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For my generation, World War I was history and 
World War II was our great watershed event. Vietnam was 
secondary. For my son's generation, World War II was history and 
Vietnam was the great watershed. For you, Vietnam is history and 
only the future will tell whether you will face a watershed event of 
the same magnitude as did these last two :generations. I ·hope not. 
Wars are hardly the benchmark needed to helpi a,· gelleliation· come of 
age. I suggest that you can perhaps avoid such an experience more 
effectively by studying and learning the, ilessons · of the past._ 

Which is what y-0u · are doing.: :this·: week and for 
which I congratulate you. Vietnam ·is well worth!·the time---and1 effort 
you are making for it will tell you much about us· as a nation• - where 
we have been, where we are and perhaps where we are ·going - and 
it can certainly provide you with some lessons and principles that 
must be observed in the conduct of our international affairs if we are 
to avoid such terrible costs as 58,000 American dead. 

But I ·caution you in undertaking this evaluation to 
avoid the temptation of succumbing easily to conventional wisdom. 
Vietnam, more than most events of such magnitude, is the subject of 
myths and misconceptions that have taken root and developed a life 
of their own. It is only recently that history is showing signs of 
gaining some balance and that the black and white pictures of the 
past are beginning to change more accurately to the grays that 
existed in fact. Tonight, I would like to offer some observations on 
the nature of those grays from the perspective of one who was an 
active participant for four and a half years of the war. 

But first let me place myself more precisely. I 
arrived in Vietnam slightly more than twenty-five years ago, in 
February of 1964 to be exact, and spent the next four and a half 
years as Director of all American communications activities in 
Vietnam, including media relations and psychological warfare as well 
as conventional information programs. My role included membership 
on the U.S.Mission Council of chiefs of agencies where I served with 
three different Ambassadors, three different Commanders of the 
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military forces and a score of other senior agency directors. This was 
well before any of you students were born; at least, I assume it was. 

I cite this not just to emphasize my age nor my 
length of service in Vietnam but to make a point, an important one 
for whose who would evaluate Vietnam. For though I served in 
Vietnam for a lengthy period, my service there covered only part of 
the war. I call my period the "Middle Years"-the years of the initial 
American combat involvement and the American buildup. Before it 
came the French War which, though it did not involve American 
troops, set precedents and patterns that had a great influence in later 
years; the Diem period which set the direction and seeds of 
destruction for the South Vietnamese government; and after it, the 
post-Tet years which saw a partial deterioration of the American 
military forces by 1970 and led to the withdrawal of the Americans 
in 1973; and finally the post-American period which ended with the 
collapse. of the. tSouth · Vietnamese. military forces· and.-; government in 
1975. I. might add. paren.theticaUy,, there has,. been almost a 
continuing post-Vietnam War "Vietnam War" in; Cambodia since 1975. 

There were· thus·• in realityi.· a series of Vietnam Wars 
and though they were all tied· to each· other and part of an overall 
pattern, each needs judgment on its own. -It is dangerous and 
misleading to speak about the Vietnam War as though it were a 
single war; it is more accurate to speak about the "Vietnam Wars". 
And therein lies a basic point: generalizations which may be accurate 
about one of these phases do not necessarily apply to the others; in 
fact, most often do not. And I should note that I as an individual 
speak most knowledgeably about my period there. For the rest, I was 
and am an interested observer but not a first-hand witness. 

Today, the conventional wisdom is that U.S. 
involvement in these wars - certainly its combat involvement in the 
wars of the mid- to late sixties and the early seventies - was a 
grievous and even immoral error of national judgment; that the 
United States faced inevitable defeat because of intense Vietnamese 
nationalism and the tenacity and determination and skill in the 
conduct of insurgency of the North Vietnamese; and that the final 
outcome reflected the arrogance and insensitivity of a superpower 
seeking to apply Western concepts and solutions to a Confucian 
society in a distant land about which it had little knowledge and 
empathy. To quote a recent highly-acclaimed book on Vietnam: 
"Vietnam was our first bad war. The American soldier had 
everything he could want except a good cause and good leadership 
without which you can't win." 
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I demur - certainly insofar as a "good cause" is 
concerned and I suggest to you that this conclusion like so many 
others about the war deserves restatement in shadings of gray 
rather than the black and white which it uses. I would probably 
agree that in balance, the price we paid in the form of human lives, 
the expenditure of national treasure, the deep divisions created in 
our society and the negative impact on our national psyche was too 
high for the results we achieved. But even that more moderate 
judgment comes only with the benefit of hindsight. 

Certainly, at the time, the cause seemed proper and 
the policies appropriate. We tend to look now at Vietnam in 
somewhat of a vacuum. It needs to be placed in its proper setting -
the last chapter of a post-World War II era in which the 
confrontation of the two superpowers and the division of the world 
roughly into Communist and non-Communist camps led to a national 
readiness as a matter of national interest to help defend the rights of 
people to develop their societies in their own fashion. We were deep 
in the syndrome of John F. Kennedy's rallying cry of "We shall pay 
any price ... " in defense of liberty. And the growth of subversion and 
guerrilla warfare to undermine allied governments and challenge 
what we perceived as U.S. interests; the activities of a militant Mao­
led Mainland China that was extending its tenacles into the countries 
of Southeast Asia; and the specific situation of Soviet-supported 
North Vietnamese infiltration of a South buttressed by then with one 
and a half million refugees from Hanoi's rule that clearly wanted to 
resist Hanoi control led to the initial American commitment of the 
early sixties. 

Was that cause, that commitment, "bad"? Certainly 
not in motive and certainly not in principle. And certainly not in the 
spirit of the time. If my explanation strikes you as the conventional 
wisdom of the period, as the· justification by the establishment for. 
the policies of involvment, your reaction is correct. It is. There was a 
voice or two raised in opposition but generally those seemed to come 
from a small minority of chronic objectors. The substantial majority 
- in the Executive Departments, in the Congress, among the foreign 
policy experts, even in the media, including many of the reporters 
who later became severe critics - supported the policies adopted first 
by President Kennedy and subsequently by President Johnson. As 
has been noted, the "best and the brightest" were the prime 
proponents of the involvement in Vietnam, at least initially. The Gulf 
of Tonkin Resolution of 1964 which provided the legislative basis for 
American combat involvement received only two negative votes in 
the Senate. And public opinion polls showed the general public was 
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also in support; remember, President Johnson won election in the fall 
of 1964 by a landslide. 

Now if this cause looked "good" in the judgment of 
the period, where did it go wrong, when did the "good" become "bad' 
and lead to the the student riots of the late sixties, to the growth of 
the widespread and violent opposition of the early seventies, to the 
judgment of our political leaders to withdraw from Vietnam at 
virtually any cost, and to the conventional wisdom of today still 
reflected in the quotation I cited earlier. 

I suspect social historians will give a much more 
knowledgable answer. The United States was in the midst of a social 
revolution which started with the civil rights movement of the fifties; 
the establishment in all its forms and institutions was increasingly 
questioned; the critical pact of basic trust and credibility between the 
government and its electorate was unraveling. War itself, pictured 
daily on living room TV, was increasingly rejected as an instrument 
of national policy. And student deferments brought a sense of guilt to 
tens of thousands as they saw their contemporaries, many from : 
minority groups, dying in· a far off land. Unease, frustration, 
a changed sense of America's role in the world all focused on the 
growing drain of our youth and treasure in a land that few had heard 
of and almost none felt any attachment for. Which had the more 
effect on the national mood of criticism and bitterness that emerged 
- the social revolution or the war or did they interact and contribute 
equally to the change in the world as we knew it? I do not know. The 
historians are going to have to make that judgment eventually. 

But I think the most important factor in turning the 
supporters of the Vietnam commitment to critics who then had an 
enormous impact in due course on the public's attitude was our 
performance on the ground in Vietnam - a performance that was 
constantly visible because whatever other shortcomings the 
government may have had, it could not be faulted for drawing down 
a curtain over the scene. This was the most open of wars, our first 
war without censorship, and it unfolded on a very well-lighted 
center stage for all the world to see. 

In this massive public shift from support to 
opposition, I suggest it was not our "cause" that was at fault but our 
execution; it was not our thinking that led to our difficulties but our 
implementation. The critics were and are wrong in this regard. It was 
not that the Mission Council did not appreciate the importance of 
carrying out programs to win the hearts and minds of the population 
or of limiting the visibility of the Americans or of needing a more 
effective South Vietname government or of using more selective and 
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targeted techniques in countering the • Viet Cong. It is simply that we 
could not put our intentions into effect successfully. We recognized 
the limitations of the South Vietnamese government. We were 
conscious of the drawbacks of the huge American presence. We were 
acutely aware of the failures in the appeal to people. But most often, 
because of prior conditions, because of hesitation about embarassing 
the host government, because of the inadequacy of personnel or 
resources, because of bureaucratic or military reluctance to change 
American concepts or patterns, because of the force of political 
pressures from home, we found ourselves applying not the programs 
or policies we wished but rather choosing the lesser of bad 
alternatives. Or facing the one unthinkable option we had: 
withdrawal, abandonment, the ultimate desperate detachment, 
shameful to me, that came final I y in that dismal picture of departure 
from the roof of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon in 1975. 

Still, in an overall evaluation of these shortcomings, 
you would find much that was positive and effective - and again I 
suggest to you that the absolute judgments of the conventional 
commentator on these detailed programs and policies are not only in 
error; they are basically invalid. I reject the notion that it was an 
impossible situation for the United States or, for that matter, for the 
South Vietnamese government. There was nothing inevitable about 
the final outcome - and a good case can be made that "victory" if that 
is the right word for it_ or, perhaps more accurately, a defeat of the 
North Vietnamese invasion of the South was possible just as United 
Nations forces, largely American, had achieved in Korea against the 
North Koreans a few years earlier 

I note for you a few points to be made in support of 
this contention: 

Despite all the flaws and shortcomings of the South 
Vietnamese government, the people of the South never clearly opted 
for the North. There was no general uprising of the population in the 
Tet Offensive of 1968 as Hanoi had anticipated. There were no 
wholesale defections of the people, particularly in the hamlets in the 
countryside, to the Viet Cong. There was passive acceptance of 
control enforced by arms. In the hamlets, there was above all a 
desire to be left alone by both sides so they_ could pursue their lives 
in peace. As to the ultimate attitude of the South Vietnamese people, 
ask the boat people, ask the one million Vietnamese in the United 
States and the tens of thousands elsewhere who have left the historic 
land of their ancestors. 
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Despite individual defections, balanced usually by 
even more numerous individual surrenders to the Southern forces, 
no South . Vietnamese combat unit ever defected or surrendered in 
toto to the Viet Cong or the North Vietnamese, as has been the case 
in other wars of this nature, until the very final collapse of the entire 
military force. 

Despite all the criticism of its tactics and military 
performance, the U.S. military forces never lost a battle to the Viet 
Cong or North Vietnamese forces. That certainly includes the whole 
series of battles labeled the Tet Offensive. 

Yes, there was a certain deterioration in the morale, 
attitude and performance of U.S. military forces by the 1970's but the 
dramatic events reflected in movies like "Platoon" were the 
exception, not the rule, and the vast majority of American military 
who served in Vietnam came back and resumed normal lives without 
the trauma experienced by some. 

The television program, "Tour of Duty", is not 
typical of Vietnam nor is "China Beach" - certainly not of the whole :· 
broad spectrum of the long years of American involvement: rice 
growing in the Delta and education and medical assistance in the 
riverside hamlets are just as valid. Dramatic license is· fine but it 
must be viewed in balance in seeing the real world. 

My list could go on for a long time. My point again 
is not that these particular observations present either a complete or 
even a fully accurate picture. But they, and many more points in a 
similar vein, are also legitimately part of the complex mosaic which 
must be considered in evaluating Vietnam. So once again, I suggest to 
you that the answers lie in a series of grays rather than the stark 
absolutes that are so convenient for those seeking simple solutions. 

I could even make a case that the "defeat" for the 
U.S. - the final black and white judgment - may have its own 
shadings of gray. I can argue - I confess I do not do it with too much 
vigor -that the ten years we bought in Vietnam at the terrible price 
of 58,000 dead and a much greater number of Vietnamese casualties 
- provided the time necessary for the fragile Southeast Asia 
governments outside Indo-China to get their roots down and achieve 
stability. Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia are all relatively 
stable today; the Philippines has been in turmoil but more because of 
internal developments than external pressures; and Vietnam itself, 
controlled by the North of course, has had to rest after its "domino" 
expansion into Cambodia to attend to its own domestic problems, 
many of them growing out of the war. 
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What is the point of all this? Simply that there are 
no easy aaawers, no flat unchallengeable conclusions. In Vietnam, we 
often apced on the facts but differed on the conclusions. The 
spectrum wu so broad and varied that you could find whatever you 
wanted, support whatever viewpoint you brought to the task. The 
cup was truly half full or half empty depending on which half you 
wanted to see. 

Let me suggest as you probe the Vietnam 
experience this week that you seek to make your own judgments on 
some basic questions, questions on which I have opinions but to 
which you may well find different answers. For it is your relatively 
unbiased eyes and ears that may develop the right shadings of gray 
for these questions that have plagued us for so long: 

What was the effect on the final outcome of 
President Johnson's decision to enter the war piecemeal and to offer 
the American people both the Vietnam War and the Great Society, 
guns and butter, at the same time? Certainly, I would argue that • 
these two fundamental decisions lengthened the war unnecessarily 
and helped divert the American people from giving the war in its 
early stages the full attention and involvement it needed. And one 
clear lesson that I would cite from Vietnam is the need to fight a 
war, if one must be fought, with full application of power, without 
artifical limits on the military. International considerations, such as 
concern about the entrance of China into the combat, are a legitimate 
problem to take into account but handcuffs on the military, 
particularly in the initial stages, is a questionable approach to a 
military campaign. 

What was the effect on the conduct and outcome of 
the war of President Johnson's personal involvement in its everyday 
direction? President Johnson was a man bigger than life, an 
overwhelming personality. He involved himself in the war in great 
detail from providing directions for the civilian programs to selecting 
targets for air strikes. He put himself in the position of having to 
accept responsibility for the results - and thus lost that desirable 
cushion between the President and subordinates which would enable 
him to remove those whose programs did not succeed and seek new 
paths with new direction, 

Why did we fail to persuade and lead the South 
Vietnamese government to a greater degree of effectiveness, to 
implementing better the positive programs in education, health, 
medicine, and agriculture which we knew were needed and which 
we developed? For that matter, why did. the South Vietnames 
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government not lead effectively on its own initiative? I question 
whether it is possible for the United States to serve as a surrogate 
govemmeat, particularly in a society with which we have no 
common roots and perhaps it is even impossible to guide and lead 
the government of such a country but, if so, we must seek other 
ways to convince that government to conduct a positive program that 
will appeal to the population . 

Why did we fail to communicate the whole Vietnam 
involvement more effectively, a task in which I played a role? In 
the open world of today with its enormous capacity for transmitting 
information, effective communication of a major foreign policy is 
absolutely essential. Policies of the magnitude of Vietnam cannot be 
long continued without public support. I contend that we, the U.S. 
government, failed to meet that challenge in Vietnam. We must 
identify the reasons why and seek corrective measures. 

What was the effect on the final outcome of 
America's _ natural impatience, of - its intense desire to see a task 
quickly finished even if the issues lend themselves only to long term 
solutions? The Vietnamese have fought for a thousand years. Hanoi 
thought in terms of decades. We needed quick and visibly successful 
results. Our lack of staying power was reflected in many ways, in 
our strategy and our tactics - and it was a characteristic which the 
North Vietnamese exploited fully. 

As you continue this week of analysis and 
evaluation, beware the quick and easy answer. Vietnam may well 
have been the most complex and difficult and certainly most 
controversial of our wars. Whatever you learn will reflect those 
difficulities. Nevertheless, it is important that we distill the 
experience, that we learn the limitations of our national capabilities 
and power, that we adjust to what is possible for us in a pluralistic 
world, that we - no, more importantly, that you - learn where we 
have been and make certain that you do not have to repeat the 
errors of the last two generations. In pursuing this goal, I urge you 
to undertake your examination without apology or sense of national 
guilt. The United States began in Vietnam on a legitimate and 
honorable ·course. Both the government and its representatives there 
made many mistakes but they were mistakes of execution and not 
mistakes of intent. As President Bush noted in his inaugural speech, 
surely there is a statute of limitations on our defensiveness about 
Vietnam. 

Look with clear eyes and clear mind and without 
preconception at the issues and lessons of this page in our history. It 
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is a difficult task but with sufficient commitment and perception on 
your part;-· it can be done. It is important for the future of your 
generation. 

And now rather than try to continue to anticipate 
your interests and comment further in detail, let me stop and open 
the floor to questions. 

9 



PAGE F4 / WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 28, 1990 

BARRY 'HJRfHIAN 

When the last war began 25 Jcars·ago 
The month ending today other. By March 1964, President 

marks an anniversary which Lyndon B. Johnson had lost patience 
deserves !'lore than passing with games in Saigon by Vietnamese 
no!e despite the demands on cliques. Out came emphatic word 

our attention by the onrush of cur- via Defense Secretary Robert 
rent world events. It was 25 years McNamara on one of his frequent 
ago - on Feb. 7 to be exact - that trips to Srugon: No more coups. 
American military men, initially . . . 
American Navy pilots from aircraft W~ tned. ~ow we tried. W~ did our 
carriers operating in the Gulf of best m meetl!'R~ and ~arnmgs and 
llmkin, officially engaged in combat talks and bi-:t~f~ngs with the ~en-
in Vietnam for the first time. erals, the J:K>ht1c1ans, the Buddhists, 

With our concentration now and the_ Catholtcs, the Hoa Hoa, the Cao 
for the foreseeable future on the de- Dai, the ~o!1herners, the SouJ~ern-
velopments in East Europe and the ers, the _c1vtl servants, the m1htary, 
Soviet Union, there is a good chance t~e. busmessmen and all the ~est. 
the current conventional wisdom V1s1tors and experts from Washing-
that our combat involvement in Viet- ton cam_e and went. _Plan ~fter pl~ 
nam came without cause or justifi- was devised and set m mo!mn. But 1t 
cation will become the definitive was all no use. The Vietnamese 
judgment and be consigned to the groups pulled and haul_ed and ~nt 
hiiltory books as unchallenged gos- to the streets - some_ttmes ag~nst 
pel. That version of the events of 25 the generals, so'!1et1mes _agamst 
years ago deserves 8 fresh ap- each other, som_et1mes ag~mst the 
pr11isal, one that might even provide Fren~h. somet1!'1es agamst the 
some wisdom for situations which Amencans. We did not have ~ovem-
do not appear on the horizon now - ment. We had anarc~y. The y1e_tn~m-
but could arise in the future in a ese w~uld haye nothmg of d1sc1pltne, 
number of potential trouble spots cohesion, umty of purpose. 
around the globe. . E~n worse perhaps, the military 

The roots of the decision that Feb- situation was deteriorating rapidly. 
ruary go back much further to the The Diem overthrow had been fol-
Eisenhower and Kennedy presi- lowed_by a disastrous weakening of 
dencies when we gave a commit- the Vietnamese military and a vir-
ment to the South Vietnamese that tual collapse ·or the once-powerful 
the United States would provide an ·police. The Vietnamese army went 
opportunity for them to decide their down to a 213,000-man level on the 
future free from control by the record and probably much less in 
North. But the more immediate be-- fact. And even of that small total, the 
ginning can be traced back to the Vietnamese were losing virtually a 
events following the overthrow of combat battalion a week to a. Viet 
the Ngo Dinh Diem government on Cong force that by August 1964 was 
Nov. 1-, 1963. Up to then at least,· c!early bein~ equipped with the 
many felt a South Vietnamese gov- h!ghly effective 7.62 mm. commu-
emment could make it on its own, mst m~antry weapons system and 
even though Diem and his family was bemg_ backed· up· the infiltration 
had become virtual tyrants in their of orga~1zed North Vietnamese 
last years. There is a great deal of Army umts. There was a real danger 
controversy about the degree of our th~!-th~ country W<_>Uld be cut in two 
complicity in the overthrow and as- m1lttanly along a lme from Kontum 
Mssination of Diem, but there is lit- to Binh Dinh between Saigon and 
tie doubt about the nature of the Hue to the North. 
events that unfolded in the following . The Gulf of Tonkin developments 
months. tn August and the retaliatory Amer-

Those of us on the scene found on 
our hands not a government but a 
revolving stage of one coup after an-

Bany Zorthian was chief U.S. 
spokesmdn, director of psychologi­
cal operations and a member of the 
U.S. Missl.on Cotlncfl in Saigon from 
February 1964 to July 1968. 

ican raids gave some relier 10 tlw 
unfolding of defeat in the S1111th. 1\111 
it was only tempornry, and. 10 most 
ofus on the scene, it was soon :ippa1 
ent that we had the choice of cirhrr 
letting Vietnam "go down thl' dr;iin·· 
or intervening with American assis­
tance and forces to provide :i shic-ld 
while the South Vietnamese rebuilt 
their capabilities. American offi­
cials in both Washington and Saii.:1111 
felt we had a com:-nitme111 to hnnor 
and a broad geopolitical-strategic in­
terest at stake as "A'CII, and so the 
choice seemed clear. But the arg11-
ments against intervention - rited 
both then and now - were stronJ!. 
and there was a matter of an <'lect ion 
campaign underway in the l 'nitcd 
States in which .Johnson promisrd 
our boys would not fight in J\si:1 

So we did not decide to move into 
South Vietnam in force. hut \V(' al,o 
certainly did not get a decision to 

Fi11:ilh·. ti!, \'il·t C11n(.! 111:icfe the 
d,·, 1•,11111 f111· 11~ I Iii·,· dl'cidcd tn dwl­
lc111!•· tlw ,\nwncan milit:iry pres­
c11,·1· dirt·l"lh· ill\ itini.: thr rl'tali­
:1tw11 1\·hid1 fi11:1lh· c:11111·. First on 
N111 I l·:1rn,· a11 :111:1,·k 1111 1\nwric.111 
ai1 f<11T1'~ :11 l\wn llna, n·lativcly 
11!':ir '.i:1i[!1111. with q1111,• ;i few J\111er­
i,·:011s lullt'd. The \'il"f ( ·0111! had dm­
"·11 tlll'ir ti1111· wi<;c•h-

11 was the 1·,1· of 1111r national elec­
tion and tlwre was 1111 possibility of 
warlike ITt:oliat11111 b\· .Johnson. We 
vented 011r hurt in har~h public st.itc­
menls hut kept 011r fnrces ;it their 
h:ost·s. 11111 pl:111ni1111 \\'.IS undertaken 
in \\'ashi11gtn11 and Saigon after the 
election f11r f11rthcr challenges. 
They c:111w 

On l"hri•;tmas l·:\T, lhc VC stmck 
ag.iin al an /\m1·11c:111 installation. 
this tinw llw 11.,.;_ militarv Brinks 
I l11tl'I in 1111' n·1111·1· 11f Saigon. hut 
01H'l' :1gain. lhc timing was welt-

By early morning Washington gore the 
go-ahead for Navy carrier planes to carry out 
an aerial attack on Dong Hai. 

abandon the South Vietnnmese. 
What we did instead was stumble 
along through the fall. We got 1111ll'c 
instructions and more pl.ins and 
more advice to strengthen Vi!'lnarn­
ese institutions and simply make 
them function better. The Viet Cong 
and the North Vietnnmese hit post 
after post and grew stronger and 
steadily more aggressive. /\ml our 
own forces, as advisers and i11 
structors, had to increase ancl wenl 
over the 20,000 figure and the J\mcr­
ican death toll of these forces rose to 
100, and then 200 and then more. 011 r 
children went to school in Saigon 
with Navy men riding "shotgun"' on 
their buses and our wiVt's trice! In 
keep some semblance of s,rnit\' in 
our home lives, and the world ;m ;111ul 
us grew more and more unreal. 

d111,1·n Tilt' l"hri,1111:is season wns 
hardlv !he lim,· 111 :-1:irl cnmhat. J\nd 
so a1:ai11. ii w;1, :i ca,,· nf public stntc-
1111•nrs :11ul l'' i1·:ih' planning. i\nd 
then nn thr11111'h tlw \"i!'lnamcsr ·1c1 
wilh it, ,\'111h,,l1,111 111 pl'aCl' for the 
Vict11;111w,.,. 1\11,I I 111:ilh· inlo Fchnt­
ary 

On 1-°l"h. 6. with then National Se­
n1ritl· J\dl·isc-r 1\-tcC:c•m·ge nundy in 
S:1i1:on for fir~:lhand meetings with 
th(' l 1.S l\li-;sinn. and Soviet I remier 
J\lt'k,l'i Knwgin in Jtanoi presum­
ably f11r <;imibr meetings with the 
North, lhe Vl'. struck ag.iin - this 
time at an J\rnl'ric:m compound in 
the hi1'.hland pro\'incial capital of 
l'h-ikll' eight J\111eric,;;111s de.id, JOO 
w0111ulrd. Tiu- military situation in 
thl' South w;1s al a pnrticutarly low 
C"hh. The \I(· with the support and 
invoh·ement of North Vietnamese 
u11its were operating in our inner­
most defrnsr prrimctcrs: the South 
Viet11:11nese ;1rmy amt gm·cmment 
were almost non-existent; the col­
lapse of the country was entirely 
possible. !'erhnps the North thought 
that we would refrain once more be­
cause' of Ko!<ygin"s presence in Ha­
nni. 

Rut this time. the pattern was to 
he hroken. The Eagte·s tail had been 
twisted once 1110re. and there would 
be 1111 end to the chatlC'nge if it was 

not met then. Meetings went on 
through much of the night with Mr. 
Bundy, Ambassador Gen. Maxwell 
1'.iylor, Gen. William Westmoreland, 
some token Vietnamese participat­
ing on the Saigon end of the discus­
sions and the president himself to­
gether with his leading Cabinet 
members at the Washington end. 
The races were serious, the voices 
somber and the discussions were in­
tense. But the outcome seemed in­
evitable: retaliation. And since the 
initiative and wherewithal for the 
attacks on the American installa­
tions were clearly from the North, 
the message had to be delivered di­
rectly to the source·. 

By early morning of Feb. 7 (late 
afternoon of Feb. 6 in the United 
States) Washington gave the go­
ahead for Navy carrier planes to 
carry out an aerial attack on the 
small town of Dong I lai in the south­
ern part of North Vietnam. The 
South Vietnamese gave their ap­
proval and in fact Vietnamese Air 
Force planes would have led the at­
tack if the weather had been differ­
ent. Pre-developed plans were set in 
motion. Mr. Bundy and Gen. West­
moreland took a quick trip to Pleiku 
while preparations were made, and 
they came back more determined 
than ever. The attack soon was under 
way. What remained was the an­
nouncement itself - something 
which Saigon's effective rumor mill 
quickly anticipated. 

But anticipated or not, there was 
no substit4te fof, ahe:·uctual an­
nouncetnent. Washington decided 
that the first relea~ should come 
from Saigon and the: White :Hou-. 
could then-follow up witli Its oliicial 
confirmation. I alerted the press 
corps lo be in my office in the U.S. 
Information Service building for an 
important announcement at 7:00 
p.m. that evening - by Ulen.~ 
planes would be back on theil;•~ 
and the pilots debriefed. Shoitly,.ab 
was at the ready. I waited with ,tlie 

copies of ~_prepared p~s release 
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on my desk and an open line to 
Deputy Ambassador Alex Johnson 
at the embassy. Mr. Johnson had an 
open line to the White House. A few 
minutes after 7, the order for release 
came down. The door was opened, 
some SO to 60 correspondents 
rushed in to pick up copies of the 
release and rushed out from the first 
and only press conference I held in 
four years in Vietnam without a sin­
gle question raised. No questions 
were needed. The story told itself. 
America's long night had begun. 

Later that day came the an­
nouncement of the evacuation of de­
pendents from Saigon; later that 
week, more air strikes; in March, the 
first American ground troops, U.S. 
Marines, to defend our various in­
stallations; in April. the first Amer­
ican J\rmy division, the 1st Air Cav­
alry; in July, in Honolulu and 
suhsequently in Washington, the ba­
sic decisions for large-scale inter­
vention by American troops, eventu­
ally 535,000 troops. There were to be 
the great domestic upheavals; our 
national trauma over our participa­
tion; almost eight years and 58,000 
American lives before a "peace" 
treaty marked the official end of 
American military participation in 
that tragic land. 

It all started formally In that Feb­
ruary 25 years ago. Our reason? 
These are the concluding words 
from the White House statement 
that day: 

"As the U.S. government has fre­
quently stated, Ml seek no wider 
war. Whether or not this course can 
be maintained lies with the North 
Vietnamese ag1ressors. The key to 
~ sjtuation remains the cessation 
of infilb'Jltion from North Vietnam 
and the cldlr tndh:ation by the Hanoi 
re;ime• that it is prepared to cease 
ag~ression agai~t its neighbors." 
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Note; The writer served in Vietnam as a senior member of 
the U.S. Mission from February, 1964, to July, 1968. During that 
period, he was chief spokesman for the U.S. Mission, a member of the 
Mission Council and at various times Director of the U.S.Information 
Service, Director of the Joint U.S.Public Affairs Office(JUSPAO), 
Counselor of Embassy for Information with the personal rank of 
Minister. He served under three U.S.Ambassadors, Henry-Cabot 
Lodge(two tours), Maxwell Taylor and Ellsworth Bunker, and served as 
a colleague and chief public affairs adviser(under an NSC directive) 
to Gen. Paul Harkins, Gen. William C. Westmoreland, and Gen. 
Creighton Abrams, the longest association being an almost concurrent 
four year tour of duty with Gen. Westmoreland. As chief U.S. 
spokesman, he originated the daily briefings that came to be known as 
the "Five O'Clock Follies", served and had contact with some 2000 
journalists(including repeats) who were accredited to the Miltiary 
Assistance Command in Vietnam(MACV) during the four year period and 
helped develop the concept and was the first director of the joint 
U.S. Mission organization for psychological operations and 
communications. His term of service in Vietnam was the longest for 
any senior U.S. official with the later exception of Ambassador 
Ellsworth Bunker. The proposed book would draw upon his experience 
and intimate knowledge of the events of this critical period of the 
U.S.presence in Vietnam. 

"Reflections on Vietnam"(or "Vietnam Revisited") would be 

based on a return visit to Vietnam during which key places of 

personal and historic significance would serve as the starting point 

for comment and reflection on Vietnam and the American involvement in 

the war. These reflections in turn would be followed by comment on 

both the events involved and the author's comments on them by writers 

representing other viewpoints- a prominent Vietnamese representative 

and an experienced journalist each of whom served in Vietnam at 
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approximately the same time and had quite different vantage points 

for the events under examination. If the differences in these 

viewpoints turn out to be sufficiently diverse, the three might 

undertake a further recorded first-hand "Post Script" discussion 

which would be transcribed and appended to the particular chapter. 

Two possible participants in this project are Ambassador Bui Diem, 

former publisher of the Saigon Daily News, former Vietnamese 

ambassador to the U.S., author of a book and many articles on Vietnam 

and now engaged in academic work at George Mason University in 

Virginia, and Peter Arnett, Pulitzer prize winning correspondent for 

the Associated Press for a number of years in Vietnam, one of the 

most knowledgeable and critical of the correspondents who served in 

Vietnam, subsequently a correspondent for AP in a number of foreign 

assignments and now a correspondent for Cable News Network, recently 

assigned to Jerusalem. Both informally have expressed an interest in 

participation. 

The key to the book lies in the return trip to Vietnam to 

give the author an opportunity to revisit places to freshen his 

memory and stimulate an informal and personal retrospective on the 

war: Saigon and Cholon of course(and various parts of the city); the 

Delta - Vung Tau, Cantho, Mytho, Ha Tien, Long An, Tay Ninh; the 

highlands - Pleiku, Dakto, Ban Me Thuot, Dalat; the coast - Nha 

Trang, Phan Rang, Chu Lai; and then up to Danang, Hue and Khe Sang 

and others. The recent record indicates that present Vietnamese 

authorities will permit this type of comprehensive visit - probably 

with escort required but also with considerable leeway. 

The history of Vietnam as written in the past twenty odd 
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years has been presented largely from the viewpoint of the critics. 

The most recent books of note, "A Bright Shining Light" by Neil 

Sheehan and the new "Flashbacks" by Morley Safer condemn both the 

American and South Vietnamese efforts based largely on the comments 

and viewpoints of unofficial observers, both in Vietnam and the U.S. 

and critics within the U.S. Mission. There is a real danger 

that this one-sided accounting of the U.S. involvement 

will be accepted as accurate history and become dogma. 

There is a need for balance, for some understanding and 

presentation of the agony and complexity of decision making in 

Vietnam, the reasons for the various actions and policies which were 

adopted, and an appreciation of the South Vietnamese efforts and 

sacrifices. There is also a need for a presentation of the human side 

of the officials who conducted the war - why and how they made 

the decisions they did from President Johnson and his close 

associates in Washington to the U.S. commanders - civilian and 

military - in the fiel . 

The writer does not propose a blind and uncritical 

presentation of the official viewpoint. Both then and now, he has 

been critical of many aspects of the American performance in Vietnam 

but he has also believed in the basic validity of our involvement 

and having participated in many of the key decisions during those 

four and a half critical years in the mid-sixties, has some 

appreciation of the how and why of the course of the American 

involvement. Furthermore, he would add his personal comments and 

observations to this viewpoint from the inside. 

The concept for the proposed book does not contemplate an 
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orderly history of the war. That kind of an effort is unnecessary. 

It would cover too much ground and would be repetitious of what has 

already been written. What is proposed instead is use of the 

occasion of the visits to many of the cities and places where the 

principal events of the war took place and the recollections which 

will result from these visits to comment on some of the principal 

issues of the war from the viewpoint of an official in the U.S. 

Mission. The judgments will seek to bring some balance to the 

history of the war. The commentary will will also incorporate 

vignettes and anecdotes about many of the personalities - journalists 

and officials - who were on the scene. 

For instance, the visit to Cantho and Mytho would be the 

occasion of commentary on the attempt to win the support of the 

Vietnamese peasants - both by the Americans with their health, 

medical and education programs and the Vietnamese with their 

attempts to reach through the barriers of the hamlet to the peasant. 

Cantho and Mytho also provide the opportunity for comment on the v.c. 

penetration and terrorism in the countryside. 

Ha Thien and Tay Ninh near the Cambodian border provide the 

opportunity for a discussion of the Ho Chi Minh trail, the frame of 

mind of the V.C., infiltration of troops and arms by the VC and 

North Vietnamese, our cross-border and "black" operations. 

Long An and Vung Tau provide the opportunity for a 

discussion of the pacification programs, the later 

revolutionary development teams, and the Phoenix program. 

Ban Me Thuot and Pleiku the occasion for a discussion of 

the role of the Montagnards, the search and destroy strategy, the 
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eventual collapse of the South Vietnamese army. 

Chu Lai and Nhatrang for the build-up of American forces 

and facilities, the huge construction effort which reached a high 

point in Carn Ranh Bay, the first entry of America troops in 1965, the 

visit by President Johnson in 1967 and the famous "coonskins on the 

wall" meeting with the American generals. 

Danang and Hue for the air war towards the North, for the 

Tet battles of 1968, for the Marines and their civic action teams, 

and for Westrnoreland's strategy in Khe Sang and the defense 

perimeters of 65-66. 

And Saigon: the official conduct of the war, the role of 

the Vietnamese government, the Bhuddist uprisings, the political 

intrigue of the Vietnamese, the Tet offensive, the role and 

performance of journalists, the top-heavy American bureaucracy, both 

military and civilian. And my personal memories of four years of 

Mission meetings, press briefings and personal life. 

The commentaries will be a blend of recollections, 

anecdotes and substantive judgments. Where they are sufficiently 

different from the current conventional wisdom, they will lend 

themselves to contradiction or elaboration by the two supplementary 

observers discussed in the first paragraph above. 

And along the way, there will of course be comment on 

broader aspects of the war - the political dimensions, the overall 

conduct of the war, its effect on the Vietnamese and the American 

participants, the validity and need for the American presence and 

effort and of course the controversial questions about the public 

presentation of the war which was the writer's particular area of 
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competence. 

In addition, interspersed throughout the book both in the 

reflections and the commentary will be highly personal anecdotal 

evaluation and characterization of many of the major figures of the 

war period - based on first-hand observations and attendance at 

mostof the key conferences during the war in Washington, Manila,Guam, 

Honolulu and in Vietnam itself and the more than four years on the 

scene in Saigon. Certainly there will be recollections and comment 

on contacts with the Washington establishment: President Johnson, 

Secretaries Rusk and McNamara, Walt Rostow, Carl Rowan, Robert 

Kennedy, Edward R. Murrow, Gen. Earle Wheeler, Arthur Sylvester, Bill 

Moyers, George Christian; famous visitors to Saigon like Henry 

Kissinger, Frank Stanton, Billy Graham, Richard Nixon, Vice President 

Humphrey, Sen. Symington, John Steinbeck, Congressmen and Cabinet 

members, State and Defense Department officials and the endless 

stream of visitors who were a highly visible feature of the setting; 

and in Saigon, over the years, the Ambassadors and Generals named 

earlier but also Ambassadors Alex Johnson, William Porter, Sam 

Berger, Phil Habib, Bob Komer, the CIA station chiefs; the military 

from major and lieutenant colonels at the province level to the 

commanders like Lew Walt, Fred Weyand, Dick Stilwell, Bill Depuy, 

Bruce Palmer and Crighton Abrams; the mavericks like John Paul Vann, 

Ed Lansdale, Dan Ellsberg; the media of course - Morley Safer, 

Peter Arnett, Malcom Brown, Neil Sheehan, David Halberstram, Ward 

Just, Oriana Falaci, Mary McCarthy, Bernard Fall, Joseph Alsop, Frank 

McCullough, Robert Shaplen, Keyes Beech, Bernie Kalb, Walter 

Cronkite, Eric Severeid, the young ones who later became famous like 
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Dan Rather and Ted Koppel. And finally the Vietnamese, many now 

almost forgotten: Gen. Theiu and Prime Minister Key, Gen. Minh and 

Gen. Vien, Tran Van Do and Bui Diem, the seven ministers of 

information with whom I dealt and the ministers and province chiefs 

and "notables" of the Vietnamese stage. The list is almost endless 

because Saigon was a revolving door thru which almost anyone of note 

of that period passed at one point or another and the writer had an 

opportunity to see them all at first hand in meetings and 

in conferences, in one-on-one dialogue and in news briefings and 

backgrounders and social gatherings, in Saigon and in the field. 

Every effort will be made to reflect the sense and flavor of the 

intensity and pressures that marked Vietnam during that period. 

Beyond the visit to Vietnam and the first hand 

recollections, there will be a need of course to undertake a good 

deal of reading and research in order to prepare for the return and 

further follow-up research after the visit prior to actual drafting. 

The writer arrived in Vietnam twenty-six years ago; a refresher is 

necessary. 

A rough estimate of a time frame for production of a 

manuscript for this book would be as follows: 

Spring thru fall, 1990 - reading and research. 

Winter, 1990-91 - one month visit to Vietnam 

Spring thru fall, 1991 - drafting. 

Late fall, 1991 - manuscript submitted. 

My normal work in public relations will have to be put 

aside largely during preparation of this book which will require a 

minimum of a half day on a steady, regular basis devoted to reading, 
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research, and writing. As a result, there is a need for an advance 

to make up for compensation lost during the period involved. In 

addition, the cost of travel to Vietnam will constitute a burden for 

which assistance is needed. My estimate of the amount of advance 

needed to cover these costs is $30,000. 

Two recent pieces on Vietnam by the writer are attached to 

provide some idea of the quality of the prospective writing and 

general approach. Neither of these deal as much as the book would 

with personal experience and anecdote 

- Barry Zorthian 



PREPARED REMARKS BY BARRY ZORTHIAN 
FOR SESSION V 

"VIETNAM RECONSIDERED: LESSONS FROM A WAR" 

Our meetings this week continue a process that one 
sometimes feels began even before Ho Chi Minh returned to 
that troubled land in the forties: an examination, a 
searching, a conference on Vietnam, its problems and its 
lessons. How often have we looked at this land in these 
almost forty years and how often have we been frustrated in 
finding answers. The only hope I see in our sessions this 
week lies in increased perspective, in the "re" in 
"reconsidered", in the calibre and the knowledge of the 
participants. Before myths become history, let us hope that 
we can shed more light than heat this time at least. 

Except for a brief visit in the fifties, I went to 
Vietnam almost exactly nineteen years ago - very junior by 
some standards, a real old-timer by others. Mine were what I 
call the Middle Years - the period between the Diem 
government overthrow and the build-up of American forces to a 
figure over one half-million ,in mid-1968. I might note 
parenthetically that the pre~s corps in Saigon grew 
proportionately almost as much during the same years. I 
speak with intimate knowledge only of these years. For the 
others, my experience is that of an interested and involved 
observer but not of a first-hand participant. The 
distinction is important. Vietnam was many things in many 
periods. There are few generalities that apply to the whole 
period of American involvement and few lessons that are valid 
for the whole spectrum of our participation and experience. 

This particular panel has been given the task of 
evaluating the quality of reporting - a judgment that must be 
just as complicated and inconclusive as the attempt to 
evaluate all the other major aspects of this most complicated 
and controversial of our nation's experiences in this 
country. One is tempted to respond to the question of 
whether the reporting in Vietnam was good, bad or in-between 
with the flip answer "all of the above." Such a response is 
probably closer to the truth than any flat, conclusive 
judgment. 
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Before turning to a more detailed answer, let us remind 
ourselves of some of the particular characteristics of the 
stage upon which the actors - the press, the U.S. government, 
the Vietnamese, Hanoi - operated. For these characteristics 
which made Vietnam so unique in many ways in our national 
experience certainly provided a significant influence on the 
response to the question put before this panel. 

I suggest that these were elements of considerable 
importance in drawing up the answers: 

o Vietnam was the first open war in_modern history - at 
least during the period I am talking about. Whatever the 
merits - and there is much disp~te still about whether there 
should have been censorship or not - Vietnam was conducted 
without pre-censorship and with unprecedented access for the 
press to the war itself and to the people involved. The 
result was a goldfish bowl atmosphere that brought with it 
periodically a tendency on the part of the government to 
compensate. 

o And yet for all this openness and the huge corps of 
journalists usually in that country, I would remind you that 
Vietnam can accurately be de~cribed as a war half-covered. 
Sure, there was an occasional carefully controlled visit to 
Hanoi; sure, a Wilfred Burchett sometimes filed a dispatch 
supposedly from v.c. front lines. But the North Vietnamese 
and the v.c. hardly faced the scrutiny of dozens of probing, 
skeptical and critical journalists looking at every facet of 
their actions and communicating their findings in great and 
uncensored volume to a public at home. 

o Vietnam was also the first television war - the first 
complete exposure of all the horror and destruction of war to 
a mass audience in color in the comfort of the home. And 
while some specialists believe that television in the final 
analysis did not make a difference, certainly television news 
came to maturity in Vietnam - and its impact was considerable 
in intensifying conceptions and emotions. 

o Vietnam was our first experience with guerilla 
warfare - both the government's and the media's - complicated 
by a distant setting for which we had little knowledge and 
little empathy. The subleties required for this war and for 
this setting were hardly in the American manner or 
experience. The clash was not only of men under arms but of 
cultures, concepts, outlooks, and, yes, even methods of 
communication to the world at large. 
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o Vietnam also developed in its early stages and 
continued to have throughout an element of not only the 
normal and desirable adversary relationship between 
government and press in our system but a degree of hostility 
and dispute that fed on itself and destroyed any prospect of 
mutually developed solutions to some of the problems of 
communication. The government was cast in the position that 
its word was automatically questioned until proven correct in 
contrast to the past when its word tended to be accepted 
unless proven otherwise. The word of the press seemed 
equally challenged in many segments of the electorate. 

o Judgments made now about practices then should be 
based on the ground rulesexisting then. Vietnam came in the 
midst of a social revolution in the United States - whether 
cause or effect I leave to the social scientists. But the 
government's relations with the media were changing. Indeed, 
the government's relations with its electorate changed. Many 
of the problems between the government and the press grew out 
of these changing relationships. 

o To generalize about virtually anything in Vietnam was 
most often misleading and frequently dangerous. The war 
extended through many phases: and many administrations; the 
press - and throughout these comments I use the word to 
include audio-visual media as well - contained many outlets, 
many forms and many viewpoints. To talk about "the 
gover~ent" is as inaccurate as to talk about "the press." 
There was no monolithic institution or control in either 
category. But what comment I do make about "the press" in 
these remarks applies to the major media, the national media, 
certainly not to the dozens of "non-journalists" who were 
present. 

Now having cautioned against the practice, let me 
proceed to try to answer in general terms the question that 
has been posed to us. But in doing so, let me set my own 
limitations: I speak of 1964-68; I speak of Vietnam; I speak 
of the coverage of South Vietnam and the operations, programs 
and actions there; I speak not of the Diem period or the 
post-Johnson administrations in the U.S., not of debate or 
dispute about the war in the United States, not of coverage 
of Hanoi, not as to whether we should or should not have been 
in Vietnam, not even of the morality of war. 
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It is not helpful in attempting to make judgments in 
this framework to say simply, as one distinguished journalist 
wrote in 1977, that "more often than not, and for far too 
long, what the press was getting from the government over the 
long, agonized, tormenting years of Vietnam ... was trash." 
Nor to say on the other hand as another experienced 
journalist wrote in 1981 "But never before Vietnam had the 
collective policy of the media - no less stringent term will 
serve - sought by graphic and unremitting distortion the 
victory of the enemies of the correspondents own side." The 
truth as usual is much more difficult and complex and it 
should be our goal today to move a little closer to that 
truth so that we can learn for the future·. 

Here then are some bottom line responses to the question 
posed by our advisory group, based on the period and 
limitations I have stated: 

o More often than not, the press was more accurate in 
covering the situation in Vietnam than the official 
government public reports - at least up until Tet. And yet 
far too often at key points on critical issues, there were 
stories that contained inaccuracies, distortions and 
misinterpretations. 

o More often than not, the U.S. public was well served 
by the performance of the briefing authorities, military and 
civilian. And I base this judgment not just on the on-record 
briefings but also on the voluminous backgrounding and on the 
extended and constant access the media had to government 
sources. And again I say, this is not to mean that there 
were no flaws in the government's performance and no need for 
improvements. 

o More often than not, the press covered military 
operations better than the political aspects; the American 
presence better than the Vietnamese; the individual G.I. 
better than the big picture. 

_o Far too infrequently, in fact virtually never, did 
reporters transmit accurately the policies and objectives of 
the National Liberation Front and the government of Hanoi. 
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o Were reporters "used"? What does that mean? Were 
they given information with the motive of seeing a particular 
story appear in print? Of course they were - by the 
government, by the critics, by the South Vietnamese, by the 
V.C., by Hanoi; and, by each other. 

o As the number of U.S. troops increased, did the press 
switch from political analysis to an emphasis on battle 
coverage. No but the press did let its growing opposition 
and criticism of the war begin to show up in the nature and 
tilt of its coverage - not more often than nt but in far too 
many cases. 

What are the lessons of all. this? Certainly Vietnam was 
a failure in terms of government communication to its 
electorate. I would suggest that perhaps it was not an 
overwhelming success in terms of communication by the media 
either. How can the two sides do better in the future? The 
particular set of circumstances that appeared in Vietnam are 
not likely to be repeated elsewhere but there can certainly 
be situations that lend themselves to the same kind of 
problems of communication. If there are, let me suggest some 
principles that need to be observed. I regret that these may 
sound like they have been taken from a page of one of the 
School of Journalism's textbooks but they were violated 
sufficiently in Vietnam to require repetition. 

For the government: 

o Expect and anticipate an open war with full exposure 
to the media - to a pervasive, probing skeptical media. 
Censorship and control may be possible in a conventional type 
of war but it is not likely to be practical in the type of 
situation we faced in Vietnam. Remember that for better or 
worse, the open society which we have chosen puts a premium 
on the role of a free press. The American public has never 
accepted censorship of the press in war except for protection 
of tactical military information. It is not likely to do so 
in the future. The non-military stories and judgment which 
are what gave you the most grief in Vietnam are part of the 
ground rules that are likely to exist. Understand them, 
respect them and plan to operate with them in effect. 
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o Develop a government doctrine in dealing with the 
press based on a concept of an independent press and as open 
a government as is possible. Make such a doctrine part of 
the training of your military and civilian officials -
particularly the foreign service and the military officer 
corps. 

o Provide full and candid information to the electorate 
on your actions and judgments. Maximum candor with minimum 
security is a principle well worth observing. Your 
communication must conform with the facts and with reality on 
the ground. And I add that it should be consistent, between 
Washington and Saigon, between general and lieutenant. 

o Develop a better method of collecting information on 
military operations to meet the needs of the press and, 
beyond it, of the electorate. 

o Learn from the press. Use its observations as a 
source of information, as a check on your own channels. The 
added input can be extremely useful. 

And for the press: 

o Re-examine the current institutional characteristics 
of the media. The pressures of time, competitiveness, volume 
and dramatic impact distort and intensify coverage to a 
degree that obfuscates rather than informs or clarifies. 

o Place more stress on qualifications. The government 
was criticized for putting both military and civilians in 
Vietnam on a short tour. It was called a revolving door 
policy. But was the media any different? One week wonders 
and six month veterans passing overall judgments on this most 
complicated of situations. Sure there were experienced and 
knowledgeable hands but how does the reader or viewer tell 
one from the other, particularly when the newer is making 
dramatic and absolute comments in the effort to make page one 
or the evening news. The media has a need to spend more time 
and resources in developing qualifications of its personnel 
for complex and difficult assignments - time spent learning 
language, culture, history, politics, mores, even the nature 
and conduct of war if that is what is involved. 
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o Don't generalize from the particular. And for the 
government, don't dispute the particular on the basis of the 
general. 

o Be skeptical indeed of the government's public 
posture. But be equally skeptical of all your sources. Look 
for the motivation - even from the critics, certainly from 
the other side and most of all from any of the actors on 
stage to whom you do not have access. Need I remind you that 
at least one major news magazine found out after the war that 
its most trusted Vietnamese employee, the man who had been 
senior assistant to at least five bureau ·chiefs, was 
a longtime V.C. agent. 

o Discriminate and limit the authority of your sources 
to the extent of their expertise. The President and the 
private both spoke in Vietnam - and the press solicited and 
sometimes gave equal weight to both. 

o Beware of the home office and its pressure for 
competitive copy. Beware of the herd instinct and your peer 
pressures. Beware of your own biases and sympathies. Save 
your opinion for product labeled as such. Keep your 
reporting to reporting. 

o And finally when you think you see everything 
clearly, when you feel you have all the answers, when 
everything makes sense, when you begin to speak in absolutes 
and feel you are the sole guardian of truth and morality, 
run, don't walk, to another country. The time for 
reassignment has come. 



PREPARED REMARKS BY BARRY ZOR'IHIAN 
FOR SESSION V 

"VIE'INAM RECONSIDERED: LESSONS FROM A WAR" 

Our meetings this week continue a process that one 
sometimes feels began even before Ho Chi Minh returned to 
that troubled land in the forties: an examination, a 
searching, a conference on Vietnam, its problems and its 
lessons. How often have we looked at this land in these 
almost forty years and how often have we been frustrated in 
finding answers. 'Ihe only hope I see in our sessions this 
week lies in increased perspective, in the "re" in 
"reconsidered", in the calibre and the knowledge of the 
participants. Before myths become history, let us hope that 
we can shed more light than heat this time at least. 

Except for a brief visit in the fifties, I went to 
Vietnam almost exactly nineteen years ago - very junior by 
some standards, a real old-timer by others. Mine were what I 
call the Middle Years - the period between the Diem 
government overthrow and the build-up of American forces to a 
figure over one half-million in mid-1968. I might note 
parenthetically that the press corps in Saigon grew 
proportionately almost as much during the same years. I 
speak with intimate knowledge only of these years. For the 
others, my experience is that of an interested and involved 
observer but not of a first-hand participant. 'Ihe 
distinction is important. Vietnam was many things in many 
periods. 'Ihere are few generalities that apply to the whole 
period of American involvement and few lessons that are valid 
for the whole spectrum of our partici_pation and experience. 

'Ihis particular panel has been given the task of 
evaluating the quality of reporting - a judgment that must be 
just as complicated and inconclusive as the attempt to 
evaluate all the other major aspects of this most complicated 
and controversial of our nation's experiences in this 
country. One is tempted to respond to the question of 
whether the reporting in Vietnam was good, bad or in-between 
with the flip answer "all of the above." Such a response is 
probably closer to the truth than any flat, conclusive 
judgment. 
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Before turning to a more detailed answer, let us remind 
ourselves of some of the particular characteristics of the 
stage upon which the actors - the press, the U.S. government, 
the Vietnamese, Hanoi - operated. For these characteristics 
which made Vietnam so unique in many ways in our national 
experience certainly provided a significant influence on the 
response to the question put before this panel. 

I suggest that these were elements of considerable 
importance in drawing up the answers: 

o Vietnam was the first open war in modern history - at 
least during the period I am talking about. Whatever the 
merits - and there is much dispute still about whether there 
should have been censorship or not - Vietnam was conducted 
without pre-censorship and with unprecedented access for the 
press to the war itself and to the people involved. The 
result was a goldfish bowl atmosphere that brought with it 
periodically a tendency on the part of the government to 
compensate. 

o And yet for all this openness and the huge.corps of 
journalists usually in that country, I would remind you that 
Vietnam can accurately be described as a war half-covered. 
Sure, there was an occasional carefully controlled visit to 
Hanoi; sure, a Wilfred Burchett sometimes filed a dispatch 
supposedly from v.c. front lines. But the North Vietnamese 
and the V.C. hardly faced the scrutiny of dozens of probing, 
skeptical and critical journalists looking at every facet of 
their actions and communicating their findings in great and 
uncensored volume to a public at home. 

o Vietnam was also the first television war - the first 
complete exposure of all the horror and destruction of war to 
a mass audience in color in the comfort of the home. And 
while some specialists believe that television in the final 
analysis did not make a difference, certainly television news 
came to maturity in Vietnam - and its impact was considerable 
in intensifying conceptions and emotions. 

o Vietnam was our first experience with guerilla 
warfare - both the government's and the media's - complicated 
by a distant setting for which we had little knowledge and 
little empathy. The subleties required for this war and for 
this setting were hardly in the American manner or 
experience. The clash was not only of men under arms but of 
cultures, concepts, outlooks, and, yes, even methods of 
communication to the world at large. 
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o .Vietnam also developed in its early stages and 
continued to have throughout an element of not only the 
normal and desirable adversary relationship between 

.government and press in our system but a degree of hostility 
and dispute that fed on itself and destroyed any prospect of 
mutually developed solutions to some of the problems of 
communication. The government was cast in the position that 
its word was automatically questioned until proven correct in 
contrast to the past when its word tended to be accepted 
unless proven otherwise. The word of the press seemed 
equally challenged in many segments of the electorate. 

o Judgments made now about practices then should be 
based on the ground rulesexisting then. Vietnam came in the 
midst of a social revolution in the United States - whether 
cause or effect I leave to the social scientists. But the 
government's relations with the media were changing. Indeed, 
the government's relations with its electorate changed. Many 
of the problems between the government and the press grew out 
of these changing relationships. 

o To generalize about virtually anything in Vietnam was 
most often misleading and frequently dangerous. The war 
extended through many -phases and many administrations; the 
press - and throughout these comments I use the word to 
include audio-visual media as well - contained many outlets, 
many forms and many viewpoints. To talk about "the 
goverment" is as inaccurate as to talk about "the press." 
There was no monolithic institution or control in either 
category. But what comment I do make about "the press" in 
these remarks applies to the major media, the national media~ 
certainly not to the doz~ns of "non-journalists" who were 
present. 

Now having cautioned against the practice, let me 
proceed to try to answer in general terms the question that 
has been posed to us. But in doing so, let me set my own 
limitations: I speak of 1964-68; I speak of Vietnam; I speak 
of the coverage of South Vietnam and the operations, programs 
and actions there; I speak not of the Diem period or the 
post-Johnson administrations in the U.S., not of debate or 
dispute about the war in the United States, not of coverage 
of Hanoi, not as to whether we should or should not have been 
in Vietnam, not even of the morality of war. 
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It is not helpful in attempting to make judgments in 
this framework to say simply, as one distinguished journalist 
wrote in 1977, that "more often than not, and for far too 
long, what the press was getting from the government over the 
long, agonized, tormenting years of Vietnam ... was trash." 
Nor to say on the other hand as another experienced 
journalist wrote in 1981 "But never before Vietnam had the 
collective policy of the media - no less stringent term will 
serve - sought by graphic and unremitting distortion the 
victory of the enemies of the correspondents own side." The 
truth as usual is much more difficult and complex and it 
should be our goal today to move a little closer to that 
truth so that we can learn for the future. 

Here then are some bottom line responses to the question 
posed by our advisory group, based on the period and 
limitations I have stated: 

o More often than not, the press was more accurate in 
covering the situation in Vietnam than the official 
government public reports - at least up until Tet. And yet 
far too often at key points on critical issues, there were 
stories that contained inaccuracies, distortions and 
misinterpretations. 

o More often than not, the U.S. public was well served 
by the performance of the briefing authorities, military and 
civilian. And I base this judgment not just on the on-record 
briefings but also on the voluminous backgrounding and on the 
extended and constant access the media had to government 
sources. And again I say, this is not to mean that there 
were no flaws in the government's performance and no need for 
improvements. 

o More often than not, the press covered military 
operations better than the political aspects; the American 
presence better than the Vietnamese; the individual G.I. 
better than the big picture. 

o Far too infrequently, in fact virtually never, did 
reporters transmit accurately the policies and objectives of 
the National Liberation Front and the government of Hanoi. 
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o Were reporters "used"? What does that mean? Were 
they given information with the motive of seeing a particular 
story appear in print? Of course they were - by the 
government, by the critics, by the South Vietnamese, by the 
V.C., by Hanoi; and, by each other. 

o As the number of U.S. troops increased, did.the press 
switch from political analysis to an emphasis on battle 
coverage. No but the press did let its growing opposition 
and criticism of the war begin to show up in the nature and 
tilt of its coverage - not more often than nt but in far too 
many cases. 

What are the lessons of all this? Certainly Vietnam was 
a failure in terms of government communication to its 
electorate. I would suggest that perhaps it was not an 
overwhelming success in terms of communication by the media 
either. How can the two sides do better in the future? The 
particular set of circumstances that appeared in Vietnam are 
not likely to be repeated elsewhere but there can certainly 
be situations that lend themselves to the same kind of 
problems of communication. If there are, let me suggest some 
principles that need to be observed. I regret that these may 
sound like they have been taken from a page of one of the 
School of Journalism's textbooks but they were violated 
sufficiently in Vietnam to require repetition. 

For the government: 

o Expect and anticipate an open war with full exposure 
to the media - to a pervasive, probing skeptical media. 
Censorship and control may be possible in a conventional type 
of war but it is not likely to be practical in the type of 
situation we faced in Vietnam. Remember that for better or 
worse, the open society which we have chosen puts a premium 
on the role of a free press. The American public has never 
accepted censorship of the press in war except for protection 
of tactical military information. It is not likely to do so 
in the future. The non-military stories and judgment which 
are what gave you the most grief in Vietnam are part of the 
ground rules that are likely to exist. Understand them, 
respect them and plan to operate with them in effect. 
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o Develop a government doctrine in dealing with the 
press based on a concept of an independent press and as open 
a government as is possible. Make such a doctrine part of 
the training of your military and civilian officials -
particularly the foreign service and the military officer 
corps. 

o Provide full and candid information to the electorate 
on your actions and judgments. Maximum candor with minimum 
security is a principle well worth observing. Your 
communication must conform with the facts and with reality on 
the ground. And I add that it should be consistent, between 
Washington and Saigon, between general and lieutenant. 

o Develop a better method of collecting information on 
military operations to meet the needs of the press and, 
beyond it, of the electorate. 

o Learn from the press. Use its observations as a 
source of information, as a check on your own channels. The 
added input can be extremely useful. 

And for the press: 

o Re-examine the current institutional characteristics 
of the media. The pressures of time, competitiveness, volume 
and dramatic impact distort and intensify coverage to a 
degree that obfuscates rather than informs or clarifies. 

o Place more stress on qualifications. The government 
was criticized for putting both military and civilians in 
Vietnam on a short tour. It was called a revolving door 
policy. But was the media any different? One week wonders 
and six month veterans passing overall judgments on this most 
complicated of situations. Sure there were experienced and 
knowledgeable hands but how does the reader or viewer tell 
one from the other, particularly when the newer is making 
dramatic and absolute comments in the effort to make page one 

.or the evening news. The media has a need to spend more time 
and resources in developing qualifications of its personnel 
for complex and difficult assignments - time spent learning 
language, culture, history, politics, mores, even the nature 
and conduct of war if that is what is involved. 
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o Don't generalize from the particular. And for the 
government, don't dispute the particular on the basis of the 
general. 

o Be skeptical indeed of the government's public 
posture. But be equally skeptical of all your sources. Look 
for the motivation - even from the critics, certainly from 
the other side and most of all from any of the actors on 
stage to whom you do not have access. Need I remind you that 
at least one major news magazine found out after the war that 
its most trusted Vietnamese employee, the man who had been 
senior assistant to at least five bureau chiefs, was 
a longtime V.C. agent. 

o Discriminate and limit the authority of your sources 
to the extent of their expertise. The President and the 
private both spoke in Vietnam - and the press solicited and 
sometimes gave equal weight to both. 

o Beware of the home office and its pressure for 
competitive copy. Beware of the herd instinct and your peer 
pressures. Beware of your own biases and sympathies. Save 
your opinion for product labeled as such. Keep your 
reporting to reporting. 

o And finally when you think you see everything 
clearly, when you feel you have all the answers, when 
everything makes sense, when you begin to speak in absolutes 
and feel you are the sole guardian of truth and morality,. 
run, don't walk, to another country. The time for 
reassignment has come. 
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Well, I vant you to let me finish commenting on this body count, then 

ge-: back to the other aspect of your question. But body count grev out 

of a number of pressures, pa.rt of which, incidentally, vas the press, 

demanding to.knov whether claimed casualties had been verified; literally 

asking vhether an American officer had put a foot on each dead body. 

The Australians are known to have claimed that they did this, but what 

significance is there in a body count where your battle is really tor 

political commitment; what significance is there in the other statistical 

yardsticks, the quantification of the var. We never could agree on the 

meaning of these things a.nd the progress ot the var. We never could 

agree on the application -- first, the selection, secondly, the signiti­

ca.~ce of it -- and therefore progress in the var was always under 

dispute. Progress in the war was a matter of Judgment. I telt something 

was moving ahead; someone else did not. Nov to get ba.ck to your question 

on body count, certainly no one in his right mind would deny that very 

often the so-called body count was a.n estimate, a front-line military 

estimate. I think you will find that the record shows that in November 

of 1966, fairly late in the game, a.n official statement was put out 

saying body count does not.mean vhat it would seem to imply, a literal 

count of bodies; it is__at best a military guess. --
Stern: 

Barry, what are your feelings about the credibility gap--. having seen 

it from Vietnam and trom the government side? 
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Z0r-thiP..n: 

~,r feelings are very complex because the issue is very complex, 1U1d I 

think tht"!re are .reo.sons for the cred.i 1i li ty gap; J c..m n0t. quite e.s su.rt: 

that they are traceatle to Saigon or Vietnam as to the Yhole mood of the 

country a.nd particularly to the ad.ministraticn in W~shinston. I don't 

say tbat in any partisan sense, tut in the sense of the is3ues and 

LBJ's personality. We contributed, I am sure, in Vi etneJ"C. I would 

arg-.ie thu.t there is an equal a.ud F~rallel credibility gap on tbe pa.rt.. 

of' the press, a.nd this is frequ·ent:y cverlooked. I concede, as I say, 

the shortcomings of the government, would a:=-gue that the press itself 

had this parallel credibility gap, tut then would add quickly that an 

~ssiduous, interested, ener£etic viewer-reader could have found out and 

known the facts about Vietnam if he had done enough work. 

Now the rE=al question is was whether' the information comes out packaged 

in an E.vailable en4::>ugh form so that any reasonable average person or one 

vith more than &verage interest in int~rnational affairs could have 

obtained t~e itformation he should have to ma.kP. a fairly intelligent 

j~dgment. That would be a litt:c harder to argue. Simply because the 

voll.lllle ~as there, even though the tot~l vas there, for 6.!lY single 

person i~ was diff1cult t~ find and to be easily, read~ly absorbable. 

I cuess that wculd oe the word "form." And sot.he individual American, 

9.s I ~ay, the one vho is interested, I mspect and I 'would argue, got 

much less than he should have a.."ld got almost obfuscation, not clarity 

about Vietnam. 

Stern: 

Is this because you think there is too much information a.nd that this 
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i.r~formatic.n was:~':. :cr.lly b~ing f ll tered cut i :. t.ny instantly recog.;1izttble 

fcrm for the Am~r i c,..Ln mass audience? 

Z~:rt.hiun: 

Well, I think there is too much informat~on; at5e.in you i1ave to go from 

the generP.l to the specific. Vietno.m, the high point in our press 

representation, was something like 600 correspondents rigr.t 'ifte:- Tet 

happened in 1968, the '!et Offen:,ive. You r~ally ask y0ur:::ielr tr.e qu~stion, 

··noes this story, any story, Justify the.~ much coverage?" No._·, age.in 

yc·11 have to get back to the individual: vbat ii~ he get out of all that 7 

And I have a feeling though he m.ay have had a lot of volume he did not 

get a lot of clarity; and to distill vhat he F,ot, get the nuggets out 

of it, was a task beyond the average person. 

Stern: 

Could you talk a little bit about the coverage of the Tet Offensive. 

For instance, the official military vi'ew was that the U.S. had von a great 

battle and that this • .. tas the turning point in the var, yet most of the 

reporting indicated that this vas a massive defeat for the United States. 

Zorthian: 

~1~e question you raise is va.lid, and your comments are fairly accurate; 

but it is an ideal case of talking at cross purposes. This was one of 

---
our problems in Vietnam: the impression that the military thought that 

it was a great victory grev out of a statement General Westmoreland made 

on the lavn of the U.S. llibassy on the morning or January 31, 1968, ri_ght 
... 

after the Tet Offensive in which after a night of intense battle surrounded 

literally by dead V.C. and tvo or three dead Marines, ~e t&.1.ked in 
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reference, a.nd largely to the Marine Security Guo.rd and to some Army 

that were brought in, saying: "You 'Won a battle last night. You stopped 

penetration of the Embassy. You stopped the V.C. in its tracks." !iov 

later he expanded on that. That was, if you will, a statement or the 

moment. And we did point out that of the lUO places the V.C. attacked 

that night or those t~o days, they were pushed back within 24 hours, most 

of them: They did stay, it you remeber, in Hue for two or three weeks e.nd 

in Saigon for a briefer time. In pure military terms, by the conventional 

mi'lita.ry yardstick, the military statement is perfectly accurate. In 

terms of a psychological impact, in terms of a political impact, parti­

cularly in the U.S., the statement that it was a victory for the V .c·. 

is perfectly accurate. We never could agree on what our common yardsticks 

were. The Tet offensive in a sense pulled LBJ down and led to the March 

31 speech. You will find a story by, Charles Mehr ot the New!£!.!... Times 

in the fall of 1968 which said the V.C. suffered a tremendous military 

defeat, but the word military becomes critical.. And it was military by 

conventional yardsticks: loss of cad.re, failure to achieve military 

objectives, failure to give the general uprising the outpouring ot 

support which they anticipated. I don't know how you resolve this. As 

I say, first you have to decide what your yardsticks are, your measure­

reent~ and then use it and apply the situation to it, or apply those 

yardsticks-to the sitll!:tion_. We never were in agreement on what the 
--

yardsticks were; and this applies generally to the war, indices ot progress. 

Stern: 

What do you mean by yardsticks in terms of not falling into particular 

individua.l.istic frameworks, like you were saying about the Tet otrensiTef 

,., 
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If it could onl~t have been judged as o. mili tar:-' action, perhaps it could 

have been treated somewhat differently in the press; but there was a 

p5ycholo~ical thine goine on in this country. ~1iat are the yardsticks 

coverinc that kind of a story and putting it in the proper perspective 

in your view? 

Zorthian: 

Well, the question is a valid one; the answer just isz:'t that cles.r. 

Vietnam is not a territorial war. It's a war, if you will, essentially 

for the support of a population. This involves the thinking of people. 

It also involves their actions, but it doesn't involve an outlook. It 

involves a very mixed approach to physical control. There a.re villages 

~hich ar~ under control or the government in part, the V.C. in part -­

daytime, the governreent; night-time, the V.C.; so how do you measure progress 

in such a war. In a conventional war you move forward or you move back­

wards. In ~he morning you can tell whether you are ten miles ahead or 

vhere you ~ere yesterday or whether you are ten miles behind. You can 

tell whether you are going ahead or going backwards, and this is the 

kind of war we have experienced. In a var of this type, as I say, the 

ultimate goal ~s support of the people, political commitment; and this 

is something that is not measurable, almost by definition; so in order 

to look for some indices, some measurement or movement, we come up with 

substitutes; and these substitutes are tt'everoped for a whole variety or 

reasons. You can argue the validity of them, but eventually emerged in 

Vietnam such things as casualties; that horrible phrase, body count;·· 

incidents; psychological operations. 

Stern: 

·- . --. --- - . ~ ~ -,, 



i:ap there. Cb:, h~d a story at 0'1e tirr•~ ab•Jut. ~ sergeant, .,iiio alzr.ost frfl.IlY.ly 

R·lr.d t Lee that t;0J:, cc~1rit .• a;; sort of ~mlf made ;.;p and tliflt J:-n· .. rols wo J.d 

,.; ( 1Ul o.t nignt and stumble over bodies ann. count t..Jodies that way. ;:ov 

'...Je !:,till have this prablem he.re: that on t~~e :1etvork. r.ews ;:;l::o\,S, '!'nurs-

Jciys became sort of tLc box score C:ay.;, vhere ve vot.:.ld see the ca~ui~1ties . 

. h~re was never nny lledgin~ or explanation that this was the estimatec 

count. 

:= .. Jrthian: 

It was_ unfortunate that it ca.me out the.t way, bt:.t tl1ere vere reasons for 

t::ic.t as ' ... ell. ·The body count as it wr..s given ln Saigon vas simply a 

ccnnpilu~-icn of repon!S from the field.. Tne first et)timate vould be made 

nt ~he ~]e.toon level; and from the~e upward whatever was added would be 

ar. addi tior~ the battalion might have had some casualties or its ovn. 

3"/ the time you reached re.glment and di vision it vas strictly an adding 

ffiac~ine operation; nnd 'MACV would argue with some validity: why should 

~e ~h~..nge ihos~ figures and round them off; thie is vhat our field units 

i:?.ve reporte:d; we are trying to be accurate; let's report to the press 

exa~tly the information we got. 

Stern: --
J,.nd for that rea~on you got the precise figures? 

Zorthia..--i: 

~~is again was par~ of our problem in Vietnam: that people vould get 
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c0pre:1 down on an :ssue like that; the question \/A.S not: 'Was it 12,015 

ranualties that montht It is the or~er· of magnitude .. They vere roughly 

accurate, and I vould point out that e•."en the worst c·ri tics of these 

specific numbers of the body counts believed in general terms that they 

' •,.ere accurate. Arr.ett -:Peter\ or the Associated Fress, for instance, 

conceded in vriting that they were essentially &ccurete and in fact t.h&t 

they r.tig~:t have been understated. I vould also note to you that_ niap 

told Oriana F<illachi of the Ita.liar, paper Europen. , hardly a friend of 

the United States, that the American casualty claims vere essentially 

accurate. 

Stern: 

Which story or television report made you the angriest? 

Zorthian: 

I ~ould hate to point to any specific one that made me angriest, simply 

because I don't ~hink there vas any such one. There were a number ot 

controversial ones. One was Morley ~af/er's comments on the burning 

of the hut in August 1965 which raised such a rumpus. I never vaa angry 

at Morley about it. I think he did distort would be the wrong word 

for that -- but I think he did give an imbalanced commentary. There were 

_ some others, some of the Tet offensive pieces were inaccurate in a sense. 

--
Stern: 

Do you want to talk a little.bit about ~af/er's piece? 

Zorthia.n: 

Well, there is not much to say about it. - A great many or these stories 

had a greater impact because ot the particular ti~ings. They caae at 

• I 
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a " ... ime ir. tht: American experience in Vietnam 'Jhen we suddenly discovered 

we w1ere in a. .·a.r, that LH.d tl:ings 'were.happening, tbat \o/ar means death 

a!1d destruction; and it happened to hit the U.S. at the moment 'when it 

nad a great.er than normal a.ntici pated impact. The film, incidentally, 

-as nQt that unique; NBC had more or less the sn.me film the same night. 

Morley's commentary, here I think I would argue as being somewhat uofair, 

implied that, burning of thatched roofs of huts \o/&G El. deli·oerate policy 

of the coi:cmand, that this 'was no:-mal American practice; and this 'was 

\iha~ raised the great outcry. And this is what I say when I say that 

Morley was essentially inaccurate. He would, I a.ii sure, argue othervise. 

But certainly, as a. command policy, we never adopted anything quite that 

destructive. The NBC commentary was more moderate, more reporterial, 

and ha.d much less reaction to it. Now I don't hold Morley to blame for 

triat; Morley i.s a personal friend. ·He is a first rate reporter. I think 

that he is a man with great sensitivity and feeling; and I think a reporter 

of his type has to be extra carerul to put his sentiments aside, to put 

his ~uma.nness aside and attempt to be objective. Morley did many, many 

good things. In a war of th-is nature we a.re going to get this.sort of 

thing ever so ofien, and perhaps it is healthy that we do. 

Stern: 

How can you report a war like the Vietnamese war totally objectively? 

--
Zorthia.n: 

I don't think it is pqssible to be totally objective. I think you work 

at it. Let's take one extreme. Tbe ~ Yorker ran a long, long piece 

by a man named Jonathan Schell, which eventually came out as "The Village 

or Ben Sue," a perfectly legitimate type or story to use. low the!!!, 
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Yor~er fcrgot to te!l its rcader3 that Jonathan Schell is a confirmed 

p~cifist: Now obviously, it is perfectly proper tote a pbcifi~t, but 

it is a.n essential fart of reading that. story to know' that the observer 

is a pacifist and sees that whole !jtory tt1rough pacifist eyes ... Now I 

~on't expect him to be objective, but I ~e~t to know what his prejudices 

are; and this is where I think the letdown came. I thirJ.: that when AP 

ru.ns a story or CBS runs a story, tl,ey are claiming Li implication that 

:~is story is being presented wit1: fairness and objectivity. If they 

vant to say otherwise, tbat is perfectly fine; only I would like to be 

told this is a commentary, this is a correspondent who feels so and 

so, he is partisan in this sense, be has this preconception, a.nd this 

is the • ... e:J that he has written this story. While objectivity is diffi­

cult, I think it has to be tried for; fairness perhaps is a more favorite 

word in the press today. And if it is being completely disregarded, 

I think it is the ball game, but we ought to be forewarned about it. 

Stern: 

What kind of communications did you receive from the White House in 

regards to Vietnam? 

Zorthian: 

Clearly, very few directly. Quite often, obviously, questions being 

raised: how accurate fs this story, who-has talked out ot turn, this 

contradicts what we are receiving in official reports, please check up 

on so and so. And this is perfectly natura.l. I don't see anything inaidioua 

in this. I am in a business corpor~tion; and it we find out or hear soae-
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tnir.g isn't goin~ too well, certainly ve call back our field manager and 

eJk him what the accurate version is. 

Stern: 

Mr. Zorthia.n, you say that nobody vas able to give the American .. public . 

a sort of overall analysis of this war, what is really going on. Why 

do rou think there was this lack of an overview on the part or the military 

or t.he ·press? 

Zorthian: 

~ell, I hope I didn't say that because I didn't mean to if I did; and 

I 'JOuld withdraw it. :I think there were some excellent observers out" 

there who gave a good, accurate, and may I use the word, balanced, balanced 

in the sense that it was a comprehensive review and knowledgeable review 

of this war, although they had very s~rong opinions. On the other hand, 

the thrust of your question, the implication is that the American reader­

viewer, even the interested ones, did not get very often an overall 

knowledgeable, penetrating evaluation of the war. One of the reasons 

I think is that the war is such a complex we.r, an involved one, that it 

was difficult for anyone to handle it. It was, in a sense, the proverbial 

blind man seeing the elephant; and it was veey hard to see that elephant 

even if you weren't blind. I'm not sure any of those pieces all tit 

+:ogether, whether the iI}_di vidual American has the patience to try to --
absorb them all. As I say, if you work at it energetically and 

intelligently and continu.&1.ly, you would be able to obtain the whole 

picture; but it vas very difficult to do so without that kind of an 

effort. This was true also or corresponder;its who would go out and 

touch one aspect.of tbe war a.nd be ott and away. I have a particular 
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Storie::; .ai:s complex a~; thi!l can be p~ese:-ited l.nt.elli~f!ntly and in a. . 

l:iyman's :.e~s so that it can be a\.i:3orbec by,er.ough people to cre~te 
••• , -l 

that goal:. ve all h&;ve of an enlightened putlic. 

~tern: 

--

·:,.· 



FOR RELEASE ON DELIVERY 

Address by 
Barry Zorthian 

at the· _National Press Club, Washington, D. C. 
12:30 p. m., Friday, October 4, 1968 

"A View of Vietnam and the Press'' 

When Peter Edson called to invite me to appear before you, I confess I 

accepted with some enthusiasm.· I had b_een away from Saigon for more than 

two 1nonths and frankly, I was begin_ning to miss an audience and specifically 

was homesick for - I think the accepted description is.- a stimulating session 

with the press. 

Since then, the full significance of my commitment has begun to dawn on 

me. For a government press officer to enter this Basilica of the Profession 

and talk about the Press in Vietnam is somewhat akin to the quarry reversing 

direction and entering the lion's den to discuss the well-being of the occupants. 

There is no assurance he will emerge in one piece. 

Just the other day, a leading television executive told an audience "It is the 

bus_iness of the press to tell the government how to run its business. It is not 

the business of the government to ·tell the press how to run itself." In view of 

past··reaction on the part of the press to unsolicited advice from outsiders, this 
. ·,./ 

is probably sound counsel. So for the sake of prudence and the record, let me 

discard whatever government mantle I have, even though I may use the editorial 

{ more ) 
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, 'we" in referring to the go ve r nn1 en t, and speak to you inst cad on a person a 1 

basis as a friend and associate who shared with your colleagues in Vietnam for 

over four years what has been perhaps the most difficult task of comn1unication 

we have faced as a society in the post World War II era -- the _task of 

communicating tha.t complex, frustrating, perplexing part. of our natio~al 

experience known as the war in Vietnam. 

I would like to examine with you today the question of how well we, the press 

and the government, performed that task. I speak of course only on the basis 

of my own service in Vietnam and my use of the past tense today reflects this 

context rather than any lack of awareness that the Vietnarn story is still very 

current. 

In many ways Vietnam was the supreme test of our abilities. That public 

opinion was a critical factor in the course of the war is stating the obvious. An 

analysis of the formation of that opinion would involve many ingredi~nts and we 

may have to wait for historians to measure the interplay of various factors fr_om 

the perspective of time. But, at the least,· the information reaching the public 

fron1 Vietnam was a significant factor. And it is not too early for us to look at 

the record, to note the problems and to seek solutions in order to apply any 

lessons that we may learn to the tasks· of communication in the future. 

Certainly in Vietnam, we had the opportunity and the means to demonstrate 

our competence. The con1munications revolution of the past two decades has 

given us the technical capability. In Vietnam, our government had unprecedented 

access ·to the media and the press had unprecedented freedom of movement 

and coverage. There remains the question of how well we met our responsibilities 

( more ) 
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on the substance of the n1c s sage. 

I use the word "cornn1unication" - - a somewhat inadequate term - - to 

in.elude the task of both the government and the press. For I am convinced that 

on issues of national affairs, we have a joint and parallei responsibility for 

communication with the public: the goverr.ment out of its obligation to inform 

the electorate; the press in its capacity as the watchdog of the government in 

behalf of the people. Almost by definition, the government and the press are 

natural adversaries; but if our relations must have conflict, they need not be hostile 

and at best should be founded on mutual respect. Our relationship would also 

be healthy and beneficial if we could engage in constructive dialogue on our 

problems -- without self-righteousness, without recrimination, without undue 

sensitivity, all admirable qualities which too often have been absent in our 

exchanges in the past. 

These are lofty sentiments -- perhaps they smack too much of theory and 

cannot exist in the world of reality. Nevertheless, I like to think. that at least 

a start was n1ade along this road in Vietnam. That the govermnent and the press 

had differences there is hardly news. And that there were periods of hostility 

between the two is not a startling revelation. But I would submit that eventually, 

we eliminated most of the hostility - and while we still had very real differences 

in outlook, in evaluation and in judgment, we also had dialogue: hours and hours 

of dialogue at many levels and in many settings. The substance of that dialogue 

was most often the· war itself - - its conduct and status. The intensity of those 

discussions and the preoccupation with our task at hand must have reach~d the 

( more ) 
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stage of boredom for many of you who visited Saigon. I remember the plea 

repeated so often by visiting fire1nen "Don't you want to hear about. .. ?" and 

the rude "N0 11 in response as we returned to the subject of Vietnam with renewed 

passion .. As a debate went on, perhaps the atmosphere that was generated is 

best reflected in what ca1ne to be the preliminary to any assertion of opinion: 

'.'Now let me finish my blanketey blank sentence before you disagree with me. 11 

Of_ course, no one paid the slightest heed and I am not sure I ever finished a 

sentence. Against this background, need I add that _today's opportunity for an 

uninterrupted monologue is doubly welcon1e. 

Those discussions inevitably also turned to shop talk - to the question I 

posed earlier, to the performance of the government and the performance of 

the press. And, out of the heat of those discussions came an awareness of 

the problems that faced us both. 

Insofar as the government's performance is concerned, I hope you will 

forgive me- the understatement of simply recording that the government was 

not ·usually treated gently in those exchanges. I_ suppose I am one of·the few 

men alive who can claim the equivalent of a four-year college course in the 

infinite variations of the use of the word ' 1deception. 11 However, my purpose 

to~ay is not to defend the government's_ performance nor even to rehash it with 

you. Your evaluation of that has been thorough and blunt, as it sho~ld be, - and 

I might add not without effect. For while I am not prepared to accept all your. 

criticisms as having been justified, I would also concede that the government 

• profited from the exchang·e and sought to make ~djustments in response to your 

: criticisms. The results were not always completely to your satisfaction although 

( more ) 
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some correspondents on occasion would confide that we were doing all right -

after checking to make sure that they were out of. earshot of their colleagues. 

Rather than pursue further this particular aspect of the problem, let us 

agree today that the perforn1ance of the government must be improved and that 

we need to develop more effective means of communicating with the electorate 

as well as with people of other nations. 

Let us turn to the other half of the problem. The Vietnamese say "The 

tongue has no bones. It can be twisted in any direction." What was the direction 

of.the press? In seeking to respond, I make no claims to definitive judgment or 

that my particular presentation represents the views of your colleagues in the 

field - though I would riote that the more thoughtful ones were as relentless in 

pr-obing the problems of the press as those of the government. The difficulty 

in giving an unequivocal answer to the question I have posed is the same 

consideration that applied to almost everything else in Vietnam. There were 

very few blacks or whites. There were instead shadings of gray and a judgement 

a·s to the particular degree of gray depended on the outlook of the individual - and 

that in turn on his vantage point, his experience, his preconceptions. Judgments 

by me may be affected by the nature of my work in Vietnam and recognizing this, 

let_ me resort to my claim of friend and associate and attempt only to identify 

areas that at least deserve analysis for any comprehensive evaluation of the 

perforrn.ance of the press in Vietnam. 

_The first major point to make in this attempt is that generalization about 

the press in Vietnam was as treacherous as generalization about virtually every 

:_other aspect of the situation. There was always an exception, a "yes, but 11
• 

( more ) 
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D1:1ring most of the past few years, there were any\',,here from one hundred to 

three hundred working journalists on hand at any given time together with 

supporting cameramen, technicians and assistants -- though my first daily 

briefing in my office in September of 1964, the start of that institution that 

eventually came to be known so widely as the ''Five O'clock Follies" that even 

government press officers began using the label, catered to less than fifteen 

correspondents. Over the years, about two thousand different individuals were 

accredited and, including second and third and fourth visits by many of these, 

about four thousand accreditations were registered. These correspondents 

covered the full spectrum of competence - - fron1 many of the best jou:rnalists 

available, to those for whom the label was only a thin camouflage for partisan 

evaluation, to the inevitable adventurers who had son1ehow obtained the necessary 

letter of endorsement. To lump all these into a single group labelled the "press" 

is obviously unwarranted and misleading and my observations today refer only· 

to legitimate correspondents, not those whom I would describe as "non-journalists". 

The second major point is that any evaluation of the press in Vietnam n1ust 

recognize and pay tribute to that part of the 'record which was in keeping with 

the best traditions of a free press. The score of journalists who gave their 

lives in Vietnam attests to the degree of raw personal courage displayed by 

many of your colleagues. The professional recognition you have given the work 

of many reflects the high degree of their competence and integrity. Let there 

be no doubt that whatever the discomfort on occasion for officials, _the press in 

Vietnam played its historic and proper role: the zealous judge of the government's 

performance, the independent interpreter of events. It did so under trying 

circumstances in which every facet of professional skill was necessary. The 

( more ) 
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general assignment reporter in Vietnam had to be a journalist for all seasons -

a combat reporter, a political analyst, a sociologist, an economist, an 

investigator. He faced the most complicated of assignments - the reporting of 

a so-called people's war that was alien to all previous American experience. A. 

the response by many of your colleagues to thi_s challenge was distinguished. 

The third major point is that the record revealed problems and raised 

questions - problems and questions which grew out of the situation itself, and 

the nature of our system of journalism as it is practiced today. 

Perhaps the most complex of these problems was the question of qualifi-

cation of correspondents for this new form of war -- an insurgency war with its 

compound of military, political, social and psychological elements. There were 

a significant number of highly qualified journalists in Vietnam -- men who hav. 

been covering Asia for years; men who had sufficient professional experience· 

to perform competently in any situation; men who prepared conscientiously for 

the task. But there were also many whose ·qualifications at best were doubtful. 

Qualification is not a matter of age or even of desire. It is a question of outlook, 

experience, knowledge, perspective. And the war in Vietnam required more 

than most a knowledge of the history, culture, politics and circumstan.ces of 

the people. There is a cultural adjustment involved in going overseas for the 

first time, particularly to Asia. There is a personal shock effect in coming 

face to- face with war for the first time. These can affect the nature and tone 

of reporting - - and the only way to reduce their impact at all is to prepare in 

advance. Perhaps few reporters would have responded as one did to n1y question 

as to whether he had read a single book about Vi_etnam before his assignment 

( more ) 
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with the answer: "No, I didn'.t want to clutter up n1y n1ind." Or one who interrupted 

a _military briefing to ask ''What is a battalion?" If these cases are not 

_representative, are they essentially different from asking, as editors did so 

often, for a ~efinfrive interpretation on the first or second day after arrival in 

Vietnam. from. a correspondent who has been plucked out of a domestic assignment 

:_ wit_h little warning and plunked down in Vietnam twenty- six hours later? 

The problem was not unique to the press. The government faced the same 

question but, though we did not solve it completely, literally thou3ands of 

_ o![icers, both civilian and military, received training in Vietnamese•history, 

cult_ure and language for periods ranging from a few weeks to a full year before 

taking up their a$ signments. 

Corollary to this problem of qualification was the problem of turnover. 

Again, there were notable exceptions and again the problem existed for the 

gqvernment as well but it seemed to be particular_ly severe in the case of the 

press. Correspondents are not born with ~xperience and a period of training and 

acclin1ation is to be expected - - and was unavoidable in the case of Vietnan1 in 

view of the shortage of Vietnam specialists when the war began. Furthermore, 

war coverage is a young man's game though I might note that a. number of veterans 

of -_World War II covered Vietnam with considerable distinction. But granting 

all this, does it make sense to transfer a correspondent quite so often after he 

finaUy gets that experience? I have admiration and respect for those corres-

ponderits who have stayed with it through these many long years but they are a 

_ relatively small group. Six month tours for "resident" correspondents and one 

•. and two week tours £or transients were hardly exceptional. Just the number of 

( more 
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accreditations alone indicates some measure of the extent of the problem. You 

would find it hard to believe the number of times we received cables that I 

finally concluded were a standard form provided by Western Union. The text 

would read: "Arriving Saigon Thursday morning PanAm Flight One. Please 

meet and arrange appointments with Bunker, Westmoreland, Komer, Thieu, 

and Ky. Also representative Vietnamese. Request travel Danang for interview 

Walt, Pleiku for quick review Montagnard situation and Delta where hope to 

see Vann. Also interested meeting with Gen. Thang and Major Be if time 

permits. Keep Sunday clear since I must file before departure early afternoon 

that day." And you know, sometimes they did it all. Vietnam must seem like 

something viewed through the window of a fast-moving train to these instant experts. 

I am no"t troubled by the question of whether qualification or length of service 

in Vietnam resulted in criticism or support of the war; I am troubled by the 

question of the validity of the reporting when these are not present. 

Another related problem was the one of sources. Few American 

correspondents knew Vietnamese; not too many knew French; and yet many of 

the most wort_hwhile sources in Vietnam were comfortable .. only in those languages. 

What·limitations 'did this lack of language place on a correspondent in obtaining 

and evaluating sources? How much did he depend on other correspondents rather 

than undertake independent inquiry? How much was he a captive of his Vietnamese 

assistant or interpreter -- and what were his sources, qualifications and 

prejudices? What motivatedthe Vietnamese who sought out the journalist with 

information and interpretation? How much did the established Vietnamese source 

now respond out of habit with outdated comment on the general situation because 

( more ) 



- 10 -

he had come to believe the correspondents wanted to hear it that way? Certainly,· 

the official An1erican position should be questioned carefully and providing 

public exposure for the dissenter is an honorable tradition in journalisn1 but 

what were the motives and qualifications of the critic in the qfficial • structure? 

These are questions that must be faced and answered by a competent journalist 

in any involved story, particularly overseas, but in Vietnam, the problems 

we.re more co1nplex and the judgments harder to make. 

Standards and definitions were also a source of difficulty. What yardsticks 
'--

were used to measure Vietnamese society? Western concepts and standards or 

measurements that were relevant and realistic in an Asian country in the midst 

of war and transition from a traditional society to a modern state? Even if we 

needed reference to our own stan·dards to make coverage meaningful to an 

American audience, were w_e applying these· standards a·s they exist in fact or 

as_ they are stated in textbooks? Why should we measure as son1e 

correspondents did - - the Vietnamese elections of a year ago· against standards 

more demanding than "any election held in the United States"? We've been at 

it almost two hundred years; they, just a handful. 

How were we to measure the war itself -- this most complicated of all wars 

wr.tere the people rather than territory was the objective? The·use of statistics 

had severe shortcomings but was there a better yardstick or were we to depend 

on the divining rod of each individual? How valid in Vietnam was the normal 

practice of generalization based on the particular, of measuring the thousand 

by examining the few? And how did you evaluate the attitude of people in a 

( more ) 
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country where sophisticated research techniques were limited at best and rnost 

interviews were suspect becaus c the per son being questioned assumed the 

inquir_y was sponsored by the governm_ent and responded accordingly. I suppose 

the extreme exa1nple in this context was one correspondent who loudly proclaimed 

within twenty-four hours after his arrival in Saigon: "Hell, I know what the 

Vietnamese think. As a matter of fact, I talked to two of them today." Not 

quite. Not even when interviewed by both Gallup and Harris. 

I don't think we ever agreed on definitions of relative words in Vietnam. 

Perhaps it was not possible to do so -- and expect the audience to have the _same 

definition as well. But certainly the meaning of relative words represented a 

problem area .. What was the meaning of progress in.this unconventional war? 

What did the government mean and what did the press mean when it used the 

term? What was victory and corruption and democracy and stability and military 

capability -- in Asia and in a war of this nature? Were we talking about the 

same b~nchmarks or were we talking across each other? 

Consider the problem of fairness -- not objectivity because that word is in 

journalistic disfavor today. Accepting the new standard, there was still a 

question of definition. Fairness as determined by whom and in terms of what 

attitude? What was the fine line between reporting and advocacy and had the 

line shifted? Was it "fair" to send a confirmed pacifist to cover a war -- and 

not inform the reader of his viewpoint? And how often in a situation where 

apparent proof of almost any interpretation was available, did the correspondents 

or his editor - - simply seek confirmation of preconceptions or protection of 

prior judgments? What was the price paid in terms of fairness by the Vietnamese 

{ more ) 
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government for its lack of experience and its _shortage of facilities and qualified 

personnel in dealing with several hundred correspondents representing twenty 

or thirty nations while not a single correspondent from any country - - including 

the Commun~st states - - had unrestricted access to the other side during the 

entire war? 

• And finally, the institutional characteristics of modern journalism. What 

were the results of competitive pressure on correspondents? Did that rocket 

from the home office lead to more e1nphasis on the eye- catching, dramatic 

version that would outdo the competition than the niceties of complete accuracy? 

I am aware of the essential nature ·of journalism but I am also mindful of 

Heywood Broun' s admonition that "there is no deadline for truth." Did the 

presence of so many lead the individual to try to justify his presence to his 

editor and audience by overreaching for the story that would distinguish him 

fr_om his colleagues? How often was a story kept alive beyond its intrinsic value 

in order to satisfy the demand for more copy? 

• What was the effect of the volume of coverage of the war? That it was 

enormous is unchallenged. But did this volume contribute to clarity and 

comprehension for the reader o_r to confusion? How much of it was he able to 

absorb or did he ultimately just become dazed? The test is not the weight of 

• the product but its value. 

• Have we learned to handle television -- or better phrased, has television 

learned to handle war and particularly this type of war? There is no question 

about the impact of the medium. But what was the cost in comprehension for 

•. the audience when the medium brought combat in vivid color into the family 

( more.) 
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living room ('Very day but bccaus<-' o.f its nature was unablv to provide llw san1c 

drama for the intangible or the hurndrun1 that may have been more rn.caningful 

in the long run? 

These are troublesome problems. Many are common to com.plex stories 

anywhere but some are unique to Vietnam and all were intensified there. I 

present them in some detail because I think that for you, as for the government, 

the problen1s demand n10r e attention than the successes. 

They do not constitute an indictment of the press nor does the posing of 

them necessarily imply conclusions that are critical. They do however represent 

areas which deserve frank recognition and sear·ching examinatior• for the lessons 

they contain and the guideposts they can provide for the future. 

Let me add a footnote here. About·t\vo weeks ago, .I gave a talk to the 

"other house 11 
- the Overseas Press Club - in which I raised some of these 

same points. Within a few days, I received a tear sheet from _the Saigon Daily 

News with a bold front page headline ''Zorthian Hits U.S. Press" and a cartoon 

showing what purported to be a likeness _of m_e holding my nose at the scent of 

a flower labeled 11The U.S. and International Press". I hope today's exercise 

does not produce a similar result, for my intent is neither conden1nation nor 

provocation but rather stimulation of your own analysis of these questions. 

Certainly, I present no sweeping conclusions or easy solutions, though I 

suggest that some of the established practices of the press may be dated.for 

the world of today and that a story as complex as Vietnam may require the 

development of new techniques and new self-discipline if only to reduce the 

scope of the problen1s. I also recognize that there are no magic formulas to 

( more ) 
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some of these problems and that in the final analysis, the answer will have to 

be what it has been historically - reliance on the judgement of a competent 

professional journalist. The real challenge then becomes the training of 

sufficient journalists - and editors - to satisfy the requirements of the press 

in this age of instant communication. • 

Whatever the answers, one thing is clear. Friends and associates can only 

pose th_e problems. The solutions can come only from you, your editors and 

your publishers. I have not forgotten the advice I accepted earlier; ·it is not 

the business of government to tell the press ·how to run itself, but I suggest that 

it is the urgent business of the press to turn its well-developed powers of 

analysis on itself. 

For what is involved is not only the standards of your profession but in 

the long run, the confidence of your readers and listeners. 

Gentlemen, I have finished that i_nterrupted sentence of mine and now it 

is your turn. 
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Press relations is an art that refects a pre-
ci.se f onnula, but consideration of certain 
ground rules can 1nake the often di{ ficul.t 
task 1nore effective. 

EFFECTIVE 
PRESS 

RELATIONS 

By Col Barry Zorthian, USl\1CR 

Col :zorthian's article is a moderately revised tran­
script of a speech he made to students at the 
Command and Staff College on 21Janl970. Col 
Eugene H. Haffey,· Director. C&SC, suggested that 
the lecture would be meaningful for all Marine 
Corps officers. 

A
S a former Marine· it's good to get back 

to Quantico. I am especially pleased to 
share the next hour with you talking about 
a subject of vital importance to i\Iarines: 

the broad field of public communication-or, 
more precisely, press relations. 

If there is a new dimension that you as 
commanders and staff officers must face up to 
in 1970, it is the dimension of communication­
not as an additional duty or something to be 
done in spare moments, but as an integral JJart 
of your military duties. ,vhethcr you find it 
agreeable or not, the fact is with you and must 
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Col Zorthian, a Vice President 
of Time lncorpowled and 
President of Time-Life lfroarl­
cast, I11c., sen:ed in the Gov­
ernment for 20 years. During 
his Goi•er11mc11t senlice, he 
sen.•ed fur JJ ,-cars ,,:it!, ·the 
1'oice of America and 7 )'CaH 
oi•erseas v.·itl, the USIS in In­
dia and Vietnam. In tile latter 
capacity, he a•as responsible /01· 
the coordination and direction 
of the Mission's press relations 
in behalf of tile A III bassado1·. 
He scn•ed with tlie 1st Marine 
Division during WJJ!ll and is 
still actir!e in the Reserves. 

be .accepted as an area· that must receive your 
attention. . . 

The temptation is for us to have a nice bull 
session criticizing the character and nature of 
the. press and then leave early for the club 
feeling that ·we've put. in a good day's ·work. 
Let me resist that, not because I'm here as a de­
fender of the press but simply bec_a~se _I. thin~ 
that there's not much mileage to be gamed 111 this 
setting by dwelling on the shortcomings of the 
press. If you ask whether the press has many faults, 
the answer is yes, it does. But let's put the per­
formance of the • press aside for the moment and 
look instead at the ·government's performance. Un­
der that broad heading, I want to focus in -particu­
lar on the performance of the military ~ervices 
and the Foreign Service in the context of Vietnam. 

Vietnam represents what may be the most 
intense point of confrontation in recent years, 
perhaps in all times, between the governme?t 
and the press. Consider the role of_ each m 
filino- reports to the home front, the impact of 
one 

0

on the other, the effects of this interac­
tion on the American public and, consequently, 
on national policy. These pheno~ena. are g?ing 
to occupy the attention of soc1olog1sts, histo­
rians, politicians and, I hope, military career 
officers for a loug, long time-as indeed they 
should, £or the lessons and guidelines they can 
o-ive us for the future. I want to contribute to 
fhat exercise, to distill a few of what I think 
are the lessons of Vietnam in dealing with the 
press and suggest them to you perhaps as _a 
starting point for future dialogue and analysis 
on your own part. . . . 

I think it may be "·eJl when cons1dermg the 
role of the government in this field of commu­
nication to step back a bit in order to attain 
some perspective in constitutional terms. l\Iy 
purpose is not to give you a course in civics. But 
I do think that in all the heat and fury of 
today about the press, its role and its per­
formance, the constitutional aspect (the con­
stitutiona 1 concept, if yon will) is often for­
gotten. Our concept of government is bas~d 

in part on a free press. It is an essential, _integral 
part of the system of government that we have 
chosen. The press has a role to play in that 
system in behalf of the ·public as a monitor, as -a 
guardian, as an independent judge of the per­
formance of the government. This is a -~onstitu­
tional rule, but too often, I'm afraid, it is not really 
understood or accepted. 

The press' role in our society is one of 
independence. It is not a handmaiden of govern­
ment, so to speak. The press does not have the 
dutv to create or contribute support to an 
adn~inistration or to any of the administration's 
policies. Its role is one of the critic, one of 
passing judgment. It is· perfectly within the 
responsibilities of the press to pass judgment on 
the facts-on whether the facts are accurate, 
on whether they're complete, on .whether we 
in the government-military and civilian-have 

• enough facts at hand. 
Secondly, it is the press' responsibility-its 

constitutional responsibility-to judge also the 
evaluation of those facts and the decisions and 
policies reached by those in go,·ernment. 

At its best, the press performs its constitu­
tional role in a responsible, intelligent, posi­
tive sense. At its worst, it does it irresponsibly, 
with all the possible drawbacks and flaws that 
we're all too aware of. But I suggest that 
essential to any discussion of the problem_ is an 
acceptance of this concept of the role of the 
press in our society. It becomes particularly 
important in your case as career military offi­
cers and in my former role as a Foreign Service 
officer to be aware of this, because we do live a 
somewhat insulated life, a life detached from· 
the normal mainstream of .American society, 
especially when we serve overseas. And the press 
ends up becoming an inconvenience, an in­
trusion, a critic who isn't \velcome. 

An acceptance of the constitutional con~ept 
becomes doubly important when you consider 
that it's still possible today for an individual 
to become an ambassador or a general without 
ever havino- developed a sense for press rela­
tions, public affairs or communicating, and 
without ever really having had any training in 
it. This type of public relations course in a 
command and staff school is excellent, but it · 
is also fa irl)~ new. One of the tasks facing 
Uncle Sam is the development of a press doc­
trine. It should be as much a part of the 
training of career officers as tactics in the 
military case and as political reporting in the 
case of foreign service. 

The press media arc going to be with us more, 
not less. ,ve live in a world of instant commu­
nication. The How of information to the pub­
lic is just enormous. It's gone up several fold. I 
don•~ ~now how )'ou'd me~sure it mathematical-
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ly, bi.it certainly what we and our children are 
getting is much, much more than even IO years 
ago. 

The average American today watches televi­
sion for five hours a day, and of that a certain 
amount is news, public affairs, and so on. How 
long ago would you have accepted the thought 
that a man would walk on the moon and be 
watched simultaneously by 600 million people 
while he's doing it? Five short years ago, 10 
years ago, if you'd made a statement like that, 
you would have been taken for a visionary. 
Such things could never happen! 

Our capability in communicating is pervasive. 
It's become a much greater element in our 
lives. Our st1bstantive ability has not improved 
equivalently; and yet, if we are to meet our 
present responsibilit~e~,. that ability 1hust im­
prove. _Here, too, I suggest that ·we look beyond 
the immediate probleins, frustrations . and an­
noyances of the press and look at what is the 
ultimate target: the public-hopefully, an en­
lightened, informed public. Again, if ·we believe 
in our basic concepts of society, our govern­
ment rests ultimately on public opinion. Our 
need, then, is for a more enlightened, better 
informed, more intelligent general public that 
will reach better judgm~nts or at least as good 

' judgments as possible. The channel to the 
public is the press. And in dealing with the 
questions that I'm raising, it would be well to 
remember that the press is only a channel, not 
an end in itself. 

If ·we can start •off on the basis of these few 
points, there are a few principles (or command­
ments, as I like ~o call them) that should be 
observed in dealing with the press and in becom­
ing more effective in communicating. Number 
one is this basic point that I have tried to put 
across: respect for the role of the press; accep­
tance and understanding of the role of the 
press. 

Secondly, in today's world a degree of sophis­
tication, ·or candor, is necessary. The rhetoric 
of my generation, of vVorld \Var II, is no 
longer good enough. In the mood of our society 
today, the "establishment," the institution, is 
under question and is being analyzed, and in the 
proper spirit this is a healthy process. A gap 
between words and fact-a reliance on rhetoric­
is simply not adequate for this kind of a situa­
tion. I think that too often on the government 
side our approach to the press has been dis­
ingenuous; if not deceptive, at least misleading. 
This is not right in principle. You simply cannot 
get away with a gap between reality and your 
arr iculation of it. So the sophistication of the day 
.-this irreverent, q11estioni11g, skeptical mood of 
the day-has to be t;:tkeq inr.o ilC(:ount and 
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accepted as a fact of life. The issue is not 
really whether it's good or not; the issue is that 
it's there. 

Let's try to put into persp~ctive, also, the 
role of the public affairs officer. He· is a staH 
officer; nnd, while I don't claim to present 
Marine Corps doctrine in this area, as a staff 
officer he should be used. I argue that the 
public affairs officer should participate in the 
policy-making process just as much as the G-3 or 
any other member of the staff. 

The element of "public impact" is a factor 
to be taken into account in making a. decision. 
It need not be a dominant factor, and there are 
manv times when it will. not be. But it is 
cert;inly not one that should be ignored. Very 
of ten, as many of you are aware, the ground 
rules under which we fought the war in Viet­
nam were affected by public opinion or the 

. anticipation of public opinion. 
The public affairs officer,. then, should be 

taking part in the decision-making process and 
contributing his element, his dimension of the 
command function, to your over-all judgment. 
Furthermore, I suggest that he not be held to 
account, as is so often the case, for the fail­
ures-that is, for the negative stories. I'Ye had a 
very, very knowledgeable ambassador tell me 
that the trouble with the Foreign Service is 
that it thinks it has to win all the press issues. 
It has to hit 100 per cent, and if it doesn't it's 
very disappointed. Again, it is the type of thing 
that's hard to measure. But if you do better 
than 50 per cent, you're doing well; and if 
you're getting 60 to 70 per cent on your side, 
just ~ount your blessings and let it go at that. 

The mood, the tone, the skepticism of the 
day almost ensures that you're going to lose a 
few. \Vhat a public affairs officer can do and 
what you do with his help and staff counsel is 
perhaps hlunt the harm in a damaging story, 
making it less bad than it might be otherwise. I . 
think that if you achieve that, you ought to be 
satisfied. A bad story is a bad story, and it's 
going to end up as such. The facts of life are 
not going to be changed. You can, perhaps, put 
it into perspective. You can, perhaps, blunt the 
negative impact by the way yon handle it, the 
approach you take, and the attitude you show. 

I said you can blunt and provide perspective; 
and I get .to a ·next major point, which is 
education of the press. That sounds a hit pa­
tronizing, but it isn't meant to be. 

·when the press is filling its role properly, it 
is anxious to have information and facts as the 
basis for a judgment. You can help consider­
ably in that regard by ensuring that the judg­
ment exercised hy the representath·e of the 
press is as knowledgeable as pos~iblc, by giving 
him the information you can suhject to consid• 
er;itions of uational ,1nd military scrnrity. To 
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provide the press with the information at hand 
together with your evaluation of the info.nna­
tion is part of a necessary exercise on your part 
to educate and inform. the press .. This impor­
tant principle is shown, obviously, in the vari­
ous techniques used in dealing with the press­
in backgrounding, in giving the press access to 
military expertise, and in providing all of the 
facts an<l information collected.· The press is 
going to file its dispatches. Far better it does 
so, even if it ends up critically, based on accur­
ate information than done in a vacuum or on 
only partial information. 

Let me suggest, also, that a very sharp 
distinction be drawn between information and 
publicity. .A post newspaper, an instrument of 
com111and, is essentially publicity. Information 
from the vie-,,·point of the press is quite differ­
ent. The press is not there not only just not to 
be a handmaiden, but it is not there simply to 
accept releases and file them without question 
or without further examination. One of the 
headaches we used to face in Vietnam ·was that 
too many of our press officers, both military 
and ci\'ilian, had been plucked out of post PAO 
jobs where they had been involved really only 
in publicity (they knew the story they were 
writing was going to get into that post newspa­
per) and plunked clown in the middle of the 
hottest, most controYersial, most complex story 
in the world todav and asked to do a real 
information job, a 1;ress job. The distincti~n is a 
real one. It is one I think you ha Ye to bear in 
mind; and it is one, certainly, that the press is 
aware of. ,vhen you hear the press criticizing 
the pap, the propaganda, the gO\·ernment re­
leases, what they're really criticizing most 
often is the government's efforts at publicity. 
There are some incorrigibles who criticize eYen 
the information side. But I haven't heard any 
really responsible correspondents complain about 
the provision of information to them. Obviously, 
most of them would welcome it. 

Finally, I'd suggest as part of press doctrine 
that we look at the press as an opportunity. I 
think there is a difference in approaching the 
press ldthin a framem)rk of positiYe, construc­
tive thinking rather than as a chore, a frustra­
tion, or perhaps the la~t choice heyond jumping 
into a pit o[ vipers. 'Too often 0~1r senior 
commanders in Vietnam, both military and ciYil­
iau, failed with the press. As a result they 
failed with the American public and failed to 
support U.S. policy by actiYcly disliking the 
press aiul by approaching the press in terms of 
l1ostility, wltateYcr the justific:1tion. (There was a 
good clcal o[ justifir:1tion. I assure you that some 

of these gray hairs I attribute to my friends of the 
press.) Nevertheless, if you put aside the individ­
ual behavior of certain correspom1ents and look 
at them as a channel, as the means to an end­
and the encl is an enlightened public affecting 
decisions on great issues in our society-if you 
look at the press along these lines despite the 
temporary annoyances and frustrations, their re-

. action to you might be a little more positive. 
llecause \\·hile all of the things I say sound fine 
in theory, they do develop and take effect an<l are 
applied by human beings; and the element of 
human relations in press relations is very impor­
tant. To be respected as a human being by the press 
is an important part of it. ,,Vhile you can't change 
·your personality to fit a certain mold, you can 
help influence these human relations by your own 
attitude. • 

And let me suggest that in this spirit of going 
half way and achieving a better rapport, you learn 
something about the tribal customs and mores of 
the press; that you understand something about 
how and why a correspondent functions. Just as 
you want him to know something about your 
business, so he will respond better if you under­
stand something about his. 

Here is a list of a few ground rules that I re­
ferred to earlier as "commandments": 

No lying to the press. ,vhile that isn't very 
often done, I do say deception, deliberate or other­
wise, has happened often enough. Being disingen­
uous, not providing all the facts-there should be 
no deception today. One of the aspects of Vietnam 
that will someday get a great deal of examination 
is the ,;goldfish bowl" aspect, the fact that e\'ery­
thing was public. \Ve not only had no censorship, 
I'm not sure we had much security. There were an 
awful lot of papers labeled "top secret" and so·on, 
but there was very little going on in the country 
that the press or even the Vietnamese public 
didn't catch up with eventually. It's much· better 
to get out the full picture accurately as you know 
it rather than be cute and coy and hold back part 
of it because you think it's negative and will affect 
the impression you want to leave. 

Restrict security to an absolute minim um. l\Iili­
tary security and national security have been used 
as a crutch too often for papering O\'er just 
distasref ul, negative situations. Hold security to 
an absolute minimum·. If it's not justified, it won't 
last very long; it won't be respected very long. In 
terms of military security in Vietnam in the four 
years I "·as there, we only had four correspond­
ents who violated the self-imposed ground rnl("s 
on military censorship badly eriough to have their 
credentials li[ted. Out of 2,000 correspondents 
with as wide a range as you can get in terms of 
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c-itwlity aml attitude, that's a pretty good record. 
Legitimate military security is not going ~o be 
violated by any journalist worth his salt. But if he. 
thinks you are using that as an excuse for other 
purposes, your so-called security just won't last 
li\'e minutes. 

Establish ground rules in dealing with the press 
-clearly and without any misunderstandings. Be 
clear and then be firm on whatever the ground 
rules arc. Too often someone has talked in­
discreetly, thinking he was "background," the 
correspondent thinking he was "on the record." 
Again, legitimate, responsible correspondents will 
accept ground rules. These are tools of the trade. 
They should be learned and they should be stated 
clearly without any embarrassment or hesitation. 
,ve just had occasion to talk to the Commandant 
about something this morning. He said, "This is a 
subject I cannot speak about." Fine. Period. This 
is all you need. \Vhat is not right is, "You cannot 
use this" or. "You can use it but you can't at­
tribute it to me," and then provide material and 
be surprised when it appears in print. Just know 
where you stand and how you're dealing with the 
press. . 

Parts of the government are interrelated. Nei­
ther the armed forces as a whole nor a single 
military service nor the State Department itself 
nor any other clement of government exists inde­
pendently today. Our world, our society and our 
government· are too sophisticated. There is an 
interrelationship between the press relations of 
one element of the government and the others. 
"'hether you are in a command position or a 
PAO position, you cannot operate and execute 
your responsibilities without regard for the· im­
pact on other elements of the government. 

Your audience is a wide one. To fall back on a 
cliche, it is a small l..-Orld. There is no distinction 
between a domestic audience and a foreign audi­
ence that means much any more. ,vhy, our press 
conferences are covered almost as heavily by repre­
sentatives of the foreign press as they are by the do­
mestic press. One of the major problems you face 
in a place like Vietnam-and it is a problem that 
you've got to be conscious of-is, "\\Tho are you 
talking to?'' You talk •to the whole world at once. 
Consider Gen \Vestmore]and as CO~IUS::\1.ACV 
just about two year~ ago standing in front of the 
American Embassy after the TET attack. He's talk­
ing to the Marine guards who are surroundin~ him 
then after a vicious all-night battle. He's talking 
to his command. He's talking to the South Yiet­
namese people. He's talking to Hanoi, to Com­
munist nations, to Allies, to neutrals. Finally, he's 
talking to the U.S. There are conflicting interests, 
certainly, and what is appropriate for one audi­
ence very often is not appropriate for another. 

There aren't any easy answers to this. A four-
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star general, after a fight surrounded by a platoon 
of ~larines who went through a hell of a night. 
saying, "You·ve ,\·on a great victorY. here," is 
unclerstan<lablc. Two lears later 1.you look at that 
statement in cold light ·with the perspective o[ 
two years and the effect oE that TET offensive a11d 
U. S. public opinion an<l so on; and you say. 
"How can a man be so optimistic?" It leads to a 
Herblock cartoon which you may remember: ".-\11 
is not lost; the mimeograph machines were 
saved!"' As I say, I have no magic solution for this 
problem. But it is a problem that must be borne 
in mind. Sometimes there are ways out. Very often 
you've got a conflict and you've got to comprom­
ise. All I'm suggesting is that it not be forgotten 
that your audience is a wide one; and, depending 
on the issue, it can be a worldwide audience. 

You 111.ust take the initiative. Finally, I'd fot the 
need for initiative, for being concerned about 
getting out a story-even a negati\'e one-in your 
terms, under conditions of your choosing,. and in a 
setting that you'\'e help to set up. Again, this can 
be extremely important in the light and .mood 
and tone of a difficult story. That first headline· 
very of ten sets the tone. Provide the form-if You 
,,·ill, the framework-for the development ~nd 
eYolution of that story. 

I have no firsthand knowledge of what went on 
behind the scenes in l\Jy Lai; but a "::\fy Lai" 
would have been a negative story no matter what 
·was done. I think it would have come out better­
less negative, if you will-if the military had heen 
in a position to take the initiative in surfacing it. 
to get it out under the best possible circumstances 
rather than ha\'ing it leak out the way that it did. 
nits and pieces came out, ·,md the buildup ''"a" 
much longer than perhaps had to he the case. 
And the framework in which it came out ,,·as 
about as negative as it could be. So I don't saY you 
could have gotten a good story out of ~ly Lai no 
matter what happened. Ilut it might not haYe 
been quite as bad if some initiative had been 
taken. 

Too oflen in the past our philosophy has bee'l 
reflected in the classic guidance to PAO's: "If 
asked, if you are questioned about this .... " l'd 
suggest that in many of these cases it's far prefer­
able to take the initiative rather than wait for it 
to come to· you, and that you'll encl up with a 
hetter story. 

Let me dose with the point that I can't prom­
ise that application of all these principles I h~n·e 
listed will automatically bring you better press 
relations. For press relations is an art, not a 
science, and precise formulae cannot be applictL 
But I do promise th:it conscientious adherence to 

them will make your efforts with the press more 
effectiYe; that it will make easier this critical ta~k 
of communicating with the public which has 
become an integral part of your military responsi­
bilities. • us~ MC 



Mr. Peter f~!~G.tl'~P..... ·1 P' 

~011 Fulton Streat, N. w. 
Wa3hingtOBi D . . C. 20007 

Dear Peter: 

June 22, 1970 

I Wish the information I am going to tranamit in this 
letter were more precise, but after two years memories fade and 
I haven't h&rl time to really reconstruct the .vents by going 
through my p.1pera and notes beyond pulling out my 1968 calendar 
and checking the appointments listed in that. So if any of the 
details below contlicta with ycur information from other sOllrce&, '"­
I lllBke no claim to infallibility and would bov to the weight of 
th9 evidence. 

In any case, the events of thoaa fet~ days were frantic,· 
frenetic an<l confused at best, snd I'm not sure ,tnyone will ever 
be able to put all the pieces together as they actu~lly took 
place. Incid.entslly, I would refer you to John McGowan aa wall 
ae a backstop for my information. As you r<?men~ber, Jolin and I 
shAred a hou~e and we worked closely to~ether, particularly 
during the Tet period. John is now Paychological Operati.ons 
Adviser to Admiral John McCain at CINCPAC, and he may have 1ome 
details I mi,:s. 

L~t me start with Monday, the 29th. George J~cobeen, 
who lived in the houne in the Emb~Rsy compound to the right rear 
as you faced the Chancery front, harl a Tat re~eption that evening. 
It was a typical Saigon reception with let·s of people and con­
siderable small talk. The atmosphere was not particularly tense. 
Rem~mber, both oides had declared a cease•fire of differing lengths 
fer the Tet season. George's reeeption was capped by a handsome 
firet,10rk1 display••• hugh firecracker cluater••on the F.mbassy 
grcinnda. we all got home reasonably early. S~_rvants were taking 
off fo~ tbe holiday and everyone was looking forvnrd to a quiet 
few days. 

Tueaday was technically a holiday for the Mit1sion, but 
it hardly turned out that way. If you remember, II Corps npl~ed 
and reports atarted coming in during the day o[ larsa•scale VC 
attacks th~oughout the Corp• with particularly major attacks in 
Nhatrang.and the various pro~incial capitalo. In Saigon, we were 
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f nirly active during the dny receiving. d1.gesting "nd diBSt?1m.nating 
the report!. There were aome additional precautions tnken at the 
Embassy and Westmoreland I b~lieve put out a ;tACV slert, but cer• 
tainJ.y we had no specific warning of thA attacks coming that night 
although there were many rumors and some pieces of intelligence. 
In any event, I hAve no soci~l activity on my calendar for that 
avening, and aa I rem~be• it, John ~nd 1. were home for n rRre 
quiet and private dinner. 

The noiso of the Saigon attacks ~t~rted early in the 
evening, but since we always hoard distant e1,ooting in th() c::f.ty, 
the &ound3. -did not .:1rouse much curioslty at first. It soon hec.:nne 
clear. however, th_.t sor.i.ething unusual w;:i5 going on. As yon n•.11y 

remember, 1 had vnrio\ls mi.lf.t11ry telephone lines in my hous~ in 
order to get to the military quickly, P1nd I got in touch with the 
Combat Operations Genter aa I usually di<l on s11ch occasions to get 
the lr-1test nvailable information. The fiut reports of the attacks 
VCt'~ starting to cwa in (I think t!,e timo was 10 'ish or 11' ish), 
but as you m..f.ght expect, thf!y were still tiuite fr~gment1try. Actually, 
I think the first reports were .about the attack on th\! P.-.lace, and . 
sf.nee these came from Vietnamese sources, they were diluted even ' 
more than u•ual by the time they got to MACV. The one thing that 
$!!-C!lled clear• however, waa the fact thn.t there wns more tl1ctn 
isol,,te,1 hi t•and-run attacks underway. It looked like the start 
of n wide•sc~le assault on Saigon itself. I'm not quite sure juet 
v.l1en firet word of tl:e attack on the Embassy CRme in, but 1 think 
it was shortly Efter midnight. I receivE.-.cl word frora ~OC thnt it 
had reports of Ehooti.ng at the Emh3m;y. I tried to get ~ cnll 
through, nntl I was at n loss to get thc-i type of <1etai led informa­
tion that I felt wns neceeso.ry to amrwar the crqaatione lihich I 
knei-, I would be getting from cor:-e~pond~mts as soon flS they heard 
the sound of shooting anJ confirmed the exLst<.mce of an attack. 

I had P'l'T, Tiger, ARVN phones in the house ns vell ne 
the ~baasy Mercury rc-tdi~ net for emerge.~cy use. I was unnble to 
got through to the &nbasay on any of them. The -iuty officer ~nd 
the Marines were understandably in touch with MACV and the F.mbasey 
security channel and were actually seeking reinforcements at that 
time. 

The best thine that r1appened i:,u that I finnlly thought 
of Ceorge Jacobaen--largely I suppose because of the reception· 
the night before•-aod t finally got throug~ to him on the PrT 
line. And there with George leaning out hls second-ntory window, 
I got an eyel.itnesa raport on ev~rything he saw-•the initial 
shooting in the y,ird, the action around the Chzmcal!y pro~er, the 
movement of tha VC. Finally (and here I am not cc?rtain nf the 
time, but I believa it was about two or three a.m.) the Embassy. 
activity seem~ tc die down and George nnd I ended our marathon 
eonvers,-ticm. :(0u are aware of \olhat happened to George later. 



~rean~thUe of courac, I had been recel ving phone· call a 
from ·the corresponde.1t1 but had not haJ. much detail to give them. 
With the lull at the F.mbaoay ground•, I starte<l a systematic call 
out to the spot news list--.ti1e wirea, the nets·, the specials and 
the newmnagadnea. I remember I gttVP. two of them•-1 think they 
h'1ppt!ne<l to ba the Hrst twa I i:as able to c:,,\lt .. ,,.:t, and I think 
they were AP anJ Ron Steirnuan at N.81.;--c~org~ Jacob~en' s liOU~e tel•• 
phone number with .the thought that they could 8·et somt? • ey'lwi. tncss 
material. I got thro~gh finally to most of the list ~n<l gnve them 
as much detiJil nt;; I ?-,ad with the obvious qwilific.'.lt.1.0n tha. t this 
wns prclinintn·y and :1:ra:;ment3rJ. I fin.11 ly got to· sl,~ep 11hout four, 
but rs you kno1¥·, the m;;:lon broke out agair, just 1,cfnre <lawn and we 
,-,ere up and at .it or,ce 1n0re. By this time, the corrcspondenta were 
llk!'tE'd and many i-,e·rc on the scene -:..mile still dark. By the tirne 
I got to the &nbRssy grounds about 8 c;,r 9 in the morning, the 
shooting hs<l ended :me the grounds ,~ere cu-nrming l:ith both officials 
Etnd corr.espindcntn. 

Gen.C?ral Wet:Jt!'t'nreland made hls famous cff•thf-!-cuff atate• 
ment about "victory'' (~~C!mb~r the conte·ct • the setting and tho 
previous t'W't'!lV~ ho~ .. ·,) et my sumiest!nn tn re!l(=On!1e tn the re'tueets 
of r.-.18ny of the corrai;ponJents; ,~e were nlre,..dy into the <lispute of 
t:hether the VC hnd entered the Chan~•:·:-y or not ,md we had to look 
nhead to repatrin>; L:1e <lamar::;c-•physicnl and psycholn~ic~l. I Atayed 
nt the Embassy t1:rc•·Jgh most ()-r- ?:'·:.~ ,ac!"1.•.!.nr~•-r:;ctt ~n~ nnd i1·,1.n1 out 
infm:metion. ~!iCO'.:tt.1~~ cc:r..:.=-st~0'1-1,:!•1i::: t1,rou3h the ChaacP.r9, n"."rnnA• . 
:!.ng intervi~~s f ~,r th~ pc--.~s·': ".,,11th ·.rnt'·'.mn ?..!:·1.r:tu,?s·, sol iic.?;.·~~ 1tnd 
~l:,a~sy eecuri t:v ..-,~rt1(.'tlllC'?J (Geo-:-:,,~~ c. . .-.,~ lloh, -:-.'~: 1.t ~~•"::"~ thcil· 1..ut 
n~mes?). 

Hy culls to ;0rreopon--~~;1ts ·h::-t:1g the ~l3!,t 'Y{\~ !.n lc,?np­
f.ng ~1th my pr3ctic~ of prov.tdiu;; ~·h•'?i.11 nl l t~v~ i:'?.forrriat:ion we could 
in ~uch. situationn (re:aembar, botll l,ef or~ nnJ ll:tt,~r thcr(? -vere ni,1ny 
instances of w::ic:coprca<l nocturna~. attac~:r. lJy th~ VC in vm·ioun p1n:ts 
of the coun.try) in cl'"der. to cbt.1!:.1 tl10 rnn:H; u<.·.cm~.,t,~ stn-;:J.e~ pos­
sible. The?:c -·n.·e :1or.~ \:ho uart~ cr!.ttc;1~ 1.·ter er. tl.f.:1 pnrticuiar 
c.111 out on tl:.e gr,,un.d th~t :U: le( 1 to mt',r~ dct1'il :md colo:- :md 
drar--.. , than might h.-1vc becm the caso other.wlan. and ti.1eru£or~ btensi­
f:e,l t},c nqpt:vc i!'Jpact of the :.tc:-:, fn tt 1 .~ U.S. I don't a~c~pt 
i:Le ,.:::-!ticimr. f~r ~, 1r.oment. Tha. sto:.-!!ls -:-1ould h.:nre ';Jean just :u 
s~.:is.:tional if l had nl,t calleJ .:'Ut--1;-~rha1>c mo!'e so s:tn~~ thr.y 
cdght not hav~ hcen ~s accurt1t~. • 

The Janu:1ry 31 s!: :itt:ick .'l lso rnark;,3d the :itart of perhaps 
the 111.nst intensi".r• briefing effort we ~V'€r undci:took in Vietnnm. 
Again, ve have been cttt:icized after the fact. But I felt strongly 
and both my superiors in S.«d3on nnd :;aehington Agr~eJ t:h1t tht~ only 
scnaible approad1 wns to pro-,,i<l~ all the foforoaU,-,n , .. c could. 
Co-;:re111pondent1 of cours2' ~-112re cove1~ lnr; som-e of th(! sctu~J conbat•• 
particularly Hue and Saigon•-on tl:e ~cen(?, ~>ut ,,-1,: liti 11 had 1uuch 



!nforrJ.'ltion to provid~. With Si ~idle qu~1rtcrbacking ti1e rJ.lttary 
alde• wa want into a seriea of nlzoost daily top level b;iefings. 
Si hnudlcd aO'lle hiiu'9lf; Uaj. C~n. Johr, Chaisson, U~MC, of the 
COC did a 11wah1?1" (nnd h~ wad partkuL1r.ly good). w,? hurl nnj. Gan. 

• Keith :fare (who .vi1a ,m ex9chief. of cohms:\ud after the Tnt of:fenstve 
nnd was late!' killad in Victnm-.a) come i .. :l.,<! ciiv!:.: b:iofin.;s. Frftd 
Weyand came in. So <lid Bill l!t,ason. So did Eot; CuahrJan up in 
I Corps. He h1td low~r r~mking officer a t.1itb spacial storfos appe·ar. 
Tbedr instructions- were clear••tell ·it ltkc it is. .Cut inavitnbly 
oi cou:-sc, t:!c ~~h.,sin was on tl1c upbaat 1 not tha setback. 

8p ~he c.~\r.:.1:c1n i;ide, 'rJi! did ~11)t ~HP!•~ ·;is ni:.1.:y ~,mg t<J 

roll up but l-tfll diJ wha,t ',;le cou:,:1. I htd •ln:cty aess!o::-13; ;..-:ch 
Cal1.1"Uh pltclv.;d i11:: Kc>Hll!r took s01:,e; and the AID people put fo,:t~ 
on· their activities. Calhoun obvf.ou~ly focus~ct on ;:,oH. t!.·~.'!1 de"1el- • 
opmttn-ts antl L'"'1.1~r or~ t!iC ~oir.t .:.~ov:~::~y ..... U~o!'."t: \:lt~~ t~-:c.? Vle.t:.:~!.!!!lf!s~, 
pu.:r:ticularly /.:i ret~.-:-1.~ to t~LO rli f£:t ·.:u! t 1·~r.~~z.:e :1.ttu:.i.tion. \-!!; ;;ot 
out 411 the infor~,.,,-:.:.:0~ ~ .. :. co...:l..1 !J:1:,; .:~3ai:~ i:.~c.:1~:~~Yl.y ,t!: ~,:!{ 0h:: 
waa on positiv~ moll~e::~L:, n Jt ii.cJatf.ve. rL~ ;..;orr~Ci'iJHJAr:t::: r~~~cted 
accordingly, aa 1ou 111J.,Jht expe-c.t. ~fo .~ih:o ,;ct o~t a.!l ~1::my PCY;l 
intarrogtitiou rcportv .E'.ll'-1 c.apt~•.,·~J Jor;u1.1~~·d:s .J~ ~\•;:.? could. A:1<1 , •. ,'? 

even provit!ed -:1.d:y Stiml'.arlt:& cf H::.~d a.a·.1 VC brc::ide:.~stn. 

Finally• w~ us-~d utn: big ~u~1.:~-- ~.>t:.nkl.!r and ~.;eF: t.il1t')re l,m!..i-­
speclf ically tJ!th E::lsl'h:Ulhn, ur8i.!1:._; :.>l~:.: ·.:•n ". nJ-·:2 Houte,~t bnsls 
tl~an i-,:t;.ohini;tou ··;-1:,ntc·J b tt.c e.1r:y duJn. fi!. ri~1d ot~ . .;rs c111 fill 
you ii'!, ou £10.ue o.::. Hr:nt !~:.: !n:J.c~:L:g~ e;~t . t !4;."-::1 ~:'::;1:lqt~ltt·t:.rs. 

I a.t; ~uro y:i~1 ~~~•,;.! hc~.~1 :JO!'L~ P.ll-L·1 0:1 t:hnne !'.~lr:"! by 
Banter for rt n~l~ct~~ -~)n:up nf t"J~ut~, N" sc or :tt dinnere f,:,r ~ix 
.nt a ti::-~ en a 1:ot~:ti,1t :,; .. tais. '.C~1c r .. ·.u:a:~~n~:; 3rd i:r =.~fing w.:.ts by 
?hmker (I t:1hL!.~ tht:: .::.'~:.f:i;! ~-s corr:Y:.l: i.t :!~~• :-.:.:7~ °!'J~:11 c:. frf.·lay, 
t~e 2nd) and "U!l h~ltl :tu th!~ 1~ml.n1~:.;y t~d.r- .l iloo:-:- cc:-ifoi:enct'? ro:')ffl 
at LlY u.rgine. ilunk<.a:· h;;tl a ~;.mp l~ no.sHau .. ~: y:-:t: • t':e VC achic·,eJ 
a considerd,l<! :>Syc:!10 i o~; .tc :-il i..ii~,a•: t b ct:1 .!.. :. ·,;'ictr~.:::1 :1.r/. tL-1 U. S. 
but ti1~y did r~oc .,tt~ln thc::L7 o-:rn 1.·;lf-1, .. ·o~J..:.i.l!lf.;'~ g">nl:.o:; (:;s 
,:aacribi.:!d to uu 'iy c:11:ti-,a VC Mi~ ?/o!."th 1.'l:1trl,.r-.:::·,~·! ~...,1,.:1 ·:·.:s)•­
ccl:n;.•sc ci th,.: Vi~tn·.:,J'3&Q govcr:1:".le:-:t; ~::~l~salr. su:r3n:!:::r :.n,d 
co: lap~;,l of the .:1.~s:;; a gcnor.:i.1 uin·i~ll'.g :itr::: ,.,~lcr,mi: ..:rolli the 
pco 1:k, i~ar-.:1.:;ula.:-ly i:l t,J!lJ.1n :u·cao; .~ffi ~1L1lit.ary foothol~:: in 
urhan ce?ntero. lf the~~ were th~i r f0::1 h, a:i~::. r .. mker, tl""·C!Y 
f,dlcd though .--:-e recogz~i:rn that they may !,~va sc~l! 1:;V'f::'~ ot!,er 
nbjcctives, such at'J ar1 i!!:pact on l: .. :rf=ric~lr. puhli:. op{"'lion. 

Yoo knmi' th~ i·13sult1 of the briefing. It was inter-
• preted a:t e.xc~SBively optimistic at -wor1t, unr~alistic at h Jet. 

I think this jl'.:l3.mct!t ~as unduly hnrs:t. I tHdt p~rh9f;» ~e might 
hm,E! ginn n~r~ en~p~~~ic~t: t~ theJ.r psy:::\,c,lr,gtc::l su,:,.;ea~, hut 
reweruber th.st ve -:~;·ore ~Jitt.lng i!1 51:d.301:, nc:t "-1ashtn3toa, ar..:.l l 

, . 
: . 



.-

~r.~.1J: (e11en r~ow -.it'.h h.:il'l.~-sial-.t) tha-t the ;;!\"l.lluat.iou. we ,::,rcvi.c!ec 
\J~~-Q ~sa~nt.ial.ly Sll.U.lC.. I. ·uo·~k~d with. cht=: AiliU$bal ... or (;(4 ~·ni-s oue 
~i.J r~~t -we had boti, ·b~!.a~iC .. ·: -t.;.:~ pc1. n1>.U~LiVi.. ~,ie c.:un (:Spcmoer:t:o 
.c.i.S..:. r.:E.;"t • 

W~i;ty 1:.-.a iuto ti.~~ ~ ... 1e tyµ.e or trout. l€;. As yol! • \n10\~, 

;~{-..;£:ty in .a gur.g~.to, -:: . .::·~.-do t:,pe., and wh-:r; l,e i.Jricr~. ita.t~n<lai t:o 
-.:;a-p~~-ci.·&li;e ·t-he uµbe~::. The .-;-,:·1·,~~r-e~-~r:c.nts ~-011,l e.o lo!'e Ug ·qaaJ.i .. • 
f:&.cntion·a. I d,ort 't claim r.~.1 of ;]-:-:;tj•f .~ bri1; t.iit~•, ~-ere th-.t 
b.:ilance<l. 1 d::, ·.tl.in-k tt·.: p.:E!!";S. r.1n:~•.:: ·i_·.\,~~n -, ut t.l• b~ ·u1.uc:h .-.;o· ':'I\ 
op tir.ri s ti_c .th.a.r. t.L:~. ~-arG L.,t•.::.1~,~ (!(.!. 

!~M~1·'s ~rcil~,; r-e~d uo e.)1h1iW:nt i:l:..:::!li. tw. EolJ jt.1,,; 

.. cm .. l~n' t r.c.a:!..c,t • pet•.i.:1:1:-mt~,g wht;.11 he got ·up 1.t, fro;lt of tl1.e fl. cs.; • 
. lle '-iaG i:.t~ch, Lmcl1 better 1,., p•ci.vate co1., ·., :.:.rpation l'i ~:. one •:>r two· 
.c.:~=:::~~pO!)l!UU\: C tl.J,n \,,'.:. ::!, .. gr·ot;p. 

\a,~t wcu:!.d I hr.vc:. do1,~, ditft?·u.u1. ?.~, -Z !!ot t,,o· :nuch in 
te.rns of volt:.r1e1 ll(~C-J~~, ~r-:•GWH.-'-Y -c.t bt·j cf:i.ng. i.--~ri:111,s z-.a,,·~ 
t·es·t:ra,;.,11c on ucr.au of t:h~ t.:.,,~lur.tic,uc. > lu<;ra ijUiili fi.celiona on. 
Hoce 1'Jf£tl-.c c,;..la1mr.. 

nt.o "'-~-1.:.: "i.gtt? ! clo!l•t b~ 1 .. -1-··, -,:,<i.:tC"t. ho ii..:t m,u"-... erc. 
'.JC:· ,:ere ur<.,ne i 11 :;,omc t·. ~g~:1:;t 1 ; !1t·• t-iw •· 1 • e rr,•nfl couc:.~tl:1us iu 
c ;;!.u-r ;:c,✓t;ct :.'.. Uy fr.~-~-, Ck:t ·; h~ ? :oLr, :.\ ,a:,1?.y :1 t,Li r.ed ~~:i.l., 
~-r~c..tc in the "~IW:!, th:•t d.·.tt \1

~~ ;-·u[fcl·1v: :-\ <'t1HtS-r.,;e1·ahle nr:.li.tn.ry 
u~tLcck in c~~r; 'f ~t c;_-=;..cr.~i ... ~. Th::,t"!,; ._.J,:,t 'JO t:1·f~<.!. tr, ~.nv. 1'he 
'::<.! ul~-:o g;•.iacd consi'''.: .. ·G.rl}' l•t pi,1rr..Lc,.t.ogi"f\l t.,~iit,~, i:e tltrln'i.. 
!;"ti. y t: !·, ~ ~ t er-,~ u~h • 

·rhe fri.er.dlt~z1 I s~,~,pona ti~•:! tms'i1er ts tha': tll~Y wer.e 
r,o!; tco effact:!.v,~ .tn t~io itn~di.r.tl~ f.,ost.-T~t peri.~1. The govern­
·ment t7!\S th:-cr.-m off-b:11:.m~.:! nn,~ rec?•Je!":.,, tOflllther with the 
.$ubsequent rel"kl~!!:!tntion end r'lilUil~ing ~Hurt, ab!lorhod most 
"r;f !.ts. :::.;;4€!r.~!,.:&. rurthcrmoi:e, ~ t th.?. t µt,.lr.. t t:ht:? 0o\7"!t"ill!1Cnt 1 ~ 

pr1::.ss st·ructure 1>1as :1pllt uv--Nr;nyen Nr~;rJc Linh •lo~ not " 
mli1.i!itf.!l~ !.,ut h~ cid hav~ tl,c !:1..fc,rnmtiou directorate: Thieu 1·:a<l 
lAl. s C>'.,•• ?ress d,·m • ,':o1. 'L,"mii 1·:y '-'~s unh1t; Dan D-..1c thoi. 'r!1e 
ir.tlit.s:y prtld:!! !>•·'.'11l o li:\, l no .,uthnrHy !>~.1:,n!1d :;i v!ng tJut the 
brie1!ng infnrma::!on thoy ruceive<l rrorn the _1o!.at ~t.di; and 
non-government V!,;tnan.1ea! ,1.::re l,avf.r1g ~ Ucl~ ~t\~1 "!lth the hur;e 
v!ait.!.'!'13 ~1·eea cur;,s. Ea~h nle.:ient tsnJe.l to brief cm it~ °":n 
and in terms of its. self•int-!r~~st. Th'!re ~,,,; Httle thnt :w1-1.:3 

effective or coo:r.d:tnatc..-1; rntl ;:as a rc~ult t t'.·.~ Vletnamase sida 
of th~ picturo came out even wor~c than it need have. 

I suppose 1 could gf.ve you ~VcJn raore detAil. uut 
a~_rea<ly this lookt' Uk ... - two or thre~ • tlmes more t1,an you n~e,l.' 

... 

_t... 



Ho\..(;;Ver, iI the at,ove r.g,iHes fc1·:hc1· rruestion.: c,r rcqui 1.·E:s more 
clsboration, please l<~t t1~ know RP.11 I' 11 rcRp.- .. nrJ a~ best I can. 
All of the above is u~er.hle on the rcco:r:-d ·Hith nttri~>•,t.10;1 .~s 
desired. ~f course. 

Best, 

Barry Zorthian 

BZ:jb 
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Major's failings. The shortcomings of the cooks and 
kitchen police hardly exceeded primitive stupidity. 
My own problems were not serious. Some sacrifice 
must be offered on the altar of discipline-passes 
curtailed, pay docked, and so on. But underlying 
opinion was clear. The faux pas was the Major's, 
and the Colonel would see it that way-as he did. 

Meanwhile the summer was passing. The horses' 
particular brand of pneumococcus seemed to lose 
its zest. As they recovered, they became more amen­
able to military discipline. Soon the drivers had the 
caissons rolling along; and the gunners grew profi­
cient at mental arithmetic as they listened to the 
shouted numbers, twirled the wheels that moved 
their gun barrels, and learned to push home dummy 
shells, lock the breeches, and jump aside to avoid a 
theoretical recoil as lanyards were pulled. 

South of the border the political temperature 
cooled as the days shortened. -General Pershing 
came home empty-handed, rumors flew that the 
National Guard would be demobilized; but not be­
fore the effort and sweat of summer had been put 
to the test of firing live ammunition. labor Day 
came and went. The mountain foliage began to 
turn, the blueberries to ripen on the hillsides. A few 
trenches were dug on a hill across a valley, enemy 
battery emplacements were simulated with ply­
wood, notices were posted to warn berry pickers off 
the range on the chosen day. The Major was posted 
as range officer to ride over the target area before 
firing began to ensure that it was clear. 

n a glorious· autumn morning the regiment set 
out for the firing position, a plateau some miles 
beyond our camp at the far end of the military res­
ervation. On the parade ground the sight of the 
full regiment in formation was a moving one; 
but when Battery D brought up the end of the col­
umn of march and our rolling kitchen took its place 
at the end of that, martial spirit suffocated under a 
pall of dust. Not a breath of air moved it. Only a 
wet handkerchief over the nose and mouth kept 
lungs from filling solid. 

A brief respite came when the column halted and 
the kitchens moved up from the tail to the head of 
the batteries. The drivers watered and fed their 
horses while the gunners ate and then took their 
place. Even though the Major was far away on his 
assigned range patrol, we risked no chances with 
the meal-no boiled rice-there was too much live 
ammunition around. Not long after lunch the col­
umn debouched onto the plateau and moved 
straight across it. As Battery D emerged, the col­
umn broke into a trot, then swung at right angle 
into regimental front with guidons fluttering. 
When they were aligned, a bugle sent the whole 
command into a full gallop, a brave sight. As they 
reached firing position, they swung around, unlim­
bered guns and caissons, and took the horses, still 
excited and tossing their heads, to the rear. 

We left the kitchen to the drivers and joined a 
group at the steps to a platform from which the 
Colonel was observing the terrain through field 

glasses. The last preparations for firing had been 
completed, gun crews and officers were in their 
places, range finders manned. Soon officers shouted 
numbers as they computed distances, angles, and 
elevations; wheels on the guns curried. The regu­
lation procedure from here on was pretty conven­
tional. One or two guns would fire a long and then a 
short-that is, on the first they would add to the es­
timated range, on the second, subtract. Having 
thus, hopefully, bracketed the target, they would 
split the difference, or make other correction, and 
everyone would be ready for business. 

The Colonel turned to his second-in-command. 
"Range clear?" he asked with rising inflection. The 
words were repeated across the platform and down 
the steps. The words were picked up and rolled back 
as a receding breaker is by an incoming one. This 
time the inflection was reversed, assertive; not a 
question bu_t an answer, "Range clear!" Then from 
the platform came the electrifying command: 
"Regimental salvo!" 

The usual procedure might be conventional, but 
the Colonel was not. He would start this exercise 
with a bang that few present would forget. In 16 
guns shells were shoved home, breeches slammed 
shut; gunners jumped clear while lanyard sergeants 
watched for the signal. "Fire!" said the Colonel. 
The resultant roar was eminently satisfactory. 
Some of the horses snorted and gave a plunge or 
two. The whole hilltop across the valley burst into 
smoke and dust. 

About a mile our side of it appeared a separate 
source of dust bursts, moving toward us at great 
speed, touching, so it seemed, only the higher 
mounds. An order to cease fire stopped the reload­
ing, and field glasses centered on the speeding horse­
man. Word spread that it was the forgotten Major. 
As he came nearer, he seemed to be urging the horse 
to greater effort. Panic or rage or both had clearly 
taken over. He would certainly gallop up flushed and 
breathing hard, fling himself from the saddle; and 
run toward the steps shouting, 'What damn 
fool ... ? " One could see him, stopped by the Colo­
nel' scold stare, salute an~ stammer out, "Range 
clear, sir!" I didn't wait for the confrontation. The 
platform would soon be the scene of high words, 
possibly controversy, in any event, unpleasantness. 
It was clearly no place for a mess sergeant who be­
longed with his field kitchen. 

For a few days much talk and questioning re­
volved about who said what to whom. Unforru­
nately I could not heip with this since I had re­
joined the kitchen group before the dialogue began 
and was quite as puzzled as the others a~ut what 
had happened. Anyway, it was all forgotten in a 
few days when we broke camp for the move home 
and mustering out. 

Years later I met the Major again. We had both 
exchanged military titles for somewhat higher civil­
ian ones. But although we were to see a good deal 
of one another, not always under the pleasantest 
circumstances, it never seemed to me that our rela­
tionship would be improved by probing the events 
of that memorable range practice. 



As United States information chief in Vietnam 
for more than four years, Barry Zorthian set a 
rugged pace. In a Life magazine profile he was 
described as a man who spared no effort to 
keep himself informed and who preferred to be 
in the field seeing things firsthand instead of 
remaining closeted in Saigon. 

Looking back over the past year, it is clear 
chat the possibility for dialogue on the 
Vietnam war has slowly been evaporating. 
By lase spring, convictions had hardened 
to the point where people invariably de­
fended conclusions instead of discussing 
issues-all quite different from the well­
incencioned if sometimes meandering 
search for answers that characterized the 
teach-in, the academic community's first 
attempt to come to grips with the questions 
raised by the war. 

Just how far this damming up of discus­
sion on the war had gone was brought 
home chis fall when Barry Z.Orthian visited 
Yale. It was easy to anticipate that Z.Orth­
ian's three-day visit as a Poyneer Fellow 
would be extremely lively; it seemed cer­
tain he would be grilled intensively, per­
haps even greeted rudely. If those opposed 
to the war wanted to confront someone 
intimately identified with it-indeed, the 
person in Saigon who was most responsi­
ble for the way the government presented 
the war to the public-then Z.Orthian was 
the man. 

But it dido' t turn out that way at all. In­
stead, his reception was tepid; his appear­
ances seldom drew more than a handful of 
people and in news conferences and public 
meetings the questioning was polite, su­
perficial, disconnected. Even Z.Orthian 
himself was surprised. He had expected, he 
allowed at one point, many more sharp 
questions, even some hostility. His reason 
for coming to Yale, he said, was in part to 
find out what students were thinking, and 
he must have left with the impre~ion that 
the war no longer figured very promi­
nently in their thoughts. 

The very fact, though, that Z.Orthian' s 
visit was something of a non-event had its 
own importance. It said a great deal about 
the mood on this campus with regard to 
the war and it implied or suggested a num­
ber of ways in which people, here and 
elsewhere, have coped with the impact of 
the war. • 

The Reasons for Quiescence 

Undoubtedly, a number of external cir­
cumstances contributed toward making 
Z.Orthian's visit remarkably quiet. First is 
the matter of context. Although he had 
served as the chief U.S. information officer 
in Vietnam for more than four years­
during which time he was singled out by 
Life as "one of the most powerful Ameri­
cans in Vietnam"-Z.Orthian was a private 
citizen, not a government spokesman, 
when he came to Yale in November. In 
July 1968 he had resigned his dual post in 
Saigon ( as Minister Counsellor for Infor-

mation and director of the Joint U.S. Pub­
lic Affairs Office) and returned to Wash­
ington to take a temporary position at the 
headquarters of the United States Informa­
tion Agency. By the end of the summer, 
however, he had accepted an executive po­
sition with Time, Inc. and moved to New 
York City. 

If leaving his position in Saigon made 
him more accessible, it also made him less 
interesting, less central. Somehow the re­
laxed civility of Yale-in contrast to the 
shirtsleeve energy of Z.Orthian' s tenure in 
Vietnam-only served to emphasize his 
remove, both in space and time, from the 
war effort. People at Yale responded to 
him more as the corporate executive than 
as the hard-nosed professional who served 
in Saigon longer than any other senior 
American official except General West­
moreland and who was informally known 
throughout Vietnam simply as Z.Orro. 

A second circumstance influencing 
Z.Orthian' s reception at Yale was the di­
minished level of campus frustration con­
cerning the war. A year ago, those seri­
ously troubled by the war, or flatly opposed 
to it, saw little likelihood of change in 
American policy. Then President John­
son's decision not to seek reelection, the 
Paris negotiations, and the bombing halt 
promised to bring peace into view. While 
progress since has been slow, there has 
been the prospect this fall that a new ad­
ministration would be able to seek peace 
with new energy. As a consequence, the 
aanosphere here and nationally in the last 
six months has been a little less super­
charged than it was during the previous 
six months. 

More specifically, frustration among stu­
dents was not as high this fall because the 
draft didn't appear as threatening as it had. 
Last spring, when graduate student defer­
ments were eliminated, the prospect of 
impending conscription brought the war 
very close to many students. But then, over 
the summer, the expected assault by the 
draft on those intending to go on to grad­
uate school never materialized. While 
draft calls in the past two months have cut 
more deeply into the graduate student 
population, there is not yet any sign that 
the draft is creating the degree of active 
student opposition to the war that it did 
last year. 

The overall effect of the less explosive 
attitude toward the war on campus was 
summed up succinctly by one faculty mem­
ber: "If Zorthian had appeared here a 
year ago he would have been crucified. 
Opposition to the war today is no less im­
placable; it's just less on the offense." 

The last, and possibly most important, 



circumstance affecting Zorthian's visit was 
that it coincided with Coeducation Week. 
Most of Yale's activist students were other­
wise occupied, and it was perhaps encour­
aging to note that a positive demonstra­
tion took precedence over a negative one. 
Apparently the only member of sos that 
Zorthian met was over dinner in Silliman 
College Master Elias Clark's house, and by 
all reports the conversation was more pleas­
ant than probing. In brief, the collective 
attention of the University was turned 
quite inward during the days Zorthian was 
here. 

A Few Sparks 
If overall there was little electricity in the 
air as a result of Zorthian's presence on 
campus, sparks did fly during a Yale Re­
ports program when he was interviewed 
by Dr. Robert Lifton, a research professor 
of psychiatry, and Jaraslav Pelikan, Titus 
Street professor of ecclesiastical history. 
But the program also illustrated the degree 
to which confrontation over the issues of 
the war has replaced discussion. 

From the beginning, Zorthian and Lif­
ton were poles apart. Lifton, whose schol­
arly work has for the most part been done 
in East Asia and who spent several weeks 
in Vietnam a year-and-a-half ago, took es­
sentially a moral position while Zorthian 
took a political one. The predictable im­
passe was that Zorthian took off from the 
conclusion that the war was in the national 
interest of the U.S. while Lifton felt it was 
indefensible in any terms at all. At a few 
points in the program, the exchanges were 
heated enough so the thread of conversa­
tion was all but lost in the flurry of inter­
ruptions and couriterinrerruptions: 

Lifton: You say the Vietnamese in the 
South are bearing the brunt of the war. In­
deed, they are. They are suffering and dy­
ing in much larger numbers than Ameri­
cans, there is no doubt about that. And 
hundreds of thousands of civilians among 
them are dying too. 
Zorthian: Not hundreds of thousands, Dr. 
Lifton. 
Lifton: Hundreds of thousands of civilians 
have died ... 
Zorthian: No. 
Lifton: I don't know how you can contra­
dict that. 
Zorthian: Dr. Lifton, I am sorry, we have 
gone into this very thoroughly. This is a 
disservice a person like you does to your 
own students in passing on that type of 
statement. 
Lifton: I am not involved in the subject of 
how many thousands or tens or hundreds 
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In addition to his responsibilities for dispensing 
information, Zorthian also headed the U.S. psy­
chological warfare effort. "You can't divorce 
communication from programs," he is fond of 
saying. "The actual American programs at the 
grass roots level have more psychological impact 
than mere leaflets." 



of thousands of civilians have been killed 
in this war. 
Zorthian: But flat statements are being 
circulated. You do sort of shoot off hun­
dreds of thousands without a thought. 
Lifton: Over the course of the Vietnamese 
war hundreds of thousands of civilians 
have not been killed, is that what you are 
saying? 
Zorthian: What do you mean, hundreds 
of thousands? How many? Seriously, be­
cause I have read a figure chat said a mil­
lion have been killed and this couldn't be 
more inaccurate. 
Lifton: Hundreds of thousands have been 
killed. 
Pelikan: Some 200 thousand plus. 
Lifton: That's right, at least plus. Now 
having said chat, which is a true statement, 
let me goon. 
Zorchian: May we leave that? I disagree 
with the truth of chat statement. I think 
my knowledge of it is probably much more 
detailed .... 

Just beneath the surface of chis kind of ex­
change lie a number of very important is­
sues that have to do with the complexities 
of the Vietnam war in particular and the 
capacity of our system of government to 
respond to a high level of complexity on 
matters of policy in general. For example: 
As a public, we are very statistic-oriented, 
but at the same time we ai:e very nai:ve 
about statistics. Just what do "facts" mean 
in a situation as complex as Vietnam? How 
can the public sort out competing claims 
of "fact"? And what of those facts that can, 
quite legitimately, be interpreted to sup­
port totally opposite points of view? 

Another issue: Clearly there is the pre­
sumption in foreign affairs, quite rightly, 
chat the government has access to more 
information than the citizen at large. At 
the same time, though, that presumption 
cannot disqualify the citizen from register­
ing his point of view based on the infor­
mation that he has ( in the way that Wash­
ington "disqualified" many critics of the 
war) without isolating the policymaking 
process from public accountability except 
at infrequent intervals. 

These are the issues that Zorthian was 
squarely in the middle of during his tour of 
duty in Vietnam. And most of his infor­
mal conversation at Yale was devoted to 
giving his perspective on some of the ques­
tions growing out of these issues. If on the 
one.hand he failed to catalyze opposing 
points of view on the war, on the ocher he 
took advantage of the resulting calm to 
reflect on the communication processes 
that tie the government and the public to­
gether. 
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A Double Perspective 

In his career, Zorthian has worked on both 
sides of the slough of distrust that gener­
ally separates government and press. After 
graduating from Yale in 1941 ( where he 
was sports editor on the Yale Daily News 
board chaired by Kingman Brewster), 
Zorthian served briefly as editor of a Ver­
mont newspaper before enlisting in the 
Marine Corps. At war's end, he was dis­
charged as a major and returned to New 
Haven to resume his journalism career. 

Within a year he moved to New York 
to become senior news editor of the inter­
national section of the Columbia Broad­
casting System, then left a few months 
later to take a position with Voice of 
America. While serving as program man­
ager for VOA, he attended evening sessions 
at the New York University Law School 
and received an LLB. in 1953. 

After nine years with VOA, Zorthian 
moved to the United States Information 
Agency and in a variety of assignments 
over the succeeding years he traveled to 
more than So countries. In 1961 he was 
named USIA's depury public affairs officer 
in India. That assignment, in turn, was the 
springboard for his appointment in Febru­
ary 1964 as director of the U.S. Informa­
tion Service in Vietnam. 

His tenure in India was so successful 
that it probably played a large part in his 
selection to take over the badly frayed pub­
lic information campaign ih Vietnam. One 
friend told a Life reporter: "He's a great 
talker, and I think the Indians finally met 
someone who could talk longer and argue 
better than they could. They were 
charmed." Also pleased were the journal­
ists he dealt with, who found his frankness 
a happy change of pace from the rounds of 
"no comment." 

Once he was established in Saigon, 
Zorthian quickly gained a reputation as a 
low-key but hard-driving, courageous pro­
fessional. He released more unvarnished 
information than any of his predecessors 
ever had; said one friend, "Barry works 
twice as hard as anyone else because he 
thinks he was born two steps behind." 
Burly in build and deliberate in manner, 
he presided regularly over the daily press 
briefings that were known throughout Sai­
gon as the Five O'Clock Follies. 

An index of Zorthian's effectiveness in 
his relations with the press is the fact that 
most veteran reporters feel the now-fa­
mous credibility gap was a product of 
Washington, not Saigon. "We cannot 
exist without reality as a base," Zorthian 
once told the press; "if I cannot talk about 
something, I simply don't talk about it. 
But I have never lied to the press." 

In a speech at the National Press Club 
last fall following his return from Viet­
nam, he summed up the substance of his 
relationship to the press: "That the gov­
ernment and the press had differences is 
hardly news. And that there were periods 
of hostility between the two is not a start­
ling revelation. But I would submit that 
eventually we eliminated most of the hos­
tility-✓.l.nd while we had very real differ­
ences in outlook, in evaluation, and in 
judgment, we also had dialogue: hours 
and hours of dialogue at many levels and 
in many settings .... And out of the heat 
of these discussions came an awareness of 
the problems that faced us both." 

In a New Milieu 

Zorthian had lost none of his press brief­
ing skills by the time he arrived at Yale. 
He was clearly at home with an audience, 
and had the easy grace with reporters that 
only men who dispense information regu­
larly and are quoted often seem to exhibit. 
The only signal that he was on a university 
campus rather than still in Saigon was his 
habit, early in the visit, of prefacing his 
answers to questions dealing with broad 
areas where he felt no special competence 
with, "You may know more about this 
than I do, but ... " 

The burden of much of his discourse at 
Yale was devoted to emphasizing the com­
plexities of the Vietnam situation. The 
residual instincts from his Vietnam tour 
of duty could be seen in the frequency 
with which the "Yes, but" syndrome ap­
peared. Zorthian's standard rejoinder to 
a number of questions was to point out the 
alternative set of facts or the alternative 
interpretation before launching into a 
fuller answer. "Isn't the level of corruption 
in the South Vietnamese government ter­
ribly high?" "Yes, but you must remem­
ber you are judging by Western standards. 
Much of what we would label corruption 
are standard emoluments of offic.e in a Con­
fucian society." 

"Hasn't the government erred too often 
in its predictions about the war to be cred­
ible any longer?" "Perhaps, but we are all 
human. Let's not forget that the press has 
erred too-for example, with regard to 
Khe Sanh-but people don't seem to re­
member that." 

"Hasn't the war claimed the lives of 
great numbers of South Vietnamese ci­
vilians?" "Yes, but don't forget that this is 
probably the most restricted army in his­
tory in terms of rules governing when they 
can fire their weapons. Beyond that ... " 

( When asked what he thought of co­
education, Zorthian's response was char-



acteristic: while he wasn't enthusiastic 
about it personally, he said, the only thing 
that surpris.ed him was the apparent unan­
imity of opinion on campus. Where are 
the people, he asked, who are opposed­
there must be another side to it.) 

Early in his visit Zorthian established 
a context for his remarks by giving his 
own view of the war. Like most senior mis­
sion officials, he said, he had doubts about 
the way in which U.S. policy was executed. 
However, about the policy itself he had 
few doubts at all: "We are essentially, it 
seems to me, in Vietnam to enable the 
South Vietnamese to control their own 
future, develop their own society. This I 
think is done in the U.S. national interest." 

In the past year or so, the questions in 
his mind concerned the price that the war 
was exacting at home. "The picture we had 
in Saigon was of great national doubt, di­
vision, and dissent." While Zorthian ac­
knowledged that the insularity of Saigon 
may have heightened the sense of division, 
he nevertheless felt that Stateside reaction 
to the war had to figure prominently in the 
equation determining the scope and con­
duct of the war. Public opinion, in one 
form or another, sooner or later, would 
have to be reflected in matters of policy. 

Particularly because of his own respon­
sibilities in Vietnam, Zorthian pad a great 
deal to say about the factors which help to 
shape public opinion and about the ways 
in which the press, government, and peo­
ple relate to one another. The Vietnam 
war represents, in his view, the most diffi­
cult task of communication this society has 
faced in the post-World War II era. And 
while the government has had unprece­
dented access to the media; and the press 
has had unprecedented freedom of move­
ment and coverage, he feels the war has 
been communicated to the public in such a 
way that, by and large, Americans have 
been unable to assimilate the complexity 
of the issues it has raised. 

At fault are all three parties, Zorthian 
feels: the government has not presented 
the war well, especially in terms of making 
its reasoning clear at various points of de­
cision; the press, despite some outstanding 
moments, has had difficulties in dealing 
with some of the new problems presented 
by this kind of conflict; and the public it­
self has been a little too anxious for sim­
plistic answers, a little too quick with emo­
tional responses. 

Four Sets of Questions 
Reduced to a sentence, Zorthian sees the 
essential problem as how to assure clarity 
in transmitting relatively complex, in-
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Generalizing from his Vietnam experience, 
2.orthian suggests that government officials need 
more training in public affairs, more training 
in dealing with the press. The result, he feels, 
would be more candor, more relation to reality, 
and a better realization of the function of a free 
press. 



volved, and qualified concepts to a mass 
-------------audience. To the degree that the perform­

ance of the press offers a handle on the 
problem, he suggests four kinds of consid­
erations that deserve close attention. 

First, since there are so many judg­
mental aspects to the war, how is it pos­
sible for reporting to be fairly balanced? 
As an example: A year-and-a-half ago, 
during the election campaign in South 
Vietnam, there were I I candidates run-

------------- ning. Of the I I, all voiced hope that peace 
would be forthcoming soon, but only one, 

• Truong Dinh Dzu, talked peace in terms 
of negotiation with the Vietcong and im­
mediate abandonment of the war effort. 
On election day, Dzu surprised everyone 
by coming in second with 17 per cent of 
the vote. What is the significance of that 
fact? Is it that a significant portion of the 
population--almost as many as voted for 
Thieu-wanted peace at any cost? Or is it 
that 83 per cent of the voters, while spread 
over ten candidates, were rejecting the 
peace at any cost approach? 

Z.Orthian points out that interpretation 
of events and selection of "significant" 
facts is a constant difficulty facing the 
Vietnam correspondent. To do his job, the 
journalist in Vietnam has to be combat re­
porter, political analyst, sociologist, econ­
omist, arid investigator all rolled into one. 
How well he does any of these jobs will 
depend on his background," experience, 
and language competence ( for access to all 
sh!ldes of opinion, knowledge of Vietna­
mese and French is practically a necessity) . 

Thus the qualifications of the reporters 
are likely to weigh heavily in how well 
they accomplish their aim. The problems 
of qualification in Vietnam have been . 
complicated by the usually short tours of 
duty given a correspondent ( Z.Orthian _says 
over 2,000 journalists have been accredited 
in the past four years, representing a full 
spectrum of competence). 

A second set of difficulties aris~ when a 
reporter, no matter how well qualified 
himself, attempts to convey information to 
the U.S. public. Oearly, the usual Western 
yardsticks and definitions have limited 
usefulness. In general terms, the Vietna­
mese war has been the occasion for the 
public's first extended exposure to Eastern 
society, culture, and politics. Is it really 
fair, Z.Orthian asked at one point during 
his visit, to evaluate the function of a new 
constitutional democracy in South Viet­
nam on the basis of American standards? 

Even in the matter of semantics Viet­
nam poses new problems. What, for in­
stance, constitutes progress in this kind of 
war? When people, not territory, is the 
objective, how is it possible to convey an 
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accurate reflection of the actual state of the 
war? 

A third set of problems grows out of the 
voluminous coverage the Vietnam war has 
received. It is generally accepted that this 
is the most thoroughly reported war in 
hisrory, yet no one is quite sure whether 
comprehensiveness has led to obfuscation 
or clarification. One reason for the vol­
ume of reportage, Z.Orthian feels, is the 
competitiveness of the media; there is al­
ways the pressure to get a story before an­
other network or another paper does. As a 
result, some unconfirmed--and ultimately 
misleading or inaccurate-information 
has been reported. In addition, the empha­
sis in reporting has sometimes been on the 
superficial "color" story at the expense of 
more substantive analysis. 

Lastly, there is a web of problems that 
are peculiar to television reporting. For 
one thing, television is at a disadvantage 
when it comes to reporting the story that 
takes place over a long period of time or 
which is non-visual in its substance. Even 
with combat stories, though, a five-minute 
film clip on the evening news can convey 
only a limited amount of information. 

The more interesting questions about 
television coverage of the war have to do 
with its impact on the public. What has 
been the effect of the constant e1eposure of 
the public to the war? Has the result been 
to callous people's sensitivities and make. 
them more aware of political reaiities? Or, 
as is more likely, has it brought the realiza­
tion that all war is ghastly and thereby 
generated a wave of general and-war feel­
ing? These are the kinds of questions, 
Zorthian said, that we really have not had 
time yet to evaluate; but he emphasized 
his feeling that it was questions such as 
these that will h~ve to be at the core of any 
examination of public opinion and the 
war. 

In raising these issues, Zorthian was 
careful to explain that he intended no in­
dictment of the press. Many of the same 
problems, he said, were shared by the gov­
ernment, which has hardly revised its 
methods governing the distribution of in­
formation in 20 years. It is just that ques­
tions such as these "deserve frank recogni­
tion and searching examination for the 
lessons they contain and the guideposts 
they can provide for the future." As he had 
said a few weeks earlier in his National 
Press Club speech, which covered much of 
the same grou_nd, his observations were 
motivated by his conviction that on issues 
of national affairs the press and the govern­
ment have "a joint and parallel responsi­
bility for communication with the public: 
the government out of its obligation to 

inform the electorate; the press in its ca­
pacity as the watchdog of the government 
in behalf of the people." 

The Unexplored Ground 

There is no question that the issues which 
Z.Orthian raised during his visit are impor­
tant and deserve study, particularly with 
regard to the future conduct of foreign af­
fairs and the responsiveness of the policy­
making process to informed public opin­
ion. But at the same time, it is wrong to 
assume that the divisiveness the war has 
caused can be attributed solely to a "com­
munications gap." The sense of estrange­
ment because of the war-at least on this 
campus-goes much deeper than that. In 
one student's words, the "moral devasta­
tio~ wrought by the war is a function pri­
marily of a loss of faith-in our govern­
ment, in our effectiveness as citizens, in our 
goals and our lives--and that kind of 
wound takes a great deal of time to heal." 

That sentiment explains; in large part, 
the ·uneventfulness of '.Zorthian' s visit and 
ttie evaporation of dialogue about the war. 
But the great danger of the kind of polari­
zation that renders debate useless is that it 
also makes learnirig impossible. And if 
there is a compelling need at the moment 
it is that we dissect the Vietnam experi­
ence in order to formulate what we have 
learned so it can be applied in the future. 

The present mood of the country, 
though, seems to be leading us generally 
in the opposite direction. There is some­
ttiing of ari avoidance neurosis about Viet­
nam, a desire-especially since the-begin­
ning of the Paris talks-to avoid intensify­
ing old divisions, to ieave tender ~ar tissue 
undisturbed. For much of the public, it 
amounts to a retreat from the complexities 
in issues and judgments that have been 
posed by Vietnam. 

The academic community is where one 
would expect that trend to be reversed 
first, where the probing examination of 
what has occurred would provide a basis 

for deciding what should occur in the r· 
future. And Barry '.Zorthian's three days at 
Yale was only a tiny step in that direction. 
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THE DIMENSION OF COMMUNICATION 

BARRY ZORTHIAN 

My ASSIGNMENT this morning is to 
talk to you about the U.S. Information 
Agency; but, if I may, I'd like to speak 

more broadly rubout commmucation-communi­
cation by our Government with the public, pri­
marily through the medium of the press. 

In the last analysis, our society depends on 
the existence of an enlightened public, a public 
that is in possession of the :facts and makes con-

• sidered and reasoned jud~ments, particularly 
on issues of national attairs. Our ultimate 
source of authority is that same public, and 
public opinion must play a major role in the 
conduct of our Government. 

I would suggest •to you that today this process 
of communication is 111 trouble, even though we 
have made tremendous progress in purely tech­
nical terms. This morning we will try to trans­
mit television signals from the Apollo to ground 
stations, but we are having great difficulty right 
here on this planet in communicating intelligi­
ble signals from people in Government offices 
to people outside them. 

This is understandable. The world is becom­
ing more complex, issues and problems are more 
involved. Mass understanding and appreciation, 
particularly in foreign a.ff airs, are very difficult 
to achieve.· 

What people think is almost as important 
as the facts themselves. The "image," of course, 
is itself a fact. More than anywhere else, re­
cently, this has been an issue in Vietnam. ·what 

l\IR. BARRY ZORTHlAN ls a senior member ot corporate 
mnnngement at Time, Inc. A graduate of Yale University 
(A.B. 1941) and New York University (LL.B. 1953), he ls 
a member of the New York State Bar. He joined the Voice of 
America lo late 1947, holding such positions as Chief of the 
News Branch, Chief Policy Adviser, and Program Manager. 
l\Ir. Zorthinn has been one of the key men in America's 
overseas information program. He served 3 years in India as 
Deputy Public Affairs Oflicer for the U.S. Information Agency 
(USIA) and 4½ years (196-1-68) in South Vietnam where 
he was Director of JUSPAO (,Tolnt U.S. Public Affairs Office) 
and then 1\Iinister-Counsellor for Information. In Vietnam, he 
was respousible for policy direction and coordination of the 
American Mission's entire information program, including 
both press relations and psychological operations. On return­
ing to Washington, l\Ir. Zorthian was named Special Assistant 
to the Director of USIA. 

This talk was condensed and edited for publication here 
with the author's a1)proval from a transcript of his presenta• 
tion to the College on 14 October 1968. 

really happened? What did people think lrn.p- . 
pened? Both questions are important. But what 
people think about Vietnam is, in many ways, 
even more important than the actual situation 
on the ground. . 

Many of you will someday occupy positions 
of importance in the conduct of our national 
affairs. Your participation in this process of 
communication is e.ssential. To me, it seems 
tragic that today you can reach th'at high lernl 
of responsibility with little experience m com­
munication, with almost no confrontation or 
dialog with the great communications media. 
I would hope that, as ,ve deYelop our training 
programs for potential senior officers in Gov­
ernment, we can add more of this dimension of 
communication and provide a doctrine for this 
process of talking to the public and dealing 
,vith the communications media. ,Ve don't haye 
such a doctrine today, and at times the conse­
quences can be discouraging. 

Vietnam is an example. Our senior officials 
there are required to deal with the media every 
day. Some are superb. But others fail miserably. 

i don't think we can afford to leave this task 
to cnance or to the individual persona.lity. I 
firmly believe that, if it is to be performed 
effectively, we will need more preparation in 
institutions such as this, in order to develop a 
better understanding among our future senior 
officials of the fundamental principles of deal­
ing with the public. 

The Government has two audiences, domestic 
and :foreign. The U.S. Information Agency 
(USIA) is its instrument for dea.lin~ ,Yith the 
foreign audience. Our concern wit11 foreign 
opinion, of course, goes back to the Constitu­
tion and the Declaration of Independe11ce; but 
in a formal sense we need look back only to the 
Committee on Information, the Creel Commit­
tee, in "\Vorld "\Var I. After the ,rnr we dis­
banded this agency and did not establish a.not.her 
one until the eve of "\Vorld "\Var II, when the 
Office of the Coordinator for Inter-American 
Affairs was set up to conduct an information 
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program in Latin America. DurinO" the war, the 
Office of ,var Information was in g~neral charge 
of public information. Still ]ater, the basic 
legislation for ·what became the U.S. Informa­
tion _A~ency came in the Smith-Mundt Act, 
Pubhc Law 402 of 1948. At first, the Agency 
was a semiautonomous institute within the State 
Department, but in 1953 President Eisenhower 
gave it independent status. 

Two other pieces of basic ]egislation should 
be mentioned. The Fulbright-Hayes Act of 1961 
broadened USIA's mission? giving it more re­
sponsibility and authority m the mternational 
information and cultural-exclrn.nge fields; and a 
Presidential directive to all overseas missions 
in 1961, making the Ambassa.dor the Chief of 
.Mission for all U.S. activities in a particular 
country, also garn USIA responsibility for the 
public affairs activities of the U.S. Govern­
ment overseas in all areas except the Joint 
Comma,nds. . . 

USIA today is spending roughly $180 mil­
lion a year. It operates a worldwide communi­
cations network, the tmnsmitters of the Voice 
of America. It has facilities both in the States 
and overseas for publications, moviemaking, 
and utiHzation of the various media. It employs 
sorn~ 12,000 people, including 7,000 foreign na.­
tionals, and is represented in about 100'-coun­
tries, where it is known as the U.S. Information 
Service (USIS). The key USIA official in each 
country is the Public Affairs Officer (PAO), 
a member of the country team on the Ambas­
sador's staff. 

The mission of the USIA is twofold. It has 
the task of creating support abroad for the 
Unifod States and its policies and, in a broader 
~ense, for d~veloping a sympathetic understand­
mg by foreign peoples of our country, our insti-

. tut.ions, and our way of life. Its other major 
task is that of advising all elements of the Gov­
ernment, from the President on down, on the 
po~c~tial impact of our . ac~ions on foreign 
opunon. In other ,rnrds, 1t 1s responsible for 
injecting into the policymaking decisions of our 
Government a consideration of the factor of 
communication with foreign audiences. 

The Director of USIA is a member of the 
National Security Council. He attends Cabinet 
meetings on appropriate occasions; he is the 
principal public affairs adviser to the Secre­
tary of State; and, insofar as foreigi1 audiences 
are concerned, he advises the Secreta.ry of De­
fense and other Cabinet officers. Over.seas, the 
Public Affairs Officer plays a similar role on the 
Ambassador's staff. 

I 

Let me speak for a few minutes of USIA's 
staff advisory role. In theory it is clear and un­
equivocal, but in its acceptance and execution 
I believe it is honored more in the breach than 
in the observance. Too often, despite what the 
organization manual says, the Public Affairs 
Officer or Information Officer is simply brought 
in after a decision is made and told to exploit 
it as best he can. He is not brought into the 
po1icymaking process itself. Yet it is crucially 
important that the public affairs dimension­
the dimension of what people think, of the im­
pact of our actions on world and domestic opin­
ion-be brought into this process at the very 
start. It need not rule that process. There will 
be occasions when an adion is so necessary that 
it must be carried out regardless of its effect on 
opinion. Nevertheless, the public affairs dimen~ 
sion is an essential part of the policymaking 
process and one which I feel is ignored far too 
often. As professionals in the business say, ,,e 
are always in on the crash landings but not 
often on the takeoffs. ,v e must be in on the take­
offs if we are to do what we should do and what 
is expected of us. 

Today it is rriore true than ever before that 
actions speak louder than words. The mechanics 
of reporting and interpreting actions in com­
munications media are important, but far more 
important in shaping the message communi­
cated is the substance of the actions reported. 
USIA's job is not just to turn out a pamphlet 
or a film or a radio show. People, even ordinary 
people in less-developed parts of the world, are 
more sophisticated than they used to be. The 
capability for communicating has grown so 
great, and the volume of communications grown 
so enormous, that people are becoming increas­
ingly immune to words as such. The PAO over­
seas is often told, "Go out and make some prop­
aganda on this." But in the world of 1968 you 
don't make propaganda, at least not in the old­
fashioned way. You must communicate through 
the hard realities of your actions. 

The trained communicator is less a publicity 
man than a "substance•~ man. He has a profes­
sional appreciation for political realities. He 
has a feel for the people of a country, for what 
and how they think; he can sense how they are 
likely to react to a gh·en policy or action. The 
professional communicator also knows how to 
use the media to best adrnntagc. He knows thefr 
limitations and their capabilities and how to 
circumvent the one and e.xploit the other. 

I would urge you to make use of this profes­
siona1. Principals too often try to be their own 
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coimnunication specialists, substituting their 
own judgment for the professional judgment of 
the trained communicator. I am not questioning 
the authority and ultimate responsibility of the 
commander or accountable official who must 
make the decisions. I do suggest that the PAO 
be regarded as more than a mere specialist or 
techmcian whose only function is to explain or 
interpret to the public decisions already made-­
often, indeed, using a dictated "approach." 

In any case, foreign audiences are sometimes 
less influenced by what we tell them in those 
countries than by "·hat we do and say here in 
the United States. "W11at happens in "\Vashing­
ton becomes knmn1 all over the world in very 
short order. "\Vashington has a large corps of 
foreign correspondents; it is a nerve center of 
world,vide communications. A Presidential 
press conference,. an action by the Department 
of Defense, a policy statement by the Depart­
ment of State may affect public thinking 
abroad, through almost instant dissemination 
by the media, more P°'Yerfully than the efforts 
of the USIS on the scene overseas. 

Remember, too, tha.t by comparison ·with the 
huge volume of communications through com­
mercial and private channels, the efforts of 
USIS in a foreign country are almost marginal. 
Communications traffic between the United 

. States and Great Britain, for example, is so 
heavy that all the USIS can do locally is to pro­
vide a little more perspective and depth through 
local contact work. • 

There are, in short, severe limitations on what 
can be accomplished through public affairs ac­
tivities abroad. The PAO on a country team 
cannot control the "·hole process of communica­
tion to a local audience. Often his influence is 
only marginal. Far from evoking a positive 
public reaction to given actions, he may do well 
if he is able to mitigate to some degree a nega-
tive one. • 

Let me turn now to a very controversial ques­
tion, the relatirn responsibilities of the Govern­
ment and the press m the area of public infor­
mation. A little while ago I said that our society 
depends on the existence of an enlightened pub-
1 ic. Both the Government and the press have, it 
seems to me., a heavy responsibility in this mat­
ter. I do not deny, or excuse, the shortcomings 
of the press in discharging their responsibilities, 
and I have often discussed those shortcomings 
with my friends in the press. I "·ould suggest, 
however, that it is preferable for us in the Gm-­
ernment first to examine ourselves and to clean 
our own house before we criticize the media. 

You may recall a statement nfade by a tele­
vision executive not long ago that it is the busi­
ness of the press to tell the Government how to 
conduct its business, but not that of the Gm-ern­
ment to te1l the press how to conduct its business. 
This, it seems to me, embodies the whole con­
cept that lies behind the first amendment to the 
Constitution. The press in our society has the 
role of a 1'"atchdog, a judge, an independent 
observer of events. In this capacity it represents 
the people, and it is to the people~not the Gov­
ernment-that it is ultimately accounto.ble. 
This concept is basic to our type of society, but 
it is too oft~n given only lip service by some of 
us in Government service. There is a tendency, 
after spending years in the Foreign Service or 
the military service, to becoJne insulated from 
this aspect of our democratic system, to forget 
that a free press and free expression are essen­
tial parts of it and that we in the Government 
are subject to the scrutinv of the press and the 
public. ., 

But this is as it is. The press, the media, and 
this need for an enlightened public are not going 
to disappear. This 1s not a burden on us. It is 
not additional duty, if you will. It is built into 
our very concept of government. It is built into 
your very basic responsibility. The dimension 
of communication, in this day of instant com­
munication, becomes more and morn integral in 
the execution of ,,hatenr responsibilities you 
have. 

So I would suggest that we need, first of all, 
to adopt a positive, constrnctive attitude to"·arcl 
the press and its representatins. vVe should not 
look on the correspondent as a nuisance to be 
tolerated or circumvented. He is an intermedi­
ary b'etween us and the people, performing a 
function vital to our societv, a function that in 
execution may cause us some discomfort. Be­
tween him and us there is a relationship of 
mutual dependence. He needs our cooperation 
to do his job effectively and play his role in our 
society-and we, equaily, need him because ,ye 
cannot afford to insulate ourselves from the pub­
lic . to ,, hich he reports and interprets our 
act10ns. 

I would not argue that our interests are 
identical. 1Ve in Government naturally want the 
public to see our actions in the most favorable 
light. The i)ress and other media, for their 
parts, have no natural disposition to present 
them fayorably. I_ ,rnulcl even argue that they 
have some obhgat10n to present them in a. less 
favorable light than that in "·hich we ourselrns 
view them-because, you might say, we are in .. 
tercstecl parties while they, the media, are dis-
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interested observers. In this sense there is a real 
conflict of interest between Government and the 
media. But this does not mean that the relation­
ship must be one of hostility. It can and should 
be a relationship of mutual respect and mutual 
awareness of each other's point of view. 

I think we have two functions in this com­
inunication dimension of Government. One is 
to make the facts known as we know them. In 
so doing, we must recognize that the media have 
a right to review the facts as we present them 
and to determine, by direct investigation if nec­
essary, whether these facts are incomplete or 
possibly iimccurate. 

The second function is to set forth our own 
evaluation of the facts as the basis for our policy 
judgments. Here again, like it or not, that eval­
uation is subject to review. Moreover, it is often 
reviewed by individuals "·ho are less informed 
than we are and less qualified to appreciate all 
its ramifications. Here, it seems to me, we have 
some responsibility, even though this may sound 
patronizing, to educate the press representatives, 
to giYe them, insofar as ,ve are able, an oppor­
tumty to learn all the relevant facts and to 
understand the judgments we have made based 

• on those facts. 
There will always be correspondents who are 

unresponsive, ,vho lack desired qualifications, 
or who carry a chip on their shoulder. But I 
can assure you, on the basis of ha ,ing dealt 
with more than 2,000 correspondents in Viet­
nam, these types are in the minority. Most of 
our press representatives are responsible indi­
viduals, dedicated to the defense and well-being 
of our society. They have a job to do, a job that 
we must respect, and they play a role that we 
must learn to accept. 

I often get the feeling that some of our offi­
cials regard the press simply as an outlet for 
their publicity releases-in someone's words, as 
a handmaiden of Government. This, I submit, 
is a grave error. The function of the press is 
to giYe the public its mvn, independent new, not 
just the Government's view, and it is foolish 
for officials to be annoyed or disappointed when 
the press performs this function. ,v e must ac­
cept the £act that our actions are subject to press 
analysis. We should ask only that such analysis 
be responsible and balanced-which, of course, 
it sometimes is not. 

In dealing with the press, there are a few 
simple principles that need to be obsernd. One 
has to do with the withholding of information 
on grot1nds of security or sensitivity. In the 
first place, I believe restrictions of this kind 
should be kept to the absolute minimum. Secnr-

ity should not b~ used as 6. pretext for holding 
back unpalatable truths. ,vhen the claim of 
security or privilege is bona fide, then the only 
thing to do is simply to refuse to discuss the 
point. Any responsible correspondent will ac­
cept a "no comment'' if he is persuaded it is 
based on legitimate considerations. In Vietnam 
we asked the press to observe voluntarily cer­
tain ground rules concerning publication of 
specified categories of military information. 
Over a period of 4½ years, only six violations 
occurred that were serious enough to lead to a 
withdrawal of accreditation-and we had some 
2,000 correspondents. 

The second rule is even more simple: No de­
ception of the press. Our Government faces a 
credibility gap today. The reasons for it are 
complex; but, for our purposes this morning, 
they are not really relevant. The point is, the 
j:!U p exists; and when the good faith of the U.S. 
Government is questioned by large segments of 
its people, then I submit to you that we are in 
trouble. Whatever the truth of the charge in 
the past, I think it goes without saying that we 
should avoid giving any grounds for it in the 
future. Of course, we are not always able to pre­
sent all the facts, and the facts we do have may 
sometimes be incomplete. All that can be ex­
pected is an honest presentation of .the picture 
as we have it and full recognition of the right 
and responsibility of the press to check the in­
formation for itself by going to the scene of 
action and interviewing the participants, if 
feasible. A correspondent is not doing his job 
if he is simply a transmission belt for what you 

'tell him. 
, The third principle has to do with the impact 
: of that first story about an event to hit the pa-
pers or television. When a troublesome item has 
to be released to the press, I think we all are 
inclined to stand back and take an "if asked" 
posture-"Don't respond unless you have to.~, 
That attitude, it seems to me, defeats its purpose. 
In such a situation we should be forthright­
present the facts, our evaluation of them, and 
the position or action we propose to take. Too 
often, in Vietnam, we found ourselYes trying to 
catch up wit.h stories about which half the world 
had already made up its mind. The classic case 
was the use of tear gas, a perfectly legitimate 
and humane weapon, widely used, as you know, 
in riot control. Yet, we were coy and secretive 
about it when it was first used in the field. Two 
correspondents who happened to be on the 
scene rushed out with a story, based on incom­
plete information, under a headline proclaim­
ing that American troops in Vietnam had used 
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gas. Enemy ·propaganda had a field . day, _and 
many people thi·oughout the world still beheYe 
that American troops in Vietnam are using toxic 
gas. If we had taken the initiative and put out 
a. full and frank account of the facts, I am con­
Yinced we could have avoided most of the dam-
age that was d?ne: • 

My final prmc1ple also relates to the matter 
of credibility. In releasing information and 
evaluation to the press, I would urge that we 
girn some thou.gh~ to the sophfatication. of the 
press and the audiences they reach. Don't hand 
out a story that paints a complex picture in pure 
blacks and whites, that describes ambiguities as 
thouo-h they were absolutes, or that covers up 
the close balance between pro and con considera­
tions entering into a policy or decision. "\Ve 
will get more credibility if we "tell it like it 
is" at the outset. Eventually the whole pict1;1re 
is going to emerge anyway, whether \Ye hke 
it or not. 

The rhetorics and the absolutes of the past 
are no longer adequate. vVe talk about a 1!ew 
politics. "\"Ve in the Government have to design 
a new comtnunication for today. And many 
of the methods and many of the principles under 
which we have operated in the past are no longer 
adequate. 

I would suggest that the full, balanced pic-
ture, with a presentation of it by us, is part of 
-this process of new communicat10ns and in the 
long run will bring positive results, rather than 
negative ones. 

Up to now I've been ,talking about the Gov­
ernment's shortcomings in the public affairs 
area. The press also has its share. Some of the 
problems it faces have been clearly demonstra­
ted in Vietnam. The most difficult is finding pro­
fessionally qualified correspondents who can un­
derstand and report something as complex and 
alien to our experience as what is going on in 
Vietnam. The volume of coverage and the num­
ber of media are greater than ever before. I'm 
afraid that, too often, the press is being staffed 
by people who, though highly motivated, are 
inadequately prepared for their jobs. To so~e 
degree, ,ve .can help the press to overcome tlus 
shortcoming-and I believe we should-by shar­
ing our knowledge with the correspondents as 
fully as possible so that they can learn on the 
job. It is as much in our interest as in theirs that 
a correspondent be well qualified. . 

The press also needs to try harder, I believe, 
to adjust certain conceptual terms common in 
our own culture, such as progress, democracy, 
and stability, to a local context. The same ap­
plies to our standards and criteria of judgment. 

329-860 0 - 69 - 2 

Do we appraise Vieh,~.t~-'-~· society and govern­
ment by the standn rd~ fit Jeffersonian democ­
racy? Or do we see Uu.,i~ ~.lcctions, for exam]?le, 
as _an at~mpt by a t~1_hional, authoritarian 
As1_an societ_y to ~dapt. ~ ~'lnocratic procedures to 
,the~.r own s1tu?,t10n ·? h1.:'{ h we and the press, I 
bel~eve, are gml~y <_>f aw ,mrn,t.icnlly thinking in 
Weste_rn terms _m 1_11h.1 pt~ting and evaluatmg 
what 1s happenmg m (.)! ht'.r parts of the world; 
and, of course, the mi~'\.',mceptions of the press 
are transferred !o tlw public. This is another 
area where I thmk Wt' ~hould conduct a con­
tiiming dialo~ wit~1 t.lu., \)t"\'Ss in order to educate 
each. other anct., ultmuth,, y. the public. 

Fmally, I worry ~l-bou t the whole institution 
and pra0tice of modl'rn journalism as it was re-

. fleeted in coverage of tht, Vietnam war. I am 
speaking of such thing-::-as the effects of media 
competition on the ncc·u racy completeness and 
l • f ' ' s antmg o press re-port~: the effects of "over-

kill" in assembly-line rt.'portino- of trivial events 
d 1• . e ' an re ranee on que.st.ionable sources of infor-

mation. I wonder wlwther all this makes for 
clarity or confusion in public understanding. I 
":o~·ry, too,. about the t.t'\'l\Wndous impact of tele­
v1s1on, ,ylnch I a1:1 c·t,rt.:1 in is providing a dis­
~or'ted p1~ture at tmw~. l ,eople in the television 
!ndustry itself ar~ also worried about it and try­
mg to do somet.hmg nhout it. rm not sure what 
the answers are. 

I would like to sng-ge~t. that for those of us in 
this room, these pro~)h,ms-the cha1lenge.s to us 
as Government officiab, and the cha.Ile.no-es to 
the press, and the aren~ in which we cai~ help 
~hem-are _ones tha,t an, becoming increasingly 
1mpo1:tant m the futnro of our society. 

The importance oft.his dimension I think is 
one tH.at must be _recog:nized; and it' is one tl~at 
:you,~~ the potential pr11wipals in embassies and 
m m1htary commands, mu t becrin to take much 
more into accoun~ i_n_ t:ho perf~·mance of your 
command respons1b1htws than has been the case 
in the past. 

D i,.:w11 .. s,43 ion 

Ql!ESTION: You m~ntioned that military 
security was the only Jund of restriction you 
would place on connspondents. Would you 
comment on tl~e_p_roblen.1 of zealous correspond­
ents whose critlc1sm o-f the national effort in 
Vietnam amC?unts to a <•.ampaign of psycholoo-i­
cal warf3:re m rev~rs(~ ·~ J\11ght this not be j{Ist 
as damagmg as a v10la;f 1011 of military security? 

~1R. ZQRTHIAN :_ I 1_11:iy he in a minority on 
this questJ~n, even ,,·11 '1111 my own agency. ,ve 
often c011s1dered. ccnsol'sliip in Vietnam and 
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aiways concluded tl_rnt, both as a matter of prin­
ciple and for practical reasons it was not feas­
ible-:-except.1 ot course, with re~pect to military 
security. Tlns 1s the only kind of censorship we 
have had in our country, goin<Y back to ,vorld 
'? ar ~ ~vhen it wa~ first tr~ed_.

0

I happen to be­
lieve it 1s the only Jnnd ad1111ss1ble in our society. 
As soon as yon begin to use the criterion of com­
fort to the enemy in suppressing information, 
yo_u_ a!e well 0!1 the ,rny to stoppn~g all dissent, 
cnt1c1sm, and mdependent evaluat10n. That will 
be the end of our open society. North Vietnam, 
~"ith _a closed society, enjoys a definite advantage 
m tlns resl?ect. ,v e have accepted this handicap. 
I don't thmk we can have it both ways. 

One correspondent in Vietnam told me, "I'm 
out here deliberaitely to make this war look bad, 
beoo..use my pa.per doesn't think we should be in 
this war. My paper thinks the greatest service 
I can :P,erform to the American peo,Ple is to show 
the evil of this war. This is our ultunate respon­
sibility to the American public." 

Personally, I believe he is wrong, dead wrong. 
But I'd also hesitate to set myself up as a judge 
and censor his dispatches. 

QUESTION: In justifying the influence of 
the news media, I gather the ar&'ument is that 
they don't take positions and t11at they con­
stitute a broad spectrum of the population. How 
do you reconcile that claim with the fact that 
correspondents actually represent only a narrow 
segment of the population? 

MR. ZORTHIAN: I doubt ,vhether you could 
argue that the press refrains from takino- a posi­
tion. Objectivity has been discarded by° a larrre 
pa_rt of t~rn rress in favor of fairness, and ev~n 
tlus a~phes, m theory at least, only to the actual 
repo:tmg. Many would argue that even the re­
portmg 1s often quite unobjective, almost ad­
vocacy. _Bu~ there i~ no doubt tha-t a wide variety 
·of opm10n 1s reachmg the American public, not 
o!11Y. in the editorial columns but through pe­
riodicals, films, and all the other media. 

Furthermore, the press would point out that 
t~e amount of cover3:ge given to official posi­
tions, through quotat10ns from the President, 
the Secretary of State, and on down the line is 
far, far greater than comment from all otl;er 
sources. There is no lack of opportunity for the 
Government to geit its views to the public­
t~~ough press conferences, press releases, tele­
v1s10n programs such as "Face the Nation" or 
"Meet the Press," and many other outlets. Of 
course, there are ample out.lets for the Govern­
m~nt's critics, to?. I ~on'f realJy see a problem 
with regard to d1vers1ty of opinion. In fact., it's 

the reverse; I would question "'hether there is 
enough straight reporting. • 

QUESTION: Lefs take a look at the situa,­
tion in this country. Isn~t it true that the report­
ing of campus disturbances-such as when 200 
students at Columbia rioted and closed the ad­
ministration office--has tended to obscure the 
fact that a handful a.re denying educational 
opportunities to a vast majority of the students? 

MR. ZORTHIAN: The central problem 
here is not press reporting but television cover­
age. The television lens has only so much scope 
and shows only so much of the picture. And yet 
some thoughtful reporters will say, "Part of our 
task is to report the unusual deviation from the 
norm." I wouldn't quarrel with that, but I 
would urge the importance of deeper perception 
and more balance. This is what people in tele­
Yision are starting to worry about. More than 
Vietnam, the criticisms of what happened in 
Chicago have bothered them. I don't think they 
have any answers yet, but they are experiment­
ing. For example, on CBS and NBC in these 
past few weeks you have seen this new program, 
a sort of 1-hour, newspaper-format type of ap­
proach. In short, serious professional journal­
ists are w:orried about just the type of question 
you've raised. 

QUESTION: Mr. Zorthian 1 \Yould you dis­
cuss tl:e r~le ~f JUSP AO 1 m psychological 
operat10ns m Vietnam 1 

MR. ZORTHIAN: JUSP AO ·is a unique or­
ganiz_ation in our bureaucracy, though ~he con­
cept 1s not altogether new. The essentrnl idea 
was to get away from the normal bureaucratic 
structure-the State Department, DOD, ,AID, 
USIA, and so on-and to approach the task of 
communication on a functional basis with a sin­
gle organization. In management terms, it's a 
horizontal organization, providing communica­
tion support for the entire U.S. ~fission· press 
effort in Vietnam. 

It is truly a joint organization-not USIS 
( although ,-.;-e provide the bulk of the civilian 
employees), not military, not AID, not State. 
It represents all four on a completely inteQTated 
basis. The personnel are completely la)1ered, 
civilians supervising military and military su­
penising civilians. Funds are provided by all 
elements and thrown into a common pool. 

The basic reason for setting up JUSP AO was 
th~ nature of the communicat10ns problem in 
Vietnam. You could not distinguish clearly be­
tween audiences. You couldn't talk to a foreign 

1 Joint U.S. Public Affairs Office. 
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audience-, a. Vietnamese audience, or a Hanoi 
audience in a. compartmentalized fashion. The 
only ans"·e:r was to bring it all together. 

tTUSP AO~s responsibilities range from press 
activities to support of USIS posts in other 
countries to the internal psychological opera­
tions program. I am sorry ,rn have not dis­
covered a better phrase than "psychological 
operations," which has some connotations_ of 
"psy" warfare, almost a department of dirty 
tricks. ""\Ve interpreted the term to mean the 
whole task of conununications by the Vietnam­
ese Government with its population and by 
the American Mission "·ith the Vietnamese 
population. • . 

• I would give us, maybe, a B-plus on orgamza­
tion and perhaps a somewhat lower ratmg on 
sub;tantive perf~n,11ance. 'I'here are: several fac­
tors involved. First, we had no tramed person­
nel prepared for the particular task. :t:JSIA's 
experience in underdeveloped countrie~ was 
close to it.he mark but not altogether applicable. 
Second, there was our own problem of r:om­
municating with the Viet.I:amese. An ~i:n~r1e~n 
division can replace a Vietnamese divis10n m 
combat, but Americans cannot substitute for a 
dialoo- "·ithin Vietnamese society or a govern­
ment 

O 

responsive to its own population. VV: e 
tried, but without too much success. Our termi­
nology and our a pp roach to the Vietnamese 
sounded too much like translated English. 

So ,Ye tended to rely too much on what "·e 
could do well---4urn out billions of leaflets, set 
up hours and hours of loudspeaker missions. 
Last year we dropped 5 billion leaflets in Viet­
nam; that's an awful lot of reading for a small 
population. 

I don ~t ,nmt to knock us dmn1 foo much. 1Ve 
learned <techniques, and ,Ye are better this year 
than we ,Yere last. But there ,ms too much reli­
ance on a mechanical media-product rather than 
face-to~face communication. 

To some extent the operation was dated al­
most before it began. tTUSPAO was technically 
se.t up on 1 tT uly 1965. It took about a year or a 
year and a half to get personnel and resources 
m place and the product coming out. By that 
time the Military Establishment was up to 
400,000 people or thereab~uts; and, as you know, 
it has gone much higher. The war became more 
conventional, and "psy" war a task for the mili­
tary rather than one of communicating with the 
population. Eventually "·e made an agreement 
with MACV that the psychological effort 
against the enemy was their responsibility and 
that aimed at the friendly population ,vas 
JUSPAO's responsibility. EYen so, there were 
some jurisdictional problems. 

On balance, I would say that the basic con­
cept of tTUSPAO, the functional approach to 
this problem of communication, is valid. It is 
much superior to the traditional bureaucratic 
one, with AID providing hardware and train­
ing and techniques, and MA.CV sp€cializing 
in training of ARVN,2 and USIS trying to 
project the United States and acting as a sur­
rogate information service for the Vietnamese. 
tTUSP AO deserves careful analysis after the 
war is over for its potential applications_ else­
where, particularly to insurgency situations. 

2 Army of Vietnam. 
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Saturday Evening General Session 

Thank you, President Hitch, Mr. Reeves. Having a name that begins with Z, 
this role of bringing up the end of the line is not a new one for me. I as­
sume that by this hour you've had your fill of the media, foreign policy and 
the rest that goes with it. I'm not quite sure what's left for me to throw 

- light on, or to clarify. And in this situation, I've decided the only approach• 
is the offense ,.. - so I here by declare Zorthian' s dictum which, in a situation 
like this, says: Act as if nothing prior occurred; ignore alL previous discus­
sion; speak as though your revelations are unique and your observations origi­
nal. This is what I propose to do and I beg your indulgence in this exercise. 

I'm here tonight not _to try to discuss the substance of the Vietnam war with 
you and certainly not to try to persuade you of th<: merits of our involvement 
there. I'm not sure there's much dialogue left on Vietnam. It seemed to 
end about two years <?-go when just about everyone made up his mind. The 
pros and cons of Vietnam have become a subj.ect on which people's eyes al­
most glaze. 

If I speak about Vietnam almost in a past tense, it is not because I am not 
aware that it is very much·with us at this very moment, in fact, but simply 
because 1ny own experience· there is in the past and because the subject mat­
ter with which I want to deal calls for an analysis and perspective. Tonight 
I want to talk with you about the process of communication, the difficulties 
we face in our society in this regard and, together with you, analyze and 
examine the case of Vietnam for whatever it may }:iold in the way of lessons 
for all of us, for .the future, for other complicated problems which we face 
in other aspects of our society today, and will face as we go along. 

Our goal in this process of communication, I would assume it is agreed, is 
that of an enlightened public, a public that can exercise a kn<?wledgeable, wise 
judgement on major problems of foreign or domestic affairs, problems that 
may involve life and death, war or peace, if you will. 

47 
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I'd suggest to you that this goal is the very essence of the society, in \vhich 
we exist; and the very heart of the task we face today as a society. And I 
would also suggest the obvious, that the process of communication is 
trouble. 

There are n1.any dramatic examples we could use to duscuss the problem. 
The choice of Vietnam is a personal one for reasons of reference and exper­
ience. It is also, I think, probably the most dramatic, most complex and 
most difficult task of communication, which our Government a_nd the press 
together have faced in the past generation. As I say, perhaps distillation 
and analysis will give us some lessons that can make the job of communica·­
tion, the process of communication, easier and more effective in the future. 

I approach the particular subject with some reluctance and some reservations. 
Perhaps we are still too close to Vietnam for any real perspectiv-_e. It is dif­
ficult to take an historical approach to the task when headlines about Cambodia 
face us in the daily newspapers. The intensity, the bitterness if you \Vi11, the 
divisions created by Vietnam are still very real. To put aside emotions and 
adopt an outlook of detachment towards the problems seems very hard to ask. 

Furthermore, Vietnam is a pro bl em that has had its effects and is inextric -
ably entwined with the other problems of our society today, with the disen­
chantment of our youth, with the issues of a gap in communication of our gen­
erati<?n~, with the entire credibility of the government. And whether it can 
be isolated and judged by itself is very difficult. But, even with these reser­
vations, I think the need is so great that we must undertake the task. 

• I 
In attempting to evaluate Vietnam, the temptation' 1n commenting either on the 

I 
go\·ernment or the press is to deal 1n absolutes, 1 to provide you with s,,:eep-
ing conclusions that lay the blame, or the fault, or the credit strictly on one 
side or another and leave no room for doubt. I want to avoid this, not 
through any sense of moderation or through any desire to compromise, but 
simply because the record is an involved one and does not justify the absolute. 

There were very few blacks and whites in Vietnam, very· few final judgements 
that could be made .. And certainly the role of the press, the process of com­
munication was among these. If I may, then, let me fall back on the "yes, 
but" syndrome, the effort to try to identify the problems that existed in this 
process, the shortcomings as I would see them on the part of both the gov­
ernment and the press, without seeking to weigh the balance or to measure 
the contribution or the failures of either of the major parties. 

To adopt and to look at the problem a little more clearly, I suggest it's nec­
essary to step back, initially, a little further and look at the backgroud, the 
stage setting of the 60 1 s during which this experience of Vietnam took place. 
We find a stage that almost argued for a focus for many forces which were 
coming into play in our society; a society which was growing disenchanted for 
many reasons, in which communication was becoming more difficult, and :in 
which the generation gap was growing. 
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/ Now there is a chicken-and-egg question here. Was Vietnam a product of the 
/ dis enchantment in the divisions in our society? Was it the ca use of them? I 

/ 

suppose sociologists will have to provide the final answer to tha\ question. I 
would simply note at this point that Vietnam \Vas very much at the center of 
our problems and that the society and the mood and temper of the times in 
which it took place was both a· result of Vietnam and at the same time had a 
very ·major effect ultimately on our national attitudes and our Administration 
policies towards Vietnam. 

The 60's was the period also of an Administration led by a President whose 
very personality was controversial, whose difficulties in communicating with 
his electorate had application and implications for Vietnam. The national con-
trO\'Crsy about LBJ certainly had effect on national attitudes in Vietnam and 
again, ultirnately, on our national policies involving Vietnam. 

The 60 1 s were also ·a period of an amazing explosion in our capability to com­
mur:icate; a period when, literally, instant communication became possible 
world-wide. And I would suggest that, as a corollary of that capability, indis-
criminate communication becan1e available world-wide. Communication 
\.\·as so irnmediate, so fast, and so visual that the essential element of dis­
crimination in communication which was possible in the age of the printed 
\"\·ord disappeared. And one of the troubles we faced in this task of communi­
cation during the _60's ·was the failure to discriminate; the fact that almost 
anything said by any public official, whether in a whisper or a shout, was 
addressed through this technological capability we had to the world at large . 

.F;__:rthermore, this age of instant cornmunication, of expansive communication 
(.-~me during a period \vhere journalism itself was changing concepts; when 
tr.ere was a requirement in terms of manpower to meet the needs of this com­
munication capability that led to an ove1•·whelming coverage, and I would argue 

I . 
to an over-coverage of most events that took place. 

The fourth major element in this stage setting of the 60' s was the impatience 
of the public. A public with a very limited attention span, satiated almost by 
the information available to it, ready to look for new interests very quickly, 
looking for simple solutions and quick resolution of problems, without provid­
ing the proper evaluation of the complications that exist in our world today. 

This, if you will, was the backdrop for Vietnam. Let's turn to Vietnam it­
self and some of the unique aspects that created problems in communicating. 
Vietnam presented a society far distant from this country, distant not only 
physically, but ethically, culturally, socially. It was a Confucian society in 
a setting that barely existed in our consciousness before 1950, certainly did 
not exist before World War II. For a European-oriented country, such as 
ours, to turn suddenly to Asia, even with the experience of World War II and 
the Korean War under our belts, was a task in shifting of gears which be­
came extremely difficult to undertake. This society, with its own ethics, its 
own n1ores, its own heritage, its own values, was one that we found very 
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hard to understand and, I woL1ld zi.rgue, still do not fully understand. The 
nature of the war we face, the guerrilla war, war of J.iber,dion, ~r whatever 
label you want to put on it, is certainly quite distinct from the conventional 
\Vars of our experience. It certainly was not the ball game, the box score 
type of war, the war where lhere was clear advance or retreat, where terri­
tory was the main objective and the nwasurement of the war was relatively 
simple. Instead, this v.·as a v..:ar where the essence was an appeal for the 
support of 1nen's minds, for pulitical commitment, almost impossible to 
measure; where the \\·ar \Vas fought arnong the civilian population; where the 
degree of supp.ort given to either side was virtually impossible to measure, 
and \\·here control shifted very quickly and son1etimes within 24 hours, back 
aud forth. 

It was also a war in \,·hich the bench n1arks were not agreed upon, where we 
didn't know whether casualty figures had a meaning or not, whether the sup­
port of the government through payment of taxes or through participation in 
an election had meaning or not; a war which the American public found very 
difficult to fit into its experience, and one which perhaps, even today, has 
not been so fitted. 

Furthcrn1ore, the start of the \var without a national consensus made popular 
reaction to it rnucb more difficult. There was not a clean-cut Pearl Harbor, 
not e\·en a 38th Parallel. This \Vas a piecemeal war, if you will, one which 
\·e _backed into step by st p, so that at each point along the line discussion 
and dissension were f-h)ssiblc and, in fact,' continued. There was no cut-off 
l1oint ,dwre the national interests \,·er~ c1early challenged or when the nation 
as a whole closed ranks. 

Again, in Vietnam, r..ew to our experience, a hpst government, a sovereign 
govcrnrnent which "\Vas not prepared for tl1e overwhelming presence of the 
A1nericans, either officials or the press. At one point, I 1ll never forget, a 
Minister of Information in Vietnam told me in response to a complaint by 
me about the cable facilities for the foreign press: "Barry, this country 
simply wasn'_t made for 300 foreign correspondents". His point was a very 
valid one, not just in terms of the press but in terms of the whole, enor-
n1ous presence we had in Vietnam. The Country simply wasn't ready for 

' ~ 

this kind of a war. And the result of these shortcomings, of this'" capabil-
ity of handling this enormou·s Western presence, was very damaging to the 
Vi0tnamese as a people in terms of acceptance and ·syrnpathy on the part of 
the press and, ultimately, of the public in the West. 

Finally, this was the first war in our history which we have had to try to 
fi_ght on center stage, the -iirst open war, if you will, the first war without 
censorship of copy, without complete control of the substance of communica-
tion. Tl is is a price we pay for the society we have, but it was a price 
that we must recognize \Ve did pay. The Vietcong, the North Vietnamese 
\Vere tbe closed society that were are abl, to control the information which 
en1erges. We very often felt we had the spotlight on us on center stage, 
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under complete scrutiny in which every flaw and every defect was magnified 
and immediately discerned. A difficulty, I suggest, which has a great deal 
of effect on the communication about the war since all the draw~acks were 
readily visible. 

In this situation, facing these difficulties, how did our two protagonists, the 
gover.nment and the press, perform? I use the word protagonists advisedly 
because I am convinced, and I hope you would agree, that the basic concept 
we have of our government and the role of our free press makes an adver­
sary relationship between the government and the press essential. I avoid 
the use of the word hostile because it need not be hostile, but· I am convinced 
that it must be adversary. I would like to examine the performance, again 
the shortco.mings, if you will, on the part of both. 

While I lay emphasis on the shortcomings, let me hasten to say that where 
there was much that was on the plus side for both, and I would remind my 
colleagues on the press side that this applies to the government as well. 
But in terms of ·drawbacks, let us first look at some of these shortcomings 
which I suggest existed on -the part of the government. 

First and foremost, let me suggest that the government does not have, and 
did not have a concept of pr_e_ss relations, a doctrine for handling the press. 
It is still true that in our career services an officer can become an ambas­
sador or a general, reaching positions of major responsibility without ever 
having really been trained to deal with the press or even to face the press. 

This is an area I would. suggest which deserves a great deal of attention. 
This lack of a press doctrine, this lack of an instillation in our career offi­
·cers of a concept of how to deal with the pre~s led to a number of subsidi-
ary shortcomings. The most important I would state in almost civic text-
book fashion was a lack of respect and accep~ance for the role of the press. 

Now, I don't mean not paying lip service to the First Amendment. I mean 
a failure to really absorb and accept the full implications of what a free 
press means to our society. That means accepting the role of the press as 
an independent judge, as a watchdog, if you will, a press that has not only 
the prerogative, but almost a constitutional responsibility to pass judgement 
on the facts as the government knows them and on the policies which grow 
out of those facts~-

While I state it as a generalization to which there were certainly individual 
exceptions, I would contend that institutional! y the government did not fully 
respect the basic concept of a free press and that this constituted a major 
shortcoming on the part of the- government m regard to Vietnam. 

Secondly in this area was the government's failure to see the press as an 
opportuni_ty, not an obligation, an pooortunity to communicate with the elec­
torate, to develop that enlightened public which we established as our objec­
tive. Too often, more often than not, the press was a burden and some­
times a very frustrating and annoying burden -- - at best an obligation -- - to 
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with. Not often enough was the press seen as a channel of com­
munication with the public. 

Again, a shortcoming on the part of the government, again subject to all 
. the drawbacks of generalization, a failure to undertake communication with 

the candor and sophistication that was essential in the years of the 60's; too 
great a reliance, if you will, on the rhetoric of the past, the gap between 
reality and statement that was perhaps acceptable in a World War II but is 
no longer acceptable in the 60' s and 70' s by a public which is being innunda­
ted with information and is gradually. becoming more discriminate. 

And again under this- general heading: too great a readiness on the part of tne 
government to ·use the cloak of security as a cover for shortcomings, for fail­
ures, for mistakes; too little recognition of the difference between information 
and publicity, a belief too often - - almost a concomitant of that ·failure to re­
spect and recognize the role of the press -- a belief too often that the press's 
role was to serve the government, to become a handmaiden to the government. 

l And \vhile I do not accept that the government lied frequently, certainly not.<\n ) 
Vietnam, I do accept that too often it was a little less than candid, a little too l 
disingenuous in the P!~sentation of its version of events, 

Finally, let me suggest a very real and practical drawback on the part of 
government -- the failure to organize properly for handling the press; a fail­
ure to. coordinate sufficiently the various e~ements of the government; a failure 
tC? appreciate fully the customs and the tribal habits of the press and to deal 
with them accordingly. 

Now, this seems a fairly strong condemnation, a fairly lengthy list of short-
comings of the government. Lest I seem to have turned too much against mv 

former association, let me. say very clearly that the press had sins enough of 
its own. Anc,:l if we may, let us turn for a mement or two to some of those 
shortcomings. 

I would suggest that the major shortcomings of the press could be listed undrr. 
two broad headings: one, the institutional aspects of the press, the institutio:.~. 
aspects of the press as it functions today. I think it is hard to measure, b~! 

nevertheless there is no doubt in my mind that the quality and the effecti\'er.co 
of the coverage was affected significantly by the intense competition which t.\:.1ti 

in the press today, not just between different media, ·but within media. T~.r 
competitive situation between a Huntley-Brinkley and a Cronkite show put a_:,~:· 
mium on the dramatic, on the sensational. The effect was one that very ci!~e., 

gave only a limited and,· if you will, unbalanced view of the war. 

mp~.J. 
It seems to me that the nature of the press today, with its tremendous e ~ 
sis on volume, on completeness, on thoroughness, very frequently obfusrat 
the war rather than clarified it. And the individual reader or viewer 'v'..lf ~•·: 

often inundated with information which was not essential and not particular!) 

informative. 
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Very often, I ,vould suggest, the demand for speed, the emphasis on prompt­
ness in coverage, and again this a result of competitiveness, had an effect on 
.:1ccuracy. Heywood Broun used to say there is no deadline fo~ the truth, and 
I would suggest that our press. today might well apply that standard. 

Furthern10re, in this period of instant communication, a tendency to a simplis­
tic interpretation, a catering, if you will, to the public desire for quick solu­
tions, and a catering which the press can ill afford, particularly, when the 
story is as complicated as Vietnam. 

I would contend that the second major shortcoming on the .part of the press 
was in the area of qualification of the individual correspondent. During the 
time I was in Vietnam, we accredited some 2,000 different correspondents. 
This is _large enough for a four-year period. If you count repeat visits, sec­
ond and third trips, we had something like 4, 500 accreditations over a four­
year period. To speak about this many people as a group, 'to talk about 
:'the press", is obviously not valid. For among that number were a great 
many highly competent, well-qualified journalists, the best we have. But far 
too often there were too many journalists with major outlets who arrived in 
Vietnam either for too brief a period or with minimal qualifications, and 
oiten with no qualifications. It was not unusual, I suggest to you, and the 
individual cases can be cited to have a correspondent plucked out of Atlanta, 
or Chicago, qr Los Angeles, put on a jet airliner, plunked down in Vietnam 
26 hours later and have him broadcasting or writing for an audience of 10 
or 20 million Americans within 24 hours after his arrival, with definite judge--ments on the nature of the \1-,·ar. This ;I submit is not responsible journalism 
and is a shortcoming that journalists must face up to and remedy. 

Equally, I \,vould suggest that not only was t~1ere no preparation in terms of 
time and experience, there \~:as very little, ,if you will, preparation for the 
country. Too many jo':1-rnalists faced Asia f~r the first tim_e, faced war for 
the first time, faced dead bodies for the first time. There was a cultural 
shock, a cultural shock which reflected itself in their coverage. Vietnam 
was an area where journalists had almost no knowledge, again with the few 
exceptions, of the history, the heritage, the background of the war, the na­
ture of the competing parties, the standards by which they functioned and the 
goals they were seeking. 

Now perhaps you can take the correspondent with no aptitute or preparation 
for this kind of a complicated task and ask 11im to cover an individual com­
bat situation. Perhaps he can then answer the question of· whether one side 
or another side hc.s won on the battlefield. But I'd suggest that he can't do 
much more than that without adequate prepration. And even in the case of 
battle, there was a need to interpret the significance of the individual battle 
in terms of the political implications and impact on civilian thinking. 
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Now I would agree readily that this type of shortcoming was equally applicable, 
the criticism was equally applicable, to the government in many cases. But 
our infantrymen, w·ho had very little background in Vietnam and very little 
qualification (to) judge the war, were not writing for audiences of 20 million. 
And the government did seek, ultimately, to try to· improve its qualifications, 
the caliber of its manpower, by investing a year to 18 months of preparation 
for its key personnel. We did end up, ultimately, with personnel who spoke 
the language, who could cornmunicate with the Vietnamese in terms the Viet­
namese understood because they'd had some preparation on the history, and 
the background and the culture of that country. Too few correspondents were 
equally qualified. 

The six-months' tour for a correspondent was not unusual. The three-day, 
quickie, tourist approach to Vietnam was not unusual, and, again, while gov­
ernment personnel very often worked only a year or at the most 18 months, 
the press's turnover was even faster. In four years in Vietnam I dealt with 
five generations of correspondents, and by that I mean five different bureau 
chiefs for the New York Times, certainly as many for NBC and CBS, three 
at least for the Associated Press, and an equally fast turnover for other 
major agencies. Again, this is a shortcoming that the press must recognize 
and_ remedy. ·1 

Finally, let me point out that there was a tendency for the press to regard 
itself as an internationalized, uninvolved observer. In one way this perhaps 
is a plus. It certainly increases and underlines objectivity. But -it also 
meant very often that, in terms of individual correspondents, there was al­
most an anti-American overtone to the coverage. And particularly on the 
part of non-American representatives, non-American media, the press that 
arrived in Vietnam came too often without an open mind, with their stories 
virtually written, with their conclusions certainly determ_ined. 

The press, if it is going to claim standards of objectivity and fairness, must 
beg.in applying them to correspondents, and to ~nsure that those who approach 
a story as complicated as Vietnam, do so with some measure of objectivity. 
:tv1y classic example in this case is the New Yorker's running of a series of 
stories by a young man named Jonathan Schell (that} led to a very moving and 
effective and damaging book in terms of Vietnam, in support of the Vietnam 
war, "The Village of Ben Sue". The New Yorker certainly has a right to run 

just a story,· and Jonathan Schell certainly has a right to write about Vietnam 
in any way he wishes. But what was missing was the notification by the 
New Yorker to its readers that Jonathan Schell is a confirmed pacifist, which 
he also has a right to be. But when I read his material, I want to know the 
pre conceptions, the outlook from which he's writing. And when that is not 
done, the reader is not being provided a basis for a fair judg·ement on the 

article. 
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·vrhat must be done in this situation? Well, by implication, the reverse of 
sorne of the shortcornings I've listed. In terms of the governn1ent,- the cre­
ation of a press doctrine, the training of its career personnel•.to understand, 
respect arrl respond to the role of the press in our society. A readiness on 
the part of government officials, from the highest to the lowest, to recognize 
the existence of the press as an opportunity, as a channel of communication 
with an electorate. An increased readiness to deal with the public with can­
dor, with honesty and with the degree of sophistication which the public has 
been led to expect and can absorb. A minimal use of security to cover up. 
I've never known legitimate correspondents to argue with military security 
where it was legitimate. They will respect thoroughly a tactical military 
security. In four years we only had to suspend credentials of four corres-
pondents for violation of military security. But when military security is 
used as an umbrella or camouflage to cover other ills, the attempt has not 
been accepted by the press and, properly, has been disrega_rded. The gov-
ernment's secretiveness and tendency to restrict information must be liber­
alized, must be loosened up. And, finally, for individual government offi­
cials, to acquire a greater understanding, if you will, of the customs and 
methods of operation of the press, of a recognit~cm of the importance of 
that first headline and of the initiative in establ{shing and releasing informa­
tion uncle r terms of the government's own choosing. . A recognition that stor -
ies can no longer be limited to a domestic audience, or a world audience, a 
recognition that agencies of the government are inter-related, that they can­
not work in isolation and must be thoroughly co-ordinated. 

If you v:.:ill, on the part of the press again, the reverse side of the criti­
cisms I've mentioned -- an examination of the institution of the press that 
exists and an effort to remedy some of the shortcomings resulting from the 
emphasis on speed, and cornpetition and volume. The development, if you 
will, of new methods) new techniques and 11;ew approaches of communicating 
in the face of these shortcomings. A much greater investment in the prep­
aration of personnel for complicated tasks. An investment in terms of time, 
if you will, in terms of resources to insure that those who have undertaken 
the responsibility of communication to millions, are qualified to exercise 
that responsibility. 

And for both the government and the press, if you will, some agreement on 
standards, some agreement on yardsticks, some agreement on semantics, 
whether it 1 s a war in Vietnam or a war on poverty here, or a civil rights 
issue. What do we mean by the terminology we're using? And too often, 
again, the fact is that in Vietnam, as well as elsewhere, the government and 
the press using the same words have meant different things. There must be 
a dialogue, there must be a readiness to agree on basic terms so that the 
public, in turn, can accept ;:ind absorb these same terms and understand 
them in the same way . 

... 
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Too often, in Vietnam, we would use words like democracy, or morality, 
or freedom without any real agreement on their true significanc.e, either 
among ourselves and certainly not in terms of Vietnamese standards. 

Now if all this is done, is the problem solved?· I'd suggest not because a 
third element in this e.quation is the public. And again, perhaps, from 
some of my comments you can distill what I regard as the shortcomings in 
this situation on such complicated stories on the part of the public. Less 
impatience, greater commitment, greater discernment, greater sophistica­
tion and intelligence. These are easy to ask for. I'm not sure this best of 
all worlds will come about readily. I do suggest that it is a goal we must 
seek and one· which has as a goal that ideal of an enlightened public . 

If we'd achieved this goal on Vietnam, I don't know how accu.rate my crystal 
ball is, and I certainly can't prove the point, but I do suggest that we might 

• have had a much greater national dialogue before we entered and therefore a 
more effective one and a more knowledgeable one. And then when we did 
make a decision, whether we entered or not, we would have had greater con­
sensus. And if we had entered with that greater consensus, I'd suggest that· 
we would have had greater support for the war and a shorter and less costly 
war in terms of manpower for ourselves and interms of manpower for the 
Vietnamese. 

This is a crystal ball, and I'd readily a.dmit that perhaps it would not have 
.turned out that neatly. Because what we're dealing with here in this area of 
communication is not a science, but·' an art. But it's also an art that we 
must learn to manage and to handle effectively if we are going to achieve 
that enlightened public that will insure the continuation of the world in which 
we live on a decent basis. Thank you very much. 

• f 
.f 



"Ttie guer;illJ swims like a fish 

through the sea of men," 

according to Mao. What is our 

course when the sea is an inviting 

one for the fish? 

8,. mid-1969, it had become 
perf.xtly obvious that in one way 
or another, sooner rather than 
later, the United States was going 
to disengage in Vietnam. Whatever 
the prcci~e terms of that disengage­
ment, whatever the ultimate resolu­
tion, the effort at counterinsurgency 
in Vietnam was coming to an end 
and the way was clear for the in­
evitable next question: What now? 
Where do w~-thc United States­
go from here? 

The first and easiest answer to 
the question would undoubtedly be 
a fervent "never again." And the 
so-called hawks might be just as 
emphatic in this response as the 
doves. For the agony, the bitter­
ness, the tensions which our society 
has suffered at least in part because 
of Vietnam have constituted a very 
heavy price indeed. If there is any 
rcasonahlc way in \1.,·hich another 
Vietnam can be avoided in the 
future, ;ill sensib1c Americans 
would accept the alternative. In­
deed, the present administration in 
the now fnn~ou~ no-<lircct-qtiotc 
briefing on Guam prior to President 
Nixon's mid-summer visit to a 
number of Asian nations laid down 
just such a national p'.Jlicy: "No 
more Victnams." 

Rut while national policy may or 
may-not be ahle to maintain such a 
hcnrtfclt intention, prudency re­
quires acceptance of the possibility 
that our hest preventive efforts mc1y 
be insuffici~nt and that once again 
somewhere, sometime in the fore­
seeable future, some country will 
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again face an insurgency situation 
which our national leadership wi1l 
decide involves our e:;scntial inter-
ests and requires our assist.ince. 
Such a prospect hardly seems likely 
in ,today's atmosphere but, never­
theless, only the f oolhar<ly would 
ru1c out either the possibility or the 
need for preparing for that possibil­
ity. 

An estimate of the likelihood of 
this prospect is measured best by 
examining the past. Wi: must recog­
nize that the cour,e of events in 

that Vietnam has proved the validi­
ty of the Mno-Giap thesis that a 
determined, skillful "peoples' ef­
fort" can bring the world's most 
powerful industrial and military 
power .to heel in certain situations 
short of total war. We can reassure 
ourselves in many ways. If we want 
to so argue, we can hold that we 
succeeded in our basic objective of 
preventing the takeover of South 
Vietnam by military force, and in 
this sense, we have seen to it that 
aggression has not paid and have 
forced the aggressor to revert to a 
political track for his goals, but we 
should be clear that the other side 
of the coin is a very persua.c.ive one 
to dissident elements everywhere in 
the world: application of insurgen­
cy tactics as perfected by the Viet 
Minh an<l their successors, the Viet 
Cong. provides a blueprint for suc­
cess for "Wars of National Liber­
ation." This Communist brief could 
be argued regardless of further de­
velopments in Vietn~1m. While the 
Viet Cong and Hanoi have come to 
the negotiating table, the fact i~ 
that we are there too, dealing with 
them not as defeated parties but as 
~quals. The argument can extend 
a<l infinitum with point and coun­
terpoint. For the purpo.ses of this 

Vietnam was such that renewed use presentation, let it simply be ac-
of the techniques of insurgency, of knowlc<lged that there is more than 
wars of libcratinn at other vulncr- ,t color of a respectable case to be 
able points is possihlc and even · made from the viewpoint of poten-
likcly. tial insurgents-and the United 

For neither sentiment nnr self- States as the prirne target for the 
<lelu-;ion should hlind us to the dissidents of the world would do 
merits of a Communist contention~ .. ;;::'.::zwcJI Jg:'Jl!COJ~PJ.te.i·]l~Hlfe challenge 



111ciy' wcll l1e ·,nountcd on ·c morl'. 
ViL'tnai11. of ~.iu:,1..·. ha,1 t:11iq111..· 

ch;1racteristics I h;1t made the ;1~>pli­
catic,n of insurgcn1..: conc,.-ph c:1~i­
cr: the largl.'ly un1nil;d)itcd and 
ca~ily p-:ndr.1teu b._1rLkr ar(:as th;1t 
pcnnittcd inliltratit,n \\·ith littk hin­
drance; a tradition uf rnpular or­
pl)sition to a ccntr;tl gowrnment of 
any kind. kt alon.: on1..' idcnrificd 
with a foreign ru\,·;.:r: a pt)litical. 
:-.1..H.:i:tl and histurical !il..'ritagl.! th;1t 
facilitah:d the rok ()t th1..· insur!.!ent: 
ant.I abcwc all, kgirimatc pnlitic..11. 
~ocial and t!conom i-.:- !!rie\·anccs on 
the part of a major portion of the 
population that nLC(.kc.l correction. 
Th1..· srecitic proverbial ocean was 
an inviting one for th • t'i:-.h. 

But if Vietnam c ntaincd char­
acteristics that en,.:our..igcd the par­
ticular type or w:1r which it cxp...,ri­
enccu, it should not be rc!.!an.kJ as 
irnpossibk to r1..·prnducc L~lscwhcrc. 
E.1ch potential scttirn! for imur~en­
c~ will have its sp1..·1.ial circumsta;t.:c~ 
hut rcsourcdul in ur£!ents need 
unly adjust and modif/ kt.:hni4ucs 
tl1 that particubr ituatit)n. The 
dfort \viii not ah, a, s h,· effect iv~. 
hut thcr~ b no douht th:it the ha~ic 
thlories of M,10 and Giitp can he 
mouific<l for situ;itiL)n, pf man\· 
ty p's. 11 \\'ill be largely a m;1tta l;f 
ima!2inatio11 and "1-.:il th;1t \viii Jc­
terminc whcth1..·r an in"-Uf.!:!cnc~· 
·rrc--.c11ts ;1 rL'al rhre:,r \\ hich rc­
qt,ircs assist:1nc..: b,:yu11d loc:il 
re"1.)UfCCS. 

Fortunatcl 1. tlh.'rc l·~111 b~ :t 

cor'ollary flexibility in the rc:-p(111,e 
tn insurgency, proviLkd CL rtain cs­
st:nt ial hc,1rock pri,11..:;plcs arc oh­
scrvcd. lt is these r"'lrincinks th;1t 
this paper will sc,:1--t11 iJcntifv and 
examine. These principle,; ~tr(: r1..·la­
tivcly few i~ number and simpk in 
concept hut LXfrcn11..',y difficult to 
;\pply consistently in the Lie~ of 
t.:C1untcr prc.•5surcs. Th..: problems of 
application have hLcn discussed 
at great length in th~ continuin!! 
an,ily~is of \ ietnam. At this point~ 
Wt· limit ourselves to the acrcise of 
distilling the k,:011:-i of Vktnam and 
pinp,)inting fum.lamc?ntal require­
ments for futun: suci:essf ul rcspon­
-.cs to insurgency-no matter how 
determined and skillful. Further­
more, the rcquircm1.:nt for modifi-
1.. ation in application to p~uticulnr 
,ituations is :1 demanding one but is 
nc r considered here simply because 

the ba~ic:-. must be ah ·orhcd fir ·t­
,tnd then the variation c;111 b~ ;il­
llh>~t infinite dcp1..·11dinµ nn the indi­
vidual set ting. 

skill is a ~ituation simibr to Vii.:t-
11;1111: an in,urgcnt challenge lo :in 

cxi~ting government which ,,c rc­
g.1rd and continue to treat as inde­
pendent and allil.!d rather than .... uh­
ordinate and suhmis~ive. \\·c dif­
krc I in Vietnam-and the :ikcli­
hood is that we will <litkr in futu,c 
situ·;,tions-from the 13ritish in 
M;ilaya, pcrh;1ps the most rclcv:111t 
of previous counterinsurgency situ­
ation-.;. The Bri ti-.;h were in ch:tr!.!~ 
with a direct line of authority in 
Malaya. When we talk ahout the 
United States meetin!! an insur!.!cn­
cy challenge, we arc~ really talking 
about a situatitm in which W(: will 

This :tel of identification of cs­
~1..·ntials accompanied hy the dc­
wlupment of doctrine and capabili­
t) has an adc.litiunal prospl's.:tive 
virtue of serving a-. ~1 <kterrcnt to 
future challenge. 1-'or, whik the po­
tential insurgents of tlh: wnrlc..l arc 
likely to he enrnurngcd by the 
course of events in Vil..'lnam, ,u the 
Ct>unterinsurgents have :tlso hau the 
opportunity to kst their methods 
and shou IJ be helter prcp;1re<l in 
any future contest. If that better 
prep~r;.1tion is c:vidcn . then the be assisting ;.in C'<IStirl):~ ~(1vcrn-

liki..:lihood of n1.:cding it is reduced. mcnt; in -f;1.:t, we will he· in ;.1n 
1f you will. the United State;-; has to allied role, not a po ition of com-
be visibly less of a mark, lc.-.;s of a mand. The difference is cnornwus. 
hig, hopckss, sitting duck for every This fumlamental characteristic 
~mall fry movement tint wants to will inevitably color our approach, 
demonstrate its insurgency prowess our policies and our actions. It <le-
-and the challenge may he discour- termines the principles which we 
aged by thl.! elimination of such a seek to apply and provides the ha-
tempting t,irget. sis for our participation and cffec-

Our creditahility in this context tivencss. It also limits the per-
of preventive readiness will be bet- tinenc~ of other experiences and 
tcr cstabli hcd hy a vigorous distil- situations. 1t is why we must de-
lation and acceptance of the lessons vclop a doctrine based on the type 
of Vietnam-a process that has of situation and rcbtionship with 
ht:cn rel at iwly nc-!,.!lcctcd under the the local government in which we 
pressures of the immediate prob- are likely to find uurselvLS. 
1cm, fa ing us in the recent past. It is in this context that we ~an 
Tile ;t_f!encics of government- identify four essentials of counter-
pri111arilv the milir:;rv - d)rcctlv insurgency for future American in-
inv11lvcd in Vietnam ~ have hccn volwment. \Vhilc the,e principles 
SD husy trying to fil!ht the war seem rrimer level in formubtion, 
and uur society :1s a whole has the failure to observe them fully in 
been so :1hsorhcd Jl'.bating it that spirit and concept kc.I to manv of 
there has been tot) little effort de- our difficulties in Vietnam .ind ~im-
voteJ to a concerted and sr,,rematic ilar shortcomin 1!s in the future 
evaluation of the Vietna111c1;c ex- would cast doubt on the potential 
rcricncc or to the t:orollarv de- effectiveness of any response by us 

• vclopmcnt of a strate!!ic doctrine for to a resourceful insurgent movc-
countcrinsurgency. We have had mcnt. 
rnuch on tactics: too little un strate- These principles, ()f neces.-itv. 
gv. \\'c k1ve in efTcct had too few revolve around the basic ingredi-
c.iualitied sr .. cialists writin.~ for us ents in the type of situ;-ition likdy 

• on how to meet the challenge of to face us:· the United States. the 
insurl!'ency. host government, the relations be-

The emrhasis on "we."' the tween the two and the procc,~ of 
United St:11cs, i(i :1 clelihcratc one. communicating to our respective 
For our cnncept of re ronse to in- public-.; and to the world as a 
sur!!ent challenge must necessarily whole. It is useful to examine each 
~row out of the nature! of our rol~ of these bro:1d segments and cstab-
in a prospective insurgency situa- lish some basic considerations 
tion-a role in sharp contrast to the which must he ob,erved. 
problems facing the existing local Perhaps one note of caution or 
social structure and government. limitation is essential if the follnw-

Th~ most likely pr )spcct and th~ ing prcsl.!ntation of principks is to 
one that will require the greatest be _pbccd in proper perspective. 
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Dis1:t:.-;~iu11 pf insurgl·nc~·-- Pr Cl1un­

tcrinsurgt·11cy-should nut be un­
dcrtah·n in the context of the more 
CP11vcntio11al wnr that eventually 
evolved in Vietnam through the 
presence of rnor~ than one-half 
million American troops and many 
tens of thous~inds of North Vietna­
mese regulars. ~Jany of thL' princi­
pk" enunciatt:d hclow still haw rd­
cvam:e ..:ven when the conllict 
reaches thL· rlassical third '-.ta,µe of 
insurg-..:ncy t iiat fin.illy emerged in 
Victn:1:11 b11t the c.ksin.:d applica­
tion ()f thL·~c principles is inkndcd 
to take pl:,ce long before that 
ph:1sL·--i11"k('ll. in time for the 
third ph,ISL' to need 11L'VCr arrive. 
For thou~h these principlc.s will still 
have relevance, it is also true that 
they arc harder to apply and even 
lcs~-: effective as the war !!rows; 
changes if you will from th; rela­
tive fluidity, political as well as 
military, of an insurgency to the 
rigidity :rnd mas.sive hluntness of a 
more conventional war. Our re­
marks arc to he read in the frame­
work or a true insurgency: not an 
insurgency tramformed into ~1 bat­
tlefidd war. 

F rnsT. th-.: invulvet11L·nt L)f the 
L;nitcd St~1tcs: the principles ~m·crn­
ing the ArnL·ricnn part or ~t L·oun­
tLTinsurgcncy dfnn bre:1k dO\rn 
into two broad cakgL>riL':--basic 
philosophy and organizatiLm. The 
tv,,ro arc clvscly inlcrrclatccl. 

rn terms of philosophy, we must 
first and foremost accept fully in 
deed as \\'~II as in· word the truism 
th;1t msur~enc\' movements almost 
hy deliniti7,n_:_and the response to 
lhcm-:1rc csscnti~tlly political or at 
mo~t political/military, not exclu­
sively or even predominantly mili­
tary. Without the acceptance of .this 
princirle, we ~ire on a cnmplctely 
false footing and we can save our­
sci vcs a great deal of disappoint-
111-:11t hy not getting involved. In 
insurgL'ncy, it i the politic~d agent 
b~1ckcd up hy the military c:lpabili­
ty who provides the cutting edge 
and -the rcsponsl_; or "defense" must 
be based essentially on the same 
approach. As simple as the point 
may seem, \Ve have not given much 
evidence of learning the lesson in 
the past while the Con1munish 
h:1vc demonstrated full ;1pprccia-

tion of the ba-.,ic rrincipk fm more our doctrine of operations must 
than fifty )cars. Our involvcn1ent in break dl)Wn the artificial distinction 
term-., of dSSistancc tl) a hu-,t guv- hetw-.:cn the politic;tl and military 
ernrnent cannot bi.: limited to hard- aspect... of the war. Recognizing 
w;1rc ,ind/or cconumic assi,aancc; that an insurgency situation is cs-
it 111ust extend into a political arl..'.a scntially a political problem or at 
without apology or hesitation. Or, mo-.,t political, military m:~d not 
per hap: statnl bl rtcr, we must predetermine the catt:gory of per-
have assurance that an i.:fl\.'Ctivl..'. sonnel who ~hould conduct the 
political program \\ ill he undcrtak.- effort. Not only is the military not 
en by the host government :ind \\e ruled nut of such an undertaking 
in turn must insist and as-;ist ir'1 but quite to tht: contrary: the mili-
"uch a program. tary mu.st participate, provi<.kd it 

Secondly, our appro,1ch and the rL·cognizes the nature of the effort 
organi1;1tiL1n for our assistance ~ind heco111L'S qualified to contribute 
must he determined by this i:ikrrc- to the political dirm:nsion. This is 
latit'n uf political ;,rnd milit:1ry Ltc- p,trtic11lar!y true and p,1rticularly 
tors. Some ol the most astute ob- diliicult for our own military which 
servers in Vietnam insist that the traditionally has either avoided pol-
gn:atcst contribution made hy the itics completely or has tended to 
Viet Cong to the art of insurgency be ic.kntificd with the status quo. 
has been organization-:rnd there An insurgency situation require<; 
is much to be said for the theory. our military to be political-as dis-
Conven:ly, it might he argued \\ ith tinguishcd perhaps from engaging 
considcr:.1blc validity that the in politics in a domestic sense-and 
greatest American wt.:aknc:s-. in \ i- to be sensitive and responsive to 
ctnam \\'as organization. In df._,ct, the need for political change in the 
we sought to Cdnduct our portion of ho.-t country. 
the effort for m~my year~ through Similarly, civilian-or politic,11-
thc mechanism of a burca:.1cratic pcr~unnel must recognize and ac-
stru;::ture Jv;;igncu for normal gl w- ccpt the military dimcnsiou of the 
ernmcnt L1p.:-rations in \\';1 .... hin~tlm. insurgl'ncy situation with full np-
\\'L, \\',)J'k.L·,I clnscly with a 111ilit:1ry prcciaticin for the problems and ca-
tint. like the rnilitan·· in nll tmder- pahilitics of the military fl>rC"'S. 
d('\·~lop-..:d l.'.nuntrics: was inte:n.-;('I': s~p:trating the civili:rn participant 
pl1litic:tl-and told our own mili-- from the military aspects of the 
Ltr> t, stay out nf the politic:tl situ:1tion is just as d~imaging to the 
asre~ts. a rcstrk·tion our own mili- ctfoctivcncss of the o\·erall effort as 
tar) ;l\.'-.:cptccl much tun willingly. separating the milit,1ry from the 
Si111ilarly. our civilian agcnci'c"- political aspects. 
State, .-\ID. and US IA--avoicled It is not until one has served 
the military ,tspccts pf the effort for within our government that one ap-
too long. Only the er A tried to prcciates the depth of the heresy 
bridge the gap but it was too inhi- involved in the foregoing statc-
hitcd by its very n:1ture to serve the mcnt:--. But, if we <lo not catch up 
purposi..:. lt w:1s not until the late with the Communi~ts now after 
stages of thl_; war that some of these fifty years an.cl several major exam-
;1 rt ilicial harriers bcg:in to break pies of this interrelationship of po-
down--and in truth. we must rec- litical and military factors and the 
ognizc that the essential era.,ing of need for proper organization nnd 
agL'ncy distinctions was never com- personnel to conduct an effecti\·c 
pkte, nur was Cl)l111J1an<l and re- campaign, then perhaps we should 
sponsibility in Vietnam ever truly not even try to undertake a counter-
unified under one chief. insurgency effort again and simply 

For the future, we need to est:tb- conceue that we arc not capable of 
lish a United States governmental m~cting a challenge of this type. 
organization that i-, designed spv More than anything else, the di-
cilically for counterinsurgency rcction of any future United States 
rather than conventional war. Such effort in counterinsurgency needs 
an agency must initially hrc:1k the distinguishing characteristic of a 
dmrn the rigid distinction bctwcLn coordinated, integrated single chJn-
military and civilian personnel and· ___ ,..!,'Cl .o~.,.,i\ul\tic:al(m~fl authority 
among \\':1;;hington a~~ncics just as ~\.,..J:.'itncl org:1i1izfrt16ri:.1.'-

rn l-'111n1,:'I." s,-:1:,·rcE .lon::-.,r.. Fer,riwru, 1v70 
t" r 
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THE second essential to consider is 
the role of the host government. If 
Vietnam has taught us nothing 
else, it has taught us the -impor­
tance of the nature and calibre of 
the host government which we are 
assisting: if that government rep­
resents only the status quo. an oli­
gztrchy or a dictatorship, which has 
neither support nor potential sup­
port of the population nor any in­
tt rest in gaining such support, then 
we are better off rejecting whatever 
rc'1sons justify .our involvement. A 
dictum applies. If the host govern­
ment is not interested in undertak­
ing the programs necessary to gain 
the support of its people, then all 
the rissistance we provide will be 
useless. The critic will say that this 
is. a circular argument; that if the 
exi<;ting government were interested 
in the welfare of the people, the 
insurgency would not have been 
able to start in the first place. The 
objection does not necessarilv 
hold. There arc certainly gm;-
ernments seeking to respond to the 
need: of a population which have 
not had the time or the means to do 
rn: there are elements within socie­
ties that recognize popu1ar needs 
but need encouragement to emerge 
and assurance of assistance and 
support to carry out needed re­
forms: there are progressive politi­
cal parties which prefer evolution 
to h~1rsh revolution. These are the 
type of groups with which we must 
associate ourselves. Without them, 
it is preferable to save ourselves the 
heartbreak and blood and treasure 
for in t11e long run, we will expend 
all three and have little to show for 

any. In any counterinsurgency 
effort, we thus need a host govern­
ment intcrec;;tcd in responding to 
the legitimate needs of its people 
rather than ~ . simple preservation 
of the status quo-and that govern­
ment must be prepared to mount 
and carry through a necessttry pro­
gram of politicttl, social ancl 
economic change. Here 8gain, the 
concept is deceptively simple, the 
execution extremely difficult. 

RELATIONS between the two gov­
ernments is the third fundamental 
aspect that must be considered. 
Here ic; an are8 which raise~ all 
kinds of sensitivities and limita­
tions. both for us and for the host 
government. Our role. presumablv. 
will be ortc- of assi.c;;tance: the host 
government wilt be c;;overeirm and 
indeoerident. And vet. with clue re­
g:1rd for public sensitivities and vis­
ible humiliation, we mmt not per­
mit our surrogrite role to inhibit the 
use of our assi,tancc-militarv nnd 
economic-as leverage to press for 
the desired goals of political. social 
and economic respon,iveness to the 
needs of the people. How we aoolv 
our pressurec;; is a matter of skill 
rind adaptntion to the oeculinrities 
of the nation inv0lved. but aoolvin_{! • 
s11ch pressures when required is es­
q~ntial to success. Once rnore we 
find a fundamental principl" which 
is relatively easy to stnte and enor­
mously comole:"< in nnolication. In 
Vietnam, we either refrained from 
apolving our levera!!e snfficientlv 
or. when we attempted to do so. we 
did it so cmdelv and vic:;ibtv tnat it 

· was almost se1f-defentinir. Perh:mc_ 
the ultimate !est of diplomacy in an 
insurgency situation is the effective 
application of levernge based on 
our assistance. We ha\'e a perfectly 
valid rationale for .<;uch pressure. 
Our lives and resources are in­
volved and our stake in the effec­
tiveness of the host government is a 

very real one. 

F !NALLY, the fourth principle in 
the basics of counterinsurgency is 
the effective communication of the 
nature, goals and progress of the 
effort to the public of both the 
United States and the host country­
and •indeed to the pnpulation of the 
world at large. Volumes can, have 

been and will be written about the 
communication process in the Viet­
nam war. For purposes of this par­
ticular discussion, •it is enough to 
note that the effort of the United 
State.:; government fell short of the 
needs~ that the lack of understand­
ing and support at home led inevi­
tably to the presidential speech of 
March 31, 1968, and the subse­
quent American determination to 
disengage almost regardless of con­
sequences. Tn a very real sense. as 
seen from Hanoi, history has re­
peated itself. If the French effort 
against the Viet Minh wa~ lost in 
metropolitan France. with the cli­
macti~ factor being Dien Bien Phu . 
the American effort might similarly 
he ,aid to have been lost •in the 
metronolitan United States with the 
ultimate disillusionment coming in 
the Trt offens-ive of 1968. 

It is patently clear that popular 
s110oort is needed for a cmmter­
insurPcncv effort-bnth in the 
country of origin and in the conntrv 
of as<;istancc. That suooort muc.t be 
based orimarily on the sub'-tance 
anrl attractiveness of the political/ 
mitit:uy pro{!r:tm beinP: cnnducted 
bv the host ~overnment and lead­
ership-and tlrns th~ refotive ao­
peal of tl1e competinir sides from 
the viewpoint of ultimate iu~tice. 
Bt1t communication in todav's 
w0rld has become so immediate 
and pervasive that. even with a 
valid ormrram. the f~Hure to com­
municate effectivelv c~n leave an 
information vacuum which will 
inevitably lead to an erosion of 
support. The reouirenients for suc­
cessful communication in !;uch cir­
cumstances are demanclinrr but fail­
ure in this vital area ultimntely can 
unclermine the entire program. 

For it is no longer valid to as­
snfTle that US official identification 
with one side assures an automatic 
base of support in the US bodv 
politic; in fact, .!!iven the nature of 
todav's skepticism about official 
acts. US involvement might almost 
mean the opposite. A major com­
munication effort is essential right 
from the start-an effort based on 
candor, openness and dialogue. 

STRIPPED of all elaboration, the 
bedrock requirements of a success­
ful counterinsurgency doctrine for 
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the United States in tl1L' rnk of 
assist~tnL'l' to :in existing gowrn-

thL' people of the the assist­
ing and ltust countries. 

.As important and critical as these 
four CSSL'ntials arc, they an: :-till 
rdativcly easier to distill ar1J iden­
tify than to apply . .-\nu in this latter 
t:tsk lie:- an additional grc~t (h:tl­
lcngL for fut1m: A111(rica11 practi­
tiun1.·rs of th(; ·art of countcrinsur­
~cncy~ To take full advantagL of 
nur expaicncc 111 Vietnam. to in­
sure that the trained manpower we 
ha\'c acquired 1:-. not dis~ipatcd, to 
pro id~: a11 dkctive rl·ady capabili­
ty in this highly specialized licld of 
c11cJcavor, some ccntt.:r of coordina­
tion and c.kvclopmcnt is n1:1.:c~sary. 
The exact nature of that center can 
b ... tkxibl~. One approach would be 
to have some existing agl!ncy of 
government, such as the Kt.:nneJy 
Center at Fort Bragg, serve as an 
executive agent for the whole gov­
ernment. Another possibility would 
h~ to set up an independent plan­
ning otlice, such as the Olltce of 
Emergency Planning for Civil De-

tense, to serve the s.ime function. 
nut in om: form or anlllha, th~ 
United St.aks needs a c~nta for 
t'Liunkrin~u rgcncy to cvol\'c on he­
half of the entire gm crnml·nt, mili­
tary as well as dvilian, a doctrin~ 
for the future hascJ on uur cxpai­
.:nccs in \'ictnam and cl~l'Whcr~ 
and taking into account the rdinc­
mcnts in tactics and theory which 
Cornmunisb will undoubtedly dc­
\'clop and disseminate in the year, 
ahead. Such an agency would also 
draw up contingi.:ncy plans for pos­
sibk trouble spots in areas of po­
ti.:ntial American vital intcrc~ts. 

• nh'ill thus CJn he stated ~i:,; follows: 
I. Recognition by the Unit1.'d 

St,1tcs that a successful cllort 
<.kp.:11ds on an integrated 
and responsive political/mi1i­
tar,: pro~ram; and organiza­
tion of our own considcrabk 
r\:sourL·cs in accordance with 
this principk as a means of 
maximum cffectivcn.:ss. 

2. R1.'cog11ition of the same has­
ic philosophy hy the local 
le adcrshi p which we assist 
<lllll ~1 readiness on its pa rt to 
carry out aggrc ·sivdy and 
cncrgcti(ully an. effective 
rro~ram along these lines. 

3. A readiness to use American 
a~!-i"tancc, both military and 
economic, as leverage on the 
host government to pursue 
thl?:-.~ goals comistcntly anJ 
vigorously. 

4. f-.lfcctivc communication of 
thc program and the effort to 
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The LTl',tlion C1f :in indcp•.2nd...:nt 
center with intcragcncy authority 
for this purpose would proh:1bly 
require ~pccial approval by Con­
gress. The ncLessary legislation 
~ould provide th~ planning agency 
with a small buJgd and mmkst 
manpc.,wa to undc;takc training of 
personnel from all appropriate mili­
tary and civilian agencies and a 

• charter to evolve national counter­
insurgcni.:y doctrine. Such an agc.-n­
t:y wuld also keep a master list of 
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OUTLINE 

"The Use of Psychological Warfare Techniques in Combatting Wars of 
National Liberation" - Barry Zorthian 

Introduction: 

Our tradition ahd experience give us little aptitude or. skill in the 

conduct of psychological operations. Our performance is influenced.by our 

belief in: 

1. The separation of the military from political affairs 

2. Our concept of an open society 

3. Our past military experience which has been conceptually sim­

plistic and conventional 

4. The confusion created by the term "psychological operations". 

Basic Principles: 

This shortcoming must be remedied if we are to perform effectively in 

future insurgency situations. Psychological operations must be based on five 

principles:. 

·1. The psychological operator must participate to the fullest in the 

policy making process as well as the communicating process. 

2. The psychological operations message must adhere closely to reality. 

3. The p~ychological operation cannot transmit inconsistent messages to. 

different audiences. 

4. The assisting power cannot substitute for the host government in the 

task of connnunicating with its people. 

5. The process of connnunicating must be undertaken on the basis of 

functional integrity. 
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Having identified these five basic principles, the presentation then 

examines functions, organization, personnel and techniques for psychological 

operations. All should be characterized by one essential feature: integration 

of effort between personnel, between audiences, between functions. 

In the case_of functions, psychological operations has a major staff 

role - first, in the identification of desirable programs and then in partici­

pation in the policy-making at the highest levels. In both, he must insure 

the greatest possible consideration for the psychological factor. Beyond this 

role he then has the function of actual communication - the operational role. 

While this latter is the more conventional of his roles, it is actually the 

lesser in comparison to the staff function. 

In the case of organization, the basic requirement is integration under 

central direction. The actual placement qf boxes in the chart is more a matter 

of preference and local considerations than one of rigid standardization pro­

vided that all aspects of conmunication - domestic and foreign audiences, press 

relations aid psychological warfare, staff and operational functions, military 

and civilian operations - are under one gene~al authority. 

In the case of personnel, again integrity provides the keynote with use 

depending on capability and skill rather than military vs. civilian identification. 

Personnel from the host government must be from and of the people while those 

from the assisting government need aptitude and background. All need training 

in the task of communicating to that particular audience. The elimination of 

distinctions between military and civilian so both appreciate the complementary 

nature of political a~d military efforts is essential to effective operations. 

In the case of techniques, many detailed considerations are involved 
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depending on audience and attitudes. In general tenns, however, the points 

of consistency and relation to reality must be observed. Domestic friendly 

audiences should receive emphasis on positive accomplishments of the govern­

ment while hostile audiences should be dissuaded from actions supporting the 

insurgency. General conditions must be carefully and accurately described 

and promises scrupulously kept. 

Facts and reality should be observed also in conmunicating to foreign 

audiences with the foreign press regarded as an opportunity rather than a bur­

den. There is considerable backlash effect in communication to foreign audi­

ences - and this interaction can serve to strengthen internal efforts. 

Finally, the entire psychological operations effort depends on the merits 

of the government's program and actual execution in tenns of the aspirations of 

the population. If those are not well selected and skillfully executed, then all 

other aspects of the counter insurgency program will be ineffectual and that re­

sult will be particularly true of psychological operations. 
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Introduction 

Despite the increased attention it has received during the past ten 

years in Vietnam, psychological operations remains the least understood and 

most undeveloped of all our concepts in regard to wars of insurgency. This 

deficiency must be corrected if we are to be more successful in our response 

to challenges of a similar nature in the future. 

It should be noted at the start of this discussion that the term "wars 

of insurgency" is used here almost interchangeably with wars of national lib­

eration. The former could of course be non-Communist and might even be jus­

tified and merit our support in the right circumstances while the latter is a 

term of Cormnunist origin and significance. However, for purposes of this dis­

cussion, we are assuming that the government being challenged by insurgents is 

one which we should and do support against an internal challenger, aided usually. 

by foreign powers hostile to United States national interests. 

Psychological operations is defined and used in this paper as nothing 

more -- and nothing less -- than the whole process of communication in a war­

time situation and is critical to the effort to counter insurgency. It is 

also one area in which Americans should logically excel. Who else made the 

"opinions of mankind" such a tenet of faith? But our aptitude and capability 

in the field are questionable and an analysis of the reasons for these limita­

tions as well as the precepts which should guide us is essential for an improve­

ment in the effectiveness of our efforts in any future insurgency situation. 

Our shortcomings in this field are rooted in both our basic concepts of 

society and our particular national experience in war and near-war. The size 

and scope of this discussion pennits at best only a cursory commentary on these 
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sociological and historical elements but at a minimum, identification of them 

is necessary to provide some of the background for our experience and lessons 

in Vietnam. 

The first difficulty which should be recognized is our basic belief in 

the separation· of the military from any political role. The reverse of that 

proposition is also true of course: the civilian i's supposed to stay out of 

purely military operations (except of course for the ultimate civilian control 

of the military represented in the role of the President as Connnander-in-Chief). 

This separation is as fundamental to American tradition as the separation of 

church and state and the roots go back almost as far. (Such s_eeming exceptions 

as General MacArthur's pro-consul role in Japan eventually proved the point 

since his dismissal was a result of his involvement in the political side of the 

Korean War.) This paper reflects neither desire nor possibility of·changing 

such a basic tenet of our faith - but certainly the effects of the principle 

should be recognized and appropriate compensation made where the situation or 

circumstances require. And wars of insurgency (and probably most wars of the 

future except brief nuclear holocausts) are such situations. 

Another one of our basic beliefs which affects the practice of psycholo­

gical operations is the concept of an operi society: a philosophy that is parti­

cularly significant in these days of mass corrmunications, both visual and audio. 

The overwhelming presence of the media today magnifies our tradition of close 

public scrutiny of all government action and stands in sharp contrast to the con­

trol of motives and actions available to a closed society. Here too, the basic 

concept is cited rather than criticized. 

The first of these affects our organization for psychological operations 

as well as our general outlook for it means that when we talk about a combined 

political/military effort, we are running against tradition and habit and that 

established walls must be demolished. The second means that when we think or 

.act in the area of psychological operations, we do so on center stage in the 



.. 

-3-

full glare of spotlights and with little possibility of inconsistency or im­

propriety - even if we should want to indulge in either. 

Both problems are complicated by our martial experience. For psycho­

logical operations in any real sense have hardly been essential to our military 

operations in either of the great wars - or even of Korea. (Earlier wars are 

less pertinent to the present body of living Americans.) Ours was a simplistic 

approach and success: banners flying; military power blunt and dominant; civi­

lian populations almost incidental. All our history and image of war has been 

relatively uncomplicated. When the bugles blared, politics was put aside and 

the military took over in classical fashion. Psychological operations were 

used in a most limited tactical ·sense at the battlefront and perhaps in the 

broadest strategic sense in terms of an Atlantic Charter or a Fourteen Points 

but, certa~nly, they were never intertwined as an essential part of our effort 

from grand strategy down to front line platoon operation. 

Furthermore, our basic experience in conflict usually involved only 

civilian populations of ethnic and cultural background that had some mutuality 

and relevance to our own experience. Primarily, this meant Europe with a similar 

Christian-Judeo tradition and, thus, with roughly the same ethics and values. 

Remember we never fought the war with Japanese in Japan or really made much 

appeal to the Japanese people during World War II. The Korean War was closer 

to the population but even that was limited since the sustained fighting took 

place largely in the underpopulated areas. We really had no experience relevant 

to Vietnam from the viewpoint of psychological operations, let alone military 

tactics. 

For all these reasons - presented above in the most abbreviated and sim­

plified fonn - Americans have had little feel for psychological operations at 
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any point and almost no skill in execution where force and circumstance made 

them conscious of the need for it. Our concept of execution was perhaps 

sunnned up best in the directive issued so often by the uninitiated in psycho­

logical operations: "go out and make a little propaganda on this action." 

As a result, our performance in the past has been almost primitive, 

starting with the most fundamental error of all: the identification of psy­

chological operations as a separate dimension of war, as an add-on if you will 

·to the military and economic and political policies under which the effort is 

conducted. Certainly, there are psychological operations and psychological 

operator_s just as there are economic operations and economic operators but the 

very first lesson we must learn is a rejection of any thought that the psycho­

logical dimension either exists in a vacuum or can stand on its own feet. In 

the fullest sense, and particularly in the war of insurgency, psychological 

operations must be considered as integral to every action and policy; must be 

woven into every move and decision; must be as natural and instinctive as the 

air we breathe. What else is the true meaning of Mao's famous aphorism about 

the fish and the ocean? 

Part of our difficulty in understanding the role of psychological opera­

tions is the very tenn. Here again, one goes back to history. Psychological 

operations was a somewhat strange new field to Americans, certainly outside the 

American tradition, questionable at best, something alien at worst. Psycholo- • 

gical operations and psychological warfare and propaganda and dirty tactics and 

sometimes even black magic seemed mixed all together into a new art conducted 

quite separately from the more familiar and comprehensible tasks of the infantry 

and artillery and annor. 

Because of these implications, there is great attraction to the thought 
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of discarding the entire phrase "psychological operations" and seeking a·n 

alternative which comes closer to the desired meaning. But by now, the term 

is ingrained in general use and there does not seem to be an acceptable sub­

stitute available: propaganda, psychological warfare, information - all have 

their own definitions more limited in scope and use than psychological opera­

tions and therefore do not serve the purpose. One that comes close - and tends 

to be _used by the Connnunists. in thi~ context - is political warfare but this too 

has evolved somewhat different meanings of its own in our use by connoting the 

determination and execution of policies as well as their colYlllunication. So, 

both because of habit and because of lack of an adequate substitute, this dis­

cussion will continue to use the term "psychological operations". 

Whatever it is called - and I hasten to add that the semantic problem 

is not an inconsiderable one because of the connotations to unsophisticated 

participants in the war - the basic concept of this dimension as integral to 

every other part of .our response to wars of insurgency is essential. The validity 

of this fundamental principle was accepted by the Communists many many years ago 

and con~titutes dogma for them in wars of national liberation. In fact, though. 

the concept is not ideological, it has been effectively used only by totalitar-

ian groups - at least in the twentieth century. To overcome this shortcoming, 

we must develop techniques and organization which make full use of psychological 

operations in the framework of an open society in responding to wars of insur­

gency. 

This is essentially what was tried in Vietnam. And though our conduct of 

psychological operations there was closer to requirements than in past wars, the· 

importance of this consideration, the complexity of the situation, and the lack 
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of effective mixture of the Confucian and Christian-Judeo outlooks repre­

sented by the partners made the performance limited in success even at its 

most effective stage. We meant well and understood the needs better but our 

achievements were generally quite modest. What is needed now is an examina­

tion of this performance.and distillation of lessons and doctrine to guide 

us in the future. The inquiry can be best conducted through a review of basic 

principles, functions, organization, personnel and techniques. 

Basic Principles 

Without attempting a listing and presentation of all the basic prin­

ciples which should be applied in the conduct of psychological operations, 

reference to at least some of the most pertinent is worthwhile. If insurgency 

is the effort to overthrow the established government by leading eventually to 

-Giap 's third stage of a general uprising which commands the support of the popu-

lation, then the government's equal desire to maintain and intensify the support 

of that population is the essential objective of the government's program. Just 

what constitutes appropriate actions towards that end is a question which need 

not be answered here. In Vietnam, we would usually list these requirements 

under five general headings: a "just" government, land tenure, education, medi­

cine and economic improvement. The point is that the needs of the people, the 

actions necessary to gain their support must be determined and acted upon. That, 

if you will, in all its complexity is the task of the government seeking to re­

·Sist insurgency - and I would suggest the role of psychological operations is 

support of that effort by communication. 

But if the psychological ope·rator is to be effective in his share of the 

overall task, then he must have a voice in the determination of those policies 
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which he must communicate. In fact, the impact of those policies when com­

municated should be one of the principal considerations in their adoption. 

And the determination of what will make an impact leads to an important role 

for the communicator: responsibility for the survey or research that points 

to the desirability of various actions. The results of that search must be 

incorporated into the policy-making process. And thus we have the first basic 

principle which must be observed: the psychological operator, the conmunicator 

must participate to the fullest in the policy-making process as well as the 

communicating process. In fact, his contribution in this regard may be even 

mor~ important in final effect than the actual task of communicating. The 

·point will be discussed again in the context of functions for the psychological 

operate~ but, here, the basic principle must be stated. 

The es·sential need of course is the determination and adaptation and 

execution of effective, attractive, beneficial policies designed to garner sup-

-port of the population. The other part of the process, the actual task of com­

municating, is also critical and both grows out of and must be tied closely to 

the first. The second psychological operations principle that needs citing 

is this requirement to base comnunication on reality. There can be no gap be­

tween the two - not even in societies that we consider somewhat unsophisticated 

in:conununications terms. For one thing, just as a matter of ethics, there 

should not be a gap between message and reality. For another, a gap cannot re­

main unnoticed for long. It does not require modern conununications to reveal 

the discrepancy. The bamboo telegraph does perfectly well. The gap between 

.Diem's promises and actions was quickly discovered. The gap between Viet Cong 

promises and actions took a little longer because it was less visible right 

away but the· facts caught up. And with the transister radio - and now even 
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television - in.wide use, the time required for the public awareness will 

be telescoped even more. 

This requirement for close adherence to reality is somewhat at vari­

ance with the concept of psychological operations as something separate and 

apart from the main thrust of operations. It violates the thought of clever, 

deceptive frontline psychological warfare. Actually, there are circumstances 

under which short-lived psychological tricks in t~1e tactical sense are both 

possible and profitable but these are at most limited exceptions to a funda­

mental rule of basing psychological operations on a foundation of reality. 

On this •Score at least, the concept of an open society which was des­

cribed earlier as one of the drawbacks to our effectiveness in psychological 

operations constitutes an asset - the existence of that unblinking spotlight 

represented by the press constitutes a force for observation of the rule; it 

helps to keep us "honest" if you will and, in the framework just described, 

becomes a plus on the side of effectiveness. 

The third principle for psychological operations is consistency of 

message to different audiences. There are distinctions to be sure between 

rural and urban audiences, between domestic and foreign, between friendly and 

hostile but those differences are ones o'f emphasis and interest. Just as there 

cannot exist a gap between message •and reality in the long run, so there cannot 

exist a gap between the substance of messages to these different audiences. A 

different content may be delivered to different audiences but a contradictory 

one may not. Both ancient and modern means of communication and the efforts 

of the other side will serve to provide extensive public circulation of any 

differences. 

Once more, the open society concept is a restraint on violation of the 
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principle - or in this situation perhaps is the foundation of the rule. For 

the press in its broadest sense becomes so pervasive through the scope of its 

transmission that the distinction between audiences disappears. Modern com­

munication is intense, instant and indiscriminate and the communicator in 

war or peace cannot assume any compartmentalization of audience on subjects 

of interest - and in war or limited war, interest extends virtually to all as­

pects of the confrontation. This interrelationship of audience is a factor 

that is too often disregarded by the unskilled psychological operator. 

A fourth basic principle for this process of communicating is recogni­

tion that the assisting power - in our terms, the United States - can never be 

a substitute for the host government in the act of communicating. Some of our 

most nettlesome difficulties in actual operations in Vietnam grew out of our 

failure to observe this principle. The reasons were understandable. The dif­

ference in pace and concepts, the difference in ethics and customs, the differ­

ences in desire and capability led Americans to conclude repeatedly - and per­

haps rightfully - that the Vietnamese were not doing the job. As a result, 

proverbial American impatience led to the inevitable effort to do the job our­

selves. The effort was doomed to failure before it started. Americans are 

having considerable trouble connnunicating with themselves, let alone with Asians 

in a completely alien setting. When we realized that we could not do the job 

for the Vietnamese, we finally devoted greater attention and resources to get­

ting them to do the• job themselves. And then again, we erred. We insisted 

that the task be done with our tools through our techniques in our image. What 

emerged was something neither American nor Vietnamese and was often characterized 

by the worst of both. Certainly, there has to be effective communication but it 

cannot be effective through surrogate channels; the host government must be the 
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communicator with its own tools through.its own techniques in its own image. 

The assisting forces have their own message to communicate - the reason and 

nature and actions of their contributions - and they can assist the host 

goverrment with hardware and advice behind the scenes but this is a subsi­

diary role at most and there can be no diminution of the responsibility of the 

host government in conununicating with its own people. 

Finally, a fifth principle which is equally fundamental is the need to 

recognize that the process of communication must be approached on the basis of 

functional integrity. To _put it simply, there is no compartmentalization in 

the task. This statement has implications, of course, for organization and 

those will be considered in due course but the essential point involved in the 

one of substantive unification. This means that there can be no separate or 

uncoordinated approach to the military, political or economic aspects of the 

task just as there can be no essential distinction between audiences. Communi­

cation is of one piece - and disregard of the principle leads to disaster in 

effectiveness for inevitably, the different parts end up at cross purposes. 

Particularly is this true for military and civilian aspects. If the distinction 

has any validity at all in insurgency situations, it has none in the task of 

communicating. And here we require considerable adjustment in the traditional 

thinking of both our military and civilian elements for the concept requires 

each to accept the otrer's interest and involvement and joint participation. 

Functions 

These principles lead to the statement of functions for psychological 

operations. If the policy process of identification, adoption, execution and 

connnunication of policy is observed, the role of the psychological operator 
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becomes easier to define. His tasks fall into two broad categories - staff 

and operational - and then in turn into a number of subordinate functions. 

Under the heading of staff functions, he must help both identify and 

determine policies and here all his knowledge of the people and his awareness 

of the preferable in communication terms comes into play. 

The task of determining needs is far from a simple one. The great 

leader will know instinctively what his people want and the government that 

has its roots in the population will find the knowledge evolving from its ranks. 

But insurgency usually means that the government in power has lost at least par­

tial touch with the people and has not facilitated development of natural chan­

nels for determining its people's needs and so an identification process is es­

sential. 

Here is a major task for the psychological operator for even if the 

sophisticated survey organizations of advanced societies were possible, usually 

they woul~ not be effective in obtaining an accurate index into people's needs. 

So the communicator must use methods of determination that are at once both 

primitive and skillful: primitive in actual appearance and highly sophisticated 
' 

in penetrating age-old cynicism and distrust in order to reach the people's 

innermost thoughts. The· question arises as to the means for attaining these 

results. The site and circumstances will determine that, of course. But cer­

tainly the whole process must be indigenous. Simply put, the surveyers must 

come from the ranks of those being surveyed and must speak their language and 

know their burdens. ~he Viet Cong. were particularly effective in this regard -

more so certainly than the representatives of the Saigon government who too 

often not only did not go into the hamlet but when they did, were patently town 

boys wearing white shirts and store shoes with little knowledge and experience 
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in the lives of those being surveyed. In such circumstances, the results 

of the survey inevitably were virtually useless. The surveyer must probe, 

must distill and must present perceptive conclusions to the policy maker. 

Armed with this insight into the people's needs, the psychological operator 

then faces a further staff function in the process of determining policy. 

And here he must play a bold and active role. For while the popular appeal 

of particular actions cannot always be the controlling factor in the adoption 

of policy, it should certainly constitute a major consideration and should be 

ignored only for the most overriding reasons. Further, if the factor of ap­

peal must be overlooked, the connnunicator can often offer modification or 

method of presentation that will increase its acceptability. But this is 

the negative aspect of the connnunicator's task; his role in the policy-adoption 

process must be more positive and constructive. Having determined the appro­

priate course of action through survey and research, he is in a position to 

make a vital contribution to the determination. And his skill and. persistence 

in advocating the desirable course of action can often spell the difference 

between selection and rejection. Furthermore, it is essential that this par­

ticipation and contribution take place in the inner circle of policy-making so 

that the critical importance of the psychological role, including the subse­

quent task of cormnunicating is both accepted by subordinates in all categories 

as fully supported by senior authorities and achieves the greatest possible im­

pact because the need has been taken into account· in the policy decision. 

Once having influenced the adoption of policy, the psychological opera­

tor does not have a primary role in execution but he has an important function 

nevertheless. His is a role of monitoring - policing if you will. For if 
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message cannot be separated from reality, .the communicator should seek to 

insure that reality is close to intention - or more properly to what was 

intended as reality. The psychological operator's monitoring of the rules 

of war (the ground rules for military operations) in Vietnam were often es­

sential· to insure adherence to those rules .. And since the rules in turn 

were designed to have the most positive effect possible on the population, 

this honest broker's role was important. 

It is in the area of· staff _participation - identification and adoption 

of policy and monito~ing of performance that American psychological operations 

in Vietnam played a greater role t.han has been the case in the past. Psycholo­

gical operators both helped to identify necessary _actions and sat in the high­

est councils of the American Mission to help determine policy. This was not 

true on the Vietnamese side and actually the degree of influence on the Ameri­

can side varied with different direction in the Mission. Nevertheless, the 

participation in the American effort came closer to the desirable than has 

usually been the case. 

In addition to his staff responsibilities, the psychological operator 

has the duty of transmission of the message. Here he is more a technician -

a skilled one hopefully, but essentially a conveyor of messages, rather than 

an originator. In this capacity, he faces a variety of tasks and audiences. 

He is in turn a direct communicator to the population or an advisor to the host 

communicator as his origin or capacity dictate; he communicates with the domes­

tic audience, the frie_ndly alien audience, the hostile alien audience, the 

assisting nation audience, the military, the civilian, the bureaucracy, the 

peasant, t_he urban dweller - all as required. Ile may be communicating face to 
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face or through media; through his own media or through the foreign press. 

Again, some subsequent discussion of these tasks is necessary under the 

heading of techniques, but here at this point, we need to recognize this 

function of the psychological operator as the actual conununicator. 

The basic principle also needs restatement: in all these roles as an 

operator, he must observe the requirement for substantive cohesion - consis­

tency of outlook and message. 

_This operatipnal task of communicating is the most visible and con­

ventional of the functions of psychological operations. It is extremely im­

portant but there is .some question as to whether it is the most important of 

the ·psychological operator's functions. This observer, for one, would contend 

• that the staff role and the operational role are both import'ant and comple­

men~ary, but if· one must be selected to the exclusion of the other, then the 

staff ro.le is the more critical one.. For in the final analysis, the process 

of ~orrmunication cannot be divorced from reality, and if the reality is not 

good enough, then the message will not take. But on the other hand, if the 

reality is attractive, then it will have an effect on its own merits - with 

or without communication by-psychological operations, perhaps not as fast nor 

as effectively but the message will ·penetrate eventually on its own. For this 

reason alone, if none other, the staff role, the voice in the determination of 

policy becomes the most important of the functions faced by the psychological 

operator. 

Organization 

Many of the features of effective organization for psychological opera­

tionA have been implied in earlier connnents. The essential organizational 
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consideration is inherent in the basic principle of functional integrity 

in the whole process of connnunication. If the message must be unified, 

then so too should the organization. The concept requires the unification 

in·one organization of elements dealing with military and civilian support, 

press relations and psychological warfare, domestic and foreign audiences, 

staff and operational functions. All must be part of and contribute to the 

whole. Here too, Vietnam broke new ground in bringing together the entire 

psychological operations apparatus under the one roof of the Joint U.S. Public 

Affairs Office. The integration was never perfect and did not extend to either 

the Vietnamese or to Washington and there were flaws in performance but never­

theless the concept was tested and proven valid. As such, the experiment re­

presented significant forward movement in our application of effective concepts 

in this field. 

Organization thus follows the substantive need - if one may borrow a con­

cept from another field, form follows function. Integrated operation requires 

integrated organization. The variations are considerable but the essential 

need is a line of authority to a central point. And this requirement applies 

to all elements taking part in the process of conmunication - whether "informa­

tional" or "psychological warfare" or any variation in between. Lest the JUSPAO 

experiment in Vietnam be regarded as the only justification for this statement, 

Sir Robert Thompson's connnents in his book "Defeating Connnunist Insurgency" are 

relevant: 

"The best organ:'~zatio;nal arrangement is probably for the psycholog­
ical warfare sectiou to be in the position of an independent subuidiary 
to the information services as a whole but working in close liaison, so 
that under no circumstances is there any contradiction in what is put out 
by each of them. The information services, which have their normal func­
tion quite outside the insurgency, should still be the government's main 
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instrument in handling the whole of its public relations and pub­
licity towards the population. These services are responsible for 
putting across all that the government is trying to do in accordance 
with its policies." 

Once the concept is established, the actual organizational structure 

becomes more a matter of preference and local considerations than rigid stan­

dardization. The elements dealing with the foreign press probably should be 

in a special unit and the staff and operational functions separated though 

centrally directed, and thoroughly coordinated.· So also should be the func­

tions of direct communication with the domestic population and that with any 

enemy population. And in fact, military and civilia:1 support elements may 

have to be separated particularly in regard to tactical psychological opera­

tions at the unit level. And of course, some vertical field structure leading 

from the lowest jurisdictional unit, the hamlet or village, up to the capital 

must be established. Perhaps even the nature of the task will require dif­

ferent units - culture on one side, the various media on another, advisory 

still different. But the importa1't point is not the particular placement of 

the boxes on an organizational chart, but the· integrated nature of the structure. 

And in this sense, there should be no distinction between personnel in uniform 

or mufti except as individual aptitude and experience dictate. The blurring 

of military/political lines in policy requires an equal erasing of military/ 

civilian lines in the organizational structure and use of personnel. 

Personnel 

These thoughts lead naturally enough to the question of personnel. Like 

other problems, the key lies in integration - and if that word has become re­

petitious, it is only because it deserves the emphasis. But while integration, 
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particularly between military and civilian elements, constitutes the goal, 

the other vital ingredient in terms of personnel is training, of course. 

This latter requirement extends not only to the representatives of the as­

sisting power but to those of the host goverrnnent as well. 

For the earlier statement about the need to undertake research through 

indigenous channels applies to the selection and training of personnel for 

all other aspects of psychological operations as well. Unfortunately, the 

est~blished bureaucracy has a tendency to perpetuate itself in outlook as well 

as other respects and .eventually the bureaucracy, including the communicating 

element, becomes insulated from its own roots and finds itself unable to com­

municate. This is particularly true in underdeveloped countries where the 

aspirations of the bureaucracy are often aimed at escape from the masses rather 

than involvement with them. 

These probable characteristics of the host government favor the type of 

techniques used by the Viet Cong who recruit from within the ranks - and in fact 

seek those whose natural talents would lead them to positions of leadership but 

who are blocked from progress because of social and economic barriers to upward 

mobility. These barriers must be overcome and the connnunicator - more than per­

haps any other elements in the government's apparatus - must be of the people 

and able to connnunicate with the people with empathy and true knowledge. The 

"of, by and for the people" concept has great relevance to the selection and 

effectiveness of the conmunicator. 

So the ideal becomes selection of personnel essentially from the people -

whether military.or civilian - with subsequent training for the task of serving 

as effective representatives of the goverrnnent. 
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Selection and training of nationals• to support the government at 

least does not involve training in ethics, customs or language, although 

even here there may be need for training for actual connnunication with the 

mass. But the selection and training of representatives of the assisting 

power involves these more complicated problems to a much greater degree. 

Even recognizing that these advisors cannot substitute for the host govern­

ment, their assistance and advice will be more effective if they are selected 

for their basic aptitude for coonnunication, trained properly, and kept in their 

assignment until they have gained sufficient experience and knowledge to con­

tribute in a significant sense. Selection must obviously be based on a whole 

range of intangible factors - empathy, cross-cultural curiosity, language ap­

titude, perhaps interest most of all. But training then becomes critical and 

every moment spent in learning culture, history, religion, ethics, language, 

communications teclmiques is time well spent. And once trained, extended use 

is desirable. In the case of Vietnam, the training program for Americans even­

tually developed to desirable levels but utilization was much too brief and the 

role of the advisor was inevitably less effective because of its revolving door 

aspects. 

The other element of personnel that seems to raise questions because of 

its somewhat unorthodox nature is the interrnixture of military and civilian per- . 

sonnel with assignment and utilization based on skill rather than organizational 

origins. Once the initial hurdles were finally breached, neither in JUSPAO nor 

subsequent,ly in CORDS did the mixture prove impractical. There were difficulties, 

to be sure, but most were superficial and once the mechanics were resolved, 

the organizational origin seemed to matter little. What is needed is a readiness 

• 
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by the parent group to forgo continued parochial loyalty and to accept the 

guidance and operations of the integrated organization as serving its best 

interests. At times, this ideal attitude was achieved in Vietnam. 

The repeated references to the integration of military and clvilian 

aspects of the effort - most pronounced p~rhaps in the above connnents on per­

sonnel - violates of course our historic emphasis on separation of the mili­

tary from political affairs which was discussed briefly in an earlier portion 

of this paper. Penetration of this barrier does not constitute of course a 

recommendation that the military undertake either partisan politics or support 

. of a particular and separate ideology than one supported by the United States 

itself. It does take into account the reality that there is not and therefore 

cannot be a sharp line between political and military aspects of an insurgency 

situation and that programs and efforts in either area must be determined as 

complementary parts of a whole and conducted with due regard for both. 

This thesis also means that in terms of personnel, neither military nor 

civilian have a monopoly on aptitude or wisdom in either area and that both 

must contribute their skills without artificial restraint to operations in both 

fields and both must accept and take into account the problems and validity of 

both dimensions. Certainly, there are both military and political undertakings 

which ar.e sufficiently distinctive to require the assignment of responsibility 

to a specialist but in the best of all counter insurgency efforts, even this 

specialist will realize the importance of thoroughly coordinated, mutually sup­

porting political/military integration to his more limited assignment. And the 

greatest guarantee of this type of outlook is proper training of personnel in 

·both categories. 
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Techniques 

Having listed principles, described functions, outlined organization, 

and cited perso~nel needs, we turn now to the methods appropriate for this 

apparatus.-- the techniques to be utilized. The subject is clearly a broad 

one that warrants extensive discussion - certainly a subject that is beyond 

the scope of this paper in terms of great depth. This is an area that has 

been a favorite subject for the specialists on guerilla warfare - Thompson 

and Duncanson and Cross and Trinquier and Galula - and reference to these 

commentators is reconmended for a thorough examination of the question. But 

in this area also, identification of the'essentials is important to this brief 

survey of the broad field of psychological operations. The subject should be 

looked at from two general viewpoints: the first, the use of the various media; 

the second, the.nature of the emphasis and approach to the differing audiences. 

First a word on the media. In the normal insurgency situation, i.e. the 

underdeveloped area where the aspirations of the mass have not been met and the 

government in power is somewhat isolated from the people, the best and most ef­

fective medium is the God-given one of oral communication. It is a lesson that 

Americans could not apply in Vietnam for obvious reasons and the Saigon govern­

ment could not apply because its representatives, particularly in the country­

side, were not willing or able to communicate with the people. The Viet Cong 

never had this particular difficulty. Their connnunicators came from the ranks 

if you will and talked in the language of the ranks - peasant, urban proletariat 

or the Vietnamese version of the G.I. And the term "talked" is literal. For 

like most Communist organizations, the one modern medium used by the insurgents, 

radio, was.essentially a means of connnunicating instruction and background to 
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the cadre, rather than cormnunication with the mass. Forsaking radio and 

Mithout extensive circulation of print and without television or any other 

modern means for reaching their targets en masse, the V.C. used the one other 

technique available - the most effective one. They talked to people face to face. 

There is almost a mathematical rule reducing the effectiveness of com­

munication in direct proportion to the distance between the cormnunicator and 

the audience. If it is face to face, it is most effective. If it is. by near­

JY loud speaker, it is next effective. If it is via picture whether in print 

or tube, it comes next. If it is cold print or disembodied radio, it is still 

less effective; and if any of these come from a great distance, then they be­

come weaker by the mile. Particularly on subjects of direct involvement, the 

greatest discount is applied to messages from the foreigner via radio or leaf­

let drop when placed in direct ·competition with oral cormnunication from an ar­

ticulate and trusted neighbor. The impact or ineffe'ctiveness of any message is 

eve·n greater, of course, if it is supported by first-hand experience or phy­

sical evidence. Hence, the virtue of basing the message on reality. 

So starting with oral cormnunicatiop, we move backwards in a sense through 

the media to loudspeaker, picture, television, tactical print, radio and so on. 

Actually, there is little purpose in arguing the order of these media. Theim­

portant considerations are relevancy, irmnediacy and intimacy with the audience. 

As for development of the media, our frustrations led to an inevitable 

result in a situation where the Americans could not communicate and the Saigon 

government would not, at least initially. We resorted to the typical American 

relian~e on machire and volume and went overboard in the provision of hardware 

in order to make up the existing shortcomings. It is difficult to realize the ex­

tent we went in this regard but one statistic perhaps reflects the pattern. In the 



.... 

-22-

year 1967, we dropped some five billion leaflets in North and South Vietnam -

a reliance on machine and volume that taxes the imagination. All this leads 

to the statement of a firm dictum which should be observed scrupulously by 

the assisting government in a counter insurgency situation: provision of any 

piece of equipment should be undertaken only after satisfaction of an extremely 

demanding set of yardsticks for proof of need. 

This is not to argue against a comprehensive national newspaper or radio 

or television system. Quite the reverse. Each of these media can be extremely 

effective if properly utilized by the central government as a means of cormnuni­

cating with the friendly population - and even with supporters in areas under 

insurgency control. But these media are complementary to the vital need for 

oral cormnunication. It is at the local level that substitution of mechanical 

product for direct contact must be. avoided assiduously. 

In terms of emphasis to the differing audiences, there are perhaps three 

that should be considered by the host govermnent with the assisting government 

helping in each regard as well as undertaking its own cormnunication when appro­

priate. The first is the domestic public; the second is the public under hos­

tile control; and the third is the foreign public. 

The easy distin~tion is an informational approach to the domestic and 

foreign publics and a propaganda approach to the "enemy". But though this dif­

ference is favored by some cormnentators, the difference is largely semantic. 

The requirement for all is the same. The message should be designed to meet 

audience interests; it should be stated in terms the audience understands; it 

should be based on reality; and it should be consistent, though not necessarily 

the same, with the message to the o_ther groups. Furthermore, it should not be 

assumed - in fact the reverse is perhaps more likely if the insurgent rule is 
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harsh - that the. population under hostile control is unfriendly to the host 

government. It is probably apathetic and might even be receptive. And these 

possibilities should be taken into account in setting the tone of the message. 

With these requirements in mind, the substance of the message becomes 

somewhat easier to determine but the formulation still depends on the expertise 

of the actual communicator. We have .conmented at various points throughout this 

presentation.on the nature of the message for the. friendly population: the re­

lian~e on fact and the recognition that the government's policies are being con­

ducted in a goldfish bowl sets certain standards for this conmunication. The 

audiences deserve and will insist ·on adherence to the actual facts. 

It should be noted that the emphasis in conmunication to the non-hostile 

population -:-. . friendly or simply apathetic - should be posit:Lve and constructive. 

I~ you will, it should focus on the accomplishments of the existing system as 

supported by evidence visible to that population. But part of the conmunication 

effort may also be designed to·dissuade that same population from either apathy 

or actual action which consciously or otherwise helps the insurgent. One special 

rule of caution is critical in this regard: the population must never be asked 

to undertake action that is unrealistic and that usually means action that is 

contrary to its direct self-interest. The most obvious instance of this type 

is action which leads to physical jeopardy or, in the extreme, to death. The 

population will not undertake such action if it is aware of the consequences 

and therefore the appeal will ·fail or if it does take such action without aware­

ness of the consequence and the outcome is harmful, let alone death, the authority 

that sponsored the conmunication, presumably the government, will not be listened 

to easily again. 

Comment is also appropriate on the message for the population connnitted 
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to support of the insurgent either out of conviction or involuntary involve­

ment. Here, the same principles of adherence to reality and consistency ap­

ply, but the emphasis in the message has a specific purpose: a withdrawal 

of support for the hostile effort and defection in place or in person to the 

host government. Thus, a surrender program of some kind - or at a minimum, 

a dissuasive program - becomes the core of the effort towards the enemy. Once 

more, the message must be based on reality. Description or discussion of con­

ditions in friendly territory; offers of inducements for return to support of 

the government; programs of retraining and rehabilitation must be completely 

accurate and supported by actual performance and any promises must be scrupulously 

observed. Here too, the bamboo telegraph will communicate any discrepancy 

promptly, as it did in Vietnam, even if no specific element seeks to do so. 

An additional dimension of this problem of communication to the "enemy" 

is the use of "psychological warfare" .. in frontline tactical situations. We 

have observed that special circumstances can justify some short-lived tricks 

but even these cannot be completely divorced from facts for memories are long 

when lies or deception have been used. This does not rule out exploitation of 

superstition, custom, myth, even tradition in appealing to the hostile population 

to either withdraw support or reverse attitudes towards the government. 

Finally, some comµient is necessary in regard to conununication with for­

eign audiences - which range of course from highly friendly to highly hostile. 

At times, these audiences - and their representatives, usually and primarily 

the press - seem to constitute an unbearable burden to a government not properly 

-prepared for the full impact of a free press and an open society. And so they 

may well constitute problems - practical as well as emotional. But they come 

with an open society and the trick is to convert them into an opportunity and 
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perhaps even an asset. Given the need for adherence to reality in internal 

communication, adherence to the same principle in communicating through the 

foreign press should not be impossible. While shortcomings can be magnified 

in these circumstances, accomplishments can be equally exploited. And above 

all, facts can receive wide circulation. Furthermore, the communication 

through the press to foreign audiences can·help communication with domestic 

audiences for there is a clearcut backlash - particularly in urban areas -

from foreign reaction to the effort. One feeds on the other - and consistency 

can help make them mutually beneficial to the government in power. 

Conclusion 

This completes a brief examination of the precepts which should be ap­

plied to psychological operations in wars of insurgency. The effectiveness of 

all. this effort depends on one essential ingredient that has been present 

f-hroughout the presentation by implication only thus far and needs explicit 

statement at this point. The ultimate effectiveness of the emphasis on message 

and reality, openness and consistency, indigenous communication and direct dia­

logue depends eventually on one fundamental feature: the inherent merits of 

the government's policies and programs, whether military or civilian. These 

must reflect an effort on the part of the government to respond to the needs 

of the people and must be effectively executed in support of that goal. If 

this is not the case - if they are not the proper programs or are not carried 

out skillfully or do not meet the aspirations of the people - then the rest of 

the effort comes largely to naught. And that end result will be true of 

the psychological operations effort most of all. 



"You don't have to like correspondents to deal 

with them (though it helps), but you should 

understand them and their ways." 
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Foreign erv1ce 
THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOUR­
NAL'S September issue on the press 
proYided a highly welcome con­
tribution to a subject that has re­
ceived far too little attention from 
the career foreign service in recent 
years despite efforts during this 
period to improve and modernize 
the role and performance of the 
service generally. However, while 
the JoURNAL provided long overdue 
reportage and analysis, it did not 
attempt the next step of proposing 
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a program to remedy existing short- eign affairs requires an effort in 
comings in the service's handling of the broad field of public communi-
press relations. It is this next task cation. But even today, most 
that now merits priority attention, officers would take the position that 
for development and adoption of a the task is one best left to the 
program in this field-a press rela- political elements of an administra-
tions doctrine, if you will-is one tion on the domestic side and to the 
of the basic needs for a foreign specialists (read "technician"; read 
service that is adequately prepared "USIS") overseas. As for press rela-
for the problems of the '70s. The tions specifically, most foreign serv-
service must conduct itself in this ice officers would rather deal with 
trequently controversial and frus- the devil himselfr or ever1 the local 
trating area with the same skill and -political party o:Qt ~' than 
knowledge· that are expected in the plunge into that particular pool of 
political and economic spheres. -· professional jeopardy. 

The very thought probably raises The proposition ptcsenteo here is 
hackles among the traditionalists. quite the contrary. The contention 
Certainly, at ·one time the term is that the foreign service needs 
"press relations" would have been much greater participation and ex-
regarded as anathema even in con- pertise in the field of press rela-
cept for the career foreign service. tions. (It should be noted that the 
The posture for the foreign service word "press" ... as used here means 
was the one of a silent, profession- all the news media and most de-
al, non-exposed service and the cidedly includes television.) The 
press be damaee, ~~- we,.. 47 i--o point can be demonstrated best 

We're past that stage now./ To- within the larger context of public 
day, even the most consertive c~mmunicati~n-and before de~ling 
foreirn service officer woul con- with the specifics of press relat10ns, 
c~de..., that effective conduct f for- it is useful to examine the wider 
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stage of the foreign service role in 
communicJtion generally. 

There is a great deal of appeal in 
the preference of the careerist for a 
passive role. It leaves a. difficult-·· 
and usually thankless--chore to 
presumed skillful hands and per­
mits the foreign service . officer to 
devote his energies to those tasks 
for which he· is especially trained. 
So powerful, in fact, has this ap­
peal been historically that during 
the fifties and sixties, the foreign 
service establishment-in theory at 
least-adopted just such a division 
of labor, although we shal~ ~nd that 
practice was somewhat different. 
Assistant Secretaries, Ambassadors, 
and occasionally DCMs were in­
volved in communicating . {ar­
though a smptising number or the 

-hnter said, "I will never, heVtt ta1k 
-t-e tt cot 1 espondePf and only relue:-
t~. But the aver­
age foreign service officer dealt 
with the press only in very excep­
tional circumstances--0r when he 
had a touch of unauthorized "leak­
age" in mind. 

Now, with the '70s ahead, tlus 
whole series of yfrecepisshould be 
re-examined. What is needed is an 
airing of the role of the foreign 
service in communication in gener­
al and, as this article will seek to 
argue, in press relations in particu­
lar. A conclusion that urges greater 
foreign service activism in this field 
will undoubtedly violatejestablished 
practice, but here at least is one 
advocate who says that past -prac .. 
tices are dated. and the foreign scr-:, 



vice had best be right in the miudk 
of th.,. communications arena. 

The theory that the foreign serv­
ice is not involved in the commu­
nication task probably had its 
origins in pre-World War II prac­
tice but became fully established in 
the post-war development of the 
foreign affairs organizational struc­
ture that Jed to specialization on an 
Agency basis. Those principles 
seemed valid enough at the time, 
but they are no longer adequate, 
certainly not in the '70s, and they 
need modification to a considerable 
degree both in theory n~.d _ in prac-
tice. • 

On both counts, the foreign serv­
ice proper hns a role, an impor­
tant role, and there is need for 
active trnining and participation. 
Certainly, this is not a plea for 
uncontrolled or, in current terminol­
ogy, "unstructured" efforts at com­
munic~tion by everyone on the De­
partment" s payroll. The Depart­
ment is already notorious_ for self­
serving, ant.! often uninformed, con­
tncts with the press in Washington. 
It does not need more of this type 
of unauthorized press relations. 
Nor, ·before ~lttack by former col­
leagues in USIA. is this a plea to 
undercut those quite esteemed pro­
fcssiomls in the tasks assigned 
them either hy Jaw or by the Pres­
ident. And final disclaimer: an ad­
mm1stration certainly must and 
should remain the principal public 
advocate of its foreign policy. 

What then is suggested? Simply 
that the foreign service officer must 

• acquire a much better appreciation 
and develop a much greater skill 
and undertak~ a much more active 
role in the task of communicating. 
Such a development should not dis­
place the existing machinery but 
rnthcr, provide greater body and 
depth to the present machinery. 
The officer should have the back­
ground, experience and feel for the 
task that will permit both skillful 
performance on a personal level 
and knowledgeable guidance to 
subordinates when he is given sen­
ior assignments. 

Many foreign service officers to-
-day do just that. They are effective 
communicators. They constitute im­
portant assets in the task of com­
municating our foreign policies. But 
the skill is individual and almost 
acciJental. It is still possible to be-

come an Ambassador in a m~jor 
post, or a senior \\ ashin~ton 
official dealing with extremely cort­
troversial and involved foreign poli­
cy issues, without any experience 
or training in the art of communi­
cation. Institutionally, the for~ign 
service has no communication skill. 

This judgment is not directed at 
the Department's press affairs of­
fice. The task faced by Deputy As­
sistant Secretary Robert McCioskey 
is quite distinct from the require­
ments for the foreign st:rvice, al­
though the two obviously are re­
lated. What the judgment does say 
is that foreign service officers are not 
prepared for the task of communi­
cating at home or abroad. It be­
comes largely a matter of accident 
whether they are at all effective in 
the field when they reach a position 
where it is important to have the 
skilJ. 

The need for the skill is clear. 
Whatever the merits of particular 
policies over these past few years, 
the importance of public under­
standing and support for the suc­
cessful execution of those policies 
has never been more apparent. 
And the key to public support is 
effective communication!-not com­
munication solely by specialists, 
whose effectiveness may be dis­
counted simply because they are in 
the bu<;iness, hut communication by 
those who formulate and carry out 
policy. 

The task is one for the political 
administration in office in regard to 
the broad aspects of foreign policy, 

but the professional has an impor­
tant supporting role to plny even in 
this respect -b6fh here at home and 
even more of a role overseas where 
he is both more visible as the na­
tional representative and more 
available. And at a more detailed 
stage or on policies of lesser world 
m:-ignitude, the professional has 
even more responsibility for its com­
munication. 

This utilization of the career man 
is perhaps unorthodox, but it is 
proper in both cases. For the public 
both wants and is able to receive 
more information about the con­
duct o.f its affairs, and since the 
professional at a minimum has 
great influence in the formulation 
of that policy and at a mnxirnum is 
responsible for making it, he should 
be subject to public scrutiny and 
dialogue. 

These considerations make for­
eign service activism in modern 
communication important in theo­
ry. There is ·an equally compelling 
case for visible activism when 
present practice is examined. 

Except in unusual situations 
where the professional communicn­
tor (the press officer in Washington 
or the PAO overseas) has a spe­
cially favored relationship with the 
Ambassador or is an individual of 
unusual skill and strength of char­
acter, the foreign service officer ei­
ther in the role of Ambassador or 
DCM or Political Counselor or As­
sistant or Deputy Assistant Secre­
tary usually ends up making the 
basic decisions behind the scenes 
on issues of substance in communi­
cation. He may not decide what 
magazine or movie comes from 
Washington, but he usually decides 
when and how a particularly diffi­
cult foreign policy issue is surfaced­
and even more important, how it is 
explained. Furthermore, very often 
it is the foreign service officer, 
rather than the communicator, 
who must bring the element of pub­
lic affairs into the decision-making 
process simply because the latter 
frequently _docs not participate in 
that process. Thus in practice, deci­
sions involving communications are 
very often made by the foreign 
service officer even though he may 
not be qualified to do so and even 
though he may not accept any re­
sponsibility for the actual task of 
communicating publicly. 
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All this is not nece~snr1ly bnd. In mid-career. By then, if anything, he 
fact, if you accept the thesis that has accepted a deep-seated pr~ju-
the participants in the formulation dice about the press from his sen-
and execution of policy must also iors and he is given little opportuni-
play a role in communicating it, ty to modify that attitude through 
then this role of the foreign service firsthand exposure or dialogue with 
officer in practice of making deci- the press. By the time he reaches 
sions on communication can be a principal officer assignments where 
plus. But it is a plus only if he is dealing with the press is often a 
trained and experienced in the critical part of the job, he is often 
field. Just as he brings into play his indifferent or hostile and almost 
training and accumulated experi- always ignorant about the press. 
ence in the formulation of policy in There are exceptions to be sure 
the political and economic areas, so -not just non-career Ambassadors 
he must have training and ac- who have earlier experience in 
cumulated experience in communi- communicating but competent, ar-
cation to bring to bear. ticulate foreign service officers 

Thus, the foreign service has a who have an instinct and aptitude 
communications role both in theory in dealing with the press. And there 
and prJcticc but its qualifications are, of course, a good many USIA 
for filling that role are question- officers who are effective in han-
ab]e. The remedy is not withdrawal dling the press because of previous 
but an even more active role based experience (although as the USIA 
on training and experience. becomes more and more a career 

service, this area of practical press 
THE primary area for this train- relations experience is one that will 
ing and subsequent active partici- suffer). 
pation is the field of press relations; r Whatever the number of excep-
foreign service officers cannot and I tions, the charge of inadequacy is 
should not attempt to duplicate the basically valid and remedies must 
technical skill and experience of be sought. The first and most im-
USIA personnel in the various portant element in providing that 
media. But they should develop in- 1 remedy is development of a Press 
sight and experience in communi- • Relations Doctrine to serve as the 
eating foreign policy to the public- basis for training and the frame-
abroad or domestic. While public work for consistency in practice 
speeches and articles are important throughout the service. There is real-
aspects of such a skill, the heart of ly no doctrine in existence today-
the effort normally will be directed not in the Department, or in the 
towards the press and the effec- foreign service, or even in USIA 
liveness of that effort in tum de- for that matter. Individual senior 
pends on "press relations"-the art officers may have personal concepts 
of dealing with and communicating that they apply, but there is no 
with the public through the press. institutional doctrine that survives 

Even if the foreign service officer the change of personalities. 
wnnts to contend that he should not It is tempting, of course, to ig-
dcal w1th the press directly 1 he will nore this institutional requirement 
recognize the importance of skillful for a press doctrine because it can 
press relations in the process of pub- lead to change and contention. Far 
lie communication by others. And if easi~r to concentrate on the draw-
he is to participate, or even if he is backs of the press, whie-h-can ab-
to perform effectively in the role he sorb an evening of good cathartic 
fills behind the scenes in setting dialogue that does away with the 
policy on communications, he has a need for self-examination. But this 
stake and needs to be knowledge- article concedes readily that there are 
able about effective press relations. many~ many flaws in the press in 

The career service hardly pre- the United S~tes. (Mr. ·vice Pres--
pares him for the role. As a junior, ident, please Hate this-positive· and 
he gets at best only a passing ac- declarntivc seJJter:lce }--.It then says 
knowlcdgment that there is such a that the purpose of the present dis-
field as press relations. What ex- cussion is not to propose solutions 
posure he receives is usually lim- for the press's shortcomings, but 
ited to the most perfunctory tasks. rather to look for a doctrine that 
The situation does not improve by will help the service to deal better 
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with that very same inadequate 
press. Furthermore, a doctrine that 
becomes part of foreign service tra­
dition and practice can serve as a 
highly important influence on the 
determination of press policies at 
the departmental level. 

That doctrine cannot be precise 
and absolute. Press relations is an 
art and the practitioners will dis­
agree on many aspects because a 
good deal depends on personal skill 
and relations.· But there are some 
basic elements on which it should be 
possible to reach consensus or at 
least utilize as a starting point for 
further discussion and refinement. 

There is one important prelimi­
nary to making a press doctrine 
meaningful: the individual foreign 
service officer should learn more 
about the tribal customs and mores 
of that somewhat amorphous pro­
fession known as journalism, par­
ticularly of foreign correspondents. 
You don't have to li~e correspond­
ents t6 deal with them ( though it 
helps), but you should understand 
them and their ways just as you 
want them to understand foreign 
affairs and the foreign service. 
What is the difference in role and 
approach between the wire services 
and the specials? Between dailies 
and periodicals? Between the print 
and the audiovisual media? What 
are the characteristics of journalism 
in the United States that affect cov­
erage of foreign affairs? Just as 
important, what are the ground rules 
under which you are dealing with 
a correspondent? What is "back­
ground"; or '-'attribution"; or "off the 
record?" These must be clearly un­
derstood and accepted for contact 
with the press to develop into mu­
tual confidence and dialogue. All 
these questions are just starters. But 
while the field has its share of need­
less esoterics, just as any ot.her pro­
fession, the elements that the non­
specialist has to learn are not so 
difficult that they are beyond the 
scope of reasonable inquiry. And 
the knowledge is important to the 
effective application of the ten 
principles listed below-the Ten 
Commandments of Press Relations. 

These principles have been for­
mulated in terms of a functioninr 
free press such as we have in· the 
United States. Clearly, there is ·an 
equally free press in many other . 
parts of the world and the same 



-princip1~s 3prly. Where there i nl)t 
:i free pres·. ;rnd the press functions 
··1s Jn in:")tnm1-!nt of the govcrnmi..:nt 
in power, some of these concepts 
arc not applicable although others 
Jr? :till worth pr:1cticing bcc:,use 
they may have some imp.-ict. 11ut 
regardless of the status of the press 
in the host cmmtry 1 the foreign 
. ervi.:c will still have to Je:il with 
free press representatives, including 
American, in that country and 
there is an important impact both 
in the United States and in other 
free press countries from communi­
cation through such representa­
tives. So the principles are worth 
attention even when the. local ap­
plic3tion may not seem worth the 
eflort. 

The ten: 
• Respect the Role of the Prt•ss: 

Thc- first and foremost of the c;1rdi­
n:d ruk~ i a genuine r~spl?ct for 
th(' role of the press. And this of 
l'l'IUL e requires rm understanding of 
it. The statement of this principle 
m:1y sound like the opening lines in 
a high school civics lecture: 13ut the 
number of case~ when foreign serv­
ice officers pay lip servicl.! to the 
concert of a free press and object 
to it in practict is surprisingly high. 
The rcquirL'mcnt is not mcri:ly ac­
ceptance of the simplistic schoolhc,y 
concept of a free press but full 
apprecizition of the whole constitu­
tional role of the fourth estate. Our 

• system of society is, of cm1r5c, 
b3~cd to a significant degree on the 
existence of a press that scrv~s as a 
w·1tchdog and ohserver of the gov­
ernment. And in this role of adver­
sary to the government, the press 
is-and constitutfonalJy should be­
free and independent. Even when 
it hurts-~s the press docs at tim;:s. 
£\·en when it's irrespcmsibk-J~ 

the press is nt times. E\ en \\ hen it 
is simplistic or superficial ur unin­
f l,rmcd-a. tlie press i. :.it times. 
The fnrei!!ll service oflkcr must ac­
cept the function and the rok c,f 
the press in our concept of society 
even when the press falls ~hort < lf 

th~ m~1rk. 
• Look at the I•rcss as an Oppor• 

tunity: This principle i~ ;ilnwst a 
corollary o( the first cardinal rule. 
lf we ncccpt the basic conct.:pts of 
our society. the goal is an informed 
public \\-hich passes i.:11lit'.hknccl 
ju<lg,m:nt on governmental policies. 
High school civics again'.' Pcrlwp~. 
But again, this is ·a basic that is 
frequcntlj ovcrlookeJ in th.::: course 
of aggravation by the journ:1list as 
an individual. The JcfTersoninn id12~tl 
uf an informed public is more im­
portnnt than ever today :rnd the: 
hest means to that goal is the press. 
The press represents an opportunity 
nnJ a ch~1ImcL not £l burden or 
ohstack to the effective conduct of 
foreign affairs which would be the 
evaluation given hy most foreign 
service officer:-.. Positive thinking 
about thl' pr~ss thus become;; a 
;.:ardinal virtue. 

• Educate tJw Press: This ha.'-iC 
guidance sounds somewhat patron­
izing and would be if mistmderstood. 
But in a constructive -.ense, educa­
tion of the pr~ss by the foreign serv­
ice constitutes :1 highly purpl)Scful 
exercise. Jn many 1..:ases. th(! instru­
ml?nt of the press. the com . .:spon<li.:nt. 
is lacking information for either an 
accurate report or a balanced eval­
uation. The probkm may he even 
more basic; he may not even be 
qualified. Rather than di.-miss the 
problem out of h~md, the! effective 
foreign service communicator seeks 
to impart his knowledfe and exper­
tise to the press. He informs, he 

explains, he cxp:rnds. Within the 
limits l1f n:1ti nal security. 11c pro­
vi(k:,; 1hc corrcsponcJcnt with ,ill cx­
pl!ricnce, knowledge ,mt.I wi-;dom 
which ht.! has acquircJ. l-k h:1s little 
to l0sc. Regardlc!-ls of the mnti\·a­
tion or prccorn:cptions of the Cl)rre­
sponJcnt 1 the ~ubsequcnt proJuct 
will 1,ot he less accur3tt'-and 
might in foct he much more so. The 
foct is that most journalists wel­
comL· as much bnck!!ruund in­
formation :1s possiblc~vcn thourh 
they will rrser\'c the· right to pa-ss 
_juJgrnL·nt on the accuracy or v:11idi­
ty of that information. The foreiim 
service's rclatjonship with th~. prc~.;;s 
\\ ill be aJvn~c1rv: it need not !)i..: 
hostile for there is, a Joint, if p:1ral­
kl. responsibility to the public. 

• Distinguish between Informa­
tion nnd Publicity: All of \\'hich 1e~1ds 
tu principli..: four-the need to dif­
ferentiate hL0 l\\'cu1 inform::it!ort and 
publicity. HcrL·in lies the source of 
111c1ny uf the service's p;1st a~d ~ 
rent prohlems. Th~-uepart- 1..1 I~ • 

~ . .---:-- • (1{w' -
ment ~N 1s publicity. Most 
press releases ::ire publicity in con-
cept and intent. Difficulties-and 
disappointment-arise when the 
press rduscs (properly) to act as a 
rnnvcyor belt for publicity, the 
transmission of information or facts 
from the originating source to the 
public without evaluation, review 
or scre~ning. The government com­
municator has two obligations to 

the press: make the facts known as 
he knows them and explain the 
policies he has evolved and is seek-
ing to execute based on those facts. 
He must recognize that the role-
the constitutional role-of the press 
discussed under rule numhcr one 
rcrmits the press ( obliges or re-
quires the press would be more o. pPrtr,. ' 
a<:cur::i~ terminology) to review, 
check on and pass judgment on the 
:1ccurJL'Y or adequ:.icy of those facts 
and review and pass judgment on 
th(.; wisdom and effectiveness of 
those policies. When the forei!!Tl 
. crvice oflicer b-.:gins to stop hci~g 
clisar1 ointed or hurt because the 
press has not servc:d simply as a 
transmi:-.sion belt fnr his version 
:mu interpretation of the situation-- P-""'"' 

hut inste.id has acted as t1re-inde-
lk'11dcnt watchdog and judge. he 
\\'ill be at th\.! point of maturity in 
prL:SS relations. 

• Ile candid and forthcoming: 
( Continued an page 55) 



PRESS RELATIONS DOCTRINE 
conri11ued from page 23 

Is it still necessary to state the ob­
,·ious: 'Don't lie .. ? Well, don't. A 
far mon: necessary warning: don't 
h~ di ingenuou~ either. Or even too 
clever by half. lt m~ver works and 
credibility gaps are born from ignor­
ing such fundamentals. A ··no com­
ment'' L far preferable to dec~ption 
or obfu~cation. The world has come 
too far for the service to depend on 
the rhetoric and circumlocution of 
the past. The public is too sophisti· 
cated~ th.! press too skeptical: What 
may have been acccpu1ble • even a 
few years ago is no longer good 
enough. The gap between words and 
r~ality must be eliminated. The 
tcrminolo!!y, the concepts, the st\'lc 
must be credihle, forthright ophi~ti­
cated and balanced. Otherwise, it 
will almost certainly be rejected out 
of hand or at best Jead to such a 
d1.?gr ... c of skeptici ·m that it will face 
increased security or hostility. And 
when legitimate security considera­
tions enforce silence, once more the 
"no comment"' approach is far pre-

fc:rable to deception or vcrb,11 cam­
ouflag~ c1nd certainly mu h more re­
spected by correspondents. 

• Restrict National Security to a 
Minimum: National security is n 
legitimate restraint that is highly 
abused in practice. Today's world is 
almost a goldfish bowl and there is 
little that remains confidential for 
long. The responsible journalist -
and most arc-recognize that cer­
tain situations require discretion 
and respect the limitations of in­
formation when this is the case. 
But they also object to misuse of 
the protection when it is simply 
camouflage for either shortcomings 
or a cloak for activities that merit 
public exposure. Properly limited, 
national security will be respected; 
nornrn1ly, it is rcsortc<l to so fre­
quently that it has tended to lose 
meaning. The basic principle for the 
foreign service practitioner is the 
greatest possihle limitation on its 
use. 

• Take the Initiative: One of the 
characteristics of the modern press 
that leads to this cardinal principle 
is its intensity 'Ind pervasiveness. 
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thL time the tirq ca ·r tti a story 
provides the shape for it~ ultimate 
thrust and impact. The old policy 
guidance. ''H asked, etc .. rte.,'' is a 
J;itL-J concept. Far beth:r to surface 
your story, i.:vcn the most ncg~1tivc 
one. unJcr circumst:mccs and terms 
of your own choosing:. Just ahout 
nnything danrnging is going to be­
come public somewhere along the 
line if you let nature take its 
cour c, and a rnriation of Murphy's 
Law se~m inevitably to come into 
effect: the story will emerge under 
the. worst pos. ible circumstances. 
Call it nwn:1gl.!J news if you will, 
but u ually you·ll do better. c?,-~n in 
a nc~~1tive sense. when you take 
the initiative and prm idc the set­
ting and time. And in view of the 
brevity of the public spun of intere. t 
on most stories. contrary intcrprern­
tion may never catch up with your 
pre-emption of the fielJ. 

• Bear in l\l~nd the Intcrrel.ation­
ship of Government: Gone are the 
days when State was State and De­
fense was Defense and ne\'cr the 
twain need ,eoo: di Rafe: Even: State 
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.. ~ I 
and Conrn1ercc now h;1vc to ,ger where in the world to a different 
to.gcilier. Th~ rt:ality once more setting tlwt may well le::id to a 
dictates the concept that all govern- different meaning. It is important to 
ment agencies are interrelated. It is bear in mind this capahility of 
becoming increasingly hard to dif- modern journalism when communi-
fcrcntiatc between civilian news ancJ eating. The audience is a vast and 
mi1it:1ry nc\\..'S, or b!;twccn political diverse one. And if the subject is of 
news and economic news. Agencies sufficient interest, it is a universal 
of the same government have to one. 
pay more than lip service to each • Finally, remember this is an 
other's existence and interests. Co- Art: Between cardinal principle one 
ordination, common press policies, and cardinal principle ten .are a 
even inter-government communicn- whole series of warnings, admoni-
tion would seem in order. tions and guidances. But in the 

• near in mind the Interrelation- end, the practitioner must be aware 
~hip of the World: T~ere was also a that press relations is an art and if 
time when there was a foreign au- all the nine earlier principles are 
diencc ~md a domestic audience. faithfully observed and effectively 
\Vitness the restrictions placed upon executed, there is still no assurance 
USIA. But if the distinction was that the results will come out as 
ever valid. it is not valid any more intended. And once more, that is 
in this era of instant communica- not necessarily discouraging. There 
tion. The words from the steps of is no such thing as a 100 per cent 
the White House are heard as favorable press coverage; by the 
dearly anJ promptly in New Delhi very nature of things there should 
and Bangkok as in New York and not be. You may be eminently suc-
Chicago. There is no- such thing as cessful if that story is less negative 
·comment to a restricted audience. than it might haYe been otherwise. 
Technically, communication today And you nre probably highly effec-
can take your words whole and tive if you have a batting average 
immediately transport them any- over .500. For foreign policy is not 
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ton, Fairfax and Mclean. 

meant to be pc,pular nt all times; 
nor is tht: nature of the prt!ss such 
that it feels comfortable in the role 
of constant supporter. So the tenth 
and bst cnrdinal principle is to 
count your hl~ssings if you get a 
fair deal by objective standards­
standards other than your own. 

Having listed all these guide­
lines-these Ten Commandments 
of Press Relations, this foundation 
for a State Department Press Rela­
tions Doctrine-there is the need to 
warn against expecting too much 
from skilled efforts in this area. 
Effective communication, skilled 
press relations is not a suhstitute for 
substantive policies. It is only a 
complement and supplement to 
them. But as such, it can often 
constitute the ingredient that marks 
the difference between success and 
failure in the conduct of foreign 
affairs. And it is a skill-whether 
based on this set of. principles or 
another-in which the foreign serv­
ice needs training and experience 
if the service is to meet its responsi­
bilities in the conduct of foreign 
policy in the '70s. ■ 
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Thank you, Ed, for the kind introduction. 

I'm very pleased to join with you today. I must confess 

that when Gen. Simmons asked me to make this presentation, I had 

some reservations. I've played a number of roles in my life but 

certainly historian is not one of them. 

However, I also realize that Vietnam where I spent a 

very intense period of my life, is now coming under renewed 

scrutiny by you and your professional colleagues. A key aspect 

of that re-examination must be the communication of that war to 

the American public and the effect of that communication process 

on public support of the war and its ultimate outcome. And that 

question in turn raises the subsidiary questions of the respective 

roles of the government_ and the media in the process and the 

relations between the two. 

The issues raised by these questions are as controversial 

still as any that deal with this most complicated and unhappy of 

our nation's experiences in this century. Ultimately, it is 

\ 

you, the scholar-historians, who will have to provide the definitive 

answers for it is only you who will have the perspective to find 

the balance and that mcst elusive of all ·commodities, the truth. 

It was walter Lipprr.an who said, "As the free press develops, the 

paramount point is whether the jourcalist, like the scientist or 

scholar, puts truth in the first place or the second." I "would 

suggest that i~sofar as Vietnaffi is ccnc~rned the same thought 

"would apply to free gov~rnment as well. 



P •~-g e Two 

\ 
And 1 l suggest that this is the basic question you will have to 

an~wer - whether the media and the government provided the truth 

in Vietnam. 

Let me try to contribute to this undertaking of yours 

by giving you some personal thoughts, thoughts incidentally which 

have evolved over the years and been tested over and over in the 

intense dialogue during this time between representatives of the 

two. I would not suggest that consensus has been reached - far 

from it - but perhaps the parameters of the discussion are better 

established now. It will be up to you to find the middle way. 

Except for a brief visit in the fifties, I began my 

service in Vietnam a little more than twenty years ago - very 

junior by some standards, a real old-timer by others. Mine were 

what I call the Middle Years - the period between the Diem 

government overthrow and the build-up of American forces to a 

level of over one half-million in mid-1968. I might note 

parenthetically that the press corps in Saigon grew proportionately 

almost as much during the same years. 

I speak with intimate knowledge only of those years. 

For the other years in.Vietnam, my experience is that of an 

interested and involved observtr but not of a first-hand participant. 

The positioning is important. Vietr.am was ~any things in many 

periods. There are fe~ generalities that apply to the whole 

period of American involvement and fE~ less0ns that are valid for 

the whole span of our participation 5nd Experience. 



One is tempted to answer the question of whether the 

government and the media communication on Vietnam to the American 

public was good, bad or in-between with the flip answer "all of 

the above." Such a response is probably closer to the truth than 

any flat, conclusive judgment. But unfortunately it does not 

contribute much to understanding. So let me try to probe a little 

deeper but before doing so, it is important to identify some of 

the particular characteristics of the stage upon which the actors 

- the media, the U.S. government, the South 

Vietnamese, Hanoi - operated. 

For these characteristics which made Vietnam so unique in many 

ways in our national experience certainly are significant 

factors in a response to the questions I have posed. 

I suggest the.following as important elem•ents in 

understanding the communication of the Vietnam war. 

• Vietnam was the first open war in modern history -

at least during the period I am talking about. Whatever the 

merits - and there is much dispute still about whether there should 

have been censorship or not - Vietnam was conducted without pre­

censorship and with unprecedented access for the press to the war 

itself and to the people involved. The result was a goldfish 

bowl atmosphere that brought with it periodically a tendency on 

the part of the government to compensate. 
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• And yet_for all this openness and the huge corps 

of journalists usually in that country, I would remind you that 

Vietnam can accurately be described as a war half-covered. 

there was an occasional carefully controlled visit to Hanoi; 

Sure, 

sure, a Communist journalist sometimes filed a dispatch supposedly 

from V.C. front lines. But the North Vietnamese and the V.C. 

hardly faced the scrutiny of dozens of probing, skeptical and 

critical journalists looking at every facet of their actions and 

communicating their findings in great and uncensored volume to a 

public at home. 

• Vietnam was also the first television war - the 

first complete exposure of all the horror and destruction of war 

to a mass audience in color in the comfort of the home. And 

while some specialists believe that television in the final 

analysis did not make a difference, certainly television news 

came to maturity in Vietnam - and its impact ~as considerable in 

intensifying conceptions and emotions. 

• Vietnam was our first nationally-shared experience 

in this century with guerilla warfare - the government's, the 

media's, and the public's - complicated by a distant setting for 

which we had little knowledge and little empathy. The subtleties 

required for this war and for this setting were hardly in the 

American manner or experience. The clash ~as not only of men 

under arms but of cultures, concepts, outlooks, and, yes, even 

methods of communication to the world at large. 
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• Vietnam. developed in its early stages and continued 

to have throughout an element of not only the normal and desirable 

adversary relationship between government and press in our system 

but a degree of hostility and dispute that fed on itself and 

destroyed any prospect of mutually developed solutions to some of 

the problems of communication. The government was cast in the 

position that its word was automatically questioned until proven 

correct in contrast to the past when its word tended to be accepted 

unless proven otherwise. The word of the press seemed equally 

challenged in many segments of the electorate. 

• Judgments made now about practices then should be 

based on the ground rules existing then. Vietnam came in the 

midst of a social revolution in the United States - whether cause 

or effect I leave to the social scientists. But the government's 

relations with the media were changing. 

relations with its electorate changed. 

Indeed, the government's 

Many of the problems 

between the government and the press grew out of these changing 

relationships. 

• To generalize about virtually anything in Vietnam 

was most often misleading and frequently dangerous. The war 

extended through many phases and many administrations; the press -

and throughout these comments I use the word to include the 

audio-visual media as well - contained many outlets, many forms 

and many viewpoints. To talk about "the government' is as 



\ 
inaccurate as to talk about "the press. There was no monolithic 

institution or control in either category. But what comment I do 

make about "the press" in these remarks applies to the major 

media, the national media, certainly not the dozens of "non­

journalists" who were present. 

Now having cautioned against the practice, let me 

proceed to try to answer in_ general terms the questions that I 

have raised. But in doing so, let me set my own limitations: I 

speak of 1964-68; I speak of Vietnam; I speak of the coverage of 

South Vietnam and the operations, programs and actions there; I 

speak not of the Diem period or the post-Johnson administrations 

in the U.S., not of debate or dispute about the war in the United 

States, not of coverage of Hanoi, not as to whether we should or 

should not have been in-Vietnam, not even of the morality of war. 

(~.) It is not helpful in attempting to make judgments 

in this framework to say simply, as one distinguished journalist 

wrote in 1977, that "more often than not, and for far too long, 

what the press was getting from the government over the long, 

agonized, tormenting years of Vietnam ... was trash." Nor to say 

on the other hand as another experienced journalist wrote in 1981 

"But never before Vietnam had the collective policy of the media -

no less stringent term will serve - sought by graphic and unremitting 

distortion the victory of the. enemies of the correspondents own side." 

The truth as usual is much more difficult and complex and it should 

be our go a 1 t o day • t o move a 1 i t t 1 e closer to that t rut h s o th a.t we 

can learn for the future. (End Opt.) 
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Here then are some bottom line responses based on the 

period and limitations I have stated: 

• More often than not, the press was more accurate 

in covering the situation in Vietnam than the official government 

public reports - at least up until Tet. And yet far too often at 

key points on critical issues, there were stories that contained 

!~accuracies, distortions and misinterpretations. 

• More often than not , t·h e U. S • pub 1 i c was we 11 

served by the performance of the briefing authorities, military 

and civilian. And I base this judgment not just on the on-record 

briefings but also on the voluminous backgrounding and on the 

extended and constant access the media had to government sources. 

And again I say, this is not to mean that there were no flaws in 

the government's performance and no need for improvements. 

• More often than not, the press covered military 

operations better than the political aspects; the American presence 

better than the Vietnamese; the individual G.I. better than the 

big picture. 

• Far too infrequently, in fact virtually never, 

did reporters transmit accurately the policies and objectives of 

the National Liberation Front and the government of Hanoi. 
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• Were reporters "used"? What ·does that mean? Were 

they given information with the motive of seeing a particular 

story appear in print? Of course they were - by the government, 

by the critics, by the South Vietnamese, by the V.C., by Hanoi; 

and, by each other. 

• As the number of U.S. troops increased, did the 

press switch from political analysis to an emphasis on battle 

coverage. No but the press did let its growing opposition and 

criticism of the war begin to show up in the nature and tilt of 

its coverage - not more often than not but in far too many cases. 

What are the lessons of all this? Certainly Vietnam 

was a failure in terms of government communication to its 

electorate. I would suggest that perhaps it was not an overwhelming 

success in terms of communication by the media either. How can 

the two sjdes do better in the future? The particular set of 

circumstances that appeared in Vietnam are not likely to be 

repeated elsewhere but there can certainly be situtations that 

lend themselves to the same kind of problems of communication. 

If there are, let me suggest some principles that need to be 

observed. 

For the government: 

• Expect and anticipate an open war with full exposure 

to the media - to a pervasive, probing skeptical media. Censorship 

and control may be possible in a conventional type of war but it 
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is not likely to-be practical in the type of situation we faced 

in Vietnam. Remember that for better or worse, the open society 

which we have chosen puts a premium on the role of a free press. 

The American public has never accepted censorship of the press in 

war except for protection of tactical military information. It 

is not likely to do so in the future. The non-military stories 

and judgment which are what gave you the most grief in Vietnam 

are part of tbe ground rules that are likely to exist. Understand 

them, respect them and plan to operate with them in effect. 

• Develop a government doctrine in dealing with the 

press based on a concept of an independent press and as open a 

government as is possible. Make such a doctrine part of the 

training of your military and civilian officials - particularly 

the foreign service and. the military officer corps. 

• Provide full and candid information to the electorate 

on your actions and judgments. Maximum candor with minimum 

security is a principle well worth observing. Your communication 

must conform with the facts and with reality on the ground. And 

I add that it should be consistent, between Washington and Saigon, 

between general and lieutenant. 

• Develop _a better method of collecting information 

on military operations to meet the needs of the press and, beyond 

it, of the electorate. (End Opt.) 
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• Learn from the press • Use its obseriations as a 

source of information, as a check on your own channels. The 

added input can be extremely useful. (End Opt.) 

And for the press: 

• Re-examine the institutional characteristic$ of 

the media. The pressures of time, competitiveness, volume and 

dramatic impact distort and intensify coverage to a degree that 

obfuscates rather than informs or clarifies. 

• Place more stress on qualifications. The government 

was criticized for putting both military and civilians in Vietnam 

on a short tour. It was called a revolving door policy. But was 

the media any different? One ~eek wonders and six month veterans 

passing overall judgments on this most complicated of situations. 

Sure there were experienced and knowledgeable hands but how does 

the reader or viewer tell one from the other, particularly when 

the newer is making dramatic and absolute comments in the effort 

to make page one or the evening news. The media has a need to 

spend more time and resources in developing qualifications of its 

personnel for complex and difficult assignments - time spent 

!earing language, culture, history, politics, mores, even the 

nature and conduct of the war if that is what is involved. 

• Don't generalize from the particular. And for the 

government, don't dispute the particular on the basis of the 

general. (End Opt.) 
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• Be skeptic~i indeed of the government's public 

posture. But be equally ~~eptical of all your sources. Look for 

the motivation - even from the critics, certainly from the other 

side and most of all from any of the actors on stage to whom you 

do not have access. At least one major news magazine found out 

after the war that its most trusted Vietnamese employee, the man 

who had been senior assistant to at least five bureau chiefs, was 

a longtime V.C. agent. 

• Discriminate and limit the authority of your 

sources to the extent of their expertise. The President and the 

private both spoke in Vietnam - and the press solicited and 

sometimes gave equal weight to both. 

• Beware of the home office and its pressure for 

competitive copy. Beware of the herd instinct and your peer 

pressures. Beware of your own biases and sympathies. Save your 

opinion for product labeled as such. 

reporting. 

Kepp your reporting to 

• And finally when you think you see everything 

clearly, when you feel you have all the answers, when everything 

makes sense, when you begin to speak in aboslutes and feel you 

are the sole guardian of truth and morality, run, don't walk, to 

another country. The time for reassignment has come. 

- 0 -
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And that would normally be the end of my story. Bui 

like one of those semi-documentary television programs, this 

story deserves a postscript. How have the actors fared since 

Vietnam came to a close for the United State in 1973 - and where 

do they stand today. 

Well, let's fast-forward to the current era. For the 

media and the government went through further years of hostility 

and adversial relationship for a period after the war - is it 

necessary to mention Watergate - and relations which applied to 

the military as well. But then new generations arrived on the 

scene and relations seemed to improve gradually. While there were 

still strains and disputes, normalcy seemed to be returning. 

That trend was disrupted late in 1983 by an operation called 

Grenada when the military, with the backing of the Administration 

- partly out of confusion and partly out of distrust - prevented 

the media from covering the operation for two days. I will not 

review for you the specifics of the controversy that erupted. 

You are well aware of that dispute but perhaps you are not as 

familiar with the prospective ultimate post-mortem. For the 

controversy over the media in Grenada led to the appointment of a 

commission of a·ctive miliitary and retired journalists on which I 

served to review military-media relationships and coverage of ~ombat 

operations in the future. That in turn led to recommendations to 

the military that have still not been endorsed but we are told 

will probably be accepted in whole that are perhaps more indicative 

of the relations between the two institutions than the Grenada 

experience. 
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While it would not be proper ·to go into too much 

detail. on the Commission recommendations until they are made 

public, it is appropriate to note that the group concluded ."the 

U.S. media should cover U.S. military operations to the maximum 

degree possible consistent with mission security and the safety 

of U.S. forces." And its most important specific recommendation 

would codify the key principle of an "open war" - media coverage 

of combat with voluntary adherence to limited restrictions on 

tactical military information but without pre-transmission 

censorship of copy or broadcast. 

The military could choose otherwise. It could revert 

to the Korean War and World War II patterns of formal censorship 

of combat coverage. There are many both in the military and in 

civilian life (and even-some journalists) who prefer the great 

safety and reassurance (and shifting of responsibility) of pre-

transmission censorship. For "open wars" have been almost as 

unpopular on the democratic side of the world as the communist in 

the years since our involvement in Vietnam. Some of our closest 

prospective Allies have chosen formal censorship in their most 

recent military operations: the Israelies in their abbreviated 

operations involving their Arab neighbors and the British in the 

Falklands. (End Opt.) 

(Q.E.!..) Acceptance of the Commission's recommendations would 

constitute a gamble by the military. The critics have some ground 

for concern. Unrestricted coverage is not without its problems. 
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The prospect of either. inadvertant or even deliberate violation 

of the tactical rules by inexperience or hostile correspondents 

can lead to a good deal of distress for front line commanders. 

Field generals contemplate with considerable concern the possibility 

of real time coverage of the battlefield that may reveal important 

information to eavesdropping enemy intelligence. And the thought 

of unrestricted nightly coverage of combat on television is not 

likely to bring restful nights to political leaders. (End Opt.) 

There would be of course some leverage remaining in the 

hands of the military. Violation of the ground rules could lead 

to suspension of accreditation - but this condition is one that 

virtually all journalists are ready to accept. 

Even with this, the military would be sticking its neck 

out by opting for "open war." It seems ready to do so largely 

because of the track record in Vietnam, for despite all the 

disputes and controversy surrounding the press in Vietnam, there 

were only half a dozen recorded violations of ground rules that 

required the lifting of credentials while I was there. The 

controversy and criticism was over stories that would not normally 

be subject to censorship - judgmental stories on strategy, 

leadership, performance, political factors, etc. 

There is of course no guarantee that an "open war 

policy would not be overturned at some future date by another 

Pentagon leadership but I suggest that the apparent readiness of 

the Pentagon to endorse the concept now is a valid indication of 
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the attitude of the military towards the media - a _vote of 

confidence in the media's responsibility and competence. And 

the media itself has stated flatly its readiness to accept and 

exercise this degree of responsiblity. 

It's a nice positive thought with which to end these 

comments - the development of a healthy, mutually respectful 

relationship between the government and the media. It is a 

desirable prospect for it will mean that the electorate - the 

ultimate foundation for both the government and the media will 

be served more effectively. 
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