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	The Tet Offensive, launched on January 31st, 1968, was a monumental turning point of the Vietnam war. Officials in Hanoi believed the war was reaching a stalemate which required a decisive victory to break.[footnoteRef:1] Le Duan, the General Secretary of Vietnam’s Communist Party, was so confident in the National Front for the Liberation of Southern Vietnam (Vietcong) and the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), that he believed an organized attack on major cities would prompt the people of Southern Vietnam rise up together, demand for an end to U.S. intervention, and join the communist party.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Pierre Asselin, "The Tide Turns in Vietnam: The Tet Offensive," History Today, last modified January 30, 2018, accessed September 19, 2019, https://www.historytoday.com/miscellanies/tide-turns-vietnam-tet-offensive.]  [2:  Asselin, "The Tide," History Today..] 

Le Duan planned the massive offensive on the Vietnamese New Year Holiday of Tet, allowing the northern forces to catch the enemy off guard. In years past, Tet had been a day of peace from fighting, yet the communist forces disregarded this. Rather than hearing the joyous fireworks of celebration, the Southern Vietnamese heard the earth-shattering sounds of gunfire and bombing. 
The fighting began early in the morning of Tuesday, January 30th, 1968 as Vietcong forces launched attacks on twenty-seven different U.S. military installations and thirty-six cities throughout South Vietnam simultaneously.[footnoteRef:3] Not only was Le Duan’s fantasy of an uprising incorrect, but the Northern forces suffered massive casualties numbering around 100,000.[footnoteRef:4] The American and Southern Vietnamese forces were able to suppress the threat quickly and regain control of cities and installations. The Tet Offensive was a military victory for the United States but is forever remembered as a political defeat because of the tragic misreporting of the Offensive. Exactly two months after the attack, President Lyndon B. Johnson announced to the nation that he would not be seeking another term of presidency. Although Hanoi did not deliverer an unmitigated military victory, the Tet Offensive did insure the Johnson Administration would be irreparably damaged.  [3:  "Effects of the Tet Offensive," Charlie Company Vietnam 1966-1972, last modified October 25, 2013, accessed September 19, 2019, https://charliecompany.org/2013/10/25/effects-of-the-tet-offensive.]  [4:  Asselin, "The Tide," History Today.] 

Analyzing the misreporting of the Tet Offensive is worthy of exploration because the connection between the ideas portrayed on the news and public perception is a phenomenon that deeply impacts modern society and has relevance to the real-world. If the consequences of this specific event are analyzed, then individuals can be conscious of the possible inaccuracies within news reporting, pushing them to independently research events and form their own opinions. The Tet Offensive of 1968, despite the obvious American victory, was twisted into a catastrophic political defeat because of the inaccuracy in the news reporting of the event, which led to detrimental consequences for the Johnson Administration. 
[bookmark: _Toc29818352]A Flawed Institution 
	Despite the Tet offensive being an overall military victory for the United States, it shocked the nation into interpreting it as a devastating defeat. In order to truly understand how the media was able to distort this truth, the tactics used in the media industry must be examined.
By 1968, there were roughly 600 accredited journalists from across the globe reporting in Vietnam.[footnoteRef:5] Historian Michael C. Mitchell brings to light the shortcomings of the individual correspondents from the field. These journalists lacked the necessary background knowledge about the historical, cultural, and political climate in Vietnam to accurately deliver information.[footnoteRef:6] As a result, the general American public was left completely oblivious to the Vietnamese culture and society, which would have been helpful context in discussing the war. Besides, reporters were not kept in Vietnam for longer than six months at a time, as required by the networks. Consequently, journalists were unable to gain a repertoire of knowledge necessary to deliver a cohesive summary of the events in Vietnam. The reporters only knew fragments of the whole story that is the Vietnam War and reported them as their own independent events rather than as a continuation of the progress in Vietnam. Even more impactful than cultural background knowledge, it is doubtful these individuals had a sufficient understanding of military tactics and strategies.[footnoteRef:7] This lack of experience was detrimental to media coverage throughout the course of the Vietnam War and led to incomplete, or even incorrect, reports. Furthermore, the opinions of Joseph Kraft and Hanson Baldwin, who are experienced military commentators, were ignored by the press which perpetuated the cycle of misinformation.[footnoteRef:8]  [5:  Ronald H. Spector, "The Vietnam War and the Media," Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed November 7, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Vietnam-War-and-the-media-2051426.]  [6:  Michael C. Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam War," Naval War College Review 37, no.3 (May/June 2984): 48, http://Television and the Vietnam War.]  [7:  Donald M. Bishop, "The Press and the Tet Offensive," Air University Review, November/December 1978, 3, JSTOR.]  [8:  Bishop, "The Press," 4.] 

	Due to media being a business, they are constantly seeking to attract publicity and improve ratings, leading to the dramatization of events. Aware of this, the Johnson Administration, at the beginning of his presidential term, considered installing some form of press censorship but deemed it unnecessary.[footnoteRef:9] As an alternative, the United States granted news outlets full 24-hour access to consultation services, daily briefings, and transportation into the field so long as they adhered to guidelines that aimed to preserve military security. But this did not stop newscasters from instilling an “element of theater". Cameramen would be told to "shoot bloody" and focus on military action to shock viewers and increase show ratings.[footnoteRef:10] Moreover, reporters often took close-up pictures of dead soldiers and primarily interviewed wounded soldiers, despite protests from the Joint U.S Public Affairs Office (JUSPAO).[footnoteRef:11] For television coverage, in particular, Mitchell highlights how "the newsworthiness of events is often judged by ‘visual criteria’", this idea made it so certain events were deemed more important than others because of their dramatic flair.  [9:  William M. Hammond, "The Tet Offensive and the News Media: Some Thoughts on the Effects of News Reporting," Army History, Winter 2009, 8, ttps://www.jstor.org/stable/26373973.]  [10: Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam," 50.]  [11:  Charles Zappia, "Media and the Vietnam War," in The Greenhaven Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War, by Jeff T. Hay (n.p.: Greenhaven Press, 2004), 164.] 

Other valuable information was lost because of time limitations on news networks. Oversimplification became very common as newscasters had to boil down complex situations into two to three-minute stories.[footnoteRef:12] In the 1960’s, there were only three channels on television, therefore the evening news was limited to approximately 30 minutes to cover all the current events in America, not just the war. Once stated by David Brinkley, an NBC newscaster, “news is what I say it is. It’s something worth knowing by my standards,”.[footnoteRef:13] As editors and reporters were forced to cut out hours of footage, this became increasingly true. Furthermore, crucial moments throughout the war that were not caught on tape were subject to reenactment, which could have altered the actual event to fit a personal narrative.[footnoteRef:14] This distortion hindered the American public from grasping a robust understanding of the war. [12:  Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam," 49.]  [13:  Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam," 48.]  [14:  Zappia, "Media and the Vietnam," 165.] 

There lies a responsibility of networks, in reporting the news, to stay as unbiased and judgment-free as possible. This liability is outlined in the Federal Communications Commission's (FCC) Fairness Doctrine, which all stations are required to adhere to by federal law. In summary, the Fairness Doctrine aims to present "accurate and comprehensive news in a meaningful context”[footnoteRef:15]. Newscasters are allowed to voice their own opinions, but they are also required to share all other major views on the same issue, all for an equal amount of time.[footnoteRef:16] Ideally, all broadcasting networks allow each opinion to be shared with the public allowing them to form their own opinion. When the guidelines of this doctrine are broken, an ethical concern arises. Extensive analysis done by Ernest Lefever, from 1972-1973, demonstrates the CBS Evening News had an inequity in opinions and viewpoints discussed, and thusly crafted a biased narrative.[footnoteRef:17] Although this study was done after Tet, it can be assumed that CBS was similar in their reporting during Tet. Americans who exclusively viewed CBS-TV had a dramatized view of the Vietnam War and believed the United States and Southern Vietnamese officials to be corrupt.[footnoteRef:18] The repetition of one single viewpoint creates an ingrained perception of the war and taints reality. Biased news stations dramatically impacted the public perception of the war, leading to the nation question the Johnson Administration as a whole.  [15:  Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam," 43.]  [16:  Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam," 43.]  [17:  Ernest W. Lefever, "CBS and National Defense, 1972–73," Journal of Communication, December 1975, accessed November 7, 2019, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1975.tb00654.x.]  [18:  Mitchell, "Television and the Vietnam," 45.] 

	All these aspects of the flawed media institution:  reporters lacking understanding, companies trying to receive high ratings, lost information through editing, and influential media bias- set up the scene for the grotesquely misreported incident of the Tet Offensive.
[bookmark: _Toc29818353]Misconceptions Crafted by the Media 
The Tet Offensive fell victim to several unethical practices that were employed by the media. These lies created unrest within the public revolving American involvement in Southern Vietnam.  
To begin, the media implemented the notion that the U.S military were clueless about the offensive. In reality, General Earle Wheeler and General William C. Westmoreland expressed knowledge of a possible offensive, yet the press overlooked it.[footnoteRef:19] Le Duan and his communist forces aimed to keep the attack confidential, but with 67,000 troops involved, it was no surprise the American forces got ahold of an early attack plan. The American forces were aware of a planned attack in multiple urban areas, they simply did not know the date.[footnoteRef:20] The effect that this misconception had on the public was drastic; it portrayed the U.S. forces as oblivious, yet in reality, the Communist forces strategically planned the attack on a distinguished and established day of peace.  [19:  Bishop, "The Press," 2.]  [20:  Don Oberdorfer, "Tet: Who Won?," Smithsonian 35, no. 8 (November 2004): 3, http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=2&sid=8b581978-3470-4ded-becf-2e63c89b5b7a%40pdc-v-sessmgr02&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=14781724&db=f5h.] 

	The role of the Southern Vietnam forces was another aspect of the Tet Offensive that was harmfully misreported. Many news stations reported that the Government of Vietnam (GVN) troops were “lolling in the sun” and failed to suppress the communist forces.[footnoteRef:21] According to Donald M. Bishop, when the people back home heard this report, it severely damaged the public perception of those whom American troops were helping, and undermined the loyalty of the American people to the cause. A more honest assessment of the GVN troops during the offensive is that they were ill-prepared for what came because nearly half of their troops were on leave to spend time with their families for the Tet holiday.  [21:  Bishop, "The Press," 3.] 

	A quote from an Air Force officer at Ben Tre fueled American opposition: "We had to destroy the town to save it".[footnoteRef:22] This quote spread rapidly and created an impression that the American forces left Southern Vietnam in flames and rubble, when in reality this extensive damage was only in one city over which the Vietcong had gained control. Additionally, many videos specifically focused on urban damage to reinforce this notion. Realistically, reporters could see from helicopters that 95 percent of the city was unharmed – making the quote seem, in retrospect, hyperbolic. The media also released an image of the Chief of South Vietnamese national police force, Nguyen Ngoc Loan, executing a suspected Vietcong insurgent on the streets of Saigon during the Tet Offensive.[footnoteRef:23] Historian Eddie Adams notes how this image told a story of brutality and violence that perpetuated well into the next decade. He argues that many people in America, including Johnson, were persuaded that the Vietnam War was a lost cause that led to an unacceptable amount of savagery.  [22:  Nancy Zaroulis and Gerald Sullivan, "1968: The Fulcrum Year," in Who Spoke Up? American Protest against the War in Vietnam 1963-1975 (Garden CITY, NY: Doubleday and Company, 1984), 155.]  [23:  Eddie Adams, "'South Vietnamese Officer Executes a Viet Cong Prisoner' Photograph (1968)," Teaching History, accessed November 7, 2019, https://teachinghistory.org/history-content/beyond-the-textbook/.] 

	Arthur L. Hurman scorns the Washington Post for another massive lie regarding the Tet Offensive. Shortly before 3 A.M on January 31, a squad of Vietcong Guerrillas blasted a hole in the outer wall of the U.S. Embassy compound in Saigon.[footnoteRef:24] Despite the Vietcong never entering the Embassy building, the Washington Post reported that the “Vietcong had overrun five floors of the U.S. Embassy”.[footnoteRef:25] Hurman discusses how this fabrication implemented the idea the Northern forces were at a military advantage over the American forces. News coverage at the embassy stirred tension and unrest within viewers at home despite U.S. officers maintaining their ground at the U.S. Embassy and thwarting entrance by opposing forces.  [24:  Oberdorfer, "Tet: Who Won?," 2.]  [25:  Arthur L. Herman, "The Tet Offensive Revisited: Media's Big Lie," National Review, January 30, 2018, 4, accessed November 7, 2019, https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/01/tet-offensive-media-bias-50th-anniversary/.] 

	All of the above factors contributed to the notion that the Tet Offensive was a major loss for the United States. Hanoi’s goal for the Tet offensive was not accomplished, not even in part. Le Duan wished to demonstrate the unlimited communist strength to the United States and Southern Vietnam. He believed that the Offensive would force the United States to leave and convince Southern Vietnamese to cause an uprising in favor of communism – neither of which happened.[footnoteRef:26] The Tet Offensive was a military defeat for the Northern Vietnamese, but through the deception created by the media, The United States would be forced to remember the Tet Offensive as a devastating psycho-political defeat that severely damaged public support for the war. [26:  Asselin, "The Tide," History Today..] 

[bookmark: _Toc29818354]Growing Dissent 
	Often referred to as the "first television war", the Vietnam War and its extensive news coverage made it so the conflict was brought straight into the living rooms of families all across America. Film coverage from Vietnam was flown to Tokyo for hasty editing and development, and then transported to the United States, making the events from that day available to the public that very evening.[footnoteRef:27] Disturbingly brutal images would be flashed on televisions spanning the American states nearly every night. By 1965, more than 90 percent of U.S households had a television, and almost 60 percent of them used it to get most of their news.[footnoteRef:28] This accessibility to violent images across the nation had a massive impact on how the public processed the events in Vietnam. Therefore, when the media exaggerated or fabricated lies about the Tet Offensive, it was swiftly televised into the homes, hearts and minds of Americans. The public then began to question how the Johnson administration was handling the conflict in Vietnam.  [27:  Spector, "The Vietnam," Encyclopedia Britannica.]  [28:  Jacob Hillesheim, "How the Media Shapes Public Opinion of War," Rewire, last modified August 24, 2017, accessed November 7, 2019, https://www.rewire.org/pbs/vietnam-war-media-shapes-public-opinion/..] 

This dissent was seen through the Gallup Organization’s polls. Samples of American citizens between August 1965 and January 1973 were asked the following questions: 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? In August 1965, 24 percent said yes, in October 1967, 47 percent said yes, and in August 1968, 53 percent said yes.[footnoteRef:29] Obviously, after what the media portrayed to be a massive failure, more Americans regretted the U.S. decision to send support into Vietnam. The role that media networks played, which created a rise in this percent, was massive. Instead of cheering for the United States and GVN forces for suppressing the threat with minimal casualties, citizens marveled at the persistence of the Northern forces and their ability to launch such a well-organized attack. [29:  Patrick Hagopian, "The 'Frustrated Hawks,' Tet 1968, and the Transformation of American Politics," European Journal of American Studies, December 12, 2008, 6-7, accessed November 7, 2019, https://journals.openedition.org/ejas/7193#tocto1n4.] 

	In addition to the tone being set by the media, public figure Walter Cronkite, a highly respected man, discussed America’s need to withdraw from the war. Cronkite, the CBS news anchor, was a "pillar of respectability and hardly an antiwar radical.”.[footnoteRef:30] Cronkite had developed a reputation as an honest man whom the nation placed a massive amount of trust in. Up until the Tet Offensive, Cronkite had maintained support for the Johnson Administration. But after the Offensive, it is said that he snapped and stated “I thought we were winning the war!”.[footnoteRef:31] Aggravated, Cronkite decided to travel to Vietnam himself to fully understand the possibility for victory. He flew to Vietnam, and stayed at the Caravelle Hotel with many other journalists. Cronkite visited Hue, the center of the war’s urban fighting, and witnessed fighting in the countryside.[footnoteRef:32] He then flew home, and on February 27th, CBS News aired “Report from Vietnam: Who, What, When, Where, Why?”.[footnoteRef:33] Cronkite summarized his findings and left his viewers with his conclusion:  [30:  Matthew Dallek, "How the Tet Offensive Shocked Americans into Questioning If the Vietnam War Could Be Won," History, last modified January 25, 2018, accessed September 19, 2019, https://www.history.com/news/tet-offensive-1968-vietnam-war-surprise-attack-changed-american-public-opinion.]  [31:  George C. Herring, America's Longest War, second ed., The United States and Vietnam 1950-1975 (n.p.: Newbery Awards records, 1979), 191.]  [32:  Joel Achenbach, "Did the News Media, Led by Walter Cronkite, Lose the War in Vietnam?," The Washington Post, last modified May 25, 2018, accessed September 19, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/did-the-news-media-led-by-walter-cronkite-lose-the-war-in-vietnam/2018/05/25/a5b3e098-495e-11e8-827e-190efaf1f1ee_story.html.]  [33:  Achenbach, "Did the News," The Washington Post.] 

“But it is increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as honorable people who lived up to their pledge to defend democracy and did the best they could,”.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  All Things Considered, "Profile: Reflecting on CBS News Coverage of the Vietnam War, and How It Affected the Public's Attitude about the War," National Public Radio, August 7, 2002.] 

	For the most respected man in America, who has remained neutral in his viewpoints, to come out and say the American leaders should give up in Vietnam was crushing for the people. This CBS special was arguably the most influential piece of media regarding the Tet Offensive. Cronkite’s conclusion transmitted the notion to Americans everywhere that the war could not be won. After Lyndon B. Johnson tuned in to Cronkite's verdict he said: "If I have lost Cronkite, I have lost middle America”.[footnoteRef:35] Since the beginning of the war, Cronkite had been viewed as neither a dove nor a hawk, but after the Tet Offensive, he took a stance against the Johnson Administration’s handling of the war. The message from this news clip deeply affected the American public, especially those who had similar political views as Cronkite. [35:  Hammond, "The Tet Offensive," 11.] 

[bookmark: _Toc29818355]Political Consequences
	In the months before the Tet Offensive, Johnson and General Westmoreland toured across the country to deliver messages about the successes in Vietnam. This public relations campaign made the impression "the end was beginning to come into view" and "victory was within our grasp".[footnoteRef:36] After the Tet Offensive, this idea was shattered. The public then began to believe everything the Johnson Administration said was a lie. Johnson's credibility was traumatized. In an attempt to reassure the American people, Johnson told UPI, a newspaper at the time, that “the Viet Cong attacks on major South Vietnamese cities” were a “complete failure” for the Northern forces.[footnoteRef:37] Despite this, the damage done by the media began to fester in the American spirit. [36:   Asselin, "The Tide," History Today.]  [37:  "President Says Viet Cong Attacks Failed," UPI, February 2, 1968, 1, accessed November 7, 2019, https://www.upi.com/Archives/1968/02/02/President-says-Viet-Cong-attacks-fail/6741658341852/.] 

	The series of events following the Tet Offensive proved to the American people that, when it came to the conflict in Vietnam, the officials were floundering. In early March of 1968, General Westmoreland requested another 206,000 troops. U.S. generals wished to launch an "accelerated pacification program" which would place America and South Vietnam in a position to execute a massive offensive attack.[footnoteRef:38] LBJ denied this request, but it still led the nation into an uproar.[footnoteRef:39] How could the war be in sight if hundreds of thousands more troops needed to be sent away to war? On March 10th NBC-TV aired a special on the war. Correspondent Frank McGee showed an hour of brutal footage from the Tet Offensive with audio of Johnson, Westmoreland, and McNamara making positive remarks about advances in the war. These media clips starkly pointed out the falsehood in the government's words. As it can be seen, disdain for Johnson grew exponentially in the months following the Offensive. [38:  "U.S. Involvement in the Vietnam War: The Tet Offensive, 1968," Office of the Historian, accessed September 19, 2019, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1961-1968/tet..]  [39:   Dallek, "How the Tet Offensive," History.] 

	On March 31st of 1968, Johnson shocked the nation. He announced that all bombing in North Vietnam would cease as an attempt to open up peace negotiations. But, LBJ also shared with the public that he would not be running for a second term of presidency, and he would not accept the democratic nomination for president.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  "U.S. Involvement," Office of the Historian.] 

	Although it may be argued that LBJ refused reelection due to a lack of popularity, old age, health issues, and stress from the civil rights movement, these are not the crux of why he rejected running for a second term. Johnson expressed his skepticism and stress towards the Vietnam War numerous times throughout his presidency. He stated to his wife and aides that “he felt trapped on Vietnam, that he would be crucified for whatever he did, that the conflict in far-off Southeast Asia would ultimately be his downfall.”.[footnoteRef:41] Even before entering the war, in May of 1964, Johnson said to his national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy: “I don’t think it’s worth fighting for and I don’t think we can get out. It’s just the biggest damned mess,”[footnoteRef:42]. After the Tet Offensive, Johnson realized all his suspicions were true, and his decision to not seek reelection was a reflection of this. If it had not been for the massive public opposition that came from the media coverage of the Tet Offensive, it was possible that LBJ could have had enough dignity to attempt at another four years.  [41:  Fredrik Logevall, "Why Lyndon Johnson Dropped out," The New York Times, March 24, 2018, accessed December 14, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/24/opinion/lyndon-johnson-vietnam.html.]  [42:  Logevall, "Why Lyndon,".] 

[bookmark: _Toc29818356]Conclusion
	LBJ's decision to end his presidential career was directly determined by the painfully inaccurate news reporting of the Tet Offensive, which proved itself to be one of America's greatest political defeats. The news reporting during the Vietnam War was a flawed endeavor from the beginning. Reporters hardly had a coherent understanding of the Vietnam conflict, and they interjected personal opinions and bias where they saw fit. Additionally, many aspects of the Tet Offensive were grossly exaggerated or simply false. 
The role media plays in shaping how the public views current events is unbelievably significant. When news reports are even slightly inaccurate, it can plant false ideas into the minds of many. So when the Tet Offensive was reported with notable inaccuracies, it forever damaged America’s perception of the Vietnam War.  The gore and brutality the public watched and read led them to believe there was no humanity in Vietnam War. These perceptions regarding the Tet Offensive led to well-respected figures in American politics to speak up about leaving the conflict in Vietnam. The news created a reality in which the Johnson Administration was deemed incapable of resolving the conflict in Vietnam. These crafted misconceptions, along with the opposition of many Americans, caused the Johnson Administration to crumble with stress, and led LBJ himself to be robbed of motivation to serve another four years. It is essential for the inaccurate portrayal of the Tet Offensive to be forever remembered as to avoid any chance of grossly misinforming the public again.
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