one. (Okrent 
2004) 
 

This is not breaking news, but governments deceive whether by lying, omitting facts, or 

making improbable predictions. Journalists could have asked tougher questions about the 

Vietnam War.  There are many questions that journalists should have asked: If the U.S. is 

fighting in Vietnam for democracy, then why is it supporting a government that cancelled 

the scheduled 1956 elections? Does the U.S. support democratic governments or friendly 

ones? How much money and how many lives can be sacrificed before you consider the 

possibility that the alleged democracy goal is too expensive to pursue? How can 
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President Diem’s minority Catholic government win public confidence when the public is 

mostly Buddhist? In a December 1962 interview, President Kennedy said: 

there is a terrific disadvantage not having the abrasive quality of the press applied 
to you daily, to an administration, even though we never like it, and even though 
we wish they didn't write it, and even though we disapprove, there isn't any doubt 
that we could not do the job at all in a free society without a very, very active 
press. (Kennedy 1962) 
 
In 1995, twenty years after the Vietnam War ended, former Defense Secretary 

Robert McNamara coauthored with historian Brian VanDeMark In Retrospect: The 

Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, which basically admitted the Vietnam War was a 

disaster, McNamara knew it at the time, he should have changed course but did not, and 

he was sorry. Too little, too late. In Retrospect is 576 pages of national security failure. 

The New York Times published a scathing editorial that McNamara 

in the fullness of time grasped realities that seemed readily apparent to millions of 
Americans throughout the Vietnam War. At the time, he appeared to be helping 
an obsessed President prosecute a war of no real consequence to the security of 
the United States. Millions of loyal citizens concluded that the war was a 
militarily unnecessary and politically futile effort to prop up a corrupt 
Government that could neither reform nor defend itself. 
 
Through all the bloody years, those were the facts as they appeared on the surface. 
Therefore, only one argument could be advanced to clear President Johnson and 
Mr. McNamara, his Secretary of Defense, of the charge of wasting lives 
atrociously. That was the theory that they possessed superior knowledge, not 
available to the public, that the collapse of South Vietnam would lead to regional 
and perhaps world domination by the Communists; and moreover, that their 
superior knowledge was so compelling it rendered unreliable and untrue the 
apparent facts available to even the most expert opponents of the war. 
 
With a few throwaway lines in his new book, "In Retrospect," Mr. McNamara 
admits that such knowledge never existed. Indeed, as they made the fateful first 
steps toward heavier fighting in late 1963 and 1964, Mr. Johnson and his Cabinet 
"had not truly investigated what was essentially at stake and important to us." As 
for testing their public position that only a wider war would avail in the 
circumstances, "We never stopped to explore fully whether there were other 
routes to our destination."  . . . 
 
he wants us to grant that his delicate sense of protocol excused him from any 
obligation to join the national debate over whether American troops should 
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continue to die at the rate of hundreds per week in a war he knew to be futile. Mr. 
McNamara believes that retired cabinet members should not criticize the 
Presidents they served no matter how much the American people need to know 
the truth. In Mr. McNamara's view, the President can never become so steeped in 
a misguided war that patriotic duty would compel a statement. 
 
Perhaps the only value of "In Retrospect" is to remind us never to forget that these 
were men who in the full hubristic glow of their power would not listen to logical 
warning or ethical appeal. When senior figures talked sense to Mr. Johnson and 
Mr. McNamara, they were ignored or dismissed from government. When young 
people in the ranks brought that message, they were court-martialed. When young 
people in the streets shouted it, they were hounded from the country. 
 
It is important to remember how fate dispensed rewards and punishment for Mr. 
McNamara's thousands of days of error. Three million Vietnamese died. Fifty-
eight thousand Americans got to come home in body bags. Mr. McNamara, while 
tormented by his role in the war, got a sinecure at the World Bank and summers at 
the Vineyard. (Raines 1995, A.24) 
 
There is a legal maxim “Justice delayed is justice denied.” There should be a 

journalistic equivalent: “News delayed is news denied.” Consider this excerpt from War 

Made Easy: 

Norman Solomon: News media, down the road, will point out that there were lies 
about the Gulf of Tonkin or about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. 
[CNN Journalist] Christiane Amanpour: I’m sorry to say, but certainly television, 
and perhaps to an extent my station, was intimidated by the administration and its 
foot soldiers at FOX News. 
[CNN anchor] Wolf Blitzer: We should have been more skeptical. 
Norman Solomon: But that doesn't bring back any of the people who have died, 
who were killed in their own country or sent over by the President of the United 
States to kill in that country. So, after the fact, it's all well and good to say, “Well, 
the system worked” or “The truth comes out.” But when it comes to life and 
death, the truth comes out too late. (Alper 2007) 
 

A misinformed public cannot give informed consent to foreign policy decisions. A 

misinformed citizenry turns democracy into a caricature at best and a puppet show at 

worst. In an eye-opening Face the Nation debate, Chicago Daily News Washington 

bureau chief Peter Lisagor argued with Senator Wayne Morse about U.S. foreign policy 

and the role of the public: 
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Peter Lisagor: You know, Senator, that the American people cannot formulate and 
execute foreign policy -- 
Senator Wayne Morse: Why you’re a man of little faith in democracy if you make 
that kind of comment. I have complete faith in the ability of the American people 
to follow the facts if you give them, and my charge against my government is that 
we’re not giving the American people the facts. (Alper 2007) 

 
Ironically, the U.S. public was given the facts about the Tet Offensive, but they did not 

matter. The public could not easily distinguish the facts from the fictions that were 

reported. It relied on trust which was betrayed. 

In the aftermath of critical media coverage in the end stages of the Vietnam War, 

the government learned to better manage the press. In the 2007 documentary Buying the 

War, Bill Moyers examined journalism in the run-up to the Iraq War and found it to be 

very negligent. An extensive examination of journalism coverage of U.S. involvement in 

wars after the Vietnam War is beyond this study’s scope. However, that such journalistic 

deficiency continues poses a grave threat to democracy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 86

 

Appendix 

Data Sources for Figure 3.2 
 
Date Withdrawal Escalation Question Wording Source 
November 
1964 

13 46 "Which of the following do you 
think we should do now in 
Vietnam? 1. Pull out entirely. 2. 
Keep our soldiers in Vietnam but 
try to end the fighting. 3. Take a 
stronger stand even if it means 
invading North Vietnam." 

University of 
Michigan 
Survey 
Research 
Center 
Election Year 
Survey. 

April 1965 17 31 Respondents were asked which 
of five possible alternatives they 
preferred: 1. Withdrawal. 2. Stop 
the fighting and negotiate. 3. 
Continue as now. 4. Step up 
military efforts. 5. Go all out and 
declare war. 

George Gallup, 
The Gallup 
Poll, Vol. 3 
(New York: 
Random House, 
1972), p. 1934. 

May 1965 13 23 Same question as above. Ibid., p. 1939. 
June 1965 12 21 Same question as above. Ibid., p. 1943. 
February 
1966 

19 23 Respondents were offered three 
alternatives: 1. Major war. 2. 
Continuing the present situation. 
3. Withdrawal. 

Sidney Verba et 
al, "Public 
Opinion and the 
War in 
Vietnam," 
American 
Political 
Science Review 
61 (June 1967): 
328. 

November 
1966 

10 36 Same question as in November 
1964. 

SRC Election 
Year Survey. 

February 
1967 

6 43 Respondents were offered four 
alternatives: 1. Move United 
States troops out. 2. Both sides 
withdraw under United Nations. 
3. Get neutralist South Vietnam. 
4. Win total military victory. 

Reported in the 
Washington 
Post, May 16, 
1967. 

May 1967 6 47 Same question as above. Ibid. 
November 
1967 

10 55 "In your opinion, what would 
you like to see the United States 
do next about Vietnam? 1. 

Gallup poll 
reported in the 
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Withdraw completely. 2. Start 
negotiations, decrease fighting. 
3. Continue present policy. 4. 
Step up present efforts. 5. Go all 
out, declare war, use nuclear 
weapons." 

New York 
Times, 
November 11, 
1967. 

November 
1968 

19 34 Same question as in November 
1964. 

SRC Election 
Year Survey. 

March 1969 26 32 Respondents were asked the 
same question as in November, 
1967, then offered the following 
alternatives: 1. Withdraw 
completely. 2. Continue present 
policy. 3. Go all out, escalate. 4. 
End as soon as possible. 

Gallup poll 
reported in the 
New York 
Times, March 
28, 1969. 

June 1969 29 N/A "Some U.S. Senators are saying 
that we should withdraw all our 
troops from Vietnam 
immediately. Would you favor 
or oppose this?" 

Gallup Opinion 
Index, #57, 
March 1970, p. 
10. 

September 
1969 

36 N/A "Do you favor immediate 
withdrawal of all U.S. troops  
from Vietnam ?" 

Harris poll, 
Time, October 
31, 1969, p. 13. 

November 
1969 

21 N/A Same question as in June 1969. Gallup Opinion 
Index, #57, 
March 1970, p. 
10. 

February 
1970 

35 N/A Same question as in June 1969. Ibid., p. 10. 

September 
1970 

55 N/A "A proposal has been made in 
Congress to require the U.S. 
government to bring home all 
U.S. troops before the end of the 
year. Would you like your 
Congressman to vote for or 
against this proposal?" 

Gallup Opinion 
Index, #69, 
March 1971, p. 
11. 

November 
1970 

40 26 Same question as in November 
1964. 

SRC Election 
Year Survey. 

January 
1971 

72 N/A Same question as in September 
1970. 

Gallup Opinion 
Index, #69, 
March 1971, p. 
11. 

February 
1971 

66 N/A Same question as in September 
1970. 

Gallup Opinion 
Index, #71, 
May 1971. p. 4. 

May 1971 68 N/A Same question as in September 
1970. 

Ibid., p. 4. 

April 1972 73 N/A "A Senate committee has voted 
to force the withdrawal of U.S. 

Gallup Opinion 
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troops from Indochina by cutting 
off money after December 31st, 
provided North Vietnam first 
agrees to return all American 
prisoners. Do you favor or 
oppose this?" 

Index, #83, 
May 1972, p. 
22. 

August 1972 62 N/A "Which of the two statements - 
A or B, would you vote for? A: 
The U.S. SHOULD withdraw all 
troops from Vietnam by the end 
of the year. B: The U.S. 
SHOULD NOT withdraw all 
troops from Vietnam by the end 
of the year." 

Gallup Opinion 
Index, #86, 
August 1972, p. 
20. 
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