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Chapter 14

The “Living-Room War”

Media and Public Opinion in a Limited War

Professor Daniel C. Hallin

I The role of the media has provoked as much contestation as any aspect of the
' ( Vietnam War. Richard Nixon, for example, reflecting on the war in his memoirs,
placed the blame for the failure of American policy squarely on the media:

The Vietnam war was complicated by factors that had never before
occurred in America’s conduct of a war... [T]he American news media had
come to dominate domestic opinion about its purpose and conduct... In
each night’s TV news and each morning’s paper the war was reported battle
by battle, but little or no sense of the underlying purpose of the fighting was
conveyed. Eventually this contributed to the impression that we were
fighting in military and moral quicksand, rather than toward an important
and worthwhile objective. More than ever before, television showed the
terrible human suffering and sacrifice of war. Whatever the intention
behind such relentlessly literal reporting of the war, the result was a serious
demoralization of the home front, raising the question whether America
would ever again be able to fight an enemy abroad with unity and strength’

of purpose at home."

James Reston, columnist, and, during part of the Vietnam War, Washif
bureau chief for The New York Times, wrote, “Maybe the historians wil
that the reporters and the cameras were decisive in the end. They broug
issue of the war to the people, before Congress or the courts, and forcg
withdrawal of American power from Vietnam.”? 3

Supporters of American intervention in Vietnam portray the medi
villains of the story: they turned the public against the war, and cauj

Representatives of American collapse of American will to prevail in a war that could and should hz
news media interview US soldiers i : Y
won. Opponents portray the media as the heroes: they told the public;

during action in South Vietnam. . P
(TRH Pictures) truth about a failed policy, and forced policymakers to face reality. T,:.
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view has been widely held within the American military, and the latter among
journalists. As sharply as they disagree in political terms, however, the two camps
in this debate share many assumptions about the media’s role in the war: that
media coverage of the war was broadly critical of US policy, and that the media
played a decisive role in turning the public and policymakers against it. They also
generally share the assumption that television brought the “true horror of war”
into people’s living rooms, changing the dynamics of public opinion in wartime

forever.
This conventional wisdom about the media and Vietnam is deeply rooted in

American collective memory and widely disseminated around the world.
Historians, however, have been essentially unanimous in rejecting it. Public support
for the war in Vietnam did, of course, decline dramatically over the years, and in a
democracy it is inevitable that this will have profound effects on policy. And of
course the media play a central role in the dynamics of public opinion. But their
role was both more ambiguous and less decisive than the conventional wisdom
holds. In the early years of the war, through about 1967, media coverage was for
the most part supportive of American policy in Vietnam. The media’s role must be
considered as part of the process by which policymakers mobilized support for a
foreign conflict about which the public was initially very skeptical. Later, coverage
shifted to include more political controversy and more “negative” information, and
this is certainly part of the story of how the US came to reverse course on the
Vietnam War. The historical evidence does not, however, suggest that the media
were the central, driving force of this change. The media themselves shifted in
response to other powerful forces in American society, and in many ways must be
seen as more followers than leaders in the American change of course in Vietnam.
This is particularly true of television, which — despite the common view that the
camera brought the true horror of war into the American living room - wa
particularly cautious about reporting that might generate controversy witl
audiences, advertisers, or government; it presented a mostly sanitized view of th
war; and was relatively slow to venture into more critical reporting.
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The Buddhist monk Thich
Quang Duc immolates himge|f
on a Saigon streer corner in
1963 in protest at the attempted
suppression of the rights of
Buddhists in Sourh Vietnam
(TRH Pictures) .
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The Associated Press
photographer Huynh Thanh My
covers a Vietnamese battalion
pinned down in a Mekong Delta
rice paddy about a month before
he was killed in combat on
October 10, 1965. (Empics/AP
Photo)
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I believe that Vietnam is a legitimate part of that global commitment.
A strategic country in a key area, it is perhaps one of only five or six nations
in the world that is truly vital to US interests.*

SELLING THE AMERICAN COMMITMENT

Vietnam largely faded from the news columns following the ouster of Diem. It
reentered in August 1964 with the Gulf of Tonkin incident, and within a year
would come to dominate the news in the new era of a media-saturated society.
By mid-1964, it was clear to US policymakers that the war was indeed not being
won in South Vietnam, and that a much more extensive and direct American
role in the war would be necessary. This was politically delicate, however,
President Johnson had been assuring the public that he would avoid sending
troops to Vietnam, and opinion polls showed considerable uneasiness about the
prospect of major war there. The administration downplayed the beginning
steps of the “escalation” of American involvement, presenting them as
retaliatory strikes (for instance following the Gulf of Tonkin attack) or as
continuations of existing policy which did not require political discussion. This
went on until July 1965, when Johnson finally called on the public to rally
behind a major American commitment,

Media coverage generally accepted administration statements at face value
during this period. Much of what was reported on the basis of official sources —
like the occurrence of the second Gulf of Tonkin attack, to which the US
ostensibly retaliated — turned out to be false or misleading, and this is a period in

which the media clearly did not live up to the widely accepted ideal of a §
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The “Living-Room War”

L Ll Morley Safer reports on thf
burning of a Vietnamese village
in 1965. (Photo by CBS Photo
Archive/Getty Images)
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Walter Cronkite interviews

the commanding officer of the
1st Battalion, 1st Marines, during
the battle for Hue City in 1968,
while his CBS camera crew use

a jeep for a dolly. (NARA)
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at home and the soldiers in the field. Vietnam coverage did essentially the same
thing in the early years of the war. One element that did not fit the story line carried
down from World War II was the story of political conflict in Saigon. The South
Vietnamese government continued to be shaky, and in 1966 what was essentially a
civil war within a civil war took place there. This did get substantial coverage, and
may have been a factor in the gradual erosion of public support for the war.

Vietnam was the first war extensively covered by television. There was some
television coverage of Korea, but the technology of the fifties made it difficult to
shoot sound film under combat conditions, and television news was in any case
not the institution it would be after 1963, when CBS and NBC introduced half-
hour nightly news broadcasts.

How did television change the public’s relation to war? It made it more
immediate, not in a temporal sense (television reports were mostly five days old
when they aired in this period) but in the sense that television makes people feel
“close” to events. It also may have shifted the balance somewhat from strategic and
political reporting to an intensified emphasis on the individual soldier, since
television is particularly dependent on an “up close and personal” style of reporting,
But the impact of television should not be exaggerated. Television was less likely
than the print media to depart from conventional understandings of war, and was

g The “Living-Room War”

South Vietnamese General
in Nguyen Ngoc Loan eXecuting

ages a Vief Cong prisoner in the streets
of Saigon. (TRH Pictures)
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Walter Cronkite — a veteran of World War 1I coverage and, according to some polls,
the “most trusted man” in America — 0 COVET the fighting first hand, at a time when
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with a commentary calling for a change of policy on the war.
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American motivations for fighting in Vietnam were still interpreted as noble. 38
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over the war. These included the story of the My Lai massacre and}




Rolling Thunder in a Gentle Land

to
But it is also clear that the media were, to a Iargelezzent, responding
Sl;lcl:r?e:c.to:st not driving the process of changet:ey :::;?:e ;—hé e, efereed o
0 R . . ' .

e f'orces' o pazlt::ll:l:lz;2212?2Tieteoonpinion.]ournalists covelrmfg[ ;Pel; WJSr
e el wa's lly, did so on the basis of sources, almost al. o m oS
o Wasmngto'n,' espeICla y,d in the standard “beats” for gathering .pol fa
E s — the Offmals Ocattge State Department, the Pentagon, and Capito This,
e ggs. chee s rarely expressed doubt or dissent o.n theéwar. o
ot et o SOMC: rly in 1966, the Senate Foreign Relations ‘(i)ml-rln ) ;
A Cha“g_ﬁ'_ . lzlulbrighr, held hearings which represented t ekli;s
s o J‘. \;Vlblat:lon the war. By 1967, considerable debau':f was ;an leg
i s oo dministration. In the Defense Departmen:, or e;(. I:h;
e Bober Mo, ’s “systems analysts,” respon5|bl? for crunc. ing !
A MCNamaraf the war, were increasingly leam‘ng to the view t adt
Do ey d']e progresslz not succeed at a level of commitment thf-t s:en:;t
e Mo COul shed with the Joint Chiefs of Staff and l(121;.:1:;1 "
- MCNaera C: left the administration. His successor, Clarb ineo:-m,
- Wesrmorela'n I anconclusions. In 1968, the issue of. t.h(.e war .etcz:l e an
however, came t9 Slr]nl 0 al politics. And after 1969, deep dl.VlSlO[‘lS C)fls. etration

ot facr'or o T'Ct'osr inpcluding sharp conflicts in the Nu.(on avj‘irl'rlunl-llse Whité
e Ame“cinriF:: l;ltf ],)efense and State came into conflict with t

2 - .
;2(:11‘; ta}r,:ii Sifl(;rt?onal Security Advisor Henry Kissinger.

s in the formulation of policy teflc!s to.expa;sisw::zr

The role of the [.’reS. break down within an admlmstratlon: . ,..'

channels of commumcaggnadvisors dissatisfied with policy fo.un.d theer Yle::erf

occurreﬁ "EJ; 96'3’i(v:1}:: rrltsporting to Washington. It occurred again in the Nix; :
out of the US miss

i ffort of the White House to plug “leaks]
e mid-1969‘dlt Z;S;fi:ssetir:;izli]cfnz that led to the Watergate scar(l)critailr;g E
to the press cor.me:cte wt influence on the changing fra.me of war n?pmal e
A Sec?r?d Hﬁpc;;tag) inion polls have almost invariably shoxzm llln ol P
A ltsed. ispion to go to war, followed by a §trong rz ii; rou ]
ot abouth:jl hf: inion shifts to support for war. This occurreent o g
flag effect., nw lCt f:r the Vietnam War peaked at about 70_ pelr;66 e
“l,lhen P“brll: ;L’.ilp;)e(iient opposed. Support then toﬁ)pe(-jnzrlyr;ounded N
e the ¢ i i ittee held hearings — ¥
PR Forelgbn l:fllznsct’:asdcy:ilr:cnl:lne that lasted throx’xgh th;lti::; c(:: ,
e theln ael?t disapproved of Lyndon Johnson’s h}?nthe s
A p6u7r a ylurality told pollsters thar they thou%1 t e :
" Of(tc:’be;eifing’ inlt)o Vietnam. Public opinion .l;ﬂad ntt l(l:lS1 o
—— i the most significa . ]
——— aga?:ltis dc.:lleea‘:ij'r uifjf:rrceurs the com.'ention?rl rv:z(;l)?:il ;
e ublic opinion on the war. The CV}anCC tt;e .
e e mon notion that the Tet Offensive was e
“}:’ dercursoihtehin(]:ronkite’s special broadcast had a decis :
the war,

important in many ways, a5 2 catalyst for
Opinion polls show some chan
going, and in the balance betw

public disc
ge in people’s assessment
een those calling themse]

ussion of Vietnam policy.
s of how well the war was
ves “doves” and “hawks”

> including the
port for the war was driven by the cumulative casualty

toll, or by cyes from politica] elites," who as we have seen were increasingly divided.

imply have been 4 matter of time, a reaction to the fact
that the war continued for years, with no clear end in sight.

What of the role of the anti-war movement?  Significant anti-war
demonstrationg and “teach-ipg”

began early in 1965, while public debate j,
“mainstreamn” institutions was stil

» eventually, other anti-war ca

ndidates) in the 1968
icipation in anti-war activiies €xpa

nded, news Coverage
and less hostile, though protests were still typically reported

tferent motivations. Mych of
Frvention as unjustified from the b

' 1€Ws coverage. Mass public op
k<Y, rather than s motivati

Ot saw American

ely, however, thar
by dramatizing to

ghalists that the war was indeed 3 political issue, and coyld not be treated (as

Brlier reporting) as a marter of consensus.
\ third Important factor affecting news cov

The “Living-Room War”




2Qn

Rolling Thunder in a Gentle Land

- he

i ith the ordinary soldier continued from the begtlrl;m;legpgftitng
in news reporting i : f the soldier was tarnished to some extent by cporting
e e onh c’tent of this coverage should not be e.xaggeraS SC;ViCC
o e)'( ory was broken by a small alternative ne;v edia’;
e Stor yanization.“ It is true, however, th?t.t tlal min o
N, mainsrrear'ndl?e::;ial Eoldier began to cut both ways po m((i:ait ybecame
o e 1vticularly after troop withdrawa.ls began anur | pecame
fater part of ‘the wan par f US policy in Vietnam was to find a way; .-mated "
e o 1ogs, e orts from the field in Vietnamf once. om naved by
T ety news’ o from the troops, included an increasing Vhome o
o emhl‘:lazmthat reflected either a desire‘ 51mplly t(: g0 :
COmme[rttsl f:orn:nst(;le l:vral:, criticism of the war itself as “senseless.
especially late

CONCLUSION

. ; 1s derived
i f ork for understanding war in Amencanl:u.lsuilr'i3 liSd(eia e
The dominant framew i tant element of that framewof“ s ligion” of
from World War II. An lmpol ying a “sacred” space of the “civil e gion art
war stands above'pomlcs, O:;bir World War II as the “go?d w}jr c:rlltriSt
patriotism. Am?rlca::lsrzr:iﬁed. The value system (zif j:umat.l::;f t)}’le press a;
use the nation jectivity, and the noti
S:l(':l:ers around notions of baltar’l»clf ::: fxiﬁdo;’» of state power. In the c;S:rO:
an independent ‘.‘Fourtn Esta; aside normal reporting convennonf t(;r”' t}g1e
World War 11, loumahsf;s ri World War II, of course was a t(;ta L;’Vanc'l the
themselvesf iﬁ thet:)i[vf'a:cl;aarly at stake, war was formally declared,
survival of the na

. aﬂnounced.
ertire society wa m()l) hzed a]()ll)l(l Ille war C“()]t When Oh on

S 1 J ns

1 ocicty

. ”
« hlStorY)-
k to “lessons of
. as going to war in Vietnam, he referrefd ¢ a5 & sacred nations
w i a
that the nath{l ke the World War II understanding OlW in announcing
O invoke i ater n
and strove ¢ President Bush would do a generation
; r
cause, just as

Evll. lee u h ’Ohlls()ll wa la[ Cly SUCCCSSfUl po[ltl‘
Bus > S g 3

S

agamst the AXI ()f

i rt rallf
ies, the mass public and the media fo.r .the ::(i:ep:,ar =
e o e f them quite completely — opposition .
e Causf,lz\?vlz i)han 2S5 percent, for instance — but enoug 2
lls was neve |
f:lid AR ff’r thfl :l/mir.wars the US has fought f.ouowmgd:f:
Viema'm,' e h:t iotal war. It was one policy pohtlcal;::d ~
Il, was a lm?lted st, nOriorities; as it continued and CoSt.S m(:trlld th;ir
e e ciss was extremely painful. F(?r .soldlers o eth
o o prothe notion of a limited war ~ dlff.lcuh:‘ to at ol
o difﬁc?ﬂt'to acceptlife for a cause to which the nation is noin .
This is i rlsk“igv:t(l):traccoumed for the decline of morale later
This is in par

American cultun

p icti etween the !

i ublic at large, too, the contradlctlo.n b -

wha lwar should be and the reality of Vletnamt was id]iS U5

i w >

; diction between the rhetoric of total war used to mobilize P
contradictl

(l h Call 0. m][e(l war 1 Qrtant to H“(l ta]l(llll the re
ty ers g
f 1 18 mporta
and the r

“

The "Liw'ng-Room War”

of public opinion in post-World War n
explain the shif from
a significane closing-
ussion at the beginning
onment once 3 conflict

a5

down of political disc

of a war, 1o disillysi

becomes protracted.
For journalisrs,

limited war Creares
ambiguity aboyr what mode) of their role ;s

War, they gradually gh;
called the “sphere o
“sphere of legitimare
happened, to 2 large €xtent, in response 1o the
forces outlined above: the growth of debage
among political elites, the erosion of public

fred from what can pe
f consensus” o the
controversy. 7 Thjs

“last casualty” jp 5 fading war Journalises

shifted from deferential apg celebratory
Teporting to the roles of neutral observer apg
watchdog which prevail in normg|

gre decisive to the ourcome of the Vietnam
B! has prevailed in part because it is 5 convenient
I policymakers like Richard Nixon or for militar

way to remember Vietnam, Participation in the anti-war

y commanders, it is easier to Movemeng wideaed in the Jager
. . o R . .. . cars of the war, byt the
e the media than 10 face up to thejr own failings. For Journalists, similarly, jt Y © wan bu

. R . ) ] ) movement remained unpopufar
['SiCr to remember thejy role as a heroic confirmation of the idea] With most of the pubiic, Some
Bourth Estate, rather than to face up to their own implication i the tragedy of Vietnam veterans demonstrating
am. And for the public, too, it js probably easier o e[ the story of Vietnam ~ 38ainst the continuation of the
R . , war publicly threw away their

as a story of betrayal by parricular actors like the mediy and medals, as at chis demonstration
Pment, or a5 5 Story about how the democratic Process worke
0 remember jp as a serious error of collective judgment,

d in the end, near the Capitol, on Aprit 23,
The collective 1971 (Empics/Ap Photo/John
. K Duricka)
Pry of the Vietnam War seems to focus more on the later thap the earljer
he divisions of that period were, |

of the press

the antj-war



	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10

