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2014 

 

 This dissertation investigates the historical development of the U.S. Army’s public 

affairs policy as a dimension of that organization’s domestic political strategy. I sketch key 

aspects of how changes in media technologies and the types of conflicts confronting 

militaries have shifted the burden of war within contemporary democratic polities. While 

the theory of a critical press has been challenged by several scholars, one key issue, the 

Army’s own role in shaping the relationship, has been largely overlooked. I believe this link 

helps explain the broader phenomenon of why some American reporters became 

unprecedentedly critical of their military during the Vietnam War.  

Each chapter in the dissertation addresses a pivotal moment in the history of the 

Army’s relationship with state and society. In the first chapter, I investigate the degree to 

which press work occupied the attention of the Army’s top soldier, Chief of Staff George C. 

Marshall, during the golden age of the military’s relations with the American public, World 

War II. In the second chapter, I provide a thick description of the collapse of the golden age 

paradigm in the first phase of the Vietnam War and the revitalizing of Army media 

management in the wake of the Tet Offensive in the second phase of the war. Finally, in the 

third chapter I analyze contemporary dynamics of military mediatization through the lens of 

scandal, focusing on the Abu Ghraib affair, the biggest scandal of the Global War on Terror. 

Based on extensive archival research and targeted interviews, my analysis of the 

Army’s development of media management policies suggests two findings of general 
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interest. First, in reconstructing the development of Army media management doctrine, I 

have developed a new approach to the enduring sociological question of the degree to which 

democratic states balance public oversight with their monopoly on legitimate violence. By 

sacrificing degrees of monopoly (to the other services, to other governmental agencies and 

to contractors) and by creating more effective media management techniques, the Army 

reasserted its traditional autonomy from state oversight. My second finding builds on this 

first claim to suggest that the role of media technologies and practices in modulating the 

autonomy of state structures must be considered as a highly significant element in foreign 

affairs. This can be classed as a civilianizing of war, but must be understood as a very 

contingent and responsive process complemented by new spaces for covert action. 
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Introduction 

“Among the calamities of war may be justly numbered the diminution of the love of truth, by the falsehoods 
which interest dictate and credulity encourages” - Samuel Johnson, 1758 
 

The democratic state, the most successful political configuration of our time, is marked by a 

peculiar tension in the way power and information inform its sovereignty. The democratic 

impulse toward inclusion and representativeness hinges on open debate, the rule of law, and 

the capacity of elected officials to oversee actions done in the name of the state. But the 

state itself is a thing of exclusion. It is an exclusion of space: inside is the state, outside the 

world. It invites the exclusion of time, a community imaging a story of itself as it moves 

through the decades and centuries. Both trigger further exclusions, of race, class, sex and 

language, between the powerful and the powerless.1 The peculiar alchemy of the democratic 

state depends in great part on information, its flow, its perception of flow, and ultimately its 

control. A more credulous age dreamt of states built on self-evident truths, but even they 

were skeptical of the state’s honesty, and worked hard to create systems of checks and 

balances that would allow a society to concentrate its collective force in the structures of the 

state while retaining as much of their rights and liberties as possible.  

Sociologists have long relied upon Max Weber’s vision of the state to make sense of 

these tensions. Famously, Weber described the state as “a human community that 

(successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given 

territory” (Weber, 2009, p. 78). He presented this perspective on the state shortly after his 

involvement with Weimar Republic’s new constitution, a failed effort to create a democratic 

state in the embers of war (Bendix, 1960, p. 3).2 One hundred and thirty years earlier, the 

framers of the American constitution were engaged in a similar, if more successful, 

                                                
1 My reading of the democratic state’s inclusionary and exclusionary dynamics comes especially from Dryzek 
(1996). These dynamics are well known and have given rise to large literatures emphasizing one side or the 
2 For Weber’s political attitudes in relation to the Weimar Republic, see Ringer (2004, p. 74-75). 
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enterprise. Perhaps tellingly, in the first State of the Union address, George Washington set 

as the most immediate order of concern the question of military power, noting “To be 

prepared for war is one of the most effectual means of preserving peace”. To this end, he 

hoped, “The proper establishment of the troops which may be deemed indispensable, will be 

entitled to mature consideration” (Washington, 1790). Washington’s concern was with 

“hostile tribes of Indians”, and a small standing army was duly organized; today, the United 

States Department of Defense houses the greatest concentration of force on the planet,3 with 

yearly expenditures accounting for about forty percent of the world’s defense spending 

(Heeley, 2013).  

The sovereignty of the democratic state, particularly the American state, is in this 

sense a sort of conjoined twin to its own violent capacities. Democracies have much to fear 

from their militaries, after all. Coups d’états and pronunciamentos pose existential threats, 

but military power can also corrupt the democratic process in a variety of other ways.4 

Legal, cultural and economic checks help to balance the power of the state by holding its 

actions accountable to the public, but these all require the free flow of information, at least 

among elected officials and their agents. The key theorists of civil-military relations 

(Huntington, 1957; Janowitz, 1960) established the scholarly understanding that this sort of 

formal control, which I term civilian oversight, is a necessary precondition for democratic 

states with powerful militaries to remain democratic. However, the recent emergence of new 

media technology has created new scenarios where very broad publics share in that 

oversight, a situation which I describe in this work as the emergence of democratic 

oversight alongside civilian oversight. Democratic oversight, in particular, is reliant upon 

                                                
3 This claim can be made on the basis of nuclear weapons alone (see Arms Control Association, 2014). 
Detailed comparisons with other militaries can be found at www.globalfirepower.com.   
4 Chief among these dangers are the erosion of the democratic process caused by militarism (Vagts, 1959; see 
also de Tocqueville, 2003/1835, pp. 709, 755) and by securitization (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde, 1998, p. 
24-29), as well as the dangers of an unduly powerful and resource-draining defense industry (Eisenhower, 
1961). 
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the work of professional journalists, whose interests awkwardly intersect with military 

preferences for autonomy.  

What is military autonomy? The question does not yield a simple answer. Böhm, 

Dinerstein and Spicer (2010, p. 19) argue that the concept of autonomy is “infested with 

meanings” and note three common uses: autonomy from capital; autonomy from the state; 

and autonomy from colonial domination or dependency. The military’s autonomy from 

capital has been addressed in work on the military-industrial complex (e.g. Eisenhower, 

1961; Hooks, 1991; Hooks and McQueen, 2010). Its autonomy from the state has been 

analyzed by many civil-military relations scholars (e.g. Huntington, 1957; Feaver, 2006). Its 

autonomy from colonial domination has been addressed by historical sociologists (e.g. 

Kestnbaum, 2000) and area studies specialists (e.g. La Porte, 2004). And yet while the 

empirical reality of military self-rule in contemporary democratic states certainly rests on 

each of these three forms of autonomy, there is another site of control that military 

organizations seek to escape: autonomy from oversight, from people outside the 

organization who have the power or are perceived as having the power to affect its fortunes. 

My focus on autonomy from oversight is a new formulation that aims to establish yet 

another perspective on the term. American sociologists have tended more to focus on the 

autonomy from capital, especially in the long tradition of Marxian scholarship that analyzed 

the coercive and extractive capacities of the state. Evans, Rueschemeyer and Skocpol’s 

edited volume Bringing the State Back In (1985) cemented the autonomy-from-capital 

perspective as arguably the dominant one in the discipline, and certainly the dominant one 

in the subfield of historical sociology (e.g. Skocpol and Finegold, 1982; Hooks, 1990). A 

grand historical narrative was offered by Tilly (1992) in his vision of war triggering 

extractive and administrative capacities which in turn enable more and more effective 

warring. While many still follow this emphasis on analyzing the state’s autonomy from 
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capital alongside its capacity to extract or coerce (e.g. Chibber, 2002; Morgan and Prasad, 

2009), subsequent generations of scholars have found various faults with this perspective 

(e.g. Centeno, 2002; Spillman and Faeges, 2005; Gorski, 2011; Norton, 2014; for an 

overview, see Orloff, 2005, pp. 203-211).  

Regardless of the specific critiques, each of these perspectives on autonomy reflect 

and contextualize the other uses and point to the multi-dimensional character of the concept. 

For example, military leaders may believe that they act autonomously from capital or from 

other state structures when in fact they tailor their decisions to better obtain procurements or 

to avoid antagonizing their civilian commanders. This sort of subjective account easily 

slides into the realm of false consciousness. By focusing on oversight, we gain more 

leverage on the concept, although the focus does not entirely detach our analysis from the 

other theories of autonomy since in the background of concerns with oversight are the 

familiar shadows of capital, state and sovereignty. The possibility I raise throughout this 

dissertation is that powerful state organizations, particularly militaries, are increasingly 

concerned with how democratic oversight restricts their ability to pursue their ends as they 

see fit, possibly overriding attempts to obtain autonomy from other perceived sources of 

control.  

The military’s autonomy from democratic oversight hinges in large part on the ways 

its actions are mediated by journalists, and the control it can exert over their message. This 

may be a mere annoyance when the state is at peace, but during times of war, the 

information necessary for civilian and democratic oversight is transformed and its 

significance is heightened. Information is inevitably a military concern, both a liability and a 

potential asset (Clausewitz, 1989, pp. 117-18; see also Kerner,  2014). Information about 

military affairs is often less guarded but also less valuable and less interesting in times of 

peace. In times of war, such information gains economic value even as it gains strategic 
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value, although these are rarely commensurable. Disinformation, deceit, emotional 

manipulation and mass persuasion, as well as misdirection and silence, are all tools of 

statecraft, no more so than during times of war. Journalists take part in all of these as well, 

sometimes unwittingly (McLaughlin, 2002, p. 32), sometimes out of principle (e.g. the case 

of Robert Sherrod described in chapter 1), and sometimes out of corporate interest (e.g. 

William Randolph Hearst’s role in the Spanish American War (Procter, 2007, p. 6)). For 

centuries, commenters have noted the threat to truth and honesty during times of war (e.g. 

Johnson, 1758, p. 169; see Eddy and Page, 1924, p. 529). War’s effect on journalism and on 

the capacity for both civilian and democratic oversight is in this sense a particular danger to 

the life of a democracy. 

While the changing relationship between democratic polities and the work of 

journalists has been a topic of considerable interest to political sociologists (e.g. Coser, 

1962; Schudson, 1978; Habermas, 1989; Alexander, 2006; Krause, 2011), the active role 

played by militaries in shaping democratic oversight has largely been ignored, although 

some exceptions are noted below (see especially Brooks, 2008; and Schiff, 2009). The three 

chapters in this collection are intended to provide overlapping but distinct vantage points on 

how democratic oversight has increasingly intruded upon the autonomy of one immensely 

powerful state structure, the United States Army.5 As such, it offers new perspectives on 

Weber’s definition of the state, one of our discipline’s most prized concepts. Each chapter 

offers a snapshot of the Army at a significant moment in its evolving relationship with 

broader American social patterns, respectively during World War II, the Vietnam War, and 

                                                
5 I capitalize “Army” throughout when referring to the United States Army (sometimes also referred to as the 
U.S. Army). The Army was formed by the Continental Congress’s authorization to muster troops on June 14, 
1775, and, since the National Security Act of 1947, is one of the four armed services of the United States 
Department of Defense (Weigley, 1984, p. 29). I use the term “military” to refer to all of the Department of 
Defense’s combatant services (the Army, Navy, Marine Corps and Air Force). The lower-case “army” is a 
technical term applied to the largest organizational unit within the Army: armies are normally subdivided into 
corps, divisions, brigades, regiments, companies, platoons and squads. The Army currently has eight active 
armies.  
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the Global War on Terror. These three perspectives offer the chance to focus on one 

important variable of change, namely the capacity of the organization to shape media 

coverage of its warfighting (its most distinctive and characteristic activity), and its 

willingness to alter its actions in order to better shape or avoid certain forms of coverage.  

While each chapter argues a separate point, together they paint a portrait of active military 

involvement with the central democratic process of managing the state’s monopoly on 

violence. 

Although intended as a critical intervention, this dissertation ultimately affirms the 

value of Weber’s view of the state. His definition has elsewhere been accused of portraying 

the state as overly monolithic and homogenous, ignoring that many contemporary states 

exist as a collection of multiple and often competing state structures. Carruthers (1994), 

makes this point explicitly, but many others have offered compelling lessons in the state’s 

multiple, relatively autonomous structures (e.g. Hooks, 1990; Centeno, 1997b, pp. 45-74; 

Chibber, 2002; Polillo and Guillén, 2005). In this same spirit of constructive critique, the 

present contribution may be viewed as a new line of analysis intended to supplement 

Weberian theories of the state by stressing the historical contingency, increasing mediation 

and, consequently, the increasing reflexivity of the state. Specifically, I argue here that the 

legitimacy of individual state structures in their use of violence, while central to the 

continuing shared project of statehood, is more contingent and negotiated than social 

scientists tend to think. The future of the state is therefore likely to include a far more 

complex relationship between the monopoly on violence and the autonomy of the state to 

enact that violence than we have seen over the past five hundred years. 

Why should we think that the future of the democratic state should look any 

different than its past? The alchemy that once allowed open democratic processes to 

combine happily with closed state structures must now be adapted to account for the 
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emergence of democratic rather than civilian oversight. In the United States, as many have 

noted (Schudson, 1978; Bimber, 2003; Alexander, 2006; Krause, 2011), media technology 

and the culture of news coverage have changed enormously since the beginning of World 

War II. This has in turn increased the tempo of negotiation between state structures and their 

societies, prompting organizations to become more responsive to public debate.  

In the case of the U.S. Army, this responsiveness can be assessed across three 

dimensions. First, exogenous regulatory and legislative processes have restricted the use of 

many types of weapons, have canceled various weapons systems requested by the service, 

and have ended the Army’s most powerful social tool, the conscription of civilians, among 

other forced changes. Second, endogenous “learning processes” (Daddis, 2013, p. 231) have 

resulted in reformulated doctrine and cultural attitudes (Crosbie, forthcoming) intended in 

part to bring about better relations with the public. Finally, Army leaders are also equipped 

with a variety of organizational tools that can be used to shape the political and social 

contexts within which they operate. While some of these tools are designed and intended for 

use in foreign publics, they do also have many resources that exist solely to interfere in 

American politics, and together these encompass what I term the Army’s domestic political 

strategy (Crosbie, forthcoming). While each of the three chapters makes reference to both 

the exogenous factors acting upon the Army and the endogenous efforts to shape future 

Army practices, the focus throughout is on those organizational tools used by Army officials 

to shape the American political debate about the Army’s warfighting. In other words, these 

chapters consider the Army’s domestic political strategy in times of war with respect to its 

management of war correspondents.  

In this introductory section, I first establish the conceptual foundations of the 

project. These emerge from the observation that sociologists have neglected the study of 

contemporary American warfare, which I attribute in part to the unfortunate conflation of 
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Weber’s theory of bureaucracy with his definition of the state. From this foundation, I argue 

in the second section that there is a need for a theoretical account of the contemporary 

American state that foregrounds the capacity of state structures, and especially its armed 

services, to deploy domestic political strategies. In the third section, I describe the current 

scholarly understanding of the U.S. Army’s statecraft. In the final section, I outline the three 

chapters, “the good, the bad and the ugly” of media-military relations over the past seventy-

five years, at least from the Army’s perspective. 

 

 Bureaucracies and Status Groups 

An important feature of Weber’s definition of the state is the link it creates between 

the materiality of the physical world and the immateriality of the social world. From his 

perspective, the state gains substance both through physical acts of accumulating certain 

instruments of violence and removing them from the reach of ordinary citizens, in addition 

to a cultural act of investing those instruments and their sanctioned use with legitimacy, 

marking all other violent acts as illegitimate. I pursue a course throughout these chapters 

which aims to demonstrate the enduring heuristic value of the classical definition in 

analyzing the flow of power between state and society, especially for understanding the 

United States in the second half of the twentieth century and beyond. However, I focus only 

on one dimension of the state’s monopoly on legitimate violence, namely the violence it 

projects beyond its borders or which it marshals defensively. This is called “military power” 

by Mann (1986) and others (e.g. Biddle, 2006), but an important initial consideration is that 

the concept of the military and of the modern state are complexly intertwined. Indeed, one 

problematic inheritance from Weber is the conflation of his theory of the state with his 

theory of bureaucracy, which is especially problematic for students of military organization.  
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Weber’s large corpus includes many productive tensions, of course. While Weberian 

perspectives on the state often focus on bureaucracies, Weber was equally concerned with 

the life of status groups s(uch as the military) that enjoyed distinctive if partial autonomy 

from the state. The honor system of the Prussian military was recognized by Weber as an 

important element of internal solidarity and external separation, a recognition that has been 

repeatedly reaffirmed in military organizations ever since.6 The distinctive cultural cohesion 

that sets military life apart from other lifeworlds in a given state has also been critiqued 

constructively by several generations of scholars, including most recently Anthony King 

(2014) in his discussion of the modern combat soldier (see also Shils and Janowitz, 1948; 

Savage and Gabriel, 1976; Janowitz and Moskos, 1976; Siebold, 2007; King, 2007; and 

Bierman and Kelty, unpublished).  

 Although Weber was aware of the existence of richly diverse status groups within 

the state, including some occupying functional roles as organs of the state, as in the case of 

the military, his later definition of the state would efface that awareness and set his 

interpreters down a path of analysis that has sometimes conflated the state with its 

bureaucratic structures, downgrading the status group from a primary analytical role. This is 

not limited to military sociology, although it is a distinctive feature of that tradition. As 

elsewhere, its inheritance has created problems felt across the many subfields that address 

the state’s coercive capacities. 

The problem at hand is a conceptual binding that occurs when the state’s monopoly 

on violence is viewed through the prism of multiple autonomous organizations expressing 

that monopoly over distinct sub-monopolies. For Weber, this made a great deal of sense, 

especially when thinking in terms of the Prussian military with which he was personally 

                                                
6 One recent high-profile example of the attempt to use distinctive military cultural features to create solidarity 
in the status group is Army Chief of Staff Gen. Eric K. Shinseki’s attempt to reassert the “warrior ethos” 
through oaths, training norms and other organizational developments (Loeb, 2003).  
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familiar. Weber stressed the importance of discipline in the various developmental 

tendencies of modernity. These he unequivocally dates back to a specific configuration of 

military discipline: “military discipline gives birth to all discipline” (Weber, 1963, p. 

1155).7 Military discipline has taken many forms, paradigmatically among the Spartans, the 

medieval chivalric class, the Swiss infantry and finally the Prussian military, which 

rationalized war through the development of a meritocratic and proto-bureaucratic officer 

corps.8 For Weber, statehood emerged through warring, but the modern state was born with 

the creation of a closed military bureaucracy and the bureaucratic logic that would be 

isomorphically adopted across state structures.  

Weber was much impressed with bureaucracies, and thought “the power position of 

a fully developed bureaucracy is always overtowering” (2009, p. 232). He was not much 

impressed with the power of the polity, and had little sense of an empowered and 

independent public sphere. In a discussion intended to link bureaucracy and democracy, he 

reveals a very skeptical view of the latter: 

 

The demos itself, in the sense of an inarticulate mass, never ‘governs’ larger 
associations; rather, it is governed, and its existence only changes the way in which 
the executive leaders are selected and the measure of influence which the demos, or 
better, which social circles from its midst are able to exert upon the content and 
direction of administrative activities by supplementing what is called ‘public 
opinion’. (Weber, 2009, p. 225). 
 

If democratic governance is simply the selection of executives by empower social groups, 

the power of a entrenched bureaucracy with its specialist language and other trappings of 

expertise is understandably expected to outmaneuver the political “dilettantes” (Weber, 

2009, p. 232) who formally command them.  
                                                
7 Charles Tilly’s (1992) thesis that the bureaucratic organization of militaries is a key mechanism in the 
development of modern states descends from this line of thought, but note too the recent objection to this by 
Gorski (2011).  
8 These are Weber’s own examples. To this list we might add the Ottoman Janissary class as well. 
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Among German-speaking scholars, Demeter (1936) reinforced this link between 

military professionalism and the ascendency of bureaucracy, while it would be imported to 

America by Talcott Parsons in his influential theories of structural functionalism (Boene, 

2000). Although Kiser and Baer (2005) argue that bureaucracy itself fell out of the equation 

for many American sociologists during the ascendency of Parson’s theories, following the 

translation of Economy and Society and new work on micro-level interactions in the 1970s-

1990s, bureaucracy has come to occupy a central role in the disciplinary conception of the 

state, especially among the so-called Analytical Weberians.  

This vision of the United States can be expressed through the metaphor of an 

archipelago of closed bureaucracies governing discrete areas of the social world, separated 

from one another by deep regulatory and cultural waters. Domestically, police departments 

monopolize the legitimate violence used to enforce laws, and correctional institutions 

monopolize the violence used to punish those found guilty of breaking laws. Violence 

directed beyond the territory of the state is divided among the Navy, which monopolizes sea 

power; the Marine Corps, which monopolizes the projection of power from sea to land; the 

Air Force, which monopolizes air power; and the Army, which monopolizes conventional 

land power.  

Repeatedly, however, scholars have pointed to the erosion of the boundaries between 

each of these islands of monopolized violence. A review essay written in 1985 began to 

sketch the growing awareness that the autonomy of police forces varies considerably 

(Marenin, 1985). Kraska and Kappeler (1997) observe the continuing militarization of 

American police forces, while an expansive literature on the “carceral state” (e.g. the special 

issue of Social Research, Summer, 2007; Weaver and Lerman, 2010) points to the blurring 

of corrections, detention and welfare state structures. The regulatory and cultural waters 

separating the islands have receded, leaving peaks of organizational concentrations with 
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large fields of overlapping activity. Moving beyond the archipelago metaphor is yet another 

step along the path of freeing sociology from its Fordist assumptions (Steinmetz, 2005).  

For students of military affairs, this shift is especially significant because it reveals 

the increasing role played by the state’s coercive institutions in shaping their social and 

political environments. Much of the preceding argument pointed to the problem of 

conflating the state with its bureaucracies, which risks losing sight of the productive 

tensions between the state and the multiple lifeworlds of status groups, including military 

organizations. This makes even less sense today, when the mass of the state is rising above 

the waters of cultural and regulatory separation to reveal far stronger linkages between state 

structures than has traditionally been the case.  

We might think of this metaphorically as the state’s orogeny, a term borrowed from 

geology to suggest the rising of a continental landmass. The orogeny of the state calls for a 

reappraisal of what Adams (2010, p. 788-9) describes as Weber’s two styles of state power, 

the concentration of means of violence in legitimate organizations and the blocking of 

access to violent means by non-legitimate competitors. The blurring of the boundaries 

between the state’s violent bureaucracies suggests that something is triggering a 

reconfiguration of both the concentration of force within those bureaucracies and the 

perception of who exactly threatens its monopoly. My focus on democratic oversight is 

intended to allow for the analytical possibility that leaders of state agencies have an 

increasing sensitivity to democratic oversight as the challenge to state sovereignty that is of 

the most immediate concern, supplanting both foreign challenges and rival organizations as 

the threat that must be met. This is not to say that state bureaucracies will or do deploy their 

full reservoirs of violence against civil society, which is manifestly not the case. Rather, the 

possibility raised in this dissertation is that solving the problem of oversight may come 
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before solutions to problems of geopolitical order or problems of scarce resources in state 

funding. 

Accordingly, the three chapters here focus on the historical emergence of one of the 

most important sites of domestic political strategy for the U.S. Army, the field of media 

management—a topic which has been almost entirely neglected by social scientists, with the 

exception of pioneering work by British sociologists (Hoskins and O’Loughlin, 2010; 

Maltby, 2012). The danger is not that scholars pay too much attention to military 

organizations and not enough to interstitial sites of state-sanctioned violence. Rather, the 

danger is that military organization (or police organization, or corrections organization, and 

so forth) becomes conflated with state power. The goal of this theoretical discussion is to 

separate them so that the contingency of each sub-monopoly can be viewed more clearly. 

Since their control over their special field of violence is indeed contingent and not 

necessary, military leaders stand to lose a great deal if they lose the confidence of their 

civilian and (increasingly) their mass public audiences. The United States Army, for 

example, “lost” its control over air combat through the creation of the Air Force in 1947—

but skillful bureaucratic maneuvering allowed it to regain its own air power component, and 

thereby challenge its sister service for allocations, for mission control, and for symbolic 

capital (Bergerson, 1980).    

The temptation to view the coercive power of the state through the lens of closed and 

separate organizations has gradually overtaken the mainstream of both the civil-military 

relations literature and the field of military sociology. Both fields have consolidated around 

narrow, formalistic conceptions of how exogenous factors influence the internal workings of 

military organizations. In an influential study, Bernard Boene (2000) analyzes the 

mainstream of civil-military relations as dialectical. The dialectic’s thesis is provided by 

Lasswell’s (1941) concept of the garrison state, C. Wright Mills’s (1956) concept of the 
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power elite, and related arguments (Millis, 1981/1956; Ekrich, 1956) against the massive 

empowerment of the American military during World War II. The animus for this critique 

was shared even by President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who famously warned against 

influence, sought and unsought, of the emerging military industrial complex (Eisenhower, 

1961). Boene argues that this gave rise to a powerful dialectical antithesis in Samuel 

Huntington’s The Soldier and the State (1957), which in turn triggered a synthetic response 

from Morris Janowitz in The Professional Soldier (1960). From Boene’s perspective, 

Janowitz not only reconciled the division between fierce critics of the military’s power like 

Mills and apologists like Huntington, but he did so by introducing a military-sociology 

sensibility to civil-military relations. What this meant in practice was a tight focus on 

military organization and especially on internal demographic and attitudinal features, often 

reminiscent of the characteristic interests of Stouffer et al (1949).  

To a degree, Boene’s story of military sociology fusing with and thereby rescuing 

civil-military relations has merit. While Mills (1956) and Huntington (1957) did have 

detailed conceptions of the inner workings of military organizations (unlike Lasswell (1941) 

and other early commenters who viewed militaries as homogenous extensions of the state), 

Janowitz’s (1960) approach far outstripped either on methodological and conceptual 

grounds. For Mills, the power elite within the military was a distinct group of young 

“comers” motivated by altruism and acting with perfect pragmatism to extend the 

Department of Defense’s powers to encompass the Department of State. However, this was 

based on fairly thin evidence and tended to exaggerate the place of militarism in military 

affairs, portraying a vision of the Pentagon as a world apart from American society that had 

little basis in reality (see Bell, 1958; Vagts, 1959). Huntington’s (1957) rebuttal was 

markedly richer in detail but was similarly vague in method, and he too contributed to a 

growing sense that the corridors of power in the Pentagon were roped off from the public. 
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Huntington problematically reified an ideal type, the military professional, as a real 

collective. By fusing his analytical category with unspecified empirical evidence of its real 

existence, Huntington discovered a vast admiration for the military professional that 

required only light oversight from the civilians nominally in charge. He therefore argued 

against “subjective control”, the attempt to maximize civilian influence over the military, 

and argued for “objective control”, the attempt to maximize military professionalism 

(understood in his reified sense) while maintaining formal civilian authority (Huntington, 

1957, pp. 80-85). 

What is important to note here is that the interdisciplinary study of how militaries 

relate to their societies was being guided by both skeptics (e.g. Mills) and enthusiasts (e.g. 

Huntington) to a view of the Department of Defense as internally textured but ultimately a 

monolithic institution closed off (unhappily or otherwise) from external influence. Although 

in the substance of his argument, Janowitz’s exacting study of the American military 

professional undermined many of Huntington’s assumptions and ultimately presented a 

much more porous vision of the military, his adoption of military-sociological techniques 

and his tight focus on the military without comparative cases reinforced the sense that the 

military was a world unto itself. Where Huntington saw salvation for the democratic state in 

the embracing of military professionalism, Janowitz viewed the very process of 

professionalization as civilianizing in important regards, describing military influence in 

American society instead as at most a form of “unanticipated militarism” (1960: 14). 

Janowitz’s double synthesis was to integrate military sociology, with its characteristic 

interest in the distinctive demographic and occupation features of military organization, and 

civil-military relations, drawing from both critical and positive traditions within the latter 

field.  
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This double synthesis has proven influential with subsequent generations, although 

from our current perspective it has proven increasingly problematic. Attempts to redefine 

the study of military affairs through the rubric of occupation concerns (Moskos, 1973), 

postmodernism (Baudrillard, 1995) and risk (Shaw, 2005) have met stiff resistance 

(Janowitz, 1977; Booth, Kestnbaum and Segal, 2001), or, in Shaw’s case, have largely been 

ignored in the United States (although not necessarily in England, e.g. Maltby, 2012). 

Instead, military sociologists have largely followed the World War II-era work of Stouffer 

and coauthors (1949) even more than Janowitz in focusing on demographic concerns, while 

civil-military relations scholars have threaded between Huntington and Janowitz while 

tending toward increasingly formal theories.    

Additionally, the problem of conflating the state with its bureaucracies has 

potentially contributed to a much broader neglect of the topic by sociologists. On one hand, 

sociological neglect can be explained away as a partial outcome of disciplinary division of 

labor, with armed conflict falling under the rubric of political science in the view of many 

social scientists. On the other hand, sociologists who are interested in such topics might be 

more inclined to look at military organization as the primary site of investigation, following 

the faulty reasoning that since the state must monopolize violence, it will inevitably do so 

by way of its military organizations. Since the focus of military sociological research is 

overwhelmingly military organization, including traditional sociological topics such as race, 

class and gender, we might reasonably expect further suppression of the importance of war 

and violence as sociological topics in their own right. In the face of this broad neglect, there 

is a fairly small group of sociologists of war who have maintained ambitious research 

projects, including Centeno (1997a; 2002; 2003), Kestnbaum (2005; 2009), Roxborough 

(1994; 1999; 2002), and others (e.g. Smith, 2006; Wimmer, forthcoming).  
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If we detach the Weber of bureaucracies from the Weber of the state, however, the 

shortcomings of the current scholarly arrangement are more obvious. States do monopolize 

violence, and they do overwhelmingly house their means of violence in closed military 

bureaucracies. However, democratic oversight places increasing tension on that 

arrangement, making military affairs more legible to the average citizen. This creates 

pressures to hide state violence in new state structures, as for example in United States 

Special Operations Command, a military command outside normal regimes created in 1987 

(Priest and Arkin, 2011); to delegate state violence, as in the case of the rise of “corporate 

warriors” (Singer, 2003); and to change the character of violence, which I theorize in the 

third chapter as “feedforward”. All of these topics should reasonably interest political and 

cultural sociologists, but the issues remain firmly outside the mainstream of the discipline. 

The chapters here are intended to shed some light on these topics while encouraging more 

systematic research. 

While Wimmer (forthcoming) has recently offered an optimistic assessment of the 

state of sociological interest in war and conflict, the neglect of the topic is unmistakable. 

Most troublingly, the leading American sociological journals have barely registered the past 

decade of American war. In the two most widely-cited journals in the discipline, the 

American Journal of Sociology and the American Sociological Review, nineteen articles 

featuring the words “war” or “military” in their title appeared in the ten years before and 

after the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001 (ten others use the word as a proper name or 

temporal marker). Twelve were historical, reflecting the rich tradition described by Wimmer 

(forthcoming), while seven concerned the contemporary American military. Three were 

published before 2001, while only four articles have been published about the contemporary 

American military in the two leading sociology journals during the Global War on Terror 

(all four in the American Sociological Review, none in the American Journal of Sociology). 
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Of these four, three includes notes indicating that the authors perceived their work to be 

outside the mainstream of the discipline. Wimmer himself wrote one of the pieces, along 

with a co-author (Min and Wimmer, 2006, p. 868), and there they note, “Sociologists have 

discussed war as a cause for other phenomena of interest to them, but rarely as an 

explanandum in its own right”. Lundquist (2008, p. 477) describes the military as an 

“underutilized” setting for sociological research, while Hooks and McQueen (2010, p. 746) 

explicitly call for war-making to be brought into the mainstream of the discipline. Only 

Gartner (2008) makes no mention of the discipline’s neglect of the topic, perhaps because 

he is a political scientist.  

The lack of mainstream sociological interest in the American military is troubling. I 

have already noted that American military procurements account for over forty percent of 

the world’s defense spending, and that the United States Department of Defense (DOD) 

currently boasts the most powerful concentration of force in the world. More significantly 

from a sociological perspective, the DOD has experienced extraordinary relative growth for 

decades. The DOD’s growth is matched by only two other departments of the federal 

government: the Department of Health and Human Services, which has grown the most and 

since the late 1990s has been the largest federal department; and the Department of the 

Treasury, which surpassed the DOD for much of the 1990s but is now once again the third 

largest department (see appendix 1). While the remaining twelve departments have 

comparable budgets and have experienced similar growth, the departments of Health and 

Human Services, Defense and Treasury are far larger, making up 45% of the $3.454 trillion 

budget for Fiscal Year 2013 (see appendix 1). “Bringing the state back in” surely means 

bringing in its departments as well, after all. And these are formidable entities by any 

standard. The DOD can compete will sovereign states in its economic pull: its $607 billion 
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budget would rank it twenty-one in the list of nations by GDP.9 A meso-level American 

sociology cannot afford to ignore the direct effects, opportunity costs and cultural 

significance of these massive agencies.  

While all of the major departments of the American government demand 

sociological investigation, the military has additional claims on our interest. “Pax 

Americana” is backed by American military power, but this military power, at least since 

the spectacular reversals of the Vietnam War, has been recognized by much of the world as 

bound up in domestic public opinion. Conversely, the democratic voice of foreign publics 

has been repeatedly silenced in favor of short-term geopolitical advantages. Our current 

global configuration has been profoundly marked by decades of American adventurism, ill-

considered support for dictators, and the exchange of foreign collateral damage for fewer 

dead American soldiers.  

Accordingly, the American military has been a central conduit in the global flow of 

opportunity and constraint for the past seventy-five years. The wealth and debt, freedom and 

tyranny, understanding and ignorance of billions of people have been shaped by the course 

of American military force, through direct action, the threat of action, and its restraint in the 

face of provocation. For virtually all of this time, the military has continuously increased its 

efficacy and capacity, while the burden of executing this immense power has been placed on 

fewer shoulders. Today’s DOD is by almost any measure the most powerful coercive force 

that has ever existed, and there are no longer any realistic physical checks on its power—

indeed, both of the most important traditional checks, the balance of a large conscript force 

against a small professional force and the balance of competition between the armed forces, 

have been brushed aside in the name of combating militarism through the end of 
                                                
9 If we add to this the more modest budgets of the Departments of Veterans Affairs ($138 billion), Homeland 
Security ($57 billion) and State ($26 billion), the American monopoly on interstate violence can be ranked as 
the sixteenth largest GDP, ahead of Turkey. See Office of Management and Budget (2014) and National 
Accounts Main Aggregate Database (2014). 



!

!

20!
conscription and improving efficiency in the name of jointness. And yet I will not recount 

the story of one fragment of the state eclipsing and dominating the social world, but rather a 

story of compromise between the state and society in ways which have proven to be very 

stable. The role played by the Army in helping to maintain this stability is the topic of these 

three chapters.  

 

Shaping Domestic Politics 

By breaking the link between state and bureaucracy, we accomplish the goal of 

acknowledging the contingency of the state’s monopoly on violence and the need to view 

each service’s sub-monopoly over certain forms of violence as fundamentally negotiable. 

However, a second major conceptual shift is needed to fully grasp the deeper significance of 

the military’s role in negotiating its future, a shift that questions the autonomy of the 

military from the other structures of the state and from the social realm. The monopoly of a 

state organization over a given subfield of violence is tied in Weber’s view to the perception 

of its right to do so, its legitimacy. As noted above, Adams (2010) points out that the 

concentration of means of violence is generally matched by efforts to prevent challengers 

from concentrating means of their own. The theoretical intervention being made here is to 

rethink what it means to compete for the state’s monopoly on violence. By focusing on the 

autonomy of the state’s bureaucracies from various forms of oversight (not, as previous 

generations of scholars have argued, from capital, as noted above), we gain leverage on two 

new categories of “challengers” in the quest to monopolize legitimate violence. Both 

civilian leaders and the mass public periodically challenge the military’s monopoly over 

violence by demanding changes in policy driven by sociopolitical rather than operational 

concerns.  
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This is not a new idea. Any attempt to view military affairs through the spectrum of 

politics owes much to the insights of Carl von Clausewitz (1984/1832), who described 

military strategy as inextricably rooted in policy. Clausewitz’s primary concern was with 

creating objective knowledge of a state of social interaction (war) that is often powerfully 

infused with nonrationality and irrationality. Although writing before the development of a 

robust public sphere, Clausewitz (like Machiavelli) did perceive the relationship between 

military command and the polity as a trinitarian relationship, involving the military, political 

authorities and a public that could act upon those political authorities in often chaotic ways. 

Unlike his predecessors (e.g. Sun Tzu, 1963; Machiavelli, 1903/1532), Clausewitz did not 

assume that a cunning mind would better guarantee success, but rather understood that even 

a military genius must account for the chaos of politics and so must adapt to the nonrational 

and irrational dimensions of the mass public and political authority, respectively (see 

Echevarria, 2007). These conceptual developments help root our understanding of militaries 

as dynamic institutions that are not in fact autonomous from their polities. 

For our purposes, however, Clausewitz is still too constrained in his thinking to be of 

much use in making sense of how contemporary militaries have changed in their relations 

with other state structures and with the public. Most problematically, Clausewitz relied on a 

bidirectional model, viewing the relations between the three categories of actors as 

significant only to the degree that it is increases or decreases the autonomy of military 

leaders from civilian oversight. Political irrationality and public nonrationality might create 

friction, and so constrain military leaders, or these might generate pressure that propels the 

military to more fighting. What is missing is the reflexive character of politics shaping 

military strategy which in turn shapes politics, producing recursive loops that may constrain, 

may propel, or may lead militaries to evolve in entirely new directions. This reflexive vision 
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of military-political exchange has been recognized by scholars but has yet to find a shared 

theoretical vocabulary.10  

A starting point for attempting to move beyond Clausewitz and begin to account for 

such reflexive, intentional statecraft by military organizations can be found in the influential 

work of historian Michael Howard. In a widely-cited Foreign Affairs article, Howard (1979) 

outlined what he considered “The Forgotten Dimensions of Strategy”, adding to operational 

strategy the overlooked fields of logistic and social strategy. Howard argues that in the 

Napoleonic era, the operational really did eclipse the logistic, hence Clausewitz’s focus on 

operational strategy; but during the Civil War, it was the other way around. Meanwhile, 

social strategy, the ability to achieve military ends by drawing from the latent capacities of 

the public, is only now coming into its own. In the two world wars, “the issue was decided 

by logistic attrition. Propaganda and subversion had played a marginal role, and such 

successes as they achieved were strictly geared to those of the armed forces themselves” 

(Howard, 1979, p. 981). But Howard worried that given the millions of people then subject 

to direct Soviet propaganda and censorship, social strategy might well rise above 

operational or logistic strategies and decide the Cold War on a playing field that the West 

has largely ignored.  

Howard’s notion of social strategy did not emerge as a major theoretical tool in 

either American strategic studies or international security studies (see Buzan and Hansen, 

2009, for an overview; see also Miller, 2010 and Waever, 2010 for critiques). However, a 

cognate concept has developed in organizational studies which offers more leverage in 

making sense of how the Army shapes its political environment. From an organizational 

studies perspective, the sort of social strategy described by Howard (1979) might better be 
                                                
10 Game theorists have long modeled this effect, e.g. Schelling’s (1978) micromotives. Feaver grappled with 
this circularity at the meso-level in his analysis of information “blowback” (2007). Kestnbaum (2009) echoes 
this in his call for more attention to orthogonal relations. I theorize this relationship as one of feedback and 
feedforward in Chapter 3.  
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labeled “political strategy”. In the field of management studies, Baysinger (1984) describes 

this as actions intended to more favorably shape the public policy environment. For a 

military, the policy environment is indeed shaped by both politicians and the mediated 

public, as Clausewitz intimated, but the significant shift brought about by adopting this 

language is to think of military leaders as primarily concerned with “the firm” (in this case, 

the Army), and not the work of the firm (in this case, war fighting).11 This perspective opens 

up the large field of interorganizational relations literature and specifically the subfield of 

political advocacy (see Galaskiewicz, 1985) in our quest to theorize the ways in which 

military leaders contribute to the shaping of the domestic political environment. 

How do organizations shape their political environment? In one example, Schuler, 

Rehbein and Cramer (2002), following Hillman and Keim (1995), use a logic of supply and 

demand to clarify the goals of the organization. A limited supply of public policy (from 

legislators) is demanded by interests groups eager to shape the regulatory environment. The 

authors model a variety of tactics used by major corporations to gain political advantage, 

including funding Political Action Committees, maintaining offices in Washington, DC, and 

hiring lobbyists. Baysinger (1984) adds public relations, involvement in trade associations 

and agency hearings to the list of corporate political tactics, while Berg and Zald (1978) add 

educational programs and advertising.  

Clearly, corporate tactics of this sort cannot be directly applied to state structures, 

which swim in very different regulatory and cultural waters. Since the Smith-Mundt Act of 

1948, the Army has been restricted in precisely these overt forms of overt lobbying and 

electioneering (Palmer and Carter 2010). Nevertheless, by aggregating up from tactics to 

corporate political strategy, we can find several more general lessons on where to look for 

                                                
11 This should not be taken as a cue to treat the military as one more corporation. Military services are state 
structures with unique characteristics that distinguish them sharply from for-profit entities. 
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military political strategy. The tactics listed above fall within organized strategic units: 

marketing departments; public relations departments; internal lobbying departments; 

external lobbyists. In addition, a strand of management scholarship notes the importance of 

domain maintenance (Baysinger, 1984) and buffering (Mezner and Nigh, 1995), efforts to 

resist external forces and avoid undesirable public oversight.  

The organizational studies literature provides three insights that will prove to be 

valuable. First, it encourages us to think of military leaders as concerned with the life of 

their organizations in addition to their concern for winning wars. Second, it prompts 

reflection on the link between the multiplicity of an institution’s specialized organizations 

concerned with shaping the political environment (the strategic level) and their specific 

forms of action (the tactical level). In the private sector, these can be multiple and 

contradictory (Wan and Hillman, 2006). Third, it encourages us to think in terms of 

resistance to being shaped as a core strategic concern. This maps exactly onto Clausewitz’s 

(1984/1832, pp. 357-71) notion of defensive strategy. But where Clausewitz assumed that a 

military genius was distinguished by exceptional operational strategy, these theoretical 

resources allow us to follow Howard (1978) in noting that great military leadership can also 

be found among those who excel in managing logistics and interfacing with the public. (Few 

names spring to mind when considering the Army’s most distinguished logistic or political 

strategists, but perhaps they should.)12  

 

Monopoly, Autonomy and the U.S. Army 

In the first section, we discussed the problem of assuming that military affairs are 

carried out in a field closed off from other state or societal concerns. In the second section, 

                                                
12 Boorman (2007) and, to a lesser degree, Cutlip (1995) are rare exceptions, singling out the accomplishments 
of Rear Admiral Henry C. Eccles and Major General L. Gordon Hill in logistic and political strategy, 
respectively. 
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we compared theoretical perspectives on how public and private organizations work to 

shape their political environment, and drew from these a sequence of lessons about political 

strategy. We now turn to consider the multiple organizational structures that actually exist in 

the U.S. Army which are dedicated to precisely the sorts of public sector political strategy 

described above, and then consider these practices as expressions of broader processes of 

negotiating monopoly over certain forms of legitimate violence and autonomy from civilian 

and democratic oversight. Important work has been done investigating the statecraft of 

military organizations in the early American state and in contemporary foreign states (e.g. 

Eyal, 2002; Kestnbaum, 2005; Peri, 2006; Schiff, 2009), but we lack a corresponding 

account of the contemporary American case. To begin to develop such an account, we might 

first recall that the regulatory environment for military political strategy is shaped 

profoundly by the Smith-Mundt Act of 1948 (noted above), which ended the military’s right 

to propagandize the American public (Palmer and Carter, 2010). The Smith-Mundt Act 

essentially expanded the restrictions on the use of military violence within the United States 

enshrined in the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878. Just as the Posse Comitatus Act is far less 

restrictive than is commonly thought (e.g. Kealy, 2003), so too the Smith-Mundt Act falls 

far short of an absolute embargo on domestic military political strategy. Indeed, at least five 

separate doctrine streams have developed that grant the Army direct organizational 

capacities to shape its political environment in ways that resemble the political strategy of 

the public sector. And to this, we will add two other fields of indirect influence. 

The most obvious site of Army political strategy is the work of legislative liaising. 

Split between the Army’s Office of the Chief of Legislative Liaison and an Assistant 

Secretary of Defense for Legislative Affairs, this role is described by Lee (2009, p. 327) as 

“simply a fancy word for agency lobbying”. Scroggs (2000) advances a more nuanced 

argument that both regulatory restrictions and informal norms effectively restrict Defense 
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liaisons from lobbying as overtly as do private lobbyists. Nevertheless, agency liasers acts in 

much the way outsiders might imagine lobbyists acting, and the restrictions actually only 

restrain “overly crude styles of agency liaising; attempts to limit or control congressional 

ties back to the agencies; and a clear extra-legal prohibition against liaising its 

appropriators” (Scroggs, 2000, p. 7).  

Army legislative liaising is conducted in Washington. It is supplemented at local 

levels (mainly around Army installations) by a second category, community relations, which 

is housed in the broader field of Public Affairs, and concerns liaising with local political 

elites in addition to liaising with local publics.13 Overlooked entirely by scholars, this field 

should not be dismissed as an important site of Army statecraft. Indeed, in an interview with 

the former Army Chief of Public Affairs Major General Anthony Cucolo, he stressed to me 

the importance of this field both for Army Public Affairs as an organized field and as a 

resource called upon by commanders in bases around the country (Cucolo, interview with 

author, April 12, 2013).  

A third category is the field of command information (formerly called troop 

information), the Army’s internal communication program, and, like community relations, 

is housed in Public Affairs. By regulation, the Army is allowed to inform its troops but can 

no longer indoctrinate them directly (DeRosa, 2006). However, this can be considered a site 

of political strategy to the degree that the Army directs efforts to influence soldiers’ voting 

habits and to use soldiers to effectively proselytize Army interests to their friends and 

family.  

                                                
13 Like Legislative Affairs, Public Affairs is split between an Army Chief of Public Affairs and an Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs. Notably, both the Chief of Legislative Liaison and Chief of Public 
Affairs occupy unique organizational positions that require them to report directly to the civilian Secretary of 
the Army (rather than to the Chief of Staff of the Army, a uniformed position). This is indicative of the 
importance of these positions. For the sake of clarity, it is also important to note that while Legislative Affairs 
is a single agency, Public Affairs is split between three fields of endeavor: community relations, command 
information and public information, all of which are described below. 
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The fourth category of political strategy is the one that concerns us here. Public 

information is the field of work dedicated to shaping the work of civilian journalists. Also 

housed in Public Affairs, it can be viewed as the Army’s home of media management (see 

also Maltby, 2012a, 2012b).  

Finally, to this can be added a fifth category, marketing and public relations 

(Helmus, Paul and Glenn, 2007), although much of this work is contracted out of the Army. 

These fields are of course used extensively for recruitment (Dertouzos and Garber, 2003), 

but has applications in wartime as well. For example, public relations firm Hill & Knowlton 

was hired by a group of Kuwaitis. In her history of Hill & Knowlton, Miller (1999, p. 180) 

notes, “its mission was clear: to build public support for President George Bush’s plan for 

American military intervention in the crisis in Kuwait”. The backchanneling implicit in the 

Kuwaiti group’s plan can serve as a reminder of the enormous complexity and opacity of 

this category in particular.  

In addition to those five overt fields of political strategy, the Army has two other 

major doctrinal sites that have a bearing on its statecraft. The newly-renamed Inform and 

Influence Operations, formerly psychological warfare or psychological operations, is the 

Army’s home for foreign propaganda. This is noteworthy for the dangers inherent in 

covertly importing these skills to the domestic arena, and for the possibility that global 

mediatization processes might allow for back-door indoctrination and propaganda (a risk 

that should not be exaggerated, however).  

The other indirect category of political strategy is the professional field of Civil 

Disobedience, which emerged organizationally from Civil Affairs, the branch of doctrine 

concerned with state- and nation-building abroad. Civil Disobedience officers are assigned 

the task of domestic coercion, and indeed the Army has frequently been deployed in 
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activities ranging from civil rights enforcement (Sorley, 1998, pp. 156-177) to quelling riots 

to combating narco-trafficking (Department of the Army, 1983, p. 28). 

It is an irony of the literature that these organized sites of overt and sophisticated 

military statecraft have been ignored in favor of far more transient sites by those scholars 

who have addressed the topic. For example, Schiff’s (1995, 2008) influential work argues 

that concordance between civilian and military realms provides the strongest foundation for 

stable relations between the two. Her research sites are chosen to illustrate the social 

composition of the officer corps, political decision-making, recruitment methods and 

military style (a term of art). This provides a more dynamic portrait of civil-military 

relations than its precursor theory (which she calls separation theory, attributed to 

Huntington (1957) in particular), but fails to account for the agency of military services in 

adapting their capacities to guide their fate. Brooks (2005; 2008, pp. 27-38; 2009) offers a 

richer take on this issue, and outlines a spectrum of observed forms of military politicking, 

including public appeals, grandstanding, alliance building, and shoulder tapping. While 

these are valuable insights, we can gain far more leverage by considering the larger category 

of routine activities intended to change the military’s domestic political environment. By not 

looking in the right places for military political activity, we risk missing it altogether. Cohen 

(1997, p. 179), reporting on a high-level meeting of Army leaders convened to discuss civil-

military relations, noted that they found definite evidence of the politicization of the force, 

and argued for corrective action, but left unexplored the consequences of this development, 

and in a later work (Cohen, 2005) argued that American military personnel tend to stay out 

of politics.  

The seven organizational sites listed here (legislative liaising; community relations; 

command information; public information; marketing and public relations; inform and 

influence operations; and civil disobedience) can be reinterpreted through the lens of state 
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capacity, which is in turn intimately related to state autonomy and sovereignty. Scholars of 

state structures have long recognized that the interdependence of state structures is highly 

variable and contingent, and that it is more productive to think in terms of gradations of 

autonomy than of complete autonomy. Carruthers (1994, p. 21) offers a useful definition: 

 

An organization controlled externally (by a group, organization, social class, or whatever) lacks 
autonomy; if it is free from external constraints, it is autonomous. Because all organizations are 
constrained by their environments, no organization is completely autonomous. Degrees of autonomy 
exist, however, and I am concerned with this variation.  

 

Similarly, the chapters in this collection offer snapshots of varieties of state autonomy, 

which can be mapped according to two dimensions, monopoly and autonomy, listed in the 

figure below. 

 
Table 0.1: Comparison of the Autonomy and Monopoly of the U.S. Army. 

  
High autonomy from 
democratic oversight!

Low autonomy from 
democratic oversight 

Strict monopoly over 
land power! WWII Pre-Tet Vietnam!
Imperfect monopoly 
over land power! GWOT! Post-Tet Vietnam!

   
During World War II, Army leaders enjoyed a context of strict monopoly, where the 

Army’s rule over conventional ground force and its value to the nation was unquestioned; 

and high autonomy, where democratic oversight was minimal. In the first stage of the 

Vietnam War, the Army’s leaders mistakenly believed themselves to still enjoy autonomy 

from democratic oversight, but were soon disabused of that notion as highly competent and 

critical reporters presented very accurate reports to the public. In the second stage of the 

war, the disaster of the Tet Offensive revealed to Army leaders another loss, the loss of their 

monopoly over conventional ground warfare, which was now incurring excessive political 

risk. They soon adopted a policy of Vietnamization, which shed monopoly in favor of 

improved autonomy. During the Global War on Terror, the Army adapted itself to a 
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secondary, joint role with much less monopoly over conventional force (which was shared 

with the sister services, with Special Operations Command, and with the so-called Other-

Governmental Agencies, especially the Central Intelligence Agency). This allowed it to 

avoid many of the debates about military strategy that had arisen during the Vietnam War. 

However, the logic of the civil sphere (Alexander, 2006; see also Smith, 2006) is 

characterized in such a way that some risk still inhered in military affairs, since violence and 

disorder are symbolically associated with the uncivil realm. Each chapter will be introduced 

in more detail below. 

Inevitably, much of the story of American war is a story of external factors acting 

upon the military. This may include foreign aggressors setting the stage of conflict, 

domestic civilian leaders directing military affairs, or allies aiding or undermining military 

efforts. However, the military does have capacities to shape its environment, including the 

seven organizational domains listed above (which, it should be noted, differ in their 

specifics from service to service). In the chapters that follow, I present brief sketches of the 

exogenous factors creating conditions of high or low autonomy and strict or imperfect 

monopoly over conventional ground force. The story told in each chapter is how the single 

state capacity of media management is deployed in an effort to achieve military ends in 

whatever autonomy-monopoly configuration Army leaders happen to encounter.  

 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly 

In the preceding section, I argued for the importance of taking seriously the agency 

of state structures, especially military organizations, in shaping the political life of 

democracies. The perspective adopted in each of the chapters that follow is accordingly as 

close as possible to the view of top Army commanders and those key Army agents charged 

with managing media affairs. Developing such a perspective is not without epistemological 
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concerns, however. Indeed, a rigorous comparison of media-military affairs across such 

distant time periods does not seem either possible or advisable. Virtually every important 

element of the cases changes from period to period, and there are few continuities in the 

archival material. And so, before summarizing the arguments of each chapter, I will first 

briefly outline these underlying differences in terms of five factors: type of combat, type of 

war, the culture of American journalism, American culture writ large, and the phenomenon 

of interservice rivalry. I then comment briefly on the data collection process. 

An important difference between the three cases is the type of combat conducted by 

the Army. During World War II, the American forces swept across the fields of Europe and 

Africa, fought their way across the Pacific, and ultimately dropped nuclear bombs on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. These combat conditions gave war correspondents the opportunity 

to take part in long and dramatic sequences of events all while moving with friendly forces 

behind the ever-changing front line. During the Vietnam War, American forces arrived as 

advisors, gradually increased their role to be full participants, and slowly withdrew. 

Throughout the long war, journalists overwhelmingly set up base in Saigon, since they 

could easily access the field through short airplane or helicopter rides. The more dedicated 

among them came to know the South Vietnamese social and political environments very 

well indeed. During the Global War on Terror (GWOT), the combat conditions were if 

anything more complicated and messy, with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan including 

different configurations of allies and often unknown enemies. Intimate counterinsurgency 

tactics and distant strike and drone capacities meant that journalists could report on a very 

wide range of activities, but at the same time the tempo of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 

challenged journalists’ abilities to master the political and cultural terrain in ways that could 

be conveyed to mass audiences.  



!

!

32!
Similarly, World War II, the Vietnam War and GWOT are all different types of war 

in the classical military sense. While World War II brought our species closer than ever to 

the Clausewitz’s (1984/1832, pp. 579-584) fantasy of absolute war, the Vietnam War and 

GWOT are harder to categorize. Certainly, in the post-Tet period of American involvement 

in Vietnam, a case can be made that it was a traditional limited war (e.g. Berman, 2001). 

But this is not the case for the messy first half, when the scope of American involvement 

was unclear to virtually everyone involved. Likewise, GWOT defies categorization as a war 

at all. Its major military operations, in Iraq and Afghanistan, although resembling American 

involvement in Vietnam in certain regards (as argued for Iraq by Campbell, 2007; and for 

Afghanistan by Johnson and Mason, 2009), differ sharply in terms of the use of the 

sovereignty of the enemy, which includes powerful non-state actors pursuing uncertain 

political ends. 

Similarly, the character of American journalism has changed dramatically from the 

beginning of World War II to today in ways directly related to the argument advanced here. 

Krause (2011) posits two periods of high autonomy for American reporting (1890-1914 and 

1945-1970) and two periods where the autonomy of the field was challenged (1915-1945 

and 1970-2000), and as a consequence local and investigative reporting declined. From this 

perspective, World War II marked a transition from a period of low autonomy to a period of 

high autonomy, while the Vietnam War straddled a period of high autonomy and a period of 

low autonomy (her findings also echo Bimber, 2003). Krause tentatively extends her final 

period of low autonomy to the present, which might offer grounds to compare late World 

War II, late Vietnam War, and GWOT news coverage on equal terms, but this masks deeper 

cultural changes in the character of American journalism that undermine the comparison. 

For example, Wolfe (1972) and Hanson (1997) offer rich portraits of the “new journalism” 

that spread through the American press in the 1960s and 1970s, including the work of war 
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correspondents (see also Rowe, 1986). More recently, the cultural impact on war 

correspondence triggered by the rise of bloggers, Web 2.0 and other contemporary 

phenomena are equally significant and should confound simple comparisons between time 

periods.  

While American journalism has changed along multiple dimensions, so too 

American society, by almost any measure, has changed dramatically since World War II. 

Alexander’s The Civil Sphere (2006) grapples with the changing systems of meaning that 

operate within American civil society, noting both the endurance of a symbolic core and the 

vast movements of inclusion that have altered that core. A cultural industry supports similar 

claims from a multitude of directions, noting endless varieties of macro-social change 

overtaking the second half of the twentieth century, from secularization (Taylor, 2007), 

globalization (Ritzer, 2011) and mediatization (Hepp, Hjarvard and Lundby, 2010), to the 

growing tendency to “bowl alone” (Putnam, 2000). While the substance of each of these 

claims of change is subject to rich debate, there is little sense that the cultural horizon of 

New York Times readers in 1941 very closely resembled that of readers of 1968 or 2004. 

The endurance of culture must in this case be questioned, not assumed.   

Another variable that should be considered when comparing American civil-military 

relations over time is the recent development of jointness as a command priority. Snider 

(1996, p. 16) argues that by the early 1990s, it was commonly accepted that interservice 

rivalry, once the key check on military power, was in fact “responsible for forces that are 

often grossly ineffective and almost always very expensive”. Although there remain marked 

differences in culture between the services, the spirit of jointness is now accepted as a top 

priority in military education. For example, at the Army War College, which prepares 

officers for their promotion to Brigadier General, the top institutional learning objective is 

to “think critically and creatively in applying joint warfighting principles at the strategic 
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level” (Cucolo and Betros, 2014, p. 53). This change is yet to be addressed by sociologists 

as a change in the character of the American monopoly on legitimate violence, but because 

it alters the nature of competition between the services and further concentrates force within 

a shared command structure, it should be acknowledge as a major change from the pre-

Vietnam era. 

Just as the objects of analysis have changed, so too their legible traces vary 

considerable. In the first chapter, when the Army’s command structure was not yet subject 

to jointness and it still enjoyed a very positive relationship with the nation, I focus on the 

Army’s top soldier, Gen. George C. Marshall, as a key conduit through which media 

management principles were expressed and work was accomplished. Coincidentally, 

Marshall’s tenure as chief of staff began on the day that war erupted in Europe, and he 

remained in this role for the duration, making him an ideal candidate for study. Due to his 

central position and due to his personal preference for diligence and strict routines, he left a 

very remarkable record of bureaucratic activity. I analyzed his personal involvement in 

media management by tracking down several hundred references to the press in three 

sources: the published volumes of his collected papers; Forrest C. Pogue’s four-volume 

biography; and the original copies of his papers held by the George C. Marshall Foundation 

in Lexington, Virginia.  

Research for the second chapter was more problematic. Thanks to access to very rich 

digital archives, I was able to study an enormous volume of war correspondence and combat 

photography. Additionally, I gained the trust of several war correspondents who invited me 

to join the Vietnam Old Hacks Google discussion group. This lively community is an 

invaluable resource in assessing the accuracy of the enormous volume of secondary 

literature (memoirs, works of art and scholarly monographs) that is still being produced on 

the subject. From that community, I made contact with four Vietnam-era war 
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correspondents who discussed their experiences in long interviews (varying from one hour 

to an hour and forty-five minutes), which were recorded and transcribed. A snowball 

sampling technique led to interviews with a retired Air Force general and a former public 

information officer who had both served in Vietnam, also recorded and transcribed.  

Although these resources were very rich, the archival resources are much less so, 

and I remain heavily reliant on the work of one military historian, William M. Hammond, 

throughout the chapter. Hammond’s (1988, 1996) two-volume history of public affairs in 

Vietnam is not only a major scholarly accomplishment, it was also based on records that 

were subsequently lost (Hammond’s personal copies of these records still exist and were 

deposited with one of the military archives, but I was not able to locate them). Hammond 

focuses on the military organizations that resided in Vietnam; to offer a new perspective, I 

extensively researched the Pentagon-based military as well. This research was based on the 

personal archives of a number of the chiefs of staff of the Army, most of which are held by 

the United States Army Military History Institute in Carlisle, PA. Each chief of staff 

managed his office differently, and there is no pattern in what was preserved. Accordingly, I 

have privileged speeches to Army audiences and especially internal memoranda over 

material that might have a more obvious performative character. Finally, a chance discovery 

at the Center of Military History at Fort McNair led to two more systematic sources of 

information: the Army’s Annual Historical Summaries, and the Office of the Chief of 

Information’s Annual Historical Reviews. 

Finally, the GWOT chapter provided the greatest epistemological problems. As with 

the Vietnam War, there is little difficulty in developing a rich portrait of the mediascape—

rather, the problem is one of selection bias and representativeness, since media content 

disseminated during the period in question entered an unprecedentedly crowded information 

marketplace. On the other hand, almost no information can be reliably drawn concerning the 
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inner workings of the Pentagon during this period. Rather than deny the military a voice, I 

chose to draw upon the work of military scholars at the Strategic Studies Institute (SSI). 

This is a component of the Army War College and exists to allow Army scholars to produce 

treatises on matters pertaining to national security. These documents (generally short 

monographs) adhere to scholarly principles and are shared openly on the SSI website. On a 

research trip, I visited the SSI and was invited to sit in on a strategy session run by the head 

of the war college, Major General Anthony Cucolo. For these reasons, I view the SSI 

documents as reliable but imperfect means to assess Army thought in the place of 

declassified records.  

Regardless, a performativity problem infuses and calls into question all work on 

contemporary civil-military relations. Since transparency is an important cultural symbol, an 

organization’s acts of offering transparency must be viewed through the lens of 

organizational self-interest, at least in part. There is also an ethical problem associated with 

this and all similar research: by analyzing the performativity of military power, which is one 

element of media management, I contribute to the self-awareness of that performance. 

Nevertheless, I view the benefits of this research as outweighing these risks. The ethical 

danger should not, in my view, be exaggerated, however, as there has yet to emerge any 

claim from the community of civil-military relations scholars that their work is being 

instrumentalized to undemocratic ends (the same cannot be said for the work of 

anthropologists, of course; see Forte, 2011). 

For these reasons, there is little sense in viewing the chapters as comparable case 

studies, but rather they act here as thick descriptions of highly contingent relationships. The 

description is intended to encourage an inductive analysis of a key mechanism contributing 

to change in the relationship, namely military media management doctrine and practice. 

While the impact of military media management at the level of journalists interfacing with 
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public affairs officers is clear enough, I resist the temptation to make causal claims about 

the impact of military media management at a macro-societal level. Rather, my goal is to 

tease out broader patterns of change that might help in the important task of accounting for 

the role of military domestic political strategy in shaping the American political 

environment. What, then, does each chapter say about the U.S. Army’s management of the 

American media in times of war? 

The first chapter can be viewed as the “good” experience, from an Army command 

perspective. It explores the golden age of Army public affairs, when Army leaders were able 

to guide journalistic output to a very high degree. An analysis of George C. Marshall’s 

wartime work reveals that managing the press even in this very opportune time required 

consistent attention, but doing so revealed to Marshall and his staff several strategic lessons 

that would prove valued in years to come.  

The second chapter is the “bad” case, analyzing the disastrous miscalculation by 

military commanders of its relationship with American society and especially its ability to 

influence journalists. I argue in a forthcoming article that the roots of this miscalculation lie 

in great part in Army leader’s concerns with justifying American military force in an age of 

nuclear deterrence (Crosbie, forthcoming). I extend that argument in the first part of the 

second chapter by contrasting the unsophisticated messaging of military commanders like 

Paul D. Harkins and William Westmoreland compared to their counterparts in the press. The 

continuing inability of the Army’s media managers to correctly assess the needs and 

attitudes of the journalists doomed the Army to years of very sophisticated critiques. Only 

after Tet, when the possibility of simultaneous operational success and political failure was 

made clear, were more enlightened leaders allowed to work toward synchronizing military 

actions with its media management. The lessons of Vietnam would in due course be 

integrated at a deep level of military organization, but during the war itself it was largely 
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confined to the combatant command (called MACV or Military Assistance Command, 

Vietnam).  

The third chapter sketches a new era of media-military relations, where military 

failures no longer command the degree of public interest that marked the Vietnam War. 

Nevertheless, exceptional material is capable of generating broad public outrage. At these 

exceptional times, the Army is reminded of the importance of democratic oversight and 

responds by feeding forward new doctrine to limit future risk. I describe this as the “ugly” 

case in that the material at the heart of this and other scandals is particularly strange and 

disturbing, which is perhaps a necessary condition for cutting through the noise of the 

market.  

The three chapters all highlight the agency of the Army in affecting its political and 

social environment. Each also stresses the recursive character of military strategy in 

mediated democracies, making them effective glimpses of reiterated problem solving in 

Haydu’s (1988) sense (and indeed of learning processes in Daddis’s (2013) sense). Military 

strategy is recursive in the sense that repeated iterations of the military-media interface, 

particularly as enacted by military public affairs officers and war correspondents, has given 

rise to a learning processes within the military that is reflected in its doctrine and practice. 

All three moments are very much historically bounded, and in this sense no army ever fights 

the same war twice. Nevertheless, the U.S. Army’s experiences with critical journalists has 

allowed it to develop rich media management resources, which in turn have allowed it to 

maintain a fairly positive relationship with the public. Ultimately, the goal of the project is 

not to simply to see the United States through a general’s eyes. Rather, it is hoped that by 

borrowing the perspective of key Army leaders at distinctive and very important moments in 

the organization’s relationship with the state, we can better understand the contingency of 

the current configuration of violent means overseen not only by elected and appointed 
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officials, but also by millions of people, Americans and others, who contribute to the civil-

military conversation.  
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The Golden Age, Revisited: George C. Marshall’s Press Work 

Chapter 1 

 

The evolving relationship between military commanders and the mass media has long been 

the subject of interest for scholars (e.g. Janowitz, 1960, pp. 395-414; see also McQuail, 

2006) and soldiers (e.g. Matthews, 1991; Cantigny Conference Series, 1998; Cucolo, 2008) 

alike, but much remains unknown. It has often been assumed that, in the American context, 

World War II marked the most stable period in this relationship, a golden age of 

unquestioning press obedience to military command and unflagging public interest in (if not 

always support for) military affairs. However, few scholars have examined the degree to 

which press matters occupied the time and attention of the highest levels of military 

command—if at all.  

By carefully examining the daily work of Army Chief of Staff General George C. 

Marshall, we can glean a rather more complex portrait of this golden age of media-military 

affairs. Marshall has been called “the principal military architect of the Western 

democracies’ ultimate victories over the Axis powers” (Weigley, 1984, p. 421). As chief of 

staff, Marshall occupied a pivotal position connecting the most powerful uniformed service 

to its civilian leadership, and Marshall’s unique personality made him particularly effective 

in the role. His unglamorous but unstinting bureaucratic labors have also left us with a 

remarkably detailed record of his contribution to the war. What we learn from his vast 

archives is that he was consistently occupied by a number of characteristic press concerns, 

sometimes casting the press as allies in the war, other times positioning the press as 

opponents in a struggle to shape public opinion. 

I argue that Marshall’s leadership of the U.S. Army included persistent engagement 

with press concerns. These gave rise to three strategic preferences: a preference for 
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anticipating the needs and expected output of journalists; a preference to persuade 

journalists to voluntarily align their interests with those of the Army, and thereby act as a 

conduit for Army propaganda; and finally, a less pronounced preference to misdirect the 

press and the public when it would benefit the war effort. If this era was indeed a golden age 

from the army’s perspective, this happy state of affairs was the result of constant effort by 

both public affairs agencies and at least one top army commander.      

 

A Golden Age 

In what sense are we justified in describing World War II as the American military’s 

golden age of press relations? That this war marked an ideal alignment of media and 

military interests is repeatedly affirmed by scholars of war correspondence and military 

media management. It is the culmination of an oft-repeated story of incremental increase in 

the ability of military organizations to control the work of journalists. The Crimean War 

(1853-1856), waged shortly after the invention of the telegraph, is commonly taken as the 

starting point of this story (MacDonagh, 1898, pp. 612-626; Knightley, 1975, p. 4; Hudson 

and Stanier, 1997). William Howard Russell, often called the first war correspondent,14 

galvanized the British public with his highly critical news reports from the field of combat. 

This impact came as a surprise to the military, which had essentially ignored Russell’s 

presence.15 Russell and the other telegraphic front-line correspondents of the Crimean War 

enjoyed a high degree of access to potential news, but at the cost that they could not or 

would not comment on military action, reporting instead on logistics, living conditions and 

                                                
14 Knightley (1975) offers a few possibilities for the first war correspondent, including Thucydides, Willem 
van de Velde, Henry Crabb Robinson, or G.L. Gruneisen. Most scholars name William Howard Russell, e.g. 
MacDonagh (1898) and Hudson and Stanier (1997). 
15 According to MacDonagh (1898, p. 61), “His movements were not in the slightest degree restricted; he had 
perfect freedom of action; he could go where he pleased; and what he wrote was subject to no censorship; but 
he was unable to procure rations for himself”. 
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the like. Hence, this first generation sacrificed control over the message in exchange for the 

access and support they needed to obtain information.16   

Russell and many of his colleagues next turned their attention to the American Civil 

War (1861-1865). Despite the large number of war correspondents and extensive network of 

war reporting,17 the Civil War was characterized by more censorship than during the 

Crimean War. The Russell tradition of criticizing logistics and management did find some 

proponents, but failed to gain the public’s interest and his work was poorly received by 

military command.18 The military’s autonomy over both the fighting of war and the content 

of the journalists’ message was now generally accepted by correspondents, leaving only the 

questions of access and support. 

During World War I, the next major test of media-military relations, the issues of 

access and support would also swing to privilege the interests of the military. Some 

journalists challenged censorship, including notably Arthur Moore’s “Amiens Dispatch” 

(Knightley, 1975, pp. 90-1; Farish, 2001), but generally war correspondence had narrowed 

from Russell’s day to become a form of nationalist cheerleading. Perhaps the most 

remarkable evidence of this can be found in the American coverage of trench warfare. 

Although journalists gave their lives to report from those very trenches, war correspondents 

did not succeed in revealing the truth of the Western Front during the war, presenting only 

the most antiseptic insights (Knightley, 1975, p. 80-1). 

Scholars argue that war correspondents grew even more aligned with military 

interest during World War II, giving rise to an era that I term the golden age of American 

                                                
16 Pointed critiques of strategy and tactics, when it occurred in Russell’s writing, were muted by his editors and 
sent secretly to members of Cabinet (Hudson and Stanier, 1997). 
17 Andrews (1955) places the number of correspondents at over 300 (p. 60), with 50,000 miles of telegraph 
lines in place (p. 6).   
18 Andrews (1955, p. 74) notes, “from time to time, certain bold spirits criticized the abuses in army 
administration, abuses such as vandalism, unsanitary camps, shocking neglect of the wounded by incompetent 
surgeons, waste in the commissariat, clothing Union troops in Confederate gray uniforms, and many others.  
The unpopularity of such correspondents at army headquarters readily can be understood”.    
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media-military relations. This term is appropriate for three reasons: first, the alignment of 

interests was generally found agreeable to journalists and military agents alike; second, 

there was extensive censorship of journalists, but there was also considerable self-

censorship; and finally, journalists actively executed propaganda goals of the military 

(sometimes knowingly, sometimes not). With these three elements in place, military leaders 

could feel confident that operational security would be maintained, public opinion would be 

cultivated, and Congressional interference would be minimized, while any mistakes or 

unpleasant necessities would be overlooked—certainly a desirable information environment 

for the military of any democracy. 

The willing obedience of the press to toe the line during World War II is frequently 

noted. Wyatt (1993, p. 15) argues that “the reporters believed in the cause for which the 

nation was fighting”. Knightley (1975, p. 276) explains, “war correspondents went along 

with the official scheme for reporting the war because they were convinced that it was in the 

national interest to do so. They saw no sharp line of demarcation between the role of the 

press in war-time and that of the government”. Hammond (1988, p. 6) describes the press as 

cooperative, while Mander (2010, p. 114) is even more emphatic: “This rhetoric of service 

to one’s country was never really questioned in World War II where it was as familiar as old 

wallpaper”. In a lavish catalogue for the National Portrait Gallery’s exhibition on World 

War II war correspondence, Alan Fern (1995, p. x) argues that “the press was by no means a 

homogenous cheering section,” but tellingly he goes on to clarify, “this is another subject, to 

be dealt with in another context”. 

The attitude of obedience extended to acceptance of fairly stringent censorship 

guidelines (Wyatt, 1993, p. 15), so much so that one scholar notes the journalists “took it 

upon themselves to police their ranks” (Baugham, 1992, p. 6). In a study of the reporting of 

atrocity, Oliver (2006, p. 14) stresses the particular self-censoring surrounding stories of 
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American soldiers committing acts of violence or cruelty: “neither U.S. media outlets 

themselves nor their readers and listeners seemed particularly receptive to stories that 

disturbed, however faintly, the discursive nexus between war-making and national virtue”. 

This was true, too, of atrocities committed against American soldiers by enemy forces 

(Jowett and O’Donnell, 1986, p. 143). Correspondents became so accustomed to censorship 

that Knightley (1975, p. 276) quotes one at the end of the war asking where he would go 

now to clear his stories. Minor (1970, p. 7) also stresses this habit of mind, attributing the 

timidity of American journalists in the face of Sen. Joseph McCarthy’s witch-hunts “in large 

part to a hangover from the experience of its wartime relationship with government and men 

in power”. Voss (1994, p. 19) notes, “generally speaking, journalists and the news-

consuming public alike were sympathetic… to regulations and mechanisms designed to 

limit and to a large extent channel the war’s news coverage”.  

Historians of propaganda have stressed the importance of war correspondents in 

collaborating with the dissemination of the United States’ immense quantities of “white” 

propaganda, in what has been called “the greatest propaganda battle in the history of 

warfare” (Taylor, 1990, p. 188). Another historian notes, “It was systematic mobilisation of 

propaganda and manipulation of public opinion. Although journalists soon realized this, few 

if any confronted the system” (McLaughlin, 2002, p. 68). And Charles Lynch, recalling his 

experiences as a World War II war correspondent, affirms this view:  

 

It’s humiliating to look back at what we wrote during the war. It was crap—and I don’t exclude the 
Ernie Pyles or the Alan Moorheads. We were a propaganda arm of our governments.  At the start the 
censors enforced that, but by the end we were our own censors. We were cheerleaders. (Knightley, 
1975, p. 333)  
 

From the perspective of critical readers of the news and of repentant correspondents like 

Lynch, the state of the American public sphere during World War II was perhaps more an 
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Orwellian nightmare than a golden age. Yet the term has value as a heuristic device for 

clarifying just how ideal the situation was from the military’s perspective, and just how 

remote that era is from our post-Vietnam perspective.  

In what follows, I will accept the scholarly consensus that American war 

correspondents did by and large willingly follow the information policies of the American 

government. By turning to examine in depth the press work of the Army’s top soldier, Gen. 

George C. Marshall, we will discover the degree and character of the military effort 

undergirding this arrangement. As it turns out, this golden age required considerable 

command attention. 

 

Press Work, Pre-World War II 

The term “press work”, borrowed from Glora Goodman (2011), is used here to refer 

to a class of organized, intentional activity that broadly overlaps with what is now termed 

the “public information” element of military public affairs. American military public affairs 

has traditionally been divided between three fields: public information, which involves 

military agents liaising with, managing and observing the work of the civilian press; troop 

information (now called command information), which concerns the internal audience of 

soldiers and officers; and community relations, which concerns liaising with the local 

domestic governments and civil society actors that surround military bases (Department of 

the Army, 1997). In what follows, I isolate work undertaken personally by Marshall that 

would fall under the organizational category of public information.  

Why choose this narrow definition? Primarily, this is done to maintain a focus on 

efforts directed at the press itself rather than at the diffuse political processes that involve 

the press. A broad definition of press work might encompass any act done by officers or 

soldiers where there is some purposeful intent to interfere with the processes of reporting on 
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military affairs, which includes news gathering, reporting, and then transmitting, editing, 

publishing and promoting the report. That broader use would cut across multiple 

organizational divisions within the military, including for example the work of liaising with 

top American government officials (called Legislative Liaison and later Legislative Affairs); 

managing the actual governance of foreign publics (called Civil Affairs, a major concern in 

the North African theater); as well as public relations, marketing and advertising. It would 

also include special branch activities such as Samuel A. Stouffer’s research efforts or Frank 

Capra’s films. While Marshall was involved in all of these activities, including them would 

distract us from the goal of understanding how the press factored as a point of specific 

command concern.  

Our focus then is on Marshall’s press work in the narrow sense of his public 

information work, that is to say, his efforts to manage the civilian American press. I exclude 

Marshall’s involvement with Stars and Stripes or Yank magazine, for example, since these 

concerned the primary audience of American soldiers (and so are classified as troop 

information activities). Similarly, I exclude instances such as Marshall’s memorandum for 

Gen. Thomas T. Handy where he recommends expeditiously informing family members of 

soldiers’ injuries through the Adjutant General’s Office—a policy which he describes as 

“good propaganda”19 but not one involving the civilian press. Incidentally, this narrower 

approach aligns with both William M. Hammond’s (1988, 1989, 1996) pioneering work on 

U.S. Army public affairs and Sarah Maltby’s (2012a, 2012b) recent work on the British 

military’s media management. 

As the war progressed, the American government’s capacities to manage 

information expanded dramatically. All such activity can be broadly classified as having 

                                                
19 Marshall to Handy, 29 October 1942, in The Papers of George Catlett Marshall, Volume 3: “The Right Man 
for the Job”, December 7, 1941-May 31, 1943, ed. Larry I. Bland (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 
1996), 415. 
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propagandistic or censoring functions, with the public information activities (or press work) 

done by American soldiers partaking in both. In this, uniformed press workers were joined 

by three major civilian staffs. First, the Office of War Information (OWI) executed “white 

propaganda”, efforts to persuade Americans that were clearly marked as such (Taylor, 1990, 

p. 202). Second, the Office of Strategic Services executed “black propaganda”, attempts to 

persuade that were not clearly marked as propaganda—in other words, deceptive 

propaganda and psychological warfare (Taylor, 1990, p. 202). These two offices had little to 

do with one another (Henderson, 1969, pp. 31-2). Third, the Office of Censorship executed 

standard forms of security-oriented censoring, with no publicity function at all. Indeed, the 

office did not even have a press agent (Knutson, 1953, p. 186). 

Within this field of propaganda and censorship activities, top military leaders soon 

recognized the need to engage in their own full-scale forms of propaganda and censorship. 

When Marshall was appointed chief of staff in September 1939, Army public information 

activities were under the G-2 or Information Division, as they had been since World War I. 

This meant in practice that each unit conducted its own, independent form of public 

relations, with little centralization (Mock and Larson, 1941, p. 275). In July 1940, a Press 

Relations Bureau, now free from the limiting purview of Army Intelligence, was set up 

under Major Ward Maris, who was directly responsible to the Deputy Chief of Staff for 

Operations. Marshall’s biographer notes,  

 

This bureau controlled information for the War Department; information on units outside Washington 
still came under G-2. … [Secretary of War Henry L.] Stimson and General Marshall became 
convinced of the need for supplying more information on Army activities to the nation’s newspapers. 
Secretary Stimson concluded that he must have a War Department Bureau of Public Relations 
directly under his control. (Pogue, 1973, pp. 127-8)  
 

On February 11, 1941, Stimson formed the Bureau of Public Relations (BPR) to 

succeed the Public Relations Branch. He directed Major General Robert C. Richardson, the 
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head of the old branch, to shift over and head the new bureau. This bureau “was created to 

implement those things which General Richardson felt were necessary to keep Army PR 

apace with the expanding forces. … He remained the director of the Bureau for only six 

months, however, being given a command assignment” (Knutson, 1953, pp. 177-8).  

The preference for a command assignment would continue to strip the BPR of talent 

for the rest of the war. An exception was Major General Alexander Surles, who replaced 

Richardson on August 8, 1941 and would become Marshall’s primary correspondent and 

aide in press matters for the rest of the war. Surles enjoyed a good reputation and, though 

like Richardson would have preferred to leave the office for command assignment, was 

willing to remain in place. As one historian notes: “in the words of one Washington editor 

‘he came through with laurels and the affectionate respect of the newspapermen with whom 

he had to deal’” (Knutson, 1953, p. 179). Under Surles, the BPR worked with both the OWI 

and the Office of Censorship (but not the Office of Strategic Services). The BPR’s Review 

Board (in charge of censorship) had a tense relationship with the OWI since the OWI 

“argued for the release of ‘everything known to the enemy or that would not give him aid’” 

(Hammond, 1989, p. 66), but “in general, relations were quite harmonious with Davis [OWI 

chief], and especially so, as one might well expect, with Bryon Price and the Office of 

Censorship” (Knutson, 1953, p. 187). 

In Surles, Marshall had a thoughtful and dedicated press chief heading a vast press 

office that worked closely with both the primary propaganda and primary censorship 

departments of the American government. And notably, Marshall himself was not oblivious 

to the role of the press in war. During World War I, when he was Gen. John J. Pershing’s 

aide and they were campaigning through France, Marshall gave a rare intimation of this 

understanding. In the words of one historian, immediately before a battle at Cantigny, 

France, and “foreshadowing a technique made famous in World War II, [Lieutenant 
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Colonel] Marshall then briefed the assembled news correspondents on the plan, in part to 

commit them to its security” (Herbert, 2008, p. 11). This ethic would come to define 

Marshall’s relations with the press during the next world war. 

 

Top Soldier and Press Chief 

Marshall’s tenure as chief of staff began on September 1, 1939, coincidentally the 

day that Hitler’s forces crossed into Poland. He left the post in November, 1945, three 

months and nine days after the bombing of Nagasaki. Although there are important 

distinctions between his work as chief of staff before the United States joined the fray on 

December 7, 1941 and after, I focus here on both parts. Doing so not only gives us a more 

complete picture of his press work, but it also reflects the simple fact that Marshall’s time as 

chief of staff before the official entry into the war was spent with the full expectation that 

the country would join the war.   

The nomination process itself reveals something of Marshall’s initial view of the 

press. At the time of his appointment, he was the fifth officer in line who met all eligibility 

criteria. The more senior Gen. Hugh A. Drum was publicly campaigning for the position, 

and could boast considerable political support. Certainly, Marshall too benefitted from a 

roster of highly influential supporters, including his former commander Pershing (perhaps 

the most respected military figure in the country at that time). More importantly, Marshall 

was an astute political strategist, and had carefully guided his supporters in moderating their 

support until the last minute, for fear of showing his hand as the clear favorite (Pogue, 1963, 

pp. 326-7). Marshall viewed the press at this time as an obstacle to avoid rather than a 

resource to exploit, and considered his reputation for not seeking promotion as a major asset 

(Pogue, 1963, p. 328). In turn, the announcement of his appointment met with little 
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enthusiasm among reporters, who, in his biographer’s words, “knew Marshall only slightly 

by reputation, if at all” (Pogue, 1963, p. 350). 

Marshall’s reluctance to deal directly with journalists would pass, and he soon 

entered routines of engaging the press and his public affairs staff. But precisely what sorts 

of press work occupied Marshall’s attention during his term as Army Chief of Staff? To 

answer this, I have drawn from several hundred references to the press in three sources: the 

published volumes of his collected papers (Marshall, 1986; Marshall, 1991; Marshall, 1996; 

Marshall, 2003); Forrest C. Pogue’s (1963; 1966; 1973; 1987) four-volume biography; and 

the original copies of his papers held by the George C. Marshall Foundation in Lexington, 

Virginia.20 From that large collection, I have narrowed down a list of 119 items for which 

we have confirmation that Marshall was directly involved and for which we have a specific 

date and action. Marshall’s personal press work emerges from this body of material as 

constituting four primary types of actions: dictating to his secretary (and, on occasion, hand-

writing) letters and memoranda; meeting with journalists in off-the-record briefings; giving 

speeches; and editing press releases.  

Table 1.1: Types of press activity personally conducted by George C. Marshall, by year. 
  Memoranda Letters Briefings Speeches Misc. Press Releases Total: 

1939 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 
1940 4 6 1 0 2 2 13 
1941 10 8 0 2 2 1 22 
1942 8 4 7 0 1 1 20 
1943 17 3 4 2 1 0 27 
1944 11 7 1 5 1 1 25 
1945 1 5 0 0 0 0 6 
Total: 51 33 13 10 7 5 119 

 

This tables offers us a broad portrait of Marshall personally working on press-related 

matter about twice a month during the most intense phases of the war. In terms of the data, 

                                                
20 Although first-hand cross-checking was somewhat redundant, it proved necessary because of an oversight in 
the third volume of the Marshall Papers, which left off Surles’s name from the index. Significantly, six of the 
items listed in the case studies (and referenced below) were found in the archive but not in the collected 
papers. 
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it is important to acknowledge that it is possible that individual letters or memos written by 

Marshall have been lost or that additional briefings and speeches pertaining to the press 

have not been recorded. However, it seems unlikely that the missing material would 

dramatically alter our understanding. Marshall, after all, was a creature of well-recorded 

habits who spent much of every day in this period behind a desk dealing with paperwork 

(duly archived), or attending high-level public or political events that were assiduously 

recorded. Throughout the war, Marshall adhered to a strict routine, to “keep his health and 

sanity” (Pogue, 1966, p. 11). In addition to the recorded items, the routine included a “quick 

look” at various newspapers in the morning (his biographer singles out the New York Times, 

Washington Post and Christian Science Monitor) followed by magazines or books in the 

evening: “Of the many magazines to which they subscribed, he preferred the Saturday 

Evening Post and Readers’ Digest” (Pogue, 1966, p. 12). Also not included in my 

accounting is Marshall’s involvement in drafting discussion points for Secretary of War 

Stimson’s Thursday press conferences, although we do know that he was regularly involved 

in that task (Pogue, 1973, p. 128). 

We also have no record of what generally crossed Marshall’s desk from his press 

relations officers. On this point, perhaps the best we can do is to extrapolate from a 

memorandum from late in the war sent to Marshall by Col. Luther L. Hill. In this 

memorandum, Hill describes the routine press services provided by the Bureau of Public 

Relations to the top combatant commanders, Eisenhower, MacArthur, McNarney and 

Wedermeyer: up to that point (May 5, 1945), the generals had been provided a weekly 

“book cable” but they have then switched at Eisenhower’s request to a daily update with 

immediate dispatches for urgent matters.21 

                                                
21 Col. Luther L. Hill to Marshall, memorandum 18 May 1945. Copy seen in Marshall Foundation National 
Archives Project, Xerox 2103, George C. Marshall Library, Lexington, Virginia. (The archives provide 
incomplete documentation on the location of the original.) 
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Unsurprisingly, the most extensive group (84 of the 119 items) is the memoranda 

and letters that Marshall himself dictated, since these were systematically collected for the 

historical record. The preponderance of this material is appropriate given the large portion 

of his day that such work generally occupied. On the other hand, the briefings category is 

almost certainly incomplete: these were described by Wyatt (1993, p. 15) as “regular” and 

by Bland (in Marshall, 1996, p. 527),  as “occasional”, but we have dated reference for only 

thirteen. The press release category refers only to official Army public relations releases 

which Marshall himself dictated or edited by hand, but it is possible that more of these 

passed his desk and occupied his attention than were retained in the relevant archival folder. 

As a final point to consider, there is a miscellaneous category of seven items encompasses 

meetings, discarded drafts and a dinner event that defied easy classification; one suspects 

many other exceptional events were glossed over in the record-keeping process.  

In sum, then, we know that Marshall was personally involved in at least 119 

instances of press work during his time as chief of staff of the Army. We can add to this an 

unknown number of other off-the-record briefings; a steady stream of material from his 

press relations bureaus which would have crossed his desk at least weekly; his involvement 

with Stimson’s Thursday press conferences; and his personal daily perusal of several 

magazines and newspapers. And so, while the total class of 119 actions may seem trivial in 

the context of Marshall’s unceasing labors during these long six years, they rather reflect a 

fairly consistent effort on the part of Marshall to both act upon press matter that came to his 

direct attention and to oversee and intervene in press work done by his staff. 

In the following graph, the rate of Marshall’s press work can be seen to accumulate 

around several periods of heightened activity. In what remains of the paper, I will detail the 

separate strands of Marshall’s press work in the two most defined peaks: the first centered 
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on October, 1941; and the second on January, 1943. I collect the press work done in the 

five-month periods centered on those two dates.  

 

Figure 1.1: The frequency of Marshall’s press work by month and year. 

 
 

 

By targeting these loose dates, we are able to focus on a narrower subset of reports in 

greater detail. The risk is that we exaggerate the amount of Marshall’s press work, but this is 

outweighed by the benefit of better understanding what sorts of actions he would take when 

press work was occupying his attention.  

 

Case 1: August-December, 1941 

Between August and December of 1941, Marshall was personally involved in thirteen press 

matters. Categorized by type of media, this included four letters, four memoranda, two 

meetings, two speeches and one press release. Categorized by category of propaganda, 

censorship, or mixed, there were five cases that were strictly propagandistic, four that were 
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strictly concerned with censorship, three which involved both, and one for which we have 

too little information to determine. 

Table 1.2: Marshall’s press work, August 18, 1941-December 13, 1941 
Date Type Addressee Category Directive 
8.18.41 memo Gen Wade H. Haislip P Write a press release 
8.19.41 letter Bernard M. Baruch P&C Build morale and counteract 

reports 
9.6.41 memo President Roosevelt P&C Delegate work 
9.29.41 memo BPR P Distribute photo 
10.13.41 memo Gen. Alexander 

Surles 
P Distribute photo 

10.21.41 letter Commanders C Prepare for bad publicity 
10.25.41 letter Gen. Ben Lear C Stop pot-boiling 
11.11.41 speech Citizens' Defense 

Corps 
P Be on guard against enemy 

propaganda 
11.13.41 press release American Press C End rumor 
11.15.41 meeting Six correspondents P&C Spread propaganda, censor rumor 
12.7.41 speech Eds. of Af-Am 

Newspapers 
Unknown Unknown 

12.13.41 letter F. Warren Pershing P Enlist in Public Relations Section 
12.21.41 meeting Roberrt Sherrod C Background 

 

The column that interests us most, however, is the directives that Marshall issued in this 

press work. These reveal what role commanders like Marshall actually played in managing 

public information during the war. 

In his letter to Gen. Haislip of August 18, 1941, Marshall’s (1986, p. 590) directive 

is quite straight-forward: “I think it is important that a press release be made tomorrow 

morning on the question of extension of service… We must not appear to be taking action 

because of unfavorable reactions”. Marshall’s letter gave Haislip the authority to issue a 

press release but also guided Haislip in what the release was intended to accomplish, namely 

to convey the false impression that the Army was not concerned with recent reports of 

discontent among soldiers. This was, in other words, propaganda delivery via the press.  

Indeed, Marshall was very concerned with the issue of troop morale. At the heart of 

the problem was the Selective Service Act, which had drafted large numbers of American 

men without clear indication of what they were to do, since the country had yet to join the 
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war. A movement had developed around the acronym O.H.I.O., which stood for “Over the 

Hill in October”—over the hill referring here to desertion. This issue also occupied 

Marshall’s attention in his letter the next day to Bernard M. Baruch. Baruch was a famed 

Washington insider, described by Pogue (1966, p. 27) as “a pipeline to centers of 

influence”. In this cordial letter, Marshall simply thanks Baruch for his support, shares his 

own feelings on the O.H.I.O. movement, and writes that he hopes they get to eat lunch 

together soon. In one revealing comment, Marshall notes, “There is no more delicate 

problem than troop morale, and with such a slender margin of public approval behind us, it 

is no easy matter to build up the highly trained and seasoned fighting force that we must 

have available as quickly as possible”. But the letter is also an indication of a more 

systematic effort on Marshall’s part that he would later relate to his biographer. Behind the 

scenes, and leaving no traces other than these letters, Marshall “strengthened the Army’s 

Press Relations organization and set it to work telling the positive side of the Army’s 

training program. The Morale Branch was enlarged and more camp shows were organized 

to entertain men at the various posts” (Pogue, 1966, p. 156). 

On September 9, 1941, Marshall would address his concerns in this matter directly 

to the president. He notes,  

 

The present morale situation in the troops of the Army, resulting from the debates in Congress, as 
well as press and radio activities, presents a very difficult problem… Within the War Department 
organization we are doing our best to counteract this weakness on the home-front, but as it relates to 
the civil population, I recommend that this phase of the matter be taken in hand by the Civilian 
Defense organization… In my opinion, Mr. President, prompt action is necessary. (Marshall, 1986, p. 
602) 
 

Here, then, Marshall’s directive to is encourage the president to “prompt action” in 

delegating more authority to the Civilian Defense organization in raising troop morale. 
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Twenty days later, Marshall’s attention is taken up by more mundane matter. 

Marshall had come across a picture of himself taken by Maurice Constant and requested that 

the BPR gain the rights to the picture so he can make it his official portrait. Coincidentally, 

the next month, Marshall had another photograph that he wanted the BPR to distribute. This 

time, the photo was of “the first German prisoner captured by the AEF [American 

Expeditionary Force]”. Marshall sent the photo to BPR for simple propaganda, but reveals 

in the note what might today be considered a major scandal at the heart of the picture, 

although this appears to have of little moral or strategic concern:  

 

Confidentially, there were few heroics in the procedure, as he wandered into our lines to deliver food, 
having taken the wrong trench.  There the poor fellow, who had been injured in the head, I think, was 
questioned until he died, because after our G-2, the officer in this picture, was finished with him, all 
the observers in the rear echelons of an impatient AEF started to work on him.22 
 

In October, Marshall wrote a number of generals who he had heard were to be 

subject to criticism in the press. The directive here is simply to prepare for the bad news. A 

few days later, Marshall writes one of those generals, Ben Lear, to discuss the matter in 

more detail. Marshall elaborates: “Our problem here is to avoid having columnists, radio 

men and the press generally involve us, with deliberate intention, in denials or assertions 

regarding leading, and frequently baseless statements. It is news to them to keep the pot 

boiling” (Marshall, 1986, p. 651). This awareness leads Marshall to reveal that “General 

Surles and I have discussed at length the proper procedure, and as a result he is endeavoring 

to arrange at the White House to have the President use this incident as an example of 

destructive press practices” (Marshall, 1986, p. 652). 

In November, Marshall used NBC radio to broadcast a message directed to the 

Citizens’ Defense Corps. This was simply a warning to be on guard against enemy 

                                                
22 Marshall to Surles, memorandum, 13 October 1941, George C. Marshall Foundation Research Library. Box 
65: Correspondence, Pentagon Office, 1938-1951, Folder 23. 
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propaganda. Two days later, he personally edited a press release denying the rumor that “we 

are preparing troops for a possible expedition to Africa or other critical area outside this 

hemisphere” (Marshall, 1986, p. 671). This was another nod to the O.H.I.O. movement and 

broad morale problems. A few days later, he held a secret conference with six 

correspondents (Time’s Robert Sherrod; the Associated Press’s Edward E. Bomar; the New 

York Times’s Charles W.B. Hurd; the New York Herald Tribune’s Bert Andrews; and 

Newsweek’s Ernest K. Lindley). Sherrod recorded, “there were some things that he had to 

tell to key press correspondents in order that their interpretations of current and forthcoming 

events did not upset key military strategy of the United States” (quoted in Marshall, 1986, p. 

672). Marshall revealed that the country was on the brink of war with Japan, and that the 

American government had a secret source on all Japanese information about the United 

States—a major strategic asset. A complicated scheme had been hatched by Marshall and he 

was seeking support from the press. The key issue was that the Japanese believed the United 

States was preparing only to fortify the Philippines rather than preparing for offensive war. 

Marshall wanted the press to help in keeping U.S. power in the region secret, so that the 

“Army fanatics” in Japan did not force the Japanese state into attacking the United States in 

order to save face.  Instead, Marshall wanted to leak the U.S. force information directly to 

the Japanese ambassador Saburo Kurusu so that he could warn his government against 

antagonizing the United States. He also warned that the danger period was the first 10 days 

in December. 

Of this remarkable conspiracy, Marshall’s biographer notes, “The Chief of Staff had 

learned that the best way to keep a secret out of the newspapers was to reveal it to the 

responsible newsmen and then explain why it could not be printed” (Marshall, 1986, p. 

202). He goes on to note, “The briefing was successful in gaining secrecy if not in reporting 

accurately all of his plans” (Marshall, 1986, p. 203). This is reflected in the fact that on the 
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day of the Pearl Harbor attacks, Marshall was busy meeting with the editors of African 

American newspapers to help build targeted support in that community. But perhaps the 

most remarkable expression of this close relationship is seen in a one-on-one meeting 

between Marshall and correspondent Robert Sherrod two weeks after the attack. The earlier 

secret meeting acknowledged the vulnerability of Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s Philippine air 

force, but in the event, MacArthur spectacularly failed to protect against the bombing attack 

on December 7. Marshall told Sherrod, “I just don’t know how MacArthur happened to let 

his planes get caught on the ground” (Marshall, 1986, p. 234). This is clear indication of the 

confidence Marshall had in Sherrod, who would wait to tell the story in a post-war 

collection (Sherrod, 1964). Surely on the date, much could have been made in the press over 

MacArthur’s blunder and division at the very highest levels of Army leadership. The 

relationship between Marshall and Sherrod was such that this story was not reported. 

Only a week after Pearl Harbor, Marshall would find himself corresponding directly 

with Gen. John J. Pershing’s son, a stockbroker in New York, who wanted desperately to 

join the war effort. Marshall’s nuanced public relations sensibility is revealed in his 

response. Marshall felt that commissioning the younger Pershing directly would cause 

resentment, so he instead he advises him to join the Public Relations Section in a civilian 

capacity, and to then be given a commission later. He alternately suggests Pershing enlist: “I 

am certain that the public reaction would be immediate and extremely favorable to such an 

action on your part” (Marshall, 1991, p. 19). 

This five-month period involved Marshall in an array of both propagandistic and 

censoring activities. He worked to end rumors (which were true) then circulating in the 

press. He managed his own media profile. He gave advice to top generals to guard against 

anticipated criticism and warned the public to guard against German propaganda. And most 
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remarkably, he took a group of leading war correspondents into his confidence in an effort 

to guide them toward censoring certain information and promoting other information. 

 

Case 2: November 1942-March 1943 

Moving forward to the next major peak in Marshall’s press work, between 

November of 1942, and March of 1943, we see his time was taken up by no fewer than 

twenty one events. By type of media, this included ten memoranda, four letters, three 

briefings, two drafts, one press release and one speech. Eleven cases were strictly 

propagandistic, five were strictly concerned with censorship, one involved both, and for four 

we have too little information to determine.  

Table 1.3: Marshall’s press work, November 7, 1942-February 13, 1943. 
Date Type Addressee Category Directive 
11.7.42 draft President Roosevelt C Warn the president 
11.15.42 briefing Reporters Unknown Unknown 
11.20.42 letter Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower P Publicize a general 

11.23.42 
press 
release Gen. Alexander Surles P Write a press release 

11.25.42 memo Gen. Alexander Surles P Convince press  
12.1.42 memo Gen. Alexander Surles P Distribute propaganda 
12.7.42 memo Gen. Alexander Surles P Convince press 
12.13.42 letter Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower P Convince press 
12.15.42 memo Gen. Alexander Surles C Discourage press reports 
1.4.43 briefing Reporters Unknown Unknown 
1.7.43 letter Walter Lippmann C Discourage press reports 
1.30.43 briefing Reporters Unknown Unknown 
2.7.43 memo Gen. Alexander Surles P Misdirection 

2.13.43 speech 
American Society of 
Newspaper Editors C Court press 

2.21.43 memo Gen. Alexander Surles P Promote a story 
2.22.43 memo Gen. Alexander Surles C Discourage press reports 
2.22.43 memo Gen. Alexander Surles P Promote a unit 
2.24.43 draft Gen. Alexander Surles P&C Promote a story 
3.1.43 letter Gen. Alexander Surles P Court press 
3.15.43 memo Col. McCarthy P Distribute propaganda 

3.20.43 memo Gen. Alexander Surles C 
Protect a general from 
criticism 

 

Unlike the earlier time period, this five-month interval was marked above all by 

Marshall’s frequent messages to Surles, which make up twelve of the twenty one events. 
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Accordingly, it reveals important information about what Surles’s BPR actually did. His 

first memorandum to Surles in this period is a directive to release Army and Navy casualties 

from the North African theater. Two days later, Marshall has cause to mention press 

“attacks” on the War Department prompted by what the correspondents considered to be too 

little information coming to them about Eisenhower’s campaign in North Africa. This was 

in fact the result of Eisenhower having major radio communications problems, a serious 

strategic risk:  

 

We cannot advertize to the world that he is having communication difficulties but you could tell these 
press men that when the commander is in trouble over communications they certainly cannot expect 
voluminous press releases.  As a matter of fact they know practically as much as we know and we 
regret that it is not organized as a New York newspaper office. (Marshall, 1991, p. 451)    

 

Two more memoranda to Surles would following the next few weeks, with the first 

directing Surles to send a propaganda film to England and France where it will “stimulate 

morale and… produce a healthy effect”.23 In the second, Marshall complains to Surles that 

too much of the press coverage of the North African campaign comes from British sources, 

which has caused the New York Times to complain in print about the British stranglehold on 

information: “Whatever the trouble is see if you can’t straighten it out because it is 

unfortunate to be building up anti-British prejudices” (Marshall, 1991, p. 474). 

In a memo in mid-December, Marshall provides Surles with quotations for use in 

deflecting criticisms that the Army was too large. In February, Marshall strategizes with 

Surles to distract the press: “Find out if Navy has any objections to the release of the 

following [i.e. information about Guadalcanal] … This release at this time might take some 

                                                
23 Marshall to Surles, memorandum, 1 December 1942, George C. Marshall Foundation Research Library. Box 
65: Correspondence, Pentagon Office, 1938-1951, Folder 23. 
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of the heat off the pressure of the question about what is happening in the Solomons”.24 On 

February 21, 1943, he sends Surles information that he thinks may have “possible news 

value”. The next day, he writes Surles twice. First, he writes of his frustration with the still-

growing anti-British sentiment spreading in the American press. Second, he also sends 

Surles statistics on the continued expansion of the various Army departments (Marshall, 

1991, p. 561). Two days later, he sends Surles several rambling paragraphs musing on the 

need to intervene in debates over manpower by correcting the tendency to overlook the cost 

and time associated with training troops properly. Surles notes that he will use the pieces “in 

different places, where he could” (Marshall, 1991, p.528). In the two final messages to 

Surles during this period, Marshall writes to ask him to help finalize details about a meeting 

with leading newspaper publishers, and later in March writes to ask Surles for his thoughts 

on adverse comments being made about Gen. Lloyd Fredendall. Fredendall was a deeply 

problematic commander, but at this point he still had Marshall’s faith, and typically 

Marshall was working hard to shore up Fredendall’s reputation.  

Throughout this period, then, Marshall kept in steady contact with Surles about a 

wide range of press matters, involving both strategies to guide press interests and more 

mundane examples of pushing propaganda or censoring reports. At the beginning of this 

period, Marshall had considered writing the president about “the obvious campaign in a 

large number of newspapers directed against the increase of the Army” (Marshall, 1991, p. 

13), but decided to send Roosevelt a milder warning instead. Given this circumspect 

concern, it is likely that Marshall’s three press briefings during this period (off the record, as 

usual) would have been intended to court the press back to supporting the Army’s interests 

more overtly.  

                                                
24 Marshall to Surles, memorandum, 7 February 1943, George C. Marshall Foundation Research Library. Box 
65: Correspondence, Pentagon Office, 1938-1951, Folder 24.  
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The North Africa campaign, partly because of growing tensions with the British, had 

become a bit of a press paradox. Marshall wanted more positive coverage of the American 

forces, but was wary of strategic risks associated with too much information being revealed. 

Marshall admits as much in an eyes only, urgent message to Eisenhower on November 20, 

1942: “I am doing my utmost to support you by meetings with the press, with members of 

Congress, with State Department and with the President” (Marshall, 1991, p. 445). During 

the invasion of West Africa, “Marshall was strongly bent on making the public aware of 

American contributions to victory” (Marshall, 1991, p. 418). To this end, he informed 

Eisenhower that he wanted “a wonderful press kept at its same tone by filling in gaps in 

communiqué business with details regarding personal items” (Marshall, 1991, p. 418). As it 

happens, there was a bit too much fluff for Marshall’s liking, and he would complain to 

Eisenhower two weeks later that “There was more about the loss of [Gen. Clark’s] pants… 

than there was of the serious phase of the war” (Marshall, 1991, p. 483). 

Eisenhower, for his part, blames this on his lack of an experienced public relations 

officer (Marshall, 1991, p. 446). In a letter to Elmer Davis, the chief of OWI and as such the 

country’s top propagandist, Marshall requested as much support as possible for Eisenhower 

in managing the press. And indeed Marshall himself jumped into the fray, writing the famed 

columnist Walter Lippmann personally to tell him, “we must pause for the moment in our 

impatient desire to accomplish miracles of readjustments and reforms and put some faith in 

the judgment and intelligence of Eisenhower [and his staff]… who are on the ground and 

who are responsible for the success or failure of our effort in Africa” (Marshall, 1991, p. 

508). 

In mid-February, some of the frustration Marshall must have been feeling with these 

press concerns came to the fore in an informal talk to the American Society of Newspaper 

Editors. His reflections on that occasion are worth quoting at length:  
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In my past dealings with members of the press and the radio I have scrupulously avoided what might 
be called propaganda proposals and have endeavored, through a frank presentation of the situation, so 
far as permissible, merely to give them the facts, leaving the conclusions to their own judgment. The 
War Department will always be embarrassed by the insatiable demand of our people for “hot” news, 
and with related perils involved in releasing certain information. The situation is inevitable and the 
safeguard I turn to is to build up a general understanding of the problems by you gentlemen who 
present carefully considered views in your editorial columns. (Marshall, 1991, p. 543) 
 

Of course, as we have seen, there was much more to Marshall’s press management 

strategy than “a frank presentation”. Throughout this period, we see instances of Marshall 

working to shape the reputation of his top generals and to direct the press toward certain 

stories and away from certain stories. In his mid-March letter to one Col. McCarthy, 

Marshall reveals his enthusiasm for propaganda as a militarily-valuable resource, directing 

further distribution of Desert Victory, a British propaganda film, which the president 

thought was “the best thing that has been done about the war on either side” (Marshall, 

1991, p. 584). 

 

Discussion 

The 34 events discussed in these two cases make up about 29% of the total number 

of events. The reports are chosen from two five month periods, or about 14% of Marshall’s 

total tenure as the Army’s chief of staff. This is a robust sample of Marshall’s total recorded 

press work and can offer us a number of insights into the way the office of chief of staff 

(and, indeed, other top military leadership roles) may reach out to shape the work of 

journalists. Several broad categories of strategic effort can be identified in these cases to 

help focus future work on this complex topic.  

 

Anticipate. Perhaps the most consistent theme in Marshall’s press work is the importance of 

anticipating rather than reacting to the press. This involves both the anticipation of bad 
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news, as we have seen in his warning to the generals on October 21, 1941, as well as the 

anticipation of what the press will need to produce stories that the Army wants 

disseminated, as for example his tendency to send along to Surles whatever newsworthy 

material crosses his desk.  

Looking outside our cases, we can see many examples of Marshall’s emphasis on 

anticipation. In a worried letter to Roosevelt’s aide Lowell Mallett, Marshall (1986, p. 302) 

requests “an immediately available background of publicity” for the Selective Service Act, 

something which no one else appears to have considered worth doing. Marshall had 

particular care with the reputation of his generals, and worked hard both to anticipate 

negative coverage, as in the case of Fredendall, but also to anticipate good public relations 

opportunities and newsworthy material that would show his generals in their best light. 

These points converged in an eyes only memo to Surles on April 4, 1943, concerning Gen. 

Orlando Ward:  

 

Ward is being relieved from command because he suffered a slight wound and a considerable shock 
under the pressure of the German attacks… it seems to me that it would be a good thing to get into 
one of your press releases, as quickly as possible, the fact that General Ward had been wounded in 
action, without any comment as to his relief of command.  That would develop later, and the previous 
announcement would serve to protect him against the usual newspaper—columnists—dissertations.  
What do you think about it?  Destroy this memorandum. (Marshall, 1991, p. 632) 

 

In any event, the memorandum was preserved, and we can see in this directive that Marshall 

was playing a long game with the press in regards to his generals’ reputations. A more 

mundane example of this is a memorandum for BPR handwritten by Marshall that 

complains about a “wretched photo” of Gen. Charles Corlett and supplies a better one.25 

Verging on micromanagement, this careful pruning reflects the high value Marshall 

                                                
25 Marshall to the Bureau of Public Relations, memorandum, 2 February 1944, George C. Marshall Foundation 
Research Library. Box 65: Correspondence, Pentagon Office, 1938-1951, Folder 26. 
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assigned positive coverage of American generals and the importance of anticipating press 

needs to cultivate such coverage. 

 

Align. A corollary to the strategy of anticipation is the strategy of alignment practiced 

assiduously by Marshall throughout the war. Our first indication of this strategic preference 

dates back his work meeting with war correspondents outside Cantigny in World War I. As 

we have seen in these two cases, Marshall worked to win over the press quite overtly, as in 

his plea for support to the American Society of Newspaper Editors on February 13, 1943. 

Looking beyond our cases, Marshall deployed this strategy in perhaps the most famous 

instance of Army-press tensions during the war, namely Gen. George Patton’s slapping 

incident. Writing “in the utmost confidence” (Marshall, 1996, p. 391) to the editor of the 

Kansas City Star, Marshall pleads for editorial intervention: “I feel I must depend on you 

and your most influential associates to protect us from his business of throwing pop bottles 

at the umpire in the hope of influencing his decision, when the thrower of the bottle has not 

even played sand-lot baseball”. 

In order to persuade journalists to align their interests with those of the Army, 

Marshall was conscious that his broad censorship powers needed to be handled judiciously. 

On April 13, 1943, Marshall wrote Eisenhower about a minor flap over British criticism of 

an American unit (the 34th Division), which had been traced back to Eisenhower’s 

command. Marshall makes clear that he thinks negative reports of this kind are “to our 

national disadvantage” but that “the problem of censorship is a delicate one and frankness 

has its eventual reward” (Pogue, 1973, p. 189). But if pushed, this strategy of alignment 

only went so far. As late as November 22, 1944, Marshall considered withdrawing his 
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confidant Robert Sherrod’s credentials after Sherrod published a piece that critically 

compared American soldiers with marines.26 

 

Misdirect. That being said, while Marshall’s press management sometimes bears the traces 

of the Carnegie method of persuasion, there are also glimmers of Machiavellian subtly in 

certain instances of misdirecting the press. We have seen misdirection in his memo to Surles 

of February 7, 1943, when information about fighting at Guadalcanal was intended to 

distract reporters from discussing setbacks in the Solomon Islands.27 Before the United 

States entered the war, this was perhaps a more important principle, since Marshall was 

tasked with building up a military force without the support of the public. On May 15, 1940, 

he warned a staff member that “we must be prepared in the next few days—and 

immediately in conversations with the press, to off-set the clamor that will be raised by the 

opponents of the Administration” (Marshall, 1986, p. 213). 

Misdirection in that case referred to reorienting press coverage from one subject to 

another. This principle was more commonly a second-order strategy, based first on having 

aligned the press to Army interests, and then persuading key journalists to act as a conduit to 

misdirect public opinion, with the ultimate goal being to allow continued secrecy of 

operations. The meeting held shortly before the Pearl Harbor attacks is the most significant 

instance of that form of misdirection. This two-stage strategy (court the press then use 

journalists as conduits for propaganda) was difficult to pull off, and at times these attempts 

fell flat. On September 9, 1944, for example, Marshall was forced to admit to the 

independently-minded MacArthur that he was unable to persuade Time to increase its 

                                                
26 Marshall to Surles, memorandum, 22 November 1944, George C. Marshall Foundation Research Library. 
Box 65: Correspondence, Pentagon Office, 1938-1951, Folder 26. 
27 Marshall to the Bureau of Public Relations, memorandum, 7 February 1943, George C. Marshall Foundation 
Research Library. Box 65: Correspondence, Pentagon Office, 1938-1951, Folder 24. 
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coverage of the Pacific theater—Marshall blamed this shortcoming on MacArthur’s 

unwillingness to work with his local war correspondents (Pogue, 1973, p. 129). 

 

Conclusions 

As chief of staff of the Army for the entirety of World War II, George C. Marshall 

occupies an important and unique role in the history of the U.S. Army’s relations with the 

American people. For the most part, Marshall relied on a press management staff that was 

very competently headed by Gen. Alexander Surles, but as we have seen, he was himself 

very engaged with managing the complex processes linking the Army to the public through 

the work of journalists. At the least, he conducted 119 separate acts of press work during his 

tenure as chief of staff. More likely, we should add to that both Stimson’s weekly press 

conferences as well as dozens more unrecorded off-the-record press briefings. This would 

bring the total to a conservative estimate somewhere closer to 400 acts of press work. And 

to that active total we must also consider Marshall’s passive encounters with the press, 

including both whatever documents he read from the BPR (which were sent at the very least 

in weekly books) as well as his daily rituals, which involved reading the news every 

morning and every evening. These actions and encounters surely informed his conduct of 

the war. 

However, the goal of this chapter has not been to establish a definite claim about 

what proportion of Marshall’s work as chief of staff was dedicated to the management of the 

press. Such a claim would need to be suspended within a much richer analysis of the War 

Department’s overarching information management. For example, to truly understand the 

strategic importance of the press, we must understand clearly how public opinion was made 

legible to military leaders, a field in which scholars are indeed making headway (e.g. 

Berinsky, 2009). Instead, this chapter has aimed to provide a foundation for understanding 
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how Marshall endeavored to manage the press and what sorts of press concerns typically 

occupied his personal attention. What we have found is a rich diversity of press work 

resulting in an equally rich diversity of directives. Marshall was ecumenical in his efforts, 

dedicating time equally to propagandistic actions such as the building up of generals’ 

reputations or the encouragement of coverage of infantrymen or the Pacific theater, as he 

was concerned with censoring activities such as writing Walter Lippmann in order to 

discourage certain reports.  

From this diversity we can identify three strategic principles that were often invoked 

by Marshall in his press work. Most importantly, Marshall worked to anticipate the 

opportunity for positive coverage and the inevitability of negative coverage. Also of clear 

importance, Marshall worked to align the press voluntarily with Army interests. Only rarely 

did this spill over into a third posture of intentional misdirection, but Marshall did not 

hesitate to do so as the situation required. Notably, this body of material includes no 

instances of Marshall lying outright to journalists. Before the United States entered the war, 

Marshall met with the Committee on Military Affairs in the House of Representatives, and 

there had occasion to state his preferred posture: “I want to go right straight down the road, 

to do what is best, and to do it frankly and without evasion” (Cray, 1990, 210). It is 

tempting to view such assertions as declaratory statecraft, and certainly Marshall’s vision of 

the proper place of the press and the public admitted wide latitude to domestic propaganda 

and censorship. Yet for Marshall, the principle of honest dealings with the press seems to 

have been genuine, and from that sprang enormous strategic benefits.  
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The Tet Paradox: U.S. Army Media Management, 1962-1975 

Chapter 2 

 

This chapter is divided into two parts. The first traces Army-media relations from the 

formation of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) in 1962 to the Tet Offensive 

of 1968, a period in which Army leadership asserted increasing control over the American 

mission while witnessing the collapse of its relations with the press. The second part, 

covering the Tet Offensive to the fall of Saigon in 1975, focuses on the rise of a new cadre 

of Army leaders promoting low-key information policies and the shedding of Army 

command responsibilities (a process called Vietnamization). In the first period, we see little 

evidence that the Army’s leaders recognized their public affairs problems as top-level 

operational concerns; rather, they viewed them as disruptions in the real business of war or 

failed opportunities in using the press for military ends. In the second period, a change in 

leadership brought to the fore a group of leaders who recognized that the operational and 

political arenas could not be extricated from one another, at least for this war. As a result, 

they began the difficult process of bringing their political strategy and operational strategy 

into alignment. In this sense, the chapter is ultimately a commentary on the Tet paradox, 

operational success accompanied by political failure. In the first part, I outline the 

conditions under which the Tet paradox could emerge, while in the second part I trace its 

consequences. 

 

Part I: 1962-1968 

In this first half, we will follow the Army as it increases its role in the region. As its scope 

of control increased, the Army followed the lead of civilian information officers in the 

United States Information Service (USISS—the foreign element of the USIA) and 
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Department of State in adopting what would come to be called the policy of “maximum 

candor”. This was fundamentally a voluntary arrangement: journalists could play by the 

“ground rules” of what they could report and when, or simply ignore them. Notwithstanding 

reporters’ own sense of duty to the mission, there were considerable incentives to follow the 

ground rules. First, the policy gained the name “maximum candor” from the requirement 

that official spokesmen report what they know about their job, with minimal evasion. 

Second, the policy also had generous provisions for allowing journalists extensive field 

access (via free helicopter rides, mainly). But despite being voluntary and, by all account, 

quite generous, the Saigon press corps would lose faith in the system, and come increasingly 

to view the Army’s statements skeptically and its policies critically. 

The first purposeful information policy for American forces in Vietnam was set by 

President John F. Kennedy. Cold War strategy had led both Eisenhower and Kennedy to 

quite broad entanglements around the world. Kennedy began to recognize particular 

challenges in keeping South Vietnam out of the control of the recently-victorious Viet 

Minh, now the governing body of North Vietnam. In 1961, he began to promulgate a policy 

of downplaying American involvement in the region. Hallin (1989, p. 29) considers this to 

have been a success, noting, “Even if journalists had been skeptical about the emerging 

policy, which they were not, with no significant debate either in Congress or in the 

administration, it simply was not ‘news’” (Hallin, 1989, p. 28).  

How successful was this first attempt to shape the information environment of the 

region? In the case of the New York Times, a steady stream of reports were published, but 

for the most part they took the form of diplomatic and humanitarian updates, rather than 

reports on an American conflict that set it apart from other American entanglements. 

Certainly, there was little sense that American forces were heading into a “quagmire” 
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(Halberstam, 1965) or “nightmare” (Higgins, 1965). No calls were raised in the pages of the 

New York Times to reject the Kennedy administration’s policy in the region.   

On the other hand, there was sustained attention. In November to December, 1961, 

the American mission was being reassessed by Kennedy, Taylor, Rostow and other top 

officials. During this period, New York Times coverage came mostly from Hong Kong-

based correspondent Robert Trumbull, reporting from Saigon and Phnom Pehn (see 

appendix 2). His reports did sometimes concern American involvement, for example his 

December 5 story of “U.S. War Dogs, in Vietnam Test, Flush Guerrillas in Hide-Outs”. 

Mostly, he reported on a diversity of issues confronting Vietnam (as well as Laos and 

Cambodia) as allied sovereign states tackling the threat of global communism with some 

degree of American support.  

Trumbull was not alone. The New York Times published multiple pieces in this 

period by both Jacques Nevard (reporting from Saigon, Binh Hung and Vientiane) and E.W. 

Kenworthy (reporting from Washington), as well as single pieces by Hanson Baldwin, Felix 

Belair, Max Frankel, Jack Raymond and James Reston in Washington, Foster Halley in 

New York, and Robert C. Doty and C.L. Sulzberger in Paris. The hostilities in Vietnam 

were one of the many foreign affairs topics followed by major American news agencies, and 

there was indeed an understanding that this was a region of particular complexity. 

One voice, at least, was raised in alarm. On January 5, 1962, James Robinson 

reported on the region for NBC’s news show Projection ’62, which MacDonald (1985) 

indicates was the first television exposure of the Vietnam War. American forces were still 

described strictly as advisors and command was still held by MAAG. In MacDonald’s 

words: “Robinson seemed to flabbergast his colleagues when he bluntly declared to 

anchorman Frank McGee, ‘Well, Frank, like it or not—admit it or not—we are involved in a 

shooting war in Southeast Asia’” (MacDonald ,1985, p. 169). In a discussion that followed 
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his report, fellow reporter Bernard Frizell asked Robinson bluntly, on air, “Is this going to 

develop into another Korea?” Robinson responded, “It already has developed into another 

Korea” (MacDonald, 1985, p. 171). The report, having no accompanying footage or even 

stills, lacked impact, but was an ominous introduction for “television’s first war” and seems 

in retrospect to be fair confirmation of Hallin (1989), that Kennedy’s downplay policy was 

fairly effective.  

 

MAAG to MACV 

By mid-January, there was no follow-up to Robinson’s alarming report. Meanwhile, 

Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara set out an optimistic but entirely unrealistic 

policy for MAAG information. As Hammond (1988, p. 12) notes,  

 

Because he believed that good relations with the press were essential, McNamara instructed military 
public affairs officers in Saigon to declassify information whenever possible…. U.S. military 
commanders in charge of the war were to declassify “within their judgment”. Since basic policy 
deferred to the South Vietnamese, who wanted information cut off rather than opened, that judgment 
continued to be closely constrained.  
 

Within this context of generally supportive and sustained press interest and with the new 

information guidelines in place, the issues were finally hashed out among the senior 

American officials concerning the future of U.S. involvement. On February 8, 1962, MAAG 

was formally redesignated Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (called MACV) after 

extensive State-Defense negotiations (Cosmas, 2006, p. 27). The key issue of chain of 

command was never entirely nailed down, but an informal agreement was reached between 

Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Secretary of Defense McNamara that the senior military 

commander will be, by rank, equal to the ambassador, but the ambassador has final say in 

political and basic policy matters, and further the military commander will treat him as his 

superior in practice (Cosmas, 2006, p. 24). The individuals in question, Gen. Paul D. 
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Harkins and Ambassador Frederick Nolting, agreed to these conditions. In addition to the 

State and Defense Departments, MACV would house USIS, USAID and CIA operatives, 

who would be given wide latitude in their respective functions. 

In historian William Turley’s (2009, p. 62) estimation, by ending MAAG, “Kennedy 

tacitly acknowledged that ‘nation-building’ had failed, leaving militarization the only 

option”. The State department still held the trump card, however, and the Army’s 

conventional forces were not even in the country—the Army had 5,000 soldiers present, but 

these were mostly engineers, logisticians, and some Green Berets. Compared to 

contemporary experiments in counterinsurgency operations, for example U.S.-led Operation 

Enduring Freedom, this was still a very pacific enterprise. A small public affairs office was 

set up at this juncture to serve as “a liaison between the command’s combat elements and 

the reporters dedicated to covering the conflict” (Hammond, 1988, p. 11).  

Meanwhile, State Department officials took the lead on further refining the 

information policy. The result would be approved by State and Defense Departments as well 

as the USIS, and would set a disastrous precedent. The policy was sent out on February 21, 

1962 in what would be called Cable 1006, and called for more of both Kennedy’s spin and 

McNamara’s openness. Criticism of Diem was discouraged, but in other areas public 

information staff were encouraged to be as cooperative with journalists as possible. In 

practice, reporters perceived the change as a hardening (see Hammond 1988, p. 15), while 

historians now point to it as the beginning of the credibility gap (e.g. Snow, 2006).  

Within this souring atmosphere, relations between the press and Diem administration 

took a sudden downward turn. Veteran correspondent Homer Bigart, fresh from covering 

the Adolf Eichmann trial in Israel, had been sent by the New York Times to join Jacques 

Nevard in Saigon, but soon adopted a highly critical perspective on both Diem’s regime and 

the American mission. Francois Sully, a French correspondent reporting for Newsweek, had 
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also taken to criticizing Diem. Between the two, their criticisms carried considerable weight. 

Bigart was viewed as a living legend. Sully, certainly less famous and a difficult personality, 

was nevertheless highly regarded by many of his peers. Arnett (1994, p. 89) recalls that 

Sully was “far more knowledgeable about what was going on than most other 

correspondents”. In March, 1962, Diem decided to eject both Bigart and Sully from South 

Vietnam. Ambassador Nolting intervened, allowing them to stay until the end of their 

respective tours (Hammond, 1988, pp. 24-5). In the meantime, the pressure from Diem did 

little to intimidate Bigart, who wrote critically in the New York Times about the effects of 

Cable 1006 policy amendments (June 3, 1962; June 25, 1962) and, when he did finally end 

his tour in July, wrote a very critical summary of his experiences.  

 

The Saigon Press Corps 

Slowly, the field was filling up with reporters. Among the first on the scene was 

Malcolm Browne, who arrived in 1961 as Indochina correspondent for the Associated Press. 

Browne wrote a pamphlet of advice on dealing with American and Vietnamese officials that 

would circulate among reporters for many years. In June, he handed a copy in person to 

Peter Arnett, who recorded the following sections of Browne’s pamphlet in his memoir:  

 

Beware of claims of military victory; this is not the kind of war from which real victories turn up 
often on either side…. Beware the similarity of American reports of such things; Americans have 
occasionally had to make their reports on nothing more than the Vietnamese claims although this has 
been reduced as American advisers are reporting more effectively. Beware in particular of any 
information at all you get from certain officials who can be counted on to tell bald-faced 180-degree 
whoppers nearly every time; a list of these officials and their relative credibility is available at the AP 
office. (Arnett, 1994, pp. 76-7) 
 

As correspondents arrived in Vietnam, they read Browne’s pamphlet or spoke with more 

experienced hands and were taught the norms of this new community of “Vietnam hacks”.  



!

!

75!
Browne, Halberstam, Arnett and Neil Sheehan were all leaders in the developing 

community of resident correspondents and combat photographers, what would be called the 

Saigon press corps.28 This group perceived another challenge in 1962, by Diem’s second 

attempt to eject Sully, which was successful. The Saigon press corps gathered around Sully 

but failed to agree on a common course of action. Some signed a letter to Diem, while 

others signed a more moderate protest later (Mecklin, 1965, p. 134; see also Hammond, 

1988, p. 27). In late October, James Robinson, the NBC reporter who had produced the first 

television story and the war and who had claimed that it was already “another Korea”, was 

kicked out by Diem for a perceived insult (Hammond, 1988, p. 28). The ejection of Sully 

and Robinson did not produce a Saigon press corps mutiny, but in Arnett’s (1994, p. 90) 

words: 

 

Robinson’s ouster… convinced us that the American Embassy was indifferent to press freedom and 
unwilling to call the regime on its increasing paranoia. We labored on with an increasing sense of 
isolation, dismayed by a blanket of restrictions on news coverage that was aimed at freezing us out of 
critical war areas in the country. 
 

Over this first period of establishing MACV as a command center, three press 

arrangements had been tested by the American mission. Kennedy’s request to downplay 

Vietnam seems to have been largely successful, at least with the New York Times, but rested 

on the unstable premise that nothing newsworthy was happening. This may have been the 

case in 1961, but by early 1962 major news outlets were starting to develop bureaus, and 

their reporters needed content. The second arrangement was McNamara’s suggestion of 

maximum cooperation, but this rested on the equally unstable premise that Diem’s regime 

                                                
28 They were only one of the breeds of journalists producing copy for the American market. Another breed 
entirely were the columnists and celebrated public intellectuals, such as Joseph Alsop, Marguerite Higgins, 
James Reston and Walter Lippmann, who would cycle through for much shorter periods, had very different 
interactions with their official sponsors, and were viewed as outsiders by the Saigon-based correspondents. A 
third category might include the latter strand of reporters traveling through Vietnam for brief periods to “get 
their ticket punched”. 
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would prove sufficiently open in the eyes of the reporters. The third arrangement, the State 

Department’s Cable 1006, attempted to shore up the Diem regime’s disastrous relations with 

the press by encouraging yet more openness, except on the subject of Diem, a contradiction 

since Diem’s excesses were a very newsworthy topic in many journalists’ eyes.  

The general climate at this time can be gleaned in a meeting called by Gen. Harkins 

with three correspondents, the AP’s Browne, UPI’s Sheehan, and the New York Times’s 

Halberstam, on New Year’s Eve, 1962. Harkins and his staff seemed to have clearly 

understood that the Saigon correspondents were not happy. His personal public affairs 

officer, an Air Force colonel named James G. Smith, would sarcastically refer to reporters 

as “the friendlies” (Prochnau, 1995, p. 215). In the meeting, Harkins angrily accused 

Sheehan of “giving information to the enemy” (Prochnau, 1995, p. 216); the tempers of all 

four men were running high. At the end, Prochnau (1995, p. 216) reports, “as usual, Harkins 

did not tip the correspondents to a major operation, Burning Arrow, scheduled in forty-eight 

hours. Nor did he advise them of the unnamed endeavor he had given to John Paul Vann the 

same day”. 

As it turned out, nothing happened the next day, out of consideration for the 

conditions of American soldiers on New Year’s Day morning. Instead, the operation was 

pushed back to January 2, 1963; it would be remembered as Ap Bac, one of the great 

military blunders of the South Vietnamese forces and a turning point in media-military 

relations. 

 

Ap Bac 

The battle of Ap Bac was intended by MACV advisors and South Vietnamese 

military leaders to be a set-piece battle where the elusive Viet Cong irregulars would finally 

be forced to confront overwhelming conventional force. About 400 Viet Cong faced three 
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South Vietnamese battalions, two companies and fifty American “advisors”, but the Viet 

Cong stood their ground, inflicted casualties, watched as South Vietnamese friendly fire 

inflicted many more casualties, and finally disappeared into the jungle. Opinions still differ 

on the quality of the South Vietnamese forces in this exchange. Some historians argue that 

“ARVN [Army of the Republic of Vietnam] troops actually fought rather well” (Turley,  

2009, p. 72). Hammond (1988, p. 31) finds cause to affirm a long-standing suspicion that, 

“[a]lthough surprise and preponderant strength favored friendly forces, South Vietnamese 

commanders allowed the enemy to escape”. 

 There is, however, agreement as to the effect of the loss. According to Turley (2009, 

pp. 72-3), “the main conclusion drawn by observers and combatants alike… [was that] 

PLAF had found ways to offset the ARVN’s numerical and firepower advantage, proving 

the inability of American support limited to advice, training and equipment to save the 

ARVN from defeat”. Hammond (1988, p. 31) notes, “[t]hat failure presented the Saigon 

correspondents with just the cause célèbre they were seeking”. For their part, the North 

Vietnamese ruling council anticipated that the defeat would force the Americans to either 

step back and allow further South Vietnamese bungling or commit ground troops (Turley, 

2009, p. 81).  

Harkins decided to not alert Browne, Halberstam and Sheehan to the expected battle 

on New Year’s Eve. Indeed, no correspondents knew about the battle and none were present 

during the fighting on January 2, 1963. Sheehan appears to have been the first to find out. 

He was tipped by a captain serving in the operation, who called him on the telephone line 

Sheehan shared with Time. As usual, Sheehan followed this up with a call to a second 

source, a friend inside Harkins’s public information office, for confirmation. Sheehan 

arrived at the battle around the same time as Reuters’ Nick Turner.  
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As Prochnau reports, Halberstam was at the time feuding with his bosses in New 

York, complaining to them that that unlike in earlier wars, “[t]here are no briefings to 

attend, no easy way of coverage” (Prochnau, 1995, p. 220). He did get the tip fairly soon 

after Sheehan, however, and along with the AP’s Peter Arnett and some others reached the 

battlefield in time to talk to many of the Americans, including Harkins, Vann, and others. 

Harkins’s optimistic assessment was directly contradicted by his subordinate Vann, who had 

been tasked by Harkins with advising the well-reputed South Vietnamese unit leading the 

offensive.  

In the two weeks following the battle, the New York Times published twenty reports 

that included the words “Ap Bac” or “Vietnam” and that concerned US involvement in the 

war.29 Eleven of the reports had datelines in Vietnam, with six of these written by 

Halberstam, four by wire services and one by an unnamed Times staffer (likely a stringer) in 

Saigon. Of the other nine reports, five were editorials (by Hanson Baldwin, Jan. 5; Arthur 

Krock, Jan. 8 and 15; and C.L. Sulzburger, Jan. 9 and 15); of the remaining four, one was by 

Jack Raymond in Washington, DC, and the others were by unnamed Times staffers in New 

York.  

 

Table 2.1: Sources for New York Times report with keywords “Ap Bac” or Vietnam, 2-15 Jan., 1963. 
Type of Report # Sources 
Report from Vietnam 11 Crewmen; an observer; an official; reliable source; SV Government; Col. 

Vann; an American; advisers in the field (x3); US officers; Americans; 
Sgt. Matagulay; Gen. Harkins; sources; Harkins’s spokesman; Adm. Felt; 
officials. 

Report from NYC 3 A correspondent; an American; US officials; Gen. Harkins; Adm. Felt. 
Report from DC 1 Air Force Sec. Zuckert. 
Editorial 5 An officer; Pres. Kennedy (x3); Rep. Judd (Minnesota); the Kennedy 

administration. 
 

                                                
29 See appendix 2 for a detailed list. Based on a LexisNexis search. Five additional reports included keywords 
but did not refer to the war, e.g. in the context of the stock exchange. 
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The sourcing of the reports helps to demystify the news-gathering process on both 

information fronts. At first glance, it seems to confirm Hallin’s analysis of reporters 

orienting their research to official reports, that is, toeing the informational line. The New 

York Times was then still only relying on a handful of reporters in Vietnam (with 

Halberstam the best-paid and most active). The sources he and his colleagues in Vietnam 

cite during this early phase of American involvement are a mixture of two categories. First, 

they cite seven official but unnamed sources: crewmen, an official, advisers in the field (in 

three reports), US officers, and officials. Second, they cite six on-the-record, identified 

officials or offices: the South Vietnamese government, Col. Vann, Sgt. Matagulay, Gen. 

Harkins, his spokesman, and Adm. Felt. Finally, they site three unnamed sources: a reliable 

source, an American, and Americans.  

On the home front, the reporters from New York gathered news both from Vietnam 

and from official sources in the United States. Raymond’s report from Washington relies on 

material gathered at a news conference held by Air Force Secretary Eugene M. Zuckert. The 

editorials in turn respond to official announcements, but also challenge these 

announcements with knowledge taken from the reports from Saigon. 

In a memoir, Halberstam recalls the press meeting with Harkins that would be the 

basis for his Jan. 11 report. He notes: 

 

General Harkins and the public information officers seemed surprised at the extent of our knowledge 
about the battle; how they expected to keep such a disaster secret when it had taken place within fifty 
miles of Saigon is puzzling. … though we filed stories about Ap Bac for three days, none of the 
military or State Department information officers ever bothered to go down there; the reporters went 
every day. (Halberstam, 1965, p. 77) 
 

This disconnect provides a different perspective on the citation pattern. While official 

sources were being used, they were not accepted blindly. Halberstam, in particular, clearly 

presented his own opinion of the battle throughout his reports. He called the battle a “major 
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defeat” on Jan. 2 and 4, and a “disappointment” on Jan. 5. He noted that US officials were 

“bewildered” by the losses of the battle in his report on Jan. 7. On Jan. 9, he reported from a 

new base at Ashau (later spelt A Shau), which he considered emblematic of a “small 

victory” in American efforts to win over the Vietnamese to American warfighting tactics. In 

the meeting with Harkins, Halberstam quotes the general in such a way as to directly 

contradict him. Harkins was speaking of the need to counteract what he claimed were 

journalists’ negative views of South Vietnamese soldiers; Halberstam countered by quoting 

unnamed sources to the effect that the real subject of blame ought to be South Vietnamese 

“field leadership”—suggesting that Harkins was criticizing a straw man. 

Hammond (1988, p. 33) similarly found fault with MACV information practices 

surrounding the Ap Bac battle. He notes, “the U.S. mission in Saigon handled Ap Bac 

strictly according to policy. When questioned by the press, American spokesmen limited 

their comments to events directly involving American personnel and helicopters”. This was 

much less than what was already known by the reporters, who traveled to the site day after 

day and repeatedly spoke with American and South Vietnamese witnesses. Accordingly, 

Hammond notes (1988, p. 33), “[t]he press, both in Vietnam and the United States, had the 

basic story of the battle and was using it to criticize the conduct of the whole war in 

Southeast Asia”. Indeed, if we look inside the reports, we see consistent efforts to inform 

the public of the combatants’ military tactics and to advance opinions on the meaning of the 

battle for the tactical arena.  

Of the twenty reports in the New York Times, twelve include extended commentary 

on the tactics of the battle and the strategy of the war. Halberstam’s reports on Jan. 2 and 4 

both frame the battle in terms of a development in Communist tactics, who stood their 

ground rather than flee in the face of resistance. Baldwin’s Jan. 5 editorial argues that the 

loss of helicopters is a “grim but needed correction to the aura of optimism about South 
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Vietnamese generated by over-optimistic Washington statements”.  Halberstam echoes 

Baldwin’s assessment of the loss of helicopters in his Jan 7 report, and adds that a second 

tactical shortcoming was the failure of the combined South Vietnamese and American unit, 

which should have overrun the Viet Cong position. Staff reporters in New York on that 

same day situate Viet Cong tactics within a longer Maoist tradition of insurgency. In his 

first editorial, Krock considers these tactical blunders sufficient cause to rethink the question 

of American military assistance. On Jan 12, Sulzerberger’s editorial concludes that the Viet 

Cong have succeeded in developing the tactical capacity to overcome American-based 

South Vietnamese air superiority. These forays into tactical analysis consistently question 

the American mission’s ability to fight the war successfully.  

The citation pattern of this early battle gives only a rough sense of the two trends 

identified by Hallin and Hammond. Hallin is concerned with challenging the myth of an 

oppositional press, and finds that, overall, reporters accepted officials’ framing of 

information during this period. Certainly, Halberstam is an outlier among the Saigon press 

corps, and his critical perspective should not be taken as a general indicator of press 

attitudes. On the other hand, the frustration he felt at this early period, and the steps he took 

to address his frustrations, underscore Hammond’s perspective of MACV press policies as 

quite alienating and unsatisfying to reporters during this phase of the war. The New York 

Times reporting and editorializing presented Ap Bac as a failure; its reporters presented 

MACV leadership as failing to recognize that failure; and they cited witnesses and advanced 

editorial lines that posited ways to better realize American objectives. In response to this 

growing independence of press opinion, MACV leaders would soon move to develop a 

much more complex information management system.   
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The “Managed News” Controversy 

The battle of Ap Bac was a South Vietnamese military blunder, but its repercussions 

were far greater for the American mission. While there had been growing criticism 

throughout the period, Ap Bac prompted the resident press corps to assume the role of 

virtual military advisors to the American public. The reporting was slowly shifting from 

Cold War foreign dispatches to front-line coverage of a hot war, and the correspondents 

(now totaling about a dozen) were finding themselves increasingly at odds with the official 

American position.  

This critical awakening was not unique to the Vietnam theater. Foreign 

correspondents had encountered frustrations in Cuba as well, where Kennedy’s 

administration was reluctant to share any information at all with reporters. The New York 

Times reported on February 15, 1963 (“Managed News”, p. 13) that a House subcommittee 

was convening to investigate whether the administration had crossed line in its “managed 

news” policy. On Feb 25 (“The Nation”, p. E2), a follow-up traced the complaints to a 

remark made by Arthur Sylvester, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs. 

Sylvester had told reporters that “news flowing from actions taken by the Government is 

part of the weaponry”. 

Arthur Krock set the tone in a critical report in Fortune alleging that Kennedy’s 

administration had “more cynically and more boldly” managed the work of reporters, partly 

through spin and withholding information, but also partly by “courting” reporters (Gower, 

2007, pp. 53-4). Time reported on the flap and columnists weighted in on whether Krock 

had it right. In a press conference on Feb 22, 1963, journalist May Craig addressed the issue 

to Kennedy himself, who was sufficiently irked by Craig that the White House announced 

“an unprecedented two-day conference” including “representatives of all the news-gathering 
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media” and public affairs officials “at a private home in the Virginia hunt country” (“The 

Nation”, E2).    

As with earlier attempts to restrict government propaganda and censorship 

capacities, this crisis was rooted in partisan politics. Bob Dole, then a Republican 

Representative for Kansas, entered into the Congressional Record a long speech concerning 

“managed news” by his fellow Kansas Representative William Avery, which had been 

given before the Kansas Federation of Collegiate Young Republicans. Avery ends his 

speech by noting, “[i]t is a fine line indeed that separate suppression of news, management 

of the news, and official propaganda”.30 Republican Members of Congress continued to 

comment on “managed news” for the rest of the year.  

Within this context of attacks on government press control as a moral concern 

(although also a partisan struggle), top Defense leaders drew precisely the wrong lesson, 

seeing the issue as one of “loose lips”. This decision is traced by Hammond (1988, p. 45) 

back to Secretary of Defense McNamara, who asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to help clamp 

down on internal leaks. The new policy was directed to allowing officers and soldiers to talk 

to reporters but to only talk about their own work, and not generalize. In Hammond’s view, 

this became hopelessly muddled when one key command post published a pamphlet 

designed to promote the new policy. The pamphlet offered the confusing advice to not gild 

the lily but also to accentuate the positive. Halberstam published a critical analysis of this 

pamphlet in the New York Times on June 24, 1963. The mission was sending mixed signals 

to its agents who were leaking their confused directives to reporters. 

If this immediate post-Ap Bac period can be described as a time of worsening 

government-press relations, a new political entity had entered the Vietnamese stage with a 

                                                
30 Dole, Sen. [KS]. (1963, March 19). “Managed News”. Extension of remarks. In Congressional Record, 
109,4, p. S5177. Retrieved from Lexis/Nexis Congressional Database. 
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much cannier approach to managing information. Buddhist leaders had envisioned their 

religious organization as a possible “‘third force’ around which a broad-based coalition 

government could be formed” (Turley, 2009, p. 74). They understood that the American 

mission was too invested in Diem’s regime to lend them support, but that reporters, 

increasingly alienated from Diem and frustrated with MACV, would be useful allies. 

According to Hammond, these monks began a purposeful process of courting the Saigon 

press corps. The media savvy of the monks should not be overstated, and when Thich 

Quang Duc set himself on fire in protest of Diem’s regime, only Malcolm Browne was 

present to record it, even though other correspondents had been told. Regardless, Browne’s 

photograph of the burning monk has become an icon of the war. The success of the image 

encouraged many other monks to immolate themselves to achieve political ends, partly 

through their press coverage.    

The monks’ resistance triggered brutal suppression of Buddhists from Diem’s 

regime during the spring and summer months, including the raiding and ransacking of 

pagodas. At this same time, Ambassador Nolting, a supporter of Diem, was replaced by 

Henry Cabot Lodge. Lodge was instructed by his superiors in the State Department to 

prepare to oust Diem, even though Kennedy himself had yet to decide (Turley, 2009, p. 76); 

meanwhile, Diem was trying to cast the blame for the persecution of the Buddhists on his 

own military, which he was keen to weaken in order to solidify his own position. Indeed, the 

generals were being courted by Lodge and other American officials who were still on the 

fence about advocating a coup. At any rate, on November 1, 1963, the generals finally 

revolted, killing Diem in the process. As Turley notes (2009, p. 77), the generals “had no 

idea what to do with power once they had seized it”. The coup led into a series of 

pronunciamentos and reconfigurations. And then, in Dallas, Kennedy was killed, and 
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Lyndon B. Johnson inherited what then-chief information officer John Mecklin (1965) 

would later call a “mission in torment”. 

 

The Pentagon Perspective 

It is possible to get a brief glimpse inside the office of the Chief of Staff of the Army 

during this chaotic period. Gen. Earle Wheeler had taken over as Chief of Staff upon the 

retirement of Gen. George Decker. Wheeler would soon vacate the office to become Chief 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff until 1970. A list of his suspense files exists for the period Nov. 

14 to Dec 14, 1963, and suggest that the Chief of Staff’s role at this time was very much 

taken up with administrative decisions. There are 54 files for the month that required 

Wheeler’s attention. Of these, most concern personnel, force development (training), or 

logistics. Issues include the racial integration of forces, the selection of corporations for 

Army contracts, and, pertaining to the fighting in Vietnam, persistent problems with the new 

Army rifle.  

Wheeler was faced with only one file from the Office of the Chief of Information, 

and that concerned a congressional investigation into waste in the Department of Defense’s 

various public information elements. This investigating authority would report on April 4, 

1964 that the consolidation of service elements would save up to $1 million. The budget of 

the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs was at this time around 

$3.8 million, with each service spending about the same amount on its own offices. 

The lack of impression left by either the American mission in Vietnam, the 

continuing crisis in the South Vietnamese leadership or the death of President Kennedy are 

all striking. Certainly, Wheeler would have been personally involved in issues pertaining to 

each of these elements, if only in his capacity as a Joint Chief to advise the president. But 

Wheeler’s days were not cluttered with concerns from the field; rather, the chief ran the 
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Pentagon and oversaw the Army’s many commands, while individual combatant 

commanders like Harkins remained fairly independent.  

 

Militarizing the Mission 

On Feb 12, 1964, USIA officer Barry Zorthian arrived in Saigon as the replacement 

for John Mecklin as chief public affairs officer. Mecklin’s departure was part of an overhaul 

of the office initiated by Lodge (Zorthian, 2006, p. 81). Zorthian had been called away from 

his duties as information officer in the American embassy in New Delhi. Journalist Edward 

Murrow was then running the USIA and briefed Zorthian that Lodge, in effect the head of 

the American mission, was insistent that all public information be handled by one of 

Lodge’s own personal aids (Zorthian, 2006, pp. 85-6). Zorthian would instead be in charge 

of the psychological operations characteristic of the USIA at the time. At first, this may 

have been a sensible effort on Lodge’s part to stop the perceived problem with leaking. But 

as Hammond reports, Lodge and his staff were not up to the task. Only contributing to the 

chaos of the period, “[m]isinformation published in news dispatches often went uncorrected 

… overall embassy direction of the MACV Public Affairs Office also began to drift” 

(Hammond, 1988, p. 74).  

If 1963 began with a disaster in press relations and steadily got worse from there, the 

beginning of 1964 was not looking much better. At this time, there were about forty 

correspondents in Saigon. While their sources inside the embassy may have been drying up 

as a result of the new policies, this simply meant more reliance on local sources. As a result, 

in March 3, 1964, Lt. Col. B. Lee Baker, the Air Force officer in charge of Harkins’s public 

affairs requirements, found it necessary to write to ASD(PA) Arthur Sylvester requesting 

more realistic and less strict rules for talking to the press (Hammond, 1988, p. 76). Chief of 

Staff Gen. Wheeler asked Brig. Gen. John M. Finn to evaluate the mission information 
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activities later that month, and Finn recommended using a team of experienced public 

information officers, but headed by a civilian (to encourage reporters’ trust); and to enlist 

the assistance of leaders within the Saigon press corps in “correcting any problems that 

arose with the press” (Hammond, 1988, p. 75). A second prong would be to encourage 

regular informal conversations between commanders and the press. 

At this same time, McNamara was growing convinced that the war was not only 

winnable, but that South Vietnam could go on the offensive against the North (rather than 

focus on Viet Cong within its own borders). Computerized plans detailing a bombing 

campaign predicted to defeat the North in 12 days were presented to President Johnson in 

May (Maclear, 1981). McNamara imagined that full mobilization of the South Vietnamese 

population, together with a sharp increase in US support in the way of materiel, covert 

action, and massive bombing, would do the trick.  

Three further staffing decisions would be significant in the unfolding of the 

mediation of the American experience in Vietnam. A minor decision that would have 

repercussions down the line concerned an Army colonel serving as an information officer in 

Florida. According to Hammond, ASD(PA) Sylvester “took the first step toward a 

reinvigorated information program” by recruiting Col. Rodger Bankson, “one of the Army’s 

most experienced public affairs officers” (Hammond, 1988, p. 78). Two more immediately 

impactful changes were made in June, when Harkins was replaced by his deputy in MACV, 

William Westmoreland, and Lodge, hoping to run for president, was replaced by Maxwell 

Taylor, former Army chief of staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who had 

advised President Kennedy on the mission in 1961.  
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The new mission was now composed of Gen. Westmoreland as military chief31 and 

Amb. Taylor as diplomatic and (in practice) overall chief. Zorthian was the head of USIS 

activities, while Taylor and his staff still held the reins of media relations. In Washington, 

Sylvester was busy recruiting talented staff to help “manage news”. On June 2, 1964, this 

team met in Honolulu to discuss the mission, with a special session dedicated to the issue of 

public information. Eventually, it was decided that an information czar was needed, and that 

Zorthian, warmly recommended by Murrow back in February, was the man for the job 

(Hammond, 1988, p. 79). In addition to his old role directing the USIS’s psychological 

operations, he was in charge of setting information policy, liaising between Lodge, 

Westmoreland and the press, correcting  misimpressions by the press, and encouraging 

journalists to cover positive stories (Hammond, 1988, p. 80).  

Zorthian’s new command was the old MACV public affairs office, now renamed the 

Military Assistance Command Office of Information (called MACOI), in order to enhance 

its prestige. MACOI had three divisions: troop information, press relations, and special 

projects. The Press Relations Branch was designed to handle routine press issues, while 

Special Projects, which was intended to “develop and place material designed to offset 

erroneous stories filed by the news media” (Hammond, 1988, p. 81). Troop information was 

needed to maintain morale, but could also be used to secondarily indoctrinate the public as 

                                                
31 Westmoreland wore two hats. He was both the head of the Army component in the MACV mission and, 
under the title COMUSMACV, was the head of MACV itself. As a component commander, he advocated the 
Army cause against competing claims by Navy and Marine component commanders; and as COMUSMACV, 
he adjudicated the competing claims (Mrozek, 1988, p. 37). As Horwood (2006, p. 9) notes, this continued a 
practice observed by Dwight D. Eisenhower in North Africa and Douglas MacArthur in Korea; regardless, it is 
a clear indication of the Army’s dominant role in the theater. A further degree of complexity emerges from the 
independent command role called CINCPAC (Commander in Chief, Pacific), a role that included a significant 
Air Force component. This was occupied by Admirals H.D. Felt until 1964, U.S.G. Sharp until 1968, J.S. 
McCain until 1972, and N. Gayler until 1976. Sorley notes, CINCPAC “had some responsibility for the 
bombing, campaign outside South Vietnam, but little else to do with the war” (Sorley, 1992, p. 327). 
Interservice rivalry existed throughout the American mission to Vietnam, but for our purposes the most 
significant point is simply that Westmoreland “did not have overall control of all the air assets committed to 
Southeast Asia, or even to South Vietnam… Westmoreland could not, therefore, use all these air assets exactly 
as he saw fit” (Horwood, 2006, p. 175). In the absence of complete command over Air Force in the region, 
Westmoreland tacitly gave priority to Army aviation (Tolson, 1999, p. 193).  
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troops explained their role to friends and family at home and to reporters in the field. Press 

relations, which concerned handling press queries, weekly meetings and the like were 

viewed as supplements rather than the focus of public information activity. The special 

relations branch, by contrast, was considered by Zorthian, Westmoreland and Bankson to be 

the “catalyst in the development of a revitalized information program” (Hammond, 1988, p. 

81), a means of disseminating a sort of Army marketing rather than passive public relations. 

This active rather than passive attitude would find several manifestations over the 

next few months. In late June, Westmoreland began including journalists in his trips to the 

field, which he recalls was an effort at “improving relations, which had sunk to a deplorable 

low, between the US Army and the American press and television” (Westmoreland, 1976, p. 

49; see also Hammond, 1988, p. 82). Zorthian, for his part, started up weekly background 

briefings, which together with the daily information briefings would become a central 

feature of mission press relations for the remainder of the war. In early July, the term 

“maximum candor” was coined in a State Department message directing Zorthian to ensure 

that the mission promotes “maximum candor and disclosure consistent with the requirement 

of security” (quoted in Hammond, 1988, p. 82).  

From the battle of Ap Bac in January, 1963 to the August, 1964, the American 

mission in Vietnam faced a consistently more complex set of issues. Diem’s stable but 

dictatorial regime had been overthrown by the very army he had assiduously undermined. 

Military prognoses veered between McNamara’s confident computer-based plan of 

attacking the North and the realities of simply keeping an American presence at all. 

Information activities were gaining relatively higher standing in the mission but still seemed 

to occupy little of the chief of staff’s time. The policy of maximum candor had been 

adopted, but in practice this seems to have meant little change. On Aug 4, 1964, President 

Johnson called a press conference that would reorder all of these elements, since now, 
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finally, he would admit the reality of the mission in Vietnam: dramatic escalation of 

American resources would be required to realize the administration’s objectives. 

 

The Gulf of Tonkin Incidents 

President Johnson’s press conference was called on Tuesday, August 4, 1964, but he 

was responding to an incident that had begun two days earlier. By all reports, the Navy 

destroyer U.S.S. Maddox came under fire that Sunday while off the North Vietnamese coast. 

On Tuesday, the Maddox returned to the region with the U.S.S. Turner Joy to rattle the 

saber. What happened next was not entirely clear, but military and government leaders all 

believed that the two ships came under attack again on Tuesday, confirming the belligerence 

of the North Vietnamese.32 Johnson announced that day that American forces would 

retaliate by bombing North Vietnam. On Friday, he would go much further and announce 

the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. In Turley’s words, “[b]road in language, the resolution 

basically ceded to the president the authority to wage an undeclared war.  With his approval 

rating jumping from 42 percent to 72 percent, Johnson claimed to have the support of the 

American people” (Turley, 2009, p. 84). 

In many ways, the Gulf of Tonkin incidents are characterized by their lack of Army 

presence. The attacks (real and imagined) were against Navy vessels. The immediate 

reprisals were conducted by Air Force personnel. Army historian Cosmos argues that the 

incidents nevertheless “had significant effects” on MACV and its Army leadership, which 

now had to prepare for potential escalation in addition to integrating an enormous influx of 

American troops (Cosmas, 2007, p. 167). 

                                                
32 They certainly fired their weapons; but consistent speculation about the affair has ultimately unearthed 
official confirmation that the Tuesday “attack” consisted entirely of the American vessels firing at ghost 
images on their radars. Some believe Johnson acted in bad faith. 
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As with the battle of Ap Bac, journalists were not present to report on the Tonkin 

exchange. In the two weeks following the first attack, the New York Times published 89 

pieces with the keyword “Tonkin” that concerned fighting in Vietnam. The issue was 

perceived by the newspaper’s editors as an event of global significance, largely because of 

the importance of the resolution in threatening the supposed balance of the Cold War.  

Most of the reports were written by correspondents in Washington and New York, 

who focused on the political significance of the attacks and resolution. Only four full-time 

correspondents covered the region for the paper: Jack Raymond and Robert Trumbull, who 

had both been reporting on the war for several years; Seymour Topping, who was then 

based in Hong Kong but had been the AP’s Saigon bureau chief back in 1950; and Peter 

Grose, a younger reporter. Raymond and Topping both published seven reports each, Grose 

published four, and Trumbull one. Two other reports (by unnamed AP and UPI staffers) had 

bylines in Vietnam. 

 

Table 2.2: Reports with keyword “Tonkin” in New York Times, Aug 2-16, 1964 by region. 
Region (total)  City (# of reports) 
U.S. (52) DC (27), NYC (16), U.N. New York (4), 

Austin, Beverly, Honolulu, Miami, Newport 
Beach 

Vietnam Theater (20) Saigon (12), Hong Kong (5), Da Nang, 
Vientiane, aboard the Ticonderoga. 

World (17) Tokyo (4), Moscow (3), New Delhi (2), Algiers, 
Bangkok, London, Manila, Milan, Paris, Rome, 
Taipei. 

  

Hallin (1989, pp. 70-75) views the coverage of the Tonkin incidents in the New York 

Times as exemplary instances of “objectivity in practice”. In particular, Hallin singles out a 

piece by Tom Wicker (Aug. 5) for its rigorous adherence to conventions of journalistic 

detachment. While this is certainly true of many reports from the United States, a different 

picture emerges from New York Times reports that emerged from the theater at this time. As 

during the battle of Ap Bac, the Saigon-based reporters draw from a mixture of named and 
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anonymous sources, but while the Ap Bac reports display a marked editorial preference for 

the latter, here the reports tend to present official claims without challenges. A UPI report 

on Aug. 8 and Grose’s Aug. 10 report come closest to outright support for the 

administration. While there are hints of critique, including the two reports of Aug. 11 on 

Navy officers and troops, the Saigon perspective presented by the New York Times on the 

Tonkin incidents seems in retrospect to be markedly less critical than the Ap Bac, and 

indeed in some reports, including Topping’s Aug. 4 and Grose’s Aug. 12 reports, there is a 

sense that American military involvement might well be a good thing. 

 

Restructuring MACV Public Affairs 

Tonkin separates the early stages of American involvement from the more 

recognizable “Vietnam War” that would define a generation of American students and 

intellectuals and, in quite different fashion, soldiers, sailors and airmen. Anti-war protests 

began in September at Berkeley (Maclear, 1981, p. 121). In the estimation of Hallin, astute 

readers of the New York Times would have expected an imminent and dramatic escalation of 

American involvement, likely resulting in the presence of American soldiers on the ground 

(Hallin, 1989). But some top American officials still labored under the notion that North 

Vietnam would pose little challenge to American conventional might. McGeorge Bundy, 

echoing McNamara’s earlier computer-aided predictions, presented President Johnson in 

November with a call for surgical bombing that he predicts will so devastate the North that 

Hanoi will sue for peace in two to six months (Maclear, 1981, p. 122). Due to the nature of 

Viet Cong-North Vietnamese supply routes, the plan would require extensive bombing in 

Laos. By mid-December, planes are in the air, with payloads (of doubtful accuracy) 

delivered in both Vietnams and in Laos (Turley, 2009, p. 124). 
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In this conflict of escalating and expanding violence, the Army finally gained control 

over MACV’s public affairs. Under Harkins, military public affairs had been handled by his 

assistant, an Air Force colonel named Baker. Westmoreland, aware that Baker had tense 

relations with reporters, had attempted to recruit Bankson from the office of the Assistant 

Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs, but had run afoul of both ASD(PA) Sylvester and 

the Air Force. An agreement was reached on December 28, 1964 that Baker’s position 

would be transferred to the Army (in exchange for several subordinate positions being 

transferred to the Air Force), and an Army colonel, Benjamin W. Legare, was given the job. 

Also involved in the plan was the decision to set up a career pathway for top Army public 

affairs talent. Officers would be selected first to serve under the ASD(PA) as a Special 

Assistant for Southeast Asia, gaining experience in the Pentagon and liaising with the other 

services; after a year, they would then be allowed to take over MACOI. This meant that 

Bankson would take over from Legare, and an Army officer would follow Bankson to assist 

the ASD(PA). 

A change of doctrine followed the change in staffing. In mid-February, more 

restrictive ground rules for information officers were sent from ASD(PA) to MACOI. The 

rules continued to allow IOs to supply with “maximum candor” factual reports on 

operations (time, location, participants) but “restricted the access of the press to information 

that might either embarrass the military service, help the enemy, or increase discussion of 

the war” (Hammond, 1988, p. 136). This last category was in essence a directive to not 

release newsworthy information. MACOI knew this would not work in practice, and the 

resulting exchange between the offices led to a yet another information conference in 

Honolulu, scheduled now for March.  

Between the issuing of the new ground rules and the conference to fix them, the 

operational context changed dramatically. On March 3, 1965, Johnson launched Operation 
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Rolling Thunder, a massive campaign that would last until the end of October, 1968. While 

Rolling Thunder was mainly an air-oriented strategy, Johnson had also decided to send 

3,500 Marines to Da Nang as part of an unstated ground offensive. Television cameras 

captured Marines wading onto the beach, but journalists were not told the truth of their role.  

And so when the information conference began in Honolulu, the stakes were higher 

than ever. The committee included Zorthian, representing USIS but also the overall 

information czar; Bankson, representing the ASD(PA); Baker, representing the Air Force 

and MAV public affairs, but on his way out; and Legare, who was poised to take over from 

Baker as chief of MACOI. The  group oriented their policy decisions around the need to 

prevent the American public from thinking it is being mislead (Hammond, 1988, p. 144). 

They proposed no field censorship; a policy of voluntary press cooperation; max candor in 

release of information; and an end to constant justifying of American involvement. Gen. 

Wheeler, now Chief of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, objected to this last point, insisting instead 

that “constant repetition of such justifications is necessary, using all possible occasions and 

means to do so” (quoted in Hammond, 1988, p. 146). 

Troop levels continued to swell, with Johnson ordering an increase in mid-June from 

51,000 to 116,000 and again in late July committing to 125,000 with more if necessary 

(Maclear, 1981, pp. 135-6). These increases brought more scrutiny to the information 

policies, and so Zorthian’s role suddenly became problematic. He had come to Saigon to 

head USIS, the propaganda wing of the mission, but as information czar he had oversight 

over MACV’s general (diplomatic) information, MACOI’s military information as well as 

USIS’s propaganda. An office was created for him called JUSPAO (Joint United States 

Public Affairs Office). Journalists questioned the appropriateness of mixing propaganda 

with public affairs. Significantly, in the end, Taylor, a career Army officer who had been 

chief of staff and later Chief of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but who was now the ambassador 
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to South Vietnam, argued for Zorthian to retain his full scope of power, although MACOI 

was formally removed from his oversight. So Zorthian would stay both propagandist and 

press agent for MACV overall, while Legare would run the Army’s MACOI, thereby 

leaving press relations in the hands of civilians (Hammond, 1988, p. 146-8). 

 

Marvin Wolfe and First Team 

Around this time, a yellow flag with a black horse’s head was delivered to Fort 

Benning, just outside Columbus, Georgia. The flag was escorted from South Korea, where it 

had announced the presence of the 1st Cavalry Division of the U.S. Army. Called the First 

Team, the division had switched from a traditional horse cavalry to an infantry division 

during World War II. It was now becoming something different. The First Team was 

integrated into some of the existing elements at Fort Benning, where pilots and mechanics 

had dedicated themselves to mastering the intricacies of a new helicopter. The merged unit 

became the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile), called the 1st Air Cavalry or First Team. It was 

indeed the first of its kind, and the masses of suddenly-reassigned troops were put to work 

rappelling out of helicopters, parachuting and firing the Army’s new rifle, the M-16 

(Tolson, 1999, pp. 61-2). Among them was Marvin Wolfe. 

Too small to accept a position he had earned at West Point, Wolfe had instead 

enrolled in the infantry, rising through the ranks of the peace-time Army to the level of 

Sergeant. He left the Army when his tour was up and pursued various odd jobs. In a 

photography class run by Earl Theissen, he was shown proofs for an upcoming Life spread 

by Larry Burrows, who was among the most respected photographers in Vietnam. Of that 

moment, Wolfe recalls, “it was very, very interesting and eye-opening experience for me to 

look at this photo-spread.  Then and there, I decided, if I have the stones, I could do this” 

(Marvin Wolfe, interview with the author, April 19, 2013 ).  
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Although journalists had started to flock to Vietnam, there was little opportunity for 

an untrained amateur to be paid to join them. Wolfe decided instead to re-enlist. It was 

“suicidally naïve”: not only would he lose his rank and so would be starting over as a 

private, he had no guarantee that he would be assigned to a public affairs position. He 

decided to go for it. On his drive to Fort Benning, he stopped in Selma, Alabama, which he 

noticed was overflowing with people. As he got closer, he saw reporters, and so got out his 

cameras. Wolfe was unknowingly witnessing the beginning of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 

Selma-to-Montgomery march; but not long after arriving, an ill-disposed Dallas County 

Deputy “knocked me down, smashed one of my cameras, and drove me out of town on the 

back of his pickup truck”.  

Finally arriving in Fort Benning, Wolfe was in for another nasty surprise. Notes 

Wolfe:  

I reported in at Fort Benning and I went to the Public Affairs Office and I talked to this Sergeant 
Major and told him what I was looking for, and he told me I was stupid—he was kinder than that, he 
said, ‘you’ve fucked up, son’.  He told me first of all, all of their photo support came from the Post 
photo-lab—they didn’t have any photographers.  And secondly, all of the photographer spots had 
been civilianized a year earlier.  So much for the plan. (Marvin Wolfe, interview with author, April 
19, 2013) 
 

Wolfe’s luck changed when he decided to check with the public information office for the 

division, rather than the post. The information officer, Major Charles Siler, had also been in 

Selma: “he had seen me walking around with a camera, and he had seen me assaulted by 

this deputy—now I had a credential, I was a photojournalist who had been in Selma”.  

After some wrangling, Wolfe managed to secure himself a position with the division 

public information office, reporting on routine post life and taking photographs for 

Command Information material. He had no training in public affairs and there was no 

photojournalist role at the division level, so he was assigned as a general information 

specialist. While in organizational terms, there was little place for him, he was in fact 
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viewed as an asset by his commanders, since his stories could make their units stand out 

within the division. 

Wolfe’s division was merged to form the 1st Air Cavalry, and Wolfe happened to be 

in the division’s advance party when it was mobilized to go to Vietnam. He was flown to a 

rough runway in the Vietnamese jungle, near a town called An Khe. Armed with a Speed 

Graphic camera, his first mission as an Army combat photographer was to take pictures of 

his friends clearing a field in preparation to land the 1st Air Cavalry’s fleet of helicopters. He 

was flown to Nha Trang to deposit the film for this and other assignments when, Wolfe 

recalls, “a CBS reporter [Jack Laurence] accosted me and asked me why my t-shirt was 

dyed green when all other Army t-shirts were dyed white… I didn’t know what to tell him, 

so I ducked him”. Wolfe called Siler for advice, and was told what to do when he runs into 

Laurence again, which happened in short order: 

 

I said I cannot confirm or deny what unit I’m in. He kept asking me, ‘Are you in the 1st Cav? Where 
is the 1st Cav?’ And I said I can’t tell him where my unit, whatever it might be, is, but if he and his 
crew wanted to come with me, I was leaving the next day and I would tell him where we were going 
after we were in the air. He agreed to that. And then we landed and we met Major Siler and he 
explained the new ground rules. The ground rules were that he and his people could interview 
anybody and they could talk to whoever they want, they could take any pictures they want, but they 
couldn’t leave until he said they could go and they couldn’t send any film until he said they could. 
(Marvin Wolfe, interview with author, April 19, 2013) 
 

Wolfe’s story is entirely unique, but is indicative of several elements of Army public 

affairs in 1965. First, it was barely integrated into the formal Table of Organizations and 

Elements, and so there were obstacles to gaining public affairs roles. Indeed, at this stage of 

American involvement, units were shedding media work, outsourcing it to civilians. 

However, commanders sometimes recognized the advantages of information activities and 

could work around the system. Second, the relations between press and Army at the level of 

actual newsgathering were often quite intimate and capricious. Laurence, who also recalled 
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the incident, had been in Vietnam for a week when he noticed Wolfe’s green t-shirt 

(Laurence, 2002, pp. 99-121). He and his team took Wolfe up on the offer and soon found 

themselves taking pictures of soldiers chopping trees near An Khe. On Aug 31, 1965, two 

days after meeting Wolfe and coming to the base, Laurence and his team were in assault 

helicopters watching soldiers exchange fire with Viet Cong, on the front lines and with a 

scoop—Laurence’s first in Vietnam. 

 

A Rosier War 

The fighting that Laurence and his team recorded in early September, 1965 would 

eventually build into a series of major engagements between the 1st Air Cavalry, supported 

by South Vietnamese montagnards, and a highly effective North Vietnamese force. At the 

battle of Ia Drang in mid-October, 1st Air Cavalry combat losses were considered enormous, 

around 300. The response is indicative of the difference in perspective between journalists 

and Army leaders. Turley notes, “American commanders saw proof of the effectiveness of 

helicopter-assault tactics and the strategy of attrition” (Turley, 2009, p. 108). Neil Sheehan, 

now with the New York Times, had visited the command post at Pleiku ahead of 

Westmoreland and interpreted the exchange as a costly loss. Westmoreland may have found 

Sheehan’s interpretations vexing, just as Harkins had been vexed by Sheehan at Ap Bac, but 

on both occasions Sheehan was gathering news first-hand from participants (Hammond, 

1988, p. 212). By end of year, there more than 250 members of Saigon press corps, which in 

practical terms meant about 100 active reporters analyzing the battlefield, interviewing 

witnesses and developing perspectives that quite often differed quite dramatically from 

those of Army commanders. Perhaps inevitably, the option of field press censorship was 

raised in top Army circles.  
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In December, 1965, a promising colonel then serving as liaison with the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff was selected to replace Bankson in Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for 

Public Affairs, in the position that was designated to lead to the role of chief of MACOI. 

The officer was Col. Winant Sidle. Faced with his superiors’ suggesting censorship in 

Vietnam, Sidle balked. He wrote a report requiring such impractical expense that the chief 

public affairs officer in the Department of State, Dixon Donnelley, was convinced that 

censorship would simply not work in Vietnam. Donnelley was a powerful ally and, as 

Hammond reports (1988, p. 195), “[w]ith that, all consideration of field press censorship in 

South Vietnam ended… the press corps would report the war as it saw fit, under only the 

lightest official scrutiny”. 

The next year began on a mixed note for MACV. Westmoreland was named Time’s 

Man of the Year in January. Maclear (1981, pp. 155-6) argues, “the new ‘big unit’ campaign 

was beginning to look invincible, and for once the military had few vociferous critics”. On 

the other hand, Senator William Fulbright, head of the Foreign Relations Committee, began 

a much-publicized investigation into Johnson’s handling of the war (Hammond, 1988, p. 

248). Throughout the year, the pattern of press challenges rising and swiftly falling was 

repeated. Dramatically, at the end of 1966, New York Times columnist Harrison Salisbury 

reported directly from North Vietnam with shocking pictures of devastated civilian areas 

and vast human suffering. This series of reports would illicit considerable praise but also 

probing questions into the degree that Salisbury was being used by the North Vietnamese 

(Lawrence, 2006). Debate and censure among reporters effectively sidelined Salisbury’s 

quite powerful reports.  

The pattern of MACV resilience to critique continued through 1967 as well. In late 

April, 1967, Westmoreland gave an impressive performance before Congress when called 

upon to explain MACV’s performance in the war. He received warm reports from both 
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parties in Congress, but this overtly political arena may have polluted Westmoreland in the 

eyes of journalists. Hammond notes, “[s]uspecting that Westmoreland had become a tool of 

the Johnson administration, newsmen replaced their favorable coverage with more skeptical 

appraisals” (Hammond, 1988, p. 290). In December, a mixed delegation of reporters and 

visiting members of Congress would encounter what Snow (2006, p. 60) calls “the rosiest 

picture” of the war yet prepared by MACV public affairs: “American troops were ordered to 

secure the entire highway during the trip, and as soon as the delegation passed, US troops 

were withdrawn.  Enemy forces quickly resumed control of many sections of the highway.  

Reporters exposed this charade through leaks from their sources inside MACV”.  

The relationship between press and military leaders in December of 1967 was 

certainly ridden with tensions and conflicts. Events like the highway clearing, 

Westmoreland’s appearance before Congress, Salisbury’s damning analysis of civilian 

casualties in North Vietnam and the attempt to spin Ia Drang as a victory all tore at the 

fabric of mutual reliance at the core of the relationship between the Saigon press corps and 

MACV public affairs. But despite this tension, the relationship fell into a groove of debate 

and resistance during the period of escalating American involvement between the Gulf of 

Tonkin Resolution and the end of January 1968. This period seemed at one level to 

consistently affirm the “Big Army” logic of conventional force, which held that the goal of 

war is to compel the enemy (the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces) to bend to your 

will, while resisting being compelling in turn. At times, the press was treated as an ally to be 

persuaded to help in the task of forcing the enemy to bend. At other times, the press was 

viewed as another enemy trying to bend the Army to its will. This lack of precision in 

relating to the press gave rise to a schizophrenic public affairs doctrine of periodic and 

provisional maximum candor giving way to indignant silences and, more troubling to 

reporters, thinly-veiled attempts to indoctrinate the press. 
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Tet 

In January, 1968, MACV leaders were focused on the siege of Khe Sahn, which was 

all too reminiscent of the French disaster at Dien Bien Phu. The siege had been underway 

for ten days when the yearly Tet festival occurred, on January 31. As Turley notes, “Hanoi 

derided the Western preoccupation with the Dien Bien Phu analogy as it applied to Khe 

Sahn” (Turley, 2009, pp. 145-6) and saw the festival as opportunity to surprise their 

enemies. According to MACV records, they were both right and wrong: Westmoreland 

foresaw a 60-40 chance of a major assault around Tet, but was “preoccupied” by Khe Sanh 

(Maclear, 1981, p. 205). At 2:30 am, a very small group of Viet Cong assaulted the US 

embassy. North Vietnamese troops attacked all major South Vietnamese cities but took only 

Hue. Westmoreland may have been preoccupied, but he was hardly unprepared, and the 

offensive was, by and large, crushed.  

Unlike the battle of Ap Bac and the incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin, journalists, 

many of them, were present to witness the Tet Offensive first-hand. Perhaps as a 

consequence, or perhaps because of the nature of the story, New York Times coverage 

featured a larger proportion of reports from the theater than in the previous two cases. 

 

Table 2.3: Reports with keywords “Tet” or “Offensive” in New York Times, Jan 31-Feb 13, 1968 by region. 
Region (total)  City (# of reports) 
U.S. (40) DC (17), NYC (16), U.N. New York (2), Omaha 

(2), Dallas, Green Bay, Kenosha 
Vietnam Theater (43) Saigon (32), Hanoi (4), Hong Kong (3), Ben 

Tre, Cantho, Da Nang, Hue 
World (2) Moscow, Tokyo 

 

Exceptionally, the paper carried four stories from Hanoi, reported by Agence France-Press 

correspondents (who also reported from Saigon and Hong Kong). Most of the in-theater 

reports were either by unnamed New York Times staffers or by the five resident 
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correspondents at the time, Tom Buckley, Thomas A. Johnson, Charles Mohr, Joseph B. 

Treaster and Bernard Weinraub. The other primary news site was Washington, where the 

paper had seven correspondents. Reports attributed to New York spanned the globe in their 

subjects, since these were often follow-ups or expansions of original news items. 

Hallin (1989, p. 162) describes the coverage of this period as having drifted from a 

consensus orientation to a broader spectrum of critique (which he refers to as the sphere of 

legitimate controversy). Of the 43 in-theater reports, there is both opposition and obeisance. 

Many of the reporters cite American officials as their sources and tacitly accept the 

American position that the offensive failed, militarily. Such obeisance in word was rarely 

without opposition in spirit. Reporters rarely failed to acknowledge the damage done to 

South Vietnamese lives; in Charles Mohr’s words in his Feb 9  report, “[t]he people of 

South Vietnam appear to be cynical and tired of this war”. Later in the week, Thomas 

Johnson put a sharper point on the South Vietnamese experience, quoting a college student 

saying “[w]e here and now don’t care about anything except rice”. 

The Saigon reports juxtapose the MACV perspective with first-hand accounts, often 

raising implicit challenges to the wisdom if not the accuracy of the American perspective. 

The handful of Hanoi reports go much further in the direction of opposition, presenting 

North Vietnamese officials’ confident predictions without editorial comment. The Feb. 2 

report presents the party-line that “North Vietnam is waging a peace offensive while the 

Vietcong press an extraordinary war offensive. The contradiction is only in appearances”. 

On Feb. 5, the Agence France-Press reporter quotes both Vietcong and North Vietnamese 

sources as they muse about the impact of future “nonmilitary gains”. The next day, the 

reporter notes that  a second phase of the “vast strategic operation” begun on Tet was in the 

works. And finally, on Feb. 8, the reporter quotes extensively from a North Vietnamese 

newspaper that claims the Tet Offensive as a major military defeat for American forces.  
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The reports from Hanoi must surely have been interpreted by many New York Times 

readers as straight propaganda, but given Salisbury’s dispatches in 1967, there were likely 

plenty of other readers who read these reports dispassionately. Certainly, a case can be 

made, following Hallin (1989, p. 163), that the trickle of critique flowing alongside the river 

of acceptable reports serves as “remarkable testimony to the restraining power of the 

routines and ideology of objective journalism”. Barring perhaps the overt propaganda of the 

Hanoi reports, the critiques rarely transgressed the line of legitimate controversy. Yet this 

event, occurring at the mid-point in the American experience in Vietnam, triggered a series 

of transformations in the mission, including turn-over at the command level, a new strategy, 

new public affairs doctrine, and ultimately, in the All-Volunteer Force, a new Army. 

 

Part 2: 1968-1975 

The remainder of this chapter traces Army-media relations from the Tet Offensive of 1968 

to the end of American involvement in the region in 1975. That year marked the 

bicentennial of the institution, but the Army of 1975 looked nothing like the Army of 1775. 

The early American Army perhaps resembled more closely the North Vietnamese than the 

beaten but still extraordinarily powerful professional force reluctantly brought home by 

Gen. Frederick Weyand. But the Army of 1975 also looked little like the Army of 1962, 

when the first Americans began to trickle into Vietnam, or of 1968, when the North 

Vietnamese invasion was defeated during the festival of Tet. Tet was a political loss for 

MACV and the American mission, and with it was lost the most powerful political tool in 

the military arsenal: the right to conscript civilians. 

In the terms outlined in the first half of this chapter, the most important social 

development during this tumultuous period of civil-military relations was the shift from a 

focus on gaining a monopoly over certain forms of coercive force to a focus on ensuring 
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autonomy from certain forms of oversight. A more intuitive way to think about this 

transition is to relate these to preferences to emotional states. In the earlier time period, the 

Army was an envious institution, sparring with the other services to justify its continued 

relevance and indeed to argue for its expanding sphere of influence. Following Tet, the 

Army would become a jealous institution, fearful of losing what it has and eager to diminish 

risk along these lines (see Parrott and Smith, 1993, for a comparison of the two emotions).33 

From this perspective, Tet was the turning point not only of the war, but of the culture of the 

organization, where, suddenly, jealousy of its autonomy trumps envy for others’ 

monopolies.  

Tet serves as a transitional moment for what might appear to be a series of unrelated, 

exogenous events in the history of the U.S. Army. Mostly, these were presidential 

directives: President Richard Nixon ended the Armed Services’ right to conscript civilians, 

directed the military to focus on bombing campaigns and encouraged a move away from 

Kennedy and Johnson’s preference for counterinsurgency tactics. South Vietnamese officers 

took on increasing amounts of responsibility for the execution of the war in a process 

termed “Vietnamization”—this, too, was driven by Nixon and his close advisors. And yet, 

Army leaders were driving forces in all of these decisions, and together these developments 

reflect what I will argue was  a cultural transformation within the Army. Stumbling at first, 

Army leaders gradually recognized that their utopian visions of the institution’s place in 

American society must be abandoned; in its place emerged a new vision of the Army’s 

monopoly on legitimate force, a monopoly that depended above all on institutional 

autonomy and freedom from oversight. To guard autonomy, the Army needed sophisticated 

political strategy at home. This gradual recognition, that a post-Tet Army needed to be 

                                                
33 These adjectives apply to the institution, not the actors. I borrow the formulation from Coser’s Greedy 
Institutions: Patterns of Undivided Commitment (1974).   
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political in this specific way, meant that the long-neglected field of media management 

would suddenly take on an important role in Army affairs. 

 

From Tet to My Lai 

It would not take long for the paradox of Tet—military success, political defeat—to 

begin to resonate through the U.S. Army command structure. Looking back, intimations of 

the changes wrought by Tet were readily observable in the immediate aftermath of the 

attack, when two dominant styles of command would be starkly contrasted.  

Westmoreland had anticipated some sort of offensive and had spent the day of 

January 30, 1968 contacting senior commanders throughout Vietnam. He was awoken at 

about 3 am with reports that the attacks had indeed been launched. He sat out the drama 

unfolding at the embassy until finally, at about 8 am, he was informed that the American 

airborne troops had landed and cleared the site. He drove to the embassy:  

 

Like any battlefield, the compound was in disarray, bodies of Americans and Vietnamese still lying 
about. Yet unlike most battlefields, American reporters and television cameramen were seemingly 
everywhere. Their faces mirrored dismay and incredulity, as if the end of the world was at hand. 
(Westmoreland, 1976, p. 324) 
 

Westmoreland recalled that he was then asked by Zorthian to hold a press conference: “I 

took the opportunity to try to put the Embassy raid and the countryside attacks into 

perspective… I had no hesitation in saying that the enemy was inviting defeat. My efforts at 

perspective went for nought” (Westmoreland, 1976, p. 325). In the New York Times, 

Charley Mohr, one of those “dismayed and incredulous” journalists, reported 

Westmoreland’s comments rather blithely, quoting him as saying that the enemy had sought 

“to cause maximum consternation in South Vietnam” (“Hue is Embattled”, p. 1). Forty-one 
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years later, NBC’s Don North, who was also on the scene, recalls Westmoreland’s 

comments with rather more emotion:  

 

I will never forget: I was at the US embassy that morning of the Tet attack when the sappers went in 
there, and after the smoke cleared and most of these guys had been killed or injured, and 
Westmoreland standing there in the rubble saying, “don’t be deceived, this is a minor incident, 
they’ve all been killed and we’ve thrown them out of Hue,” which wasn’t true. In light of this 
incredible surprise, Westmoreland was still talking positive spin. … we were hearing Westmoreland 
and [President] Johnson tell us that we’re winning the war and here we have this incredible, intense 
offensive. Even though thousands of the enemy were killed and it was a military defeat, it made 
everyone realize that this was not a war that was near to being won. (Don North, interview with the 
author, April 13, 2013) 
 

In fact, behind Westmoreland’s bluster there were moments of despair. An aide recalls him 

at perhaps his lowest, saying “Everything I have worked for is lost. It’s all been a failure” 

(Sorley, 1992, p. 212). Despite his private doubts, Westmoreland’s instinct was to rattle the 

saber. 

Meanwhile, Westmoreland’s deputy, Gen. Creighton Abrams, was also being 

pressured to talk to the press. Where Westmoreland thrived in and often sought out the 

spotlight, Abrams was press shy. His biographer records Abrams telling his closest aide that 

“the best way to hold a press conference is to remain silent” (Sorley, 1992, p. 212), and 

indeed this meeting was likely his only “mass encounter” with the press (p. 213). It attracted 

little attention, positive or negative. He spoke frankly and acknowledged the cost of the 

offensive in American lives; and then, he went to work. This difference in command styles, 

Westmoreland’s insistent positivity versus Abrams’s understated sincerity, would be 

institutionalized in due course, reflecting a growing awareness that public oversight is a 

military problem of the first order. 

The fight to regain land lost during the offensive would last until February 24, when 

American forces would finally retake and hold Hue. But grim news would come on the 

heels of this success: “South Vietnamese government intelligence unit employed the 
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confusion to send out ‘black teams’ of assassins to eliminate some of those believed to have 

aided the enemy” (Oberdorfer, 2001/1971, p. 203), raising serious moral questions about 

Saigon. This would be a busy day. It had begun for Westmoreland with an early message 

from Chief of Staff Harold K. Johnson, who told him, Admiral Sharp (the Navy chief of 

Pacific Command) and General Nazzaro (the Air Force chief of Strategic Air Command) to 

“stop talking” to the press, given intense speculation about the need to expand the draft.34 

Later in the day, Admiral Sharp directed Westmoreland to stop reporters from publishing 

exact counts of enemy rounds hitting bases and American casualties, a directive that would 

set in motion the next major development in media management policy (Hammond, 1988, p. 

366). At this moment, there were 636 accredited reporters in the country. Competition had 

reached new levels of intensity. Westmoreland acted on Sharp’s orders by revising the 

ground rules such that reporters can only describe casualties as light, moderate or heavy. 

Somewhat surprisingly, reporters accepted this (as well as a separate directive to not count 

shells) as reasonable security amendments. But as Hammond notes, this was but the “first 

indication that the Defense Department was reassessing its relations with the news media” 

(Hammond, 1988, p. 367). 

As it happens, Defense Secretary McNamara had already planned his resignation 

before Tet, and now with the end of fighting in Hue, his resignation was made public. He 

was replaced by Clark Clifford, who once again called upon Maxwell Taylor (among 

others) to assess the future of the war (Maclear, 1981, p. 210). The report produced by this 

task force would eventually leak Westmoreland and Wheeler’s overblown request for 

206,000 more men, resulting in much public outrage, but coincidentally at this time another 

event occurred that would shape the future of warfare in an another, equally unexpected 

                                                
34 Johnson, H.K. (1968, February 24). [Backchannel message to Sharp, Nazzaro and Westmoreland.] Harold 
K. Johnson Collection, 1931-1978 (Box 77, Folder 3, “Backchannel Messages”). United States Army Military 
History Institute, Carlisle, PA. 
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way. On March 16, a company of soldiers from the 23rd Infantry Division (called the 

Americal Division), under the command of Captain Ernest Medina, were ordered to destroy 

Son My village and its various hamlets.  The platoon under the command of Lieutenant 

William Calley raped and murdered the villagers of one of these hamlets, identified as My 

Lai (4) on Army maps. Hugh C. Thompson, a warrant officer, saw what was happening, 

landed his helicopter, and saved sixteen children. Thompson and everyone else present 

failed in their duty to report the atrocity, but importantly it was recorded by an Army 

journalist. As Maclear (1981, p. 274) notes, “My Lai-4 might never have been known—or at 

least never proved—except for the fact that a Stars and Stripes reporter on the operation 

took photographs of the Belsen-style bodies piled in the ditch”.  

With My Lai still unreported, Army leadership underwent another shuffle of the deck. 

Westmoreland was fired upward to Chief of Staff, replacing the retiring Harold K. Johnson. 

His friend and deputy, Bruce Palmer, was named Vice Chief of Staff. Westmoreland’s 

second-in-command, Creighton Abrams, was promoted to command MACV. None of these 

choices were surprises, but President Johnson did manage to shock the nation four days later 

when he announced a series of unexpected decisions: he would freeze the troop level; limit 

air war; seek negotiated peace; and not run for re-election (Maclear, 198, p. 221).  

 

Abrams and the Low-Key Approach 

While the president’s decisions reflected his commitment to bow to broad public 

dissatisfaction with the direction of the war, it was not simply a reactive position. Behind 

the limitation of the troop levels and restriction on air war was a purposeful strategic pivot 

from Westmoreland’s grand strategy of attrition to a new grand strategy that would come to 

be called Vietnamization. This was predicated on the successful shedding of command 

responsibilities, transferring them from American to South Vietnamese hands in an orderly 
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and graded process, first freeing the U.S. forces from worrying about the insurrection of the 

Viet Cong, and then exiting the war with North Vietnam as well. As of early April, 

Abrams’s biographer notes that “Abrams was effectively exercising command” (Sorley, 

1992, p. 200), instilling the mission with his vision of Vietnamization and instructing his 

staff on the strategy and tactics needed to realize that vision. Gen. Frederick C. Weyand, 

future Chief of Staff but then-commander of II Field Force, told a reporter that MACV 

tactics “changed within fifteen minutes of Abrams’s taking command” (Sorley, 1992, p. 

232). Abrams was not reinventing the wheel: rather, he was largely implementing the 

findings of a 1966 study called PROVN (A Program for the Pacification and Long-Term 

Development of South Vietnam), which had been ignored by Westmoreland in favor of 

search-and-destroy tactics and a grand strategy of attrition. Now, “population security, and 

not body count, was going to become the measure of merit” (Sorley, 1992, p. 233).   

What was going on in the highest circles of Defense Department leadership during 

this period of transition? Handwritten notes taken on May 22, 1968, during a meeting 

between Johnson and Defense Secretary Clifford help sketch the view from Washington. 

The first point of order in this meeting was to fill others in on Clifford’s luncheon with the 

former Defense Secretary, Robert McNamara. The Paris Peace Talks are “going about as 

Sec Def expected”; meaning, not well. The men next talk about the 75-85,000 North 

Vietnamese troops they believe to be in the pipeline moving south, with another 35,000 

already in South Vietnam. Next is a discussion of the Civil Rights movement. Rev. Martin 

Luther King, Jr., was assassinated six weeks earlier, but the Poor People’s Campaign was 

still planned to converge in Washington on May 30. The Pentagon anticipated 300,000 

protesters. Next, a peculiar item is listed separately: “Watch the public relations problem 
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which is very real and very difficult”.35 Following this point, the talk turns to the House and 

Senate Armed Services Committees. Handwritten notes for another meeting five days later 

covers similar ground: the House and Armed Services Committees are discussed; the Poor 

People’s Campaign is discussed. Again, press concerns merit a separate item: “Newsweek: 

27 May – ‘Spotting the Infiltrators’… clear breach in security”. The time and energy of the 

Defense Department elite would continue to drift in these two directions: concern with 

public relations and media management; and, of course, inevitably, domestic politics, with 

its tidal wave of cultural change looming above all.  

An approach to fighting in Vietnam that diminished press interest had obvious 

appeal, and Creighton Abrams was by temperament and experience ideally suited to run it. 

Abrams joined the cavalry when sabers were still in style. His preference for tanks over 

horses sidelined his career until World War II. Soon, he distinguished himself as a top 

commander, competing with Gen. George Patton for headlines. His career following that 

war was fairly unremarkable, a slow climb through moderately desirable postings. 

Eventually transferred to the Pentagon as an assistant to the Deputy Chief of Staff for 

Operations, he found himself charged with heading Civil Affairs, the branch of doctrine 

ordinarily concerned with liaising with local governments in occupied territory. Suddenly, 

however, Civil Affairs bled into Civil Disobedience, a field of military affairs concerned 

with disturbances within the United States. In a series of tense encounters in Mississippi, 

Abrams distinguished himself again, this time for his understated political savvy. In his first 

test in this role, he intervened in a tense confrontation between an African American lawyer 

and the Mississippi state police by arriving in person with an Army lawyer and three public 

affairs officers. Together, they defused the situation. 

                                                
35 Johnson, H.K. (1968, May 25). [Handwritten notes from meeting with President, Secretary of Defense and 
others.] Harold K. Johnson Collection, 1931-1978 (Box 132, Folder 15, “Official Papers”). United States 
Army Military History Institute, Carlisle, PA. 
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Abrams had been considered as a candidate to take over MACV when Westmoreland 

was given the job, and it is tempting to imagine this counterfactual scenario. It is of course 

impossible to know what effect Abrams’s command style might have had on the failing 

media-military relationship. What is certain is that Abrams’s style of leadership prioritized 

low-key press relations to very high degree, and this was matched by shifting press interest 

away from the American campaign. Abrams’s biographer describes his change in public 

affairs doctrine as the “one of the clearest and most unequivocal” (Sorley, 1992, p. 245) of 

Abrams’s new command. On June 2, 1968, even before the job was formally his, he directed 

that “Effective now, the overall public affairs policy of this command will be to let results 

speak for themselves” (245). On the 10th, Abrams took command, removing the “luxurious 

executive-type furniture that Westmoreland had installed in the office… What Abrams 

wanted instead, and got, was some regulation GI-issue gray steel furniture” (Sorley, 1992, p. 

229).  

What precisely did Abrams change in terms of the actual management of war 

correspondents? As we have seen, the first round of revisions preceded Abrams’s taking 

office. Those revisions were concerned with ending reporters’ use of body count numbers. 

Abrams’s June revisions required public affairs officers to stop propagandizing and start 

being forthright with potentially negative information. In July, Abrams sent a memorandum 

to senior commanders and public affairs officers with clear and precise amendments to the 

existing policies. He lists five points, which are worth considering in full:  

 

1. Let our accomplishments speak for themselves. … a) we should abstain from the “hard sell” or any 
publicity or promotion schemes; b) we should not try to impress the media with our plans and what 
we are going to attempt to do but rather with what we are doing and have done; c) there are two 
problems which preclude discussions of plans with the press. The first is security… The second is 
that many plans do not turn out as well as we expect and, if we pump up the press in advance about 
how well we are going to do, we inevitably receive a public black eye when implementation falls 
short. 

2. Ensure that unauthorized information is not provided to the press. 
3. “Bad news” will be made public 
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4. Ensure that “good news” is correct before public release. 
5. Do not become angry with the press. We cannot afford to react to criticism that we consider unfair, 

non-objective reporting by succumbing to the temptation to refuse to meet the press or by barring 
them arbitrarily from our areas. Such opportunity not only encourage more criticism but, more 
importantly, denies the press the opportunity to report on our accomplishments.36 

 

Breaking in spirit and in form with much of the guidance that preceded it, the new policy 

would be tested by the revelation of the failure to come forward with “bad news” in the My 

Lai affair, precisely what it was intended to prevent.  

 

The Office of the Chief of Information 

While Abrams prioritized public affairs within the Vietnam mission, it is important 

to situate this within the Army’s broader public affairs practices. The Office of the Chief of 

Information’s Annual Historical Reviews, filed from 1967-1978 and 1987-1991, provide 

perhaps the best available window into Army Public Affairs. Chief of Information was a 

title created in 1948, briefly renamed Chief of Information and Education (1955-1956), and 

finally renamed Chief of Public Affairs in 1976. Throughout the period, the role was 

supported by an office (called OCINFO) and was filled by a general officer (normally a 

Major General). In 1967-68, the Chief of Information was Major General Keith L. Ware. 

Beneath Ware was the Policy and Plans Division, the Public Information Division, the 

Command Information Division, and the Community Relations Division. This reflects the 

traditional split of the Army public affairs between public information, command 

information and community relations, described in the first chapter. In the 1960s, OCINFO 

was housed in the Pentagon but also had branches in Los Angeles to liaise with the film 

industry and New York to liaise with the East Coast media.  

                                                
36 Abrams, C.W. (1968, July). Public affairs guidance. [Memorandum from Abrams to Momyer, Mildren, 
Rosson, Weyand, Peers, Veth and Eckhardt.] Winant Sidle Papers, 1950-1999 (Box 2, Folder 4, 
“Miscellaneous Correspondence re. PA”). United States Army Military History Institute, Carlisle, PA. 



!

!

113!
In 1967, the Policy and Plans Division was addressing a serious shortage of 

Information Officers. The Army required over 500 qualified Information Specialists (an 

enlisted rank), but only 234 were available, so “many positions are filled by personnel with 

little or no information experience”.37 This would persist through 1968, with the number 

dipping to 229 due to retirement, death or injury, and reassignment to more desirable roles. 

In Vietnam, there were eighteen five-person detachments, four thirteen-person detachments, 

and one eighteen-person detachment, a total of 160 Information Specialists staffed through 

OCINFO in addition to the Information Specialist roles assigned by Brigades and Divisions. 

Officers were also being trained in information fields. Forty-one colonels were reported to 

have completed advanced schooling in Communication programs in civilian universities. In 

addition, a special class run through the University of Wisconsin was continuing to train a 

large number of officers and Army civilians: 28 in 1967, falling to 23 the next year. This 

course, taught by Scott Cutlip, a leading public relations scholar, would continue for many 

years as a major networking center for public affairs training in the Army, averaging about 

15-20 officers and Army civilians per year.  

Over the course of these two years, OCINFO prepared guidance on a wide variety of 

stories. There was no typical case. Information officers developed guidance for queries 

about military presence in the Marshall Islands; the kidnapping of a soldier in the Congo; 

the induction of Cassius Clay; the redeploying of 35,000 troops in Germany; the 

development of the M16 rifle; and much else beside. The office’s list of top news stories are 

also enlightening: at the top of the list is the trial and conviction of Privates Mora, Johnson 

and Samas, soldiers who refused to board transportation for Vietnam; second comes the 

training backlog of the Reserve Enlistment Program; third the purchase of a Hispano-Suiza 

                                                
37 Office of the Chief of Information. (1967, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 7. 
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20mm automatic cannon from a West German firm; and fourth, reports of unsatisfactory 

performance of the M16A1 rifle in combat in Vietnam.  

The next year would prove equally unpredictable, with topics ranging from the 

mysterious death of thousands of sheep (a byproduct of chemical weapons tests) to the 

accidental call-up of National Guard units. The fighting in Vietnam was only one of many 

time-consuming areas of press concern that needed attention, and just precisely what would 

become news was anyone’s guess. Meanwhile, OCINFO was kept busy with an equally 

diverse spectrum of command information and community relations activities. The Vietnam 

War was a windfall for Army Public Affairs, especially its main organization, OCINFO, 

which found itself suddenly dealing with an extraordinary amount of public interest, but 

spread across an equally broad spectrum of activities. It was certainly not the case that 

Army Public Affairs was exclusively or even mainly oriented to managing war 

correspondents: that was the specialist concern of MACV’s overworked information 

officers.  

 

Testing Vietnamization 

By the end of the year, “it was clear that things were going well” (Sorley, 1992, p. 

239), at least from the perspective of the new MACV leadership. Within a year, Abrams had 

consolidated his new command quite securely, pushing back the insurrection to form a calm 

region around Saigon. He had also redeployed units in preparation for another invasion 

along the lines of Tet. As expected (Sorley, 1992, p. 265), in late February, an almost exact 

reprisal of the invasion a year before was launched by the North Vietnamese. Over a 

thousand Americans were killed, and in retaliation Nixon approved B-52 strikes (Maclear, 

1981, p. 248). A month later, Nixon also ordered the secret bombing of Cambodia, the 

opening move in his Madman scenario (Maclear, 1981, p. 284). This was, on its merits, a 
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questionable decision premised on a risky strategy: “Lacking a judicial warrant, this action 

violated U.S. law—the first such abuse of power that would lead to Watergate” (Turley, 

2009, p. 167). The Madman strategy, Nixon’s hope of leveraging concessions from the 

North Vietnamese by convincing them that he was unpredictable and dangerous, required 

exactly the opposite information policy of Abrams’s Vietnamization. The tensions at this 

grand strategic level would filter down through the mission.  

Nixon’s talk of ending conscription and withdrawing from the war had shifted 

planning focus to redeploying the Army and leaving the mission in the hands of the South 

Vietnamese, sooner rather than later. The respected Gen. William Rosson was transferred 

from planning division in Washington to serve as a deputy at MACV. At the time, 

“redeployment planning was the hot account” (Sorley, 1992, p. 257), and so he left with 

mixed feelings, but upon arrival discovered that MACV staff were themselves deeply 

immersed in planning withdrawal. At that time, they were anticipating a three-year 

withdrawal process. Sorley quotes Rosson’s belief that, “In Abe’s [i.e. Abrams’s] mind it 

constituted a sign that we had confidence the Vietnamese could take over” (1992, p. 257). 

Further confirmation of the possibility of meeting this modest timetable might have been 

found in apparent public indifference to the bombing when it was finally revealed on May 5, 

1969: it “aroused no public interest” (Turley, 2009, p. 166). But in a repetition of the Tet 

paradox, this was contrasted by broad public outrage over the costly military success at A 

Shau Valley, dubbed Hamburger Hill, only five days later (Marclear, 1981, p. 270; Turley, 

2009, p. 171). In June, reflecting on the press coverage of Hamburger Hill, Nixon confirmed 

that casualties need to be minimized, and ensured that Abrams understand the drift of 

strategic decision-making: “he [Abrams] is to conduct the war with a  minimum of 
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American casualties” (Sorley, 1992, p. 261). Nixon then announced immediate but gradual 

withdrawal (Maclear, 1981, p. 265).38 

The OCINFO annual report in late June reflected this mixed year of Army 

accomplishments. The self-description of the Public Information Division summarizes the 

confusion of the time: 

 

characterized by an increase in the already fast pace coupled with a decreased capability to plan and 
implement actions in an orderly fashion… Public, Congressional and media interest in the Army rose 
sharply during the year, media and Congressional criticism of Army activities was at an all-time 
high.39 

 

The public was interested in the Army. The office handled 29,544 total press queries, with 

4,008 requests for appearances by Army personnel, 382 performances of the Field Band and 

133 parachute jumps. But the issues concerning the public were rarely connected directly 

with the fighting in Vietnam.  

Two weeks after the end of the reporting period, on July 14, 1969, a truly bizarre 

press event unfolded, and can be taken as an indication of the complex moral narratives of 

the war that were circulating in the public at this time. Abrams informed Gen. Wheeler 

(Chief of the Joint Chiefs), Adm. McCain (CINCPAC) and Gen. Westmoreland (Chief of 

Staff of the Army) that he had launched an investigation into the possible assassination of a 

South Vietnamese double agent by Special Forces (Sorley, 1992, pp. 271-273). The officer 

in charge, Col. Rheault, would later assert in an official oral history interview that “agents 

were being eliminated right, left and sideways by a lot of programs” (quoted in Sorley, 

1992, p. 273), including the Army’s Special Forces and the CIA. Strangely, Newsweek and 

other liberal media organizations would side with Rheault and the other accused (and indeed 

                                                
38 See appendix 3 for official statistics on the incremental withdrawal of American forces. 
39 Office of the Chief of Information. (1969, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 7p. 18. 
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confessed) killers, openly questioning Abrams’s decision to waste time charging soldiers 

with murder.  

The drive to Vietnamization was now in full force, and perhaps the callous attitude 

of some reporters and members of the public reflect a sense that with just a little more 

violence and disorder, the United States will finally be rid of Vietnam. At the end of the 

month, Nixon personally visited Saigon to direct Abrams “to allocate full responsibility for 

the security of South Vietnam to ARVN forces” (Maclear, 1981, p. 270); meaning, complete 

the first phase of Vietnamization by ending the American role in fighting the Viet Cong, and 

focus only on fighting North Vietnam. A week later, the secret Paris talks began at Sainteny. 

Making sociological sense of this spectrum of activities is challenging. On one hand, 

stories of abuse and law-breaking by the president and by Special Forces triggered little 

anger at the war effort; quite the opposite, there seems to have been an impatient acceptance 

of dark deeds. On the other hand, stories of military success, with their inevitable casualties, 

were met with anger at the waste of soldiers’ lives. We may interpret this as indicative of a 

context in which the sacred center orienting political debate had lost focus. Soldiers’ lives 

remained sacred things, but the hard calculation of lives lost in the present for lives saved in 

the future was resisted—a reasonable reflection of the credibility gap, perhaps. Law and 

common morality were also somehow infected by this malaise.  

This was not inconsequential. Within this deliberative context, the world once again 

skirted near the edge of nuclear war, as Nixon genuinely considered the use of nuclear 

weapons for Operation Duck Hook (Turley, 2009, p. 169; see also Burr and Kimball, 2006). 

Although he would ultimately reject this option, he “settled instead for a worldwide nuclear 

alert in the last half of October to signal resolve and preserve his ‘madman’ reputation” 

(Turley, 2009, p. 169). We may take this as a signal of how much geopolitical risk is 
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associated with a political moment where an unpopular war is being executed with 

increasing secrecy and decreasing moral accountability. 

Nixon’s next move was to refocus debate and regain broad support for the war, and 

he was surprisingly successful at snapping the public out of its malaise. On November 3, 

1969, he gave his famed “silent majority” speech. In the speech, Nixon warns that only lack 

of political will, not foreign aggression, can defeat the American war effort; the silent 

majority must now voice its support. He justifies this request on the promise of 

Vietnamization: “In July, on my visit to Vietnam, I changed General Abrams’s orders so 

that they were consistent with the objectives of our new policies. Under the new orders, the 

primary mission of our troops is to enable the South Vietnamese forces to assume the full 

responsibility for the security of South Vietnam” (quoted in Sorley, 1992, p. 263). The 

speech was likely his most successful: “Opinion polls showed that the majority of the U.S. 

population believed entering the war had been a mistake, but approval of Nixon’s handling 

of it shot up dramatically.… The U.S. public wanted out of the war, the polls said, but on 

Nixon’s terms” (Turley, 2009, p. 170). Ten days later, the atrocity at My Lai was finally 

reported, providing just the lens for moral debate that was lacking since Tet. 

 

The My Lai Massacre 

The events at My Lai became known to Westmoreland (then Chief of Staff) when a 

former soldier wrote the Department of the Army with allegations of war crimes. The 

soldier, Ronald Ridenhour, heard rumors of the acts, and realized some of his friends might 

have been involved. When pressed, his friends confessed. One historian notes that, by this 

point, such rumors had spread through the division and beyond, supported in part by the 

sudden and otherwise inexplicable collapse of morale in the guilty company (Allison, 2012, 

p. 75). Westmoreland (1976, p. 375) found it “beyond belief” but nevertheless pushed 
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forward an internal investigation. He claims in his memoir that he found it necessary to 

threaten to tell Nixon directly about the investigation in order to overcome White House 

resistance: “That squelched any further pressure for whitewash” (1976, p. 375).  

Early reports of a court martial at Fort Benning, Georgia, received little attention, 

although it did pique the interest of Seymour Hersch. An experienced freelancer, Hersch 

finished his investigation by November 11, 1969, but was turned down by Life and Look. He 

then offered it through a news service, ultimately managing to sell it to thirty papers across 

the United States and Canada, for release on November 13. Widespread coverage would not 

begin until the 20th, when he published a follow-up that included more detailed descriptions 

(Allison, 2012, pp. 84-85).  

From Nov. 20-Dec 3, 82 reports were published in the New York Times that included 

the words “My Lai,” “Son My” or (more commonly) “Songmy” and referred to the 

massacre. It made front page news on twelve of those fourteen days (excluding November 

23 and 24). Twelve editorials or op-eds mulled over the meaning of the atrocity and its 

affect on the global perception of the United States. The newsgathering focused on three 

regions. Most stories were filed in New York or Washington, DC, and concerned either 

investigations into the abuse or provided context for the story. Domestic newsgathering also 

occurred at the site of the trials and in the home town of one defendant. In the Vietnam 

theater, newsgathering focused on two issues. The first was formal responses by the South 

and North Vietnamese governments. The second was the attempt to actually determine the 

events in the case, by visiting the site or by talking to soldiers, officers and witnesses. The 

third region for newsgathering was foreign capitals (London, Paris, Bonn and Rome), with 

Anthony Lewis filing eight stories about the considerable British outrage. 

 



!

!

120!
Table 2.4: Reports with keywords “My Lai”, “Son My” or “Songmy,” in New York Times, 20 Nov-4 Dec, 
1969, by region. 

Region (total)  City (# of reports) 
U.S. (53) NYC (21), DC (20), Fort Benning (5), 

Bloomington, Fort Dix, Jackson, LA, New 
Goshen, Niagara Falls, Norfolk, UN-NYC. 

Vietnam Theater (18) Saigon (10), Son My (3), Quangngai (2), Chulai 
(2), Hong Kong.  

World (12) London (8), Paris (2), Bonn, Geneva. 
 
The significance of the three regions comes into sharper focus when we sort the 

reports according to a simple coding system. Each report was assigned to a single category 

according to its headline, or when uncertain (about a third of the time) by the content of the 

report. The clearest division emerges when we isolate those reports that focused on the trials 

and other legal investigations into the affair. This made up the biggest category, with 28 of 

the 82 stories referring directly and primarily to trials or investigations. The other three 

categories were almost as distinct from each other. In the second largest category, twenty 

reports presented the events as morality tales. Next, seventeen reports discussed the events 

as geopolitical or strategic concerns. Sixteen reports addressed the facts in the case, either in 

citing witnesses who dispute or assert the accepted facts or in contextualizing the events as 

likely or unlikely scenarios. In the last category is a single report that addressed the 

possibility that people were making money off of the events a My Lai, a peculiar story that 

defied easy categorization.   
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Table 2.5: Reports with keywords “My Lai”, “Son My” or “Songmy,” in New York Times, 20 Nov-4 Dec, 
1969, by content coding. 
Date Geopolitics/ 

Strategy 
Facts Trials Morality Other Total 

20-Nov 1 1 0 0 0 2 
21-Nov 2 1 1 0 0 4 
22-Nov 2 1 1 2 0 6 
23-Nov 3 0 1 0 0 4 
24-Nov 0 0 0 1 0 1 
25-Nov 1 2 2 0 0 5 
26-Nov 1 2 5 3 0 11 
27-Nov 1 3 3 2 0 9 
28-Nov 2 1 2 3 0 8 
29-Nov 1 1 3 2 1 8 
30-Nov 1 1 5 4 0 11 
1-Dec 0 2 1 0 0 3 
2-Dec 1 1 2 2 0 6 
3-Dec 1 0 2 1 0 4 
Total 17 16 28 20 1 82 

My Lai was reported at a critical moment in Nixon’s delicate handling of the war. 

For some, it provided an opportunity to reflect on the morality of American involvement 

abroad. For others, it was a launching pad for reflections on the country’s relative standing 

in the world and the effect of the war on American interests. For the largest group of 

reporters, the story led the reader back to the United States through the intricacies of trials 

and investigations. This focus was perhaps also a reflection of a news industry that was 

retracting from Vietnam, weary of front line stories from battles that failed to win an endless 

war (indeed, only one Saigon correspondent, Henry Kamm, was named in his reports). 

Within this context, war correspondents increasingly turned to a new story: the implosion of 

the U.S. Army.  

 

Downplaying Cambodia 

If Tet forced Army leaders to rethink the place of the American public in their 

strategy in Vietnam, My Lai had a less obvious strategic significance.40 My Lai eroded 

                                                
40 One strategic lesson was certainly clear: reduce American involvement. But at this stage of the war, that was 
a given (Cosmas, 2006, p. 224). What was not obvious was whether the public would be satisfied with fewer 
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public support for American fighting in Vietnam, but in some quarters it seems to have 

generated support for American soldiers. As with the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal in 

2004, there was a conceptual disconnect between press interpretations of the atrocity and 

Army and government responses. In both cases, reporters accused the Army of corruption 

and moral bankruptcy, and in both cases the Army responded by symbolically isolating the 

perpetrators as aberrant and unrepresentative of the institution. But where the perpetrators in 

Abu Ghraib never enjoyed significant public support, Lt. Calley found himself a sort of folk 

hero, and he would eventually be pardoned on an appeal of his life sentence. As with the 

Special Forces murderers, public sentiment was again pulled in the direction of the moral 

offender positioned against the political order.  

Accordingly, My Lai stands as an ambivalent milestone in the evolution of the 

media-military relationship in Vietnam. The public was once again paying close attention to 

the war, but not necessarily how it was being fought. A new story looming on the horizon 

was perhaps the most damaging yet for the Army: it was the story of an institution in the 

midst of collapse. With My Lai acting as proof of concept, reports would now be filed 

continuously on Army morale, discipline, drug use and racism. The increased public 

scrutiny of the military as an institution (rather than simply on its role fighting the war) 

would also give rise to Congressional interest, and while this failed to effect legislative 

change, the testimony offers much illuminating material about public affairs after Tet. 

In first quarter of 1970, matters would begin to spiral out of control. Prince Sihanouk 

of Cambodia was deposed in March, which together with diplomatic reversals encouraged 

Nixon to “go for broke” in his Cambodia policy (Maclear, 198, p. 295): 15,000 US troops 

and 5,000 South Vietnamese troops descended in separate strikes. American anti-war 

                                                                                                                                                
casualties or indeed with Americans acting in strictly support roles—or whether the Army had well and truly 
lost the American public’s support.  
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activists were outraged. A series of protests “brought confrontational tragedy unknown 

since the Civil War” (Maclear, 1981, p. 296).  At Kent State University, four students were 

killed by National Guardsmen called up by the governor.41 Four days later, Nixon was 

listening to Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto when he noticed a group of young 

people gathered in protest at the nearby Lincoln Memorial. His hope was to “lift them a bit 

out of the miserable intellectual wasteland in which they now wander aimlessly around” 

(Nixon, 1978, pp. 459-466; the quotation is on p. 460). One of the young people thought 

Nixon was “tired and dull and rambled aimlessly from subject to subject” (in Nixon’s own 

words, 1978, p. 460). Nixon told his Press Secretary to spread news of the encounter, while 

the students also spoke to the press. Nixon’s assistant John Erlichman would later quote one 

of the students: “Gee, this guy is just not on our wavelength” (Maclear, 1981, p. 298). 

Abrams was aware of the increasing domestic unrest and was aware that the 

bombing in Laos and Cambodia were only contributing to that unrest. His conclusion was 

that American involvement in those countries should once again be shielded from the press 

(Hammond, 1996, p. 288). He was heading toward a full-scale press embargo, and although 

this would not be enacted until January, 1971, his low-key press style was already shifting 

the character of Saigon correspondents’ newsgathering. Snow (2006, p. 73) notes the 

reluctance of MACV to engage with reporters began pushing correspondents to backchannel 

sources, allowing rumors to take the place of official statements and forcing the reporters to 

set out on new investigative pathways.  

The war in Cambodia was still news, and reporters would cover it. Competition by 

this point was very fierce, and even veteran correspondents might find themselves risking 

                                                
41 The repercussions of this event, in particular, would stay with the Army. Charles Allen, a retired Army 
colonel who now teaches at the Army War College, recalls the formative effect of the day: “[before Kent 
State] I viewed the Army as protecting my family from the civil unrest that was rampant across the United 
States and which found its way to my town… The protectors were thrust off the pedestal upon which I had 
placed them and that positive image was shattered” (Allen, 2009). He introduces new students to the Army 
War College with his story of that day. 
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their lives for a minute (literally) of footage. Correspondent Don North remembers two 

respected colleagues who made this mistake while covering Cambodia, resulting in the 

deaths of both as well as of their entire crews: 

 

I knew George Syvertsen, [of CBS] and Welles Hangen of ABC who were killed, and they were 
killed because they were taking unnecessary risks. They were taking very unwise risks, they were 
both experienced and well-educated men, they knew what they were facing, they knew what they 
were doing, but it started with Syvertsen, I guess. He was feeling a little bit behind his competition or 
even his own colleagues at CBS, and he felt he had to try harder and push harder. He was working 
with a guy by the named of Don Webster, who is a crazy guy who took ridiculous chances and so 
Syvertsen often started taking really bad risks that he knew were not wise to compete with Webster 
and also to compete with Welles Hangen. And Hangen was doing the same thing, looking over his 
shoulder, ‘where’s George’? In fact, he followed George this day [May 31, 1970] to this area which 
was a floating occupation of the North Vietnamese and Khmer Rouge. Syvertsen approached a break 
in the road that was manned by Cambodian government troops, who said, ‘don’t go ahead, it’s too 
dangerous’ – but he went anyway, and Hangen followed him down this very dangerous road. They 
were both ambushed, killed – Hangen was captured, killed later. That’s what competition can do. 
(Don North, interview with the author, April 17, 2014)  
 

While reporters varied in their risk thresholds, the correspondents who worked for 

major news outlets were all well aware that their jobs were based on producing competitive 

content, and this meant taking the same or greater risks as one’s competition. North notes: 

 

I felt competition. We were always looking after our shoulder and we would often get rockets on the 
cable from New York saying, ‘North why you no have combat in Delta CBS having 2 minutes 
leading news last night’ – this sort of thing. The New York office would always say, ‘be careful, 
don’t take any unwise chances, blah blah blah, but if you missed a story or missed some particular 
combat, they weren’t very forgiving. (Don North, interview with the author, April 17, 2014) 
 

The carrot was minutes of airtime or inches of column space. The stick was losing your job. 

On another occasion, North befriended two Army Mohawk pilots, only to be shown pictures 

of their corpses hours later: “I was really spooked about going out in the field again for quite 

a while, because I could just see these mangled bodies of my friends and I just had an 

intuition that I would be next” (Don North, interview with the author, April 17, 2014). At 

the time, he was a freelancer and could avoid the field by filing stories about Vietnamese 

politics or daily life in Saigon: “if I were with ABC [which he joined later] … and I said, ‘I 
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can’t go out in the field right now, I’m afraid I’m going to be killed’, they’d have said, ‘ok, 

bye-bye, that’s the end of your job’”. In this context, the media industry’s demand for 

content was a non-trivial element of the battlefield, and MACV’s low-key position 

exacerbated professional competition in such a way that more journalists died.    

 

Experimenting with Embargo 

As with Nixon’s bombing strategy, Abrams’s embargo assumed that secrecy could 

be maintained on some level. Of course, one of the appeals of bombing is that it is easier to 

hide: planes leaving tarmacs might be observed, but reporters need access to know just 

where the bombs will land. A relatively contained set of Army agents will know; and an 

unknown set of people near the vicinity of the blast will find out. Still, this is easier than 

keeping a lid on missions involving thousands of soldiers and officers with friends in the 

press corps and family at home. Nevertheless, in January 1971, Abrams would institute a 

highly unpopular embargo on reports of fighting, an effort that would end in failure within 

days. Why did Abrams take this step? 

While the national traumas of My Lai and Kent State were responsible for 

considerable anger toward the Army, a new series of reports on the social problems facing 

the Army were perhaps more destructive of the institution’s credibility. These stories 

addressed the decline in morale and discipline, together with drug use and racism. The 

existence of these problems was known by Army leaders: “officers in the field themselves 

took the initiative to inform their superiors in Washington” (Hammond, 1996, p. 369), 

despite the possibility of it reflecting poorly on them. In April 1970, a month before 

Syvertsen, Hangen and their crews were killed, Jack Laurence was once again embedded 

with the First Team. Gone was the esprit de corps he encountered while chatting with 

Marvin Wolfe in 1965. The First Team of 1970 was a veteran force with embittered 
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soldiers, at least the ones Laurence met. In a report for CBS, he presented footage of men 

resisting orders on a route chosen by a new commander, a scene he described at the time as 

a rebellion: “he suggested that the war had taken on a new dimension that kept ‘normally 

brave and obedient’ American fighting men from risking their lives without reason” 

(Hammond, 1996, p. 378). The report first aired as a five-minute piece (considered long by 

Laurence) introduced by Walter Cronkite and consisting of conversations with soldiers 

Laurence later described as a “hero-pacifist” and “peacenik” (Laurence, 2002, p. 728).  

The story was a major news item and reproduced prominently in print by Newsweek. 

Within days, while still embedded with the First Team, Laurence and his crew was informed 

by the First Team’s new PIO, Major Melvin Jones, that there were new ground rules for 

covering the division, requiring the CBS crew to endure lengthy check-in processes and 

close supervision: “In effect, Jones was making it impossible for us to complete the 

documentary” (Laurence, 2002, p. 730). Although friendly with the junior PIOs, they were 

distrustful of Jones and resolved to “test the new ground rules” immediately. They flaunted 

the new rules by chartering a plane to avoid checking in. Unsure what to expect, they 

headed off to resume their story, but en route were given some encouragement. A friendly 

young PIO called over the radio to warn them that their next meeting, with a colonel in the 

division, would be bugged, “so watch your ass, Jack. And be cool” (731). The meeting, 

complete with a ineffectually-hidden recording device, went poorly, and Laurence resigned 

himself to leaving the First Team and finding a new story to cover. A final exchange was 

emblematic of the divide between officer and soldier:  

 

one of the enlisted men in the PIO shop appeared with a bunch of tiny red wildflowers. He put one of 
the flowers in the lapels of each of our fatigue jackets. He and the other soldiers seemed sincerely 
sorry we were going away and not coming back. (Laurence, 2002, p. 740). 
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The sociological insights that we can draw from Laurence’s experiences here and 

with Marvin Wolfe in 1965 concern the contingency of the media-military relationship. 

Although our primary traces of this relationship are contained in command decision, and 

although these decisions did have direct impact on the journalists (Laurence and his crew 

did leave the First Team, after all), nevertheless the relationship was most meaningfully 

enacted face-to-face. These direct encounters were negotiated in countless ways, and often 

formal command structures were simply incapable of interfering with them. The bonds 

connecting journalists to public affairs officers, embodied here in the potent cultural symbol 

of the wildflowers stuck in Laurence’s lapel, were predicated on much broader cultural 

structures cutting through the indoctrination and professionalization so central to the 

military. In this context, it is little wonder that commanders made increasingly desperate 

attempts to reassert institutional control. 

The immediate context for Abrams’s news embargo of January 1971 was the 

planned South Vietnamese invasion of Laos, for which American forces could, by law, only 

serve in a supporting role. Abrams’s ideal outcome would be for journalists to embed with 

South Vietnamese units, ignore the American support units, and file stories about South 

Vietnamese successes—but only after the battle was done. In consultation with Adm. 

McCain, then Commander in Chief, Pacific, Abrams decided on a total embargo of stories 

about the build-up and execution of the mission until after it was over. There would also be 

an embargo on reporting about the embargo. In order to discourage reporters, Abrams 

directed PIOs to tell reporters to travel in press pools, restricting individual access. And 

finally, he also required journalists to fly on South Vietnamese helicopters.42 While McCain 

                                                
42 The requirement that press fly on South Vietnamese helicopters was also enforced due to a Defense 
Department regulation preventing government aircraft from competing with commercial airlines. In 
Cambodia, as Craig Whitney (“War Coverage”, New York Times, Feb. 21, 1971, p. E1) points out, the 
regulation was not invoked, and following a series of deaths of reporters (including legendary figures Francois 
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worried that a blackout would backfire, Abrams went ahead with the plan (Hammond, 1996, 

pp. 8-10). The announcement was met with frustration by reporters who felt betrayed by the 

sudden restrictions, but it also triggered intense speculation about the reason for the 

blackout (and the blackout about the blackout). MACV stayed the course but the 

organizational logic of a highly competitive global media landscape quickly ended it, as 

London papers began to cover the embargo on the embargo, justifying reports in New York 

papers of the English coverage. The embargo had started on January 29; the first English 

report came out on the 30th. On February 1, “little semblance of the embargo remained” 

(Hammond, 1996, p. 414). The three-day embargo was a failure. 

This ordeal was compounded by the failure of the operation around which MACV 

was hanging their hopes for successful withdrawal. Operation Lam Son began February 8, 

1971, and constituted a major offensive by South Vietnamese forces crossing into Laos with 

the goal of destroying the Ho Chi Minh trail, the supply lines connecting the North 

Vietnamese to the Viet Cong insurgency. As dictated by law, there were no U.S. infantry, 

but there were 10,000 Americans providing artillery, air and helicopter support (Maclear, 

1981, p. 299). During the battle, the American support came from Khe Sahn, while South 

Vietnamese troops marched down Route 9, making their way 10 km into Laos before their 

attacked stalled. One historian notes, “What MACV-ARVN [Army of the Republic of 

Vietnam] spokesmen called an ‘orderly retreat’, newsmen captured in images of terrified 

ARVN troops dropping from the skids of overloaded helicopters” (Turley, 2009, p. 183). 

This was compounded by a public affairs gaffe:  

 

During the battle, public affairs officers attempted to illustrate Lam Son’s success by holding up a 
piece of pipe during a press conference. The briefer claimed that the pipe was seized from North 

                                                                                                                                                
Sully, Larry Burrows and Henri Huet, and younger reporters Kent Potter and Keisaburo Shimamoto), “quietly, 
without announcement, the American policy was changed”. 
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Vietnamese petroleum supply lines during the invasion. However, reporters discovered that the pipe 
was not actually seized during the invasion. (Snow, 2006, p. 77) 
  

The battle would last over a month, with heavy losses on both sides. The North 

Vietnamese surprised the American and South Vietnamese with the skill and resources of 

their air capabilities, but they also slowed the South Vietnamese by virtue of the enormous 

casualties they were willing to accept. A paradigmatic encounter saw 27 South Vietnamese 

soldiers killed for 1,130 North Vietnamese—and still the North Vietnamese fought (Sorley, 

1992, p. 309). The North Vietnamese won on account of their superior resolve: Abrams 

attempted to rally the South Vietnamese command in early February, but only days later 

President Thieu called off the offensive.  

Operation Lam Son was MACV’s last sustained battle, and American presence in 

the region was rapidly diminishing. The highest point for the military was early 1969, with 

554,000 members of the armed services in the country; the highest point for accredited 

journalists was February, 1969, with 636 correspondents and photographers on the books. 

Following Lam Son, the numbers for both groups fell dramatically, with 141,000 members 

of the armed services and about 200 reporters left in early 1972 (Hammond, 1996, p. 525). 

Vietnam was decreasingly newsworthy, but those 200 reporters still had to produce content, 

and the Easter Offensive would provide it. 

 

The Easter Offensive 

The impact of the compounded press debacles during Lam Son were eased by 

President Nixon’s continuing troop withdrawals and a slowing tempo to the war. Fewer 

troops also meant fewer troop problems, and by February, 1972, Abrams felt secure enough 

to discuss the state of Army morale with respected and influential correspondent C.L. 

Sulzberger. Sulzberger’s headline was quite direct: “General Abrams Says Addiction In 
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Vietnam Is Down, Morale Up” (New York Times, February 26, 1972, p. 1). The report itself 

was characteristically candid: “‘pot is not a serious problem for us,’ the deliberate-spoken 

general said: ‘It is heroin that is the dominantly dangerous influence... [and] the figures 

show an improvement’”.  

Although military activity was low for much of 1971 (Cosmas, 2006, p. 346), the 

months between Operation Lam Son and the Easter Offensive were busy ones for the North 

Vietnamese. Counterinsurgency experts had long predicted that the North Vietnamese grand 

strategy was to gradually escalate from insurgent tactics to a fully conventional conflict. In 

addition, the North Vietnamese leadership was wary of letting Nixon’s domestic support 

build back up, hoping instead for a new American president in the 1972 election, one who 

would simply pull out of the region (Cosmas, 2006, p. 347). The Easter Offensive, a major 

North Vietnamese invasion of the South, would allow them to showcase their conventional 

force while triggering dismay among American voters that the war might yet linger on, 

undermining faith in the Vietnamization process. Americans anticipated this (Cosmas, 2006, 

p. 349; see also Craig Whitney’s New York Times piece, “Waiting for the Enemy 

Offensive”, February 20, 1972, E1), moving forces to better prepare for a conventional 

assault and briefing reporters on what might occur.  

Ultimately, there was little enough that Abrams and his staff could do. Ground force 

was no longer an option, so much would hinge on the success of American airpower (which 

was facing an ever more effective North Vietnamese air force). Abrams first planned to 

deploy his airpower ahead of the offensive, but on the advice of the Secretary of the Army 

Resor and Henry Kissinger, this option was curtailed. Resor and Kissinger feared that too 

much aid would end up entangling MACV in another full-scale bombing campaign. One 

general, John D. Lavelle, simply went ahead and bombed, but his actions were not 

discovered by the American public until after the offensive was well under way (Cosmas, 



!

!

131!
2006, pp. 351-2).43 The long-planned, long-anticipated attack finally began on March 30, 

1972. 

The Easter Offensive was a major story, with reports appearing on the front page of 

the New York Times every day for the two weeks following the initial attack. Coverage by 

the New York Times was focused primarily on the theater, with 48 of 91 reports from 

Vietnam or Hong Kong. The secondary focus of reports was on reactions by prominent 

figures and legislative developments in Washington. Eleven reports, mostly editorials, had 

datelines in New York and tended to provide general commentary on the meaning of the 

offensive for the American mission. The Times relied extensively on its own correspondents 

to file the in-theater reports, with only 15 of the 48 taken from wire services. The most 

active reporters were Craig R. Whitney (the bureau chief and, as Naval Reserve Officer, a 

veteran of the conflict) and Fox Butterfield (who began filing reports from Vietnam in early 

January, 1970), with 12 and 11 reports respectively. Also reporting from Vietnam were two 

exceptionally experienced hands. Joseph B. Treaster was a one-time Army PIO, replaced as 

press officer by Marvin Wolfe in May, 1965, and subsequently a leading member of the 

Saigon press corps. The other was the now-legendary Malcolm Browne, the former AP 

photographer who had won a Pulitzer Prize in 1964. Browne had joined the Times in 1968 

but worked mainly in South America. He had returned to cover developments in Laos and 

Cambodia in May, 1972. Tillman Durdin, one of the paper’s most experienced 

correspondents (he had reported on the Nanking massacre), filed three stories on the 

Chinese-Vietnamese relationship from his post in Hong Kong.  

 

 

                                                
43 Lavelle was punished by recall and demotion. His demotion was overturned by President Barack Obama 
following the revelations that he was indeed secretly ordered to expand the rules of engagement by President 
Nixon. See (Department of Defense, 2010). 
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Table 2.6: Reports with keywords “Vietnam” and “offensive” or “attack” in New York Times, 31 Apr-13 May, 
1972, by region. 

Region (total)  City (# of reports) 
U.S. (39) DC (25), NYC (11), Decatur, Miami, New 

Haven 
Vietnam Theater (48) Saigon (25), Hong Kong (7), Dongha (4), 

Danang (3), Hanoi (2), Hue (2), Chonthanh, Fire 
Base Birmingham, Route 13, Phubai, Quangtri. 

World (4) Paris (3), London. 
 

The reports produced by the experienced team in the Vietnam theater paint a portrait 

of collapse. In sum, then, the New York Times provided sophisticated, dedicated coverage of 

the North Vietnamese invasion. The war correspondents were all experienced and 

knowledgeable; from their perspectives, the offensive revealed serious shortcoming in the 

South Vietnamese army’s ability to withstand the North Vietnamese invasion. The reporters 

and opinion-writers in Washington and New York tended to focus instead on what the 

offensive would mean in the coming election. The question in the background of the latter 

was hard to ignore: would the United States ever manage to extricate itself from Vietnam? 

 

Endless Crises 

The Easter Offensive gave rise to an operationally-effective response by American 

forces, which for the most part came from the Navy and Marines, although directed by an 

Army general, Creighton Abrams. At the time of the offensive, the only ground force at 

Abrams’s disposal was a single brigade of the First Team, and he was forced to revise his 

assessment of Vietnamization as not sufficiently progressed to allow American withdrawal 

(Sorley, 1992, p. 320). The unusual situation of an Army general directing naval 

bombardments and advising allied ground forces while lacking his own had given rise to 

tensions and miscommunication across the top command (Sorley, 1992, pp. 320-326). In the 

words of his biographer, “the whole enterprise was at a point of crisis” (Sorley, 1992, p. 

320). From the perspective of the Army’s Office of the Chief of Information (OCINFO), the 



!

!

133!
period of crisis would peak in 1972, but from then on the information environment was 

perceived as stabilizing and hopeful—an indication of how completely the link between the 

fate of South Vietnam and domestic support for the U.S. Army was severed. MACV closed 

shop March 29, 1974, and a year later, March 30, 1975, the last soldiers boarded helicopters 

with the embassy’s flag in hand. But in the aftermath of the Easter Offensive in 1972, this 

was far away indeed.  

The perspective from OCINFO is helpful for understanding the impact of the major 

news events in the Vietnam theater (e.g. Tet, My Lai, the Easter Offensive) on the Army as 

an institution. As mentioned earlier, Vietnam was not the Army’s only media front. The best 

source of information on OCINFO comes from Annual Historical Summaries, reports filed 

by individual offices within the Department of the Army.44 While I noted earlier that Army 

public affairs officers in 1967-69 would as often as not find their attention pulled entirely 

away from the war, for 1970 and 1971, attention was placed squarely on Vietnam. The 1970 

report notes that public information operations for the year “were characterized by a 

seemingly endless chain of ‘crisis’ situations which prompted intense public and press 

scrutiny of the Department of the Army”.45 The Special Forces scandal was followed by My 

Lai, which “totally dominated” the second and third quarters of the year. Finally, there was 

“major controversy generated by plans to move nerve gas stocks from Okinawa to the 

Pacific Northwest and to dispose of obsolete chemical rockets in the ocean”. 

The next year, 1971, was just as bad. The biggest news item was the Calley trial 

concerning the events at My Lai, where the Public Information Division had to contend with 

                                                
44 These reports were filed by individual offices within the Department of the Army. The reports were then 
compiled and edited to form the yearly Department of the Army Historical Summary, itself originally intended 
to be edited and compiled to form part of the Annual Report of the Secretary of Defense. These latter reports 
were cancelled after 1973, although the Army continued to compile information for its own historical 
summaries. 
45 Office of the Chief of Information. (1970, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 20.  
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a pro-Calley public. Next came two stories about corruption at very senior levels. The first 

concerned the Army’s first Sergeant Major, William O. Wooldridge. This post was created 

by Chief of Staff Harold K. Johnson as a means of recognizing and protecting the work of 

enlisted soldiers, and Wooldridge was personally chosen by then-Vice Chief of Staff 

Abrams over thousands of other candidates. Now, with Abrams as Chief of Staff, 

Wooldridge was discovered to have swindled hundreds of thousands of dollars from the 

NCO club system (Sorley, 1992, p. 264). Discovered in 1969, the story gained press 

attention during its pre-trial hearings.46 The second story of senior corruption, even further 

from the fighting in Vietnam, concerned the retired Provost Marshal General of the Army, 

Major General Carl Turner, convicted for illegally obtaining firearms from the Chicago 

police department and for income tax evasion. This conviction was particularly ironic given 

the responsibilities of the Provost Marshal General, responsible for “the broad functions of 

protective services, preserving law and order, and of crime prevention” (Department of the 

Army, 1968). Understandably, the report notes that this “further tarnished the Army’s image 

and kept its spokesmen on the defensive”.47 The fourth largest story was another atrocity 

allegation, this time by Lt. Col. Anthony B. Herbert, who claimed but provided no evidence 

that American soldiers were, in effect, torturing Vietnamese children.48 

From OCINFO’s perspective, the period from Tet to the Easter Offensive was in 

essence a series of crises, but by June 1972 (the end of the office’s reporting period), the 

storm had passed. The report notes, “it is clear that the most significant continuing story of 

                                                
46 Office of the Chief of Information. (1970, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 25 
47 Office of the Chief of Information. (1971, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 26. (1971: 
26).  
48 The truth of Herbert’s allegations remain in question.  
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the year was the steady withdrawal of Army combat forces from Vietnam”.49 The second 

biggest media trend, from OCINFO’s perspective, concerned the state of the Army in 

Europe, which had suffered from the neglect caused by the immense costs of Vietnam: 

“once a model of what a forward-based deterrent force ought to be, [it] was now reduced to 

an unready, transitory and largely undisciplined mess” (Sorley, 1992, p. 346). The Public 

Information Division sounded a relatively optimistic note later in the report: “It can be 

anticipated that as the Army continues its effort to build a smaller, more efficient, all-

volunteer force in FY 72, it will do so under continuing public scrutiny but out of the bright 

spotlight in which it has been operating in recent years”.50 

And yet, atrocity claims still dogged the Army. At the end of the reporting period for 

1972, and unmentioned in the report, Newsweek’s Kevin Buckley reported on a long history 

of atrocity by the Army during Operation Speedy Express (Turley, 2009, p. 198; see also 

Hackworth and England, 2002, pp. 98-99). At the heart of these allegations was the 

possibility that the Army had free fire zones where soldiers could “kill anything that moves” 

(Turse, 2013).  

Public affairs officers resisted these later rounds of allegation. For example, when 

Lt. Col. Anthony Herbert’s allegations were taken up again in 1972, then-Chief of 

Information Major General Winant Sidle wrote a seven-page letter to Playboy’s senior 

editor Michael Laurence countering Herbert’s allegations and credibility in intricate detail. 

In his letter, Sidle also challenges the magazine’s editorial slant, accusing it of “underdog 

syndrome”, noting “The Army has spent thousands of man hours investigating Herbert’s 

                                                
49 Office of the Chief of Information. (1972, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 18.  
50 Office of the Chief of Information. (1972, June 30). Annual Historical Summary. Annual Historical 
Reviews, Unclassified Documents. Center of Military History, Fort McNair, Washington, DC. p. 21. 
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multiple accusations and found little or nothing to substantiate most of them”.51 CBS’s 60 

Minutes ultimately agreed with the Army and accused Herbert of falsification in a 1973 

piece, “Selling Colonel Herbert”. Herbert in turn sued CBS for libel in a case that went to 

the Supreme Court, with subsequent trials extending to 2005. 

These relatively minor scandals unfolded amidst yet another change in Army 

leadership. Westmoreland had retired in July, 1972. No one was confirmed as his 

replacement (with Vice Chief of Staff Bruce Palmer taking over in an interim role), but in 

the meantime Abrams left command of MACV in order to prepare for his expected role as 

Westmoreland’s replacement—or else, retire (Sorley, 1992, pp. 333-342). One of Abrams’s 

field commanders and later his deputy, Gen. Frederick Weyand, was given the job of 

running what was left of MACV. Weyand was an experienced officer, but his force now 

numbered only about 27,000 (Cosmas, 2006, p. 377). Weyand commanded in a very 

different institutional environment than had Abrams. Where Abrams was viewed as a 

competent replacement for a failed commander who was to be isolated in the Pentagon, 

Weyand was expected to continue Abrams’s policies, and to do so with the support and 

involvement of Abrams, who in turn had the support of the Secretary of Defense. A friend 

and admirer of Abrams, Weyand would later remember his commanding officer as “a rare 

amalgam of leadership, wisdom, human understanding and intellectual capacity” (Weyand, 

2000). The two would continue to collaborate closely until Abrams’s death. 

When he finally took command as Chief of Staff, Abrams brought the information 

policy developed by MACV to the rest of Army, in part through the able leadership of 

information chief Major General Winant Sidle. Sidle had followed the path developed for 

Col. Rodger Bankson in 1965, moving from Special Assistant for Southeast Asia in the 

                                                
51 Sidle, W. (1972, July 18). Letter from Sidle to Michael Laurence. Winant Sidle Papers, 1950-1999 (Box 2, 
Folder 4, “Miscellaneous Correspondence re. PA”). United States Army Military History Institute, Carlisle, 
PA. 
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office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs, to chief of MACV’s 

information office, and now Chief of Information for the Army. He wrote Abrams a detailed 

letter on November 30, 1972, concerning a speech which Sidle was preparing to give to the 

Army Commanders’ conference. The speech would in essence announce the low-key 

approach as Abrams’s preferred information policy. Sidle notes that although it appears to 

contradict Secretary of the Army Froehlke’s policy of selling the Army, in fact he knows 

that they are of the same mind on most matters. The letter clarifies new ground rules for the 

coverage of war. First, public information (but not command information or community 

relations) is to be run according to the “low key” ethic, without propagandistic impulses. 

Second, Sidle notes the policy of maximum decentralization. This refers to all three of 

public information, command information and community relations, and in effect pushes 

against the Five O’Clock Follies mindset. Sidle also lists several points for managing the 

press: let the news media do the job for you; rest on your accomplishments; don’t hide bad 

news, get good news right.52  

Withdrawal from Vietnam marked the beginning of a new mission facing a select 

group of top Army leaders: the rebuilding of the force, and the prevention of another 

Vietnam. This group certainly included Abrams, who wanted the job of Chief of Staff in 

order to ensure the Army would be prepared for the next war. In this, he was joined by 

Weyand, now Vice Chief of Staff. In a speech in 2000, Weyand would explain the 

perspective the two shared on their responsibilities to the Army as it exited Vietnam:  

 

In the aftermath of Vietnam, for Abe and me, our watchwords were “Readiness” and “Stability” for 
the Army. Because readiness was a given. Abe and I believed that to build a truly ready Army, we 
needed a stable force. You've got to have that. We both believed with stability, cutting out all the 
historic ups and downs of Army strength, we could build a good Army. (Weyand, 2000) 

                                                
52 Sidle, W. (1972, November 30). CINFO’s remarks to the Army commanders’ conference. [Memorandum 
from Sidle to Abrams]. Winant Sidle Papers, 1950-1999 (Box 2, Folder 4, “Miscellaneous Correspondence re. 
PA”). United States Army Military History Institute, Carlisle, PA. 
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But Abrams would not live to do it. In the spring of 1974, a tumor was found in his lung. By 

the fall, he was dead.  

Weyand agreed to follow Abrams as Chief of Staff in order to help realize Abrams’s 

vision of readiness and stability. In this he was aided by Howard H. Callaway, who had 

replaced Froehlke as Secretary of the Army. Writing to Weyand, Callaway proposed “the 

Secretary of the Army’s Top 5” priorities for “building a better Army in FY 1975”.  They 

are: 1) reduce the Officer Corps to minimal essential strength; 2) upgrade overall quality of 

the Army while keeping it representative of population; 3) increase combat capability in 

Europe and attain a 16 division active Army; 4) improve Army management for materiel 

acquisition; 5) enhance the role of Congress as a partner.53 

At first glance, these goals may appear to be the sort of budget-slashing one would 

expect from an unsympathetic civilian chief. In fact, Callaway was indeed aligned with the 

Abrams-Weyand contingent. Points 1, 2 and 4, the reduction of the Officer Corps, the 

mandate to ensure “representativeness” (in terms of African Americans and women) and the 

commitment to materiel acquisition, were all political consideration intended to avoid 

accusations of goldbricking. I advance this claim based on points 3 and 5. The commitment 

to increasing the Army to sixteen combat-ready divisions was a goal of Abrams’s and 

marked a significantly more optimistic vision of what Congress would permit than was 

generally shared in the Army. His biographer describes Abrams’s commitment to 16 over 

14 division as a “bombshell” that left his staff “thunderstruck… most of them thought it was 

an objective that just could not be achieved” (Sorley, 1992, p. 363). Callaway would 

nevertheless pursue it, and to do so needed the fifth point to be in place as well: the support 

                                                
53 Callaway, H.H. (1975, January 21). Secretary of the Army’s top 5. [Memorandum from Callaway to 
Weyand]. Frederick C. Weyand Papers, 1972-1999 (Box 7, Folder 5, “Correspondence: Army Secretariat”). 
United States Army Military History Institute, Carlisle, PA 
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of Congress. Weyand, a former Chief of Legislative Liaison, was well-matched in 

Callaway, career politician, and together the charted a nuanced political strategy for 

rebuilding the U.S. Army. The legacy left by these three Army leaders, Abrams, Callaway 

and Weyand, was a particular way of thinking about the stages connecting the Army to the 

public and then to Congress through the press. Regardless, it is worth reflecting on coverage 

of the fall of Saigon, which provided a culminating point on coverage of the region. 

 

The Fall of Saigon 

The fall of Saigon was big news for the New York Times, totaling 135 articles and 

making front-page news for all but three days. Quantitatively, it eclipsed the five earlier 

cases that we have considered.  

 

Table 2.7: Comparison of New York Times articles for 14 days following major news events. 

  Ap Bac Tonkin Tet My Lai Easter 
Offensive Fall of Saigon 

US 9 52 40 53 39 82 
Vietnam 11 20 43 18 48 36 
World 0 17 2 12 4 17 
Total 20 89 85 83 91 135 

 
It is possible to distinguish three categories of story among these six cases. Ap Bac, 

although important historically for the development of the military-media relationship, was 

by comparison with the others a fairly small story. It did appear on the front page, but most 

of the coverage appeared as independent stories deeper in the paper. The coverage of 

Tonkin, Tet, My Lai and the Easter Offensive shares a slightly different news logic. Each 

event was consistently featured on the front page, followed later in the issue by reports in 

the world and US sections, and then ending with editorials, op-eds and letters to the editor. 

They were structurally similar stories, although they did of course differ in some regards.  
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The fall of Saigon should also be distinguished in its logic of presentation from the 

other cases, and might be said to constitute a third category. The story was overwhelmingly 

U.S.-centric, even using (as I do) a broad notion of the theater, including American ships 

leaving the region and arrival points of refugees.  

 

Table 2.8: Reports with keyword “Saigon” in New York Times, 30 Apr.-14 May, by region. 
Region (total)  City (# of reports) 
U.S. (82) DC (35), NYC (35), Camp Pendleton (4), San 

Francisco (2), UN-NYC (2), Fort Chaffee, Fort 
McClellan, Niceville, Norfolk. 

Vietnam Theater (36) Saigon (9), aboard U.S.S. Blue Ridge (5), Guam 
(5), Bangkok (4), Hong Kong (3), Philippines 
(3), aboard U.S.S. Mobile (2), Da Nang (2), 
Hanoi (2), Hue. 

World (17) Paris (8), Singapore (4), Bonn, Geneva, 
Moscow, Ottawa, Taipei. 

 

The U.S.-focus is partly explained by the nature of the story: in a military sense, the theater 

was no more, after all. But while the paper did run stories from the few reporters still in 

Saigon (unnamed AP and Agence France-Press correspondents, but almost famed and 

named reporters Peter Arnett, George Esper and Daniel De Luca), this was not the focus of 

the coverage. Instead, the stories were about the geopolitical consequences and moral stakes 

involved in the fall of South Vietnam. This tone is conveyed on the April 30 front page, 

where three rows of text dominating the above-fold area: “MINH OFFERS 

UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER; / 1,000 AMERICANS EVACUATED FROM SAIGON / 

IN CHOPPERS WITH 5,500 SOUTH VIETNAMESE”. Where these refugees would go, and 

what this unconditional surrender would mean for Americans, would become the through-

lines for subsequent reporting on the region, with the role of the Army diminishing quickly 

from view.  

But what of the war? Millions of Americans served in Vietnam, and about 57,000 

died. Hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese were killed, with approximately 150,000 killed 
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or abducted during the final North Vietnamese offensive in 1975 alone. And of course, this 

Second Indochina War, itself an outcome of the First Indochina War and its hundreds of 

thousands of war deaths, would give rise to war with Cambodia (and briefly China), famine, 

forced labor camps and untold human suffering. Anticipating this dark future, many South 

Vietnamese and virtually all the remaining journalists scrambled to leave the country as the 

city was falling to North Vietnamese forces.   

This epochal moment when Saigon finally fell was recorded by several reporters 

working for American news organizations. Fox Butterfield recalls being herded by Marines 

through the Defense Attaché’s Office building, with his colleagues mimicking the relentless 

official U.S. optimism they had listened to for the past ten years: “‘We’ve just turned the 

corner in Vietnam, and there’s light at the end of the tunnel’, a newsman said. In fact, a the 

end of the corridor were the green helicopters in the Defense Attaché’s Office parking lot, 

their rotors whirling” (“Reporter’s Notebook”, New York Times, May 5, 1975, p. 1, 12). 

Butterfield filed the report from aboard the USS Blue Ridge, but he was first brought to the 

USS Mobile. That ship was soon overrun with refugees, so much so that the helicopters that 

had been used to bring them to the ship and that had been so instrumental in transforming 

Army tactics were simply pushed into the sea (at a cost estimated by Butterfield at $25 

million). After four days aboard the Mobile, Butterfield and the other 32 reporters were 

transferred to the Blue Ridge, the flagship of the evacuation fleet. There, they finally 

relaxed, listened to live soul music and ate “hamburgers, baked beans, macaroni salad, Coke 

and root beer. For desert there was chocolate cake… Vietnam seemed far away, if you 

didn’t stop to remember”. 

Several reporters stayed in Saigon, most famously George Esper, Matt Franjola and 

Peter Arnett. Arnett had been there the longest of the three, arriving in 1962. He recalls the 

flood of reporters arriving in the days before the fall, sent by bosses who knew the story 
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would sell: “In a war where his guys had won five Pulitzer Prizes, [AP chief Wes] Gallagher 

was determined to maintain the competitive advantage until the end” (Arnett, 1994, p. 291). 

While most, like Butterfield, dodged rockets to escape as North Vietnamese troops flooded 

the city, Arnett was determined to stay, sending a message to Gallagher informing him, 

“because I was in Vietnam at the beginning, I felt it worth the risk to be there at the end” 

(Arnett, 1994, p. 298). Matt Franjola was also set on staying. He had covered the war first 

for UPI and then AP, and later admitted “he used to bribe the U.S. military signal operators 

in Khe Sanh … with fresh loaves of French bread so they would relay his stories back to the 

U.S. ahead of competing news services” (Associated Press, 2010). Perhaps this competitive 

zeal kept him in the city. It was not a sure thing. Franjola and Arnett did drive with the 

convey to the airport while the other reporters but at the last minute recognized a South 

Vietnamese information ministry official standing with his son, desperate to escape. Arnett 

and Franjola ceded their places to them and returned to the office to see George Esper.  

Esper, the bureau chief and one of the leading figures in the Saigon press corps, 

refused to leave if the younger Franjola was staying. Esper was the perhaps ideal figure to 

cover the end of the war, given his reputation for extreme productivity and constant 

challenges to the public affairs office. Don North notes in his obituary of Esper that “one 

retired public affairs officer included Esper in a wall montage of ‘all the commanders I 

served under’” (North, 2012). North describes the events that followed Arnett and 

Franjola’s return to the AP office: 

 

Esper wrote his most memorable Vietnam story as the AP bureau chief on April 30, 1975, the day 
Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese. … It wasn't long before two North Vietnamese soldiers walked 
into the AP office. Esper offered them Cokes and stale cake—and he interviewed them. "They 
showed me photographs of their wives and children," Esper recalled. "Vietnamese, South and North, 
Americans, we're all the same, it seems. That's how the war ended for me." Hours later, AP 
communications were cut, but not before the story got out and landed on the front page of The New 
York Times. (North, 2012) 
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Almost exactly a year after MACV closed shop, coke and cake consumed aboard the Blue 

Ridge was a symbolic act of returning home for some correspondents, of putting the war 

behind them. The coke and cake shared in AP’s Saigon office with North Vietnamese 

soldiers served perhaps the same function, cutting through the decade and more of violence 

to a shared moment of tranquility, shared not just with the people in the room but with 

million or so readers of the New York Times. A very brief moment in the lives of the 

Vietnamese, but a lasting peace (or at least disregard) in the American public sphere, as the 

country and its Army turn away from the region. 

What lessons about democratic oversight and military autonomy are revealed in this 

long and complex war? From the journalists’ perspective, Vietnam tipped the balance of 

power all the way back from military dominance to something approximating journalistic 

control. The doctrine and customs in place at the beginning of the war set journalists up to 

have exceptional depth of field and organizational penetration, while technological 

developments combined with broader cultural upheaval meant that some journalists, like 

Halberstam, Sheehan, Arnett, Browne and many others, produced copy that was quickly and 

broadly disseminated to an eager audience. The years of American involvement in Vietnam 

were also years of an American press discovering a new idiom of critique and new 

justifications for inquiry that constitute the birth of a new form of democratic oversight.  

At the level of military high command, a very different story has been told. While 

some media-savvy individuals recognized the need to court the press, Army leaders tended 

to be dismissive of journalists and were instead concerned with navigating the often 

dysfunctional dynamics of civilian (i.e. formal political) oversight. Only after Tet was there 

a consensus among military leaders that domestic political concerns must be integrated into 

operational strategy and organizational grand strategy. 
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Finally, it is important to note that the Vietnam War was good for Army public 

affairs. Despite the Army’s old pattern of closing down public affairs offices at the end of 

hostilities, despite the considerable pressures to downsize facing every Army unit, the 

Office of the Chief of Information kept its doors open, shed only one component, and 

continued to offer a myriad of services in its three fields of responsibility: community 

relations, command information, and public information. With the death of Abrams, the 

Army lost a leader who held strong convictions concerning one vision of Army-media 

relations, honest rather than propagandizing, but also jealous of its secrets and wary of the 

power wielded by journalists. The paradox of Tet, political failure despite operational 

success, would loom large in the minds of many officers for decades as they struggled to 

assess whether the Army had been betrayed by its political masters, by journalists, or by the 

American public it exists to serve. 
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Scandal and Military Mediatization in the Global War on Terror54 

Chapter 3 

 

A number of scholars have recently focused their efforts on connecting mediatization 

literature to the study of militaries and warfare (e.g. Wolfsfeld, 2003; Aday, 2005; McQuail, 

2006; Hoskins and O’Loughlin, 2010; Horton, 2011; Maltby, 2012a, 2012b). Among these, 

Hoskins and O’Loughin (2010) and Maltby (2012a, 2012b) have specifically focused 

attention on two related points: first, that media management is an increasing concern for 

military organizations; and second, there is a historically new strategic significance 

associated with what Maltby calls “unavoidably observable actions” (2012b, p. 92). 

Following in the spirit of these recent interventions, this chapter attempts to sketch the place 

of scandal in the broad mediatization processes transforming militaries and their ways of 

fighting wars.  

Although they constitute one of the most visible sites of media activity surrounding 

contemporary wars, the scandals and controversies that periodically overwhelm the media 

cycle and focus attention on previously-ignored issues have largely been ignored as sites of 

mediatization. One possible source of resistance is the awareness that full-blown military 

scandals are, in fact, relatively rare. On the other hand, attempts by journalists to trigger 

scandal are very common indeed, and the costs accrued by militaries in managing scandal 

are quite considerable. In addition to the costly impression-management organizations and 

practices described by Maltby (2012b) in the British context, these costs in the American 

context might be reasoned to include the loss of valued agents (including general officers, 

from one-star generals such as Bryan Roberts and Jeffrey Sinclair up to four-stars including 

                                                
54 A slightly revised version of this chapter first appeared as: Crosbie, T. (2014), “Scandal and Military 
Mediatization”, Media, War and Conflict, 7(2), 1-20. 
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Stanley McChrystal and William E. Ward) and weapons systems (including cluster bombs, 

tactical nuclear weapons and chemical and biological weapons). This incomplete list 

suggests that the American military, at least, faces a supply-side economy of scandal, in that 

their occupational realm is rich with potentially scandalous material and the national media 

marketplace is crowded with efforts to trigger such scandals.  

Viewed from this perspective, scandal and the attempt to avoid scandal takes on a 

more prominent role in the story of military mediatization. While it is tempting to view 

scandals as exceptional and exogenous events that intrude upon “normal” mediatization 

processes, this is misleading. Scandals tap into deep cultural structures and reveal 

fundamental tensions (Alexander, 2006), and in that sense are in fact endogenous. This is 

made more complex by the fact, forcefully demonstrated by Adut (2008), that scandals are 

not naturalistic: the same material in different contexts may or may not give rise to scandal. 

If we are to capture the place of scandal in the broader effort to theorize the mediatization of 

militaries and warfighting, it is therefore important to think in terms of underdetermined 

scandal material that gains significance for military organizations through its context and 

presentation. Organizational preparation for and response to scandal should thus be viewed 

as aspects of mediatization. 

This chapter grounds the discussion of military mediatization in the case of attempts 

to generate scandals about the US Army during the Global War on Terror (GWOT)55 

leading up to and including the Abu Ghraib affair. On December 26, 2002, the Washington 

Post ran a front-page story that alleged detainee abuse at the CIA’s secret detention center in 

Bagram, Afghanistan. This was the first report on detainee abuse in GWOT. The allegations 

included, among other brutalities, beatings by MPs and forced “stress positions” by CIA 

                                                
55 The “Global War on Terror” is acknowledged to be a contested concept (ethically, politically and militarily), 
but the term is retained in order to remind the reader of the political context of the period in question. 
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operatives (1).56 On November 28, 2009, the Washington Post ran another front-page story 

alleging detainee abuse at Bagram. Two teenagers allege, in the words of the reporter, that 

“they were beaten by American guards, photographed naked, deprived of sleep and held in 

solitary confinement in concrete cells” (Partlow and Tate, 2009).   

These are just two of the dozens of news articles that have alleged abuse at the 

detention center at Bagram, what Afghanis call the “Black Jail” (Rubin, 2009). Despite 

these reports, no one has claimed that the American public has been conspicuously outraged 

by a “Bagram scandal”. Each effort to develop a Bagram scandal failed to precipitate 

subsequent media interest (that is, they did not produce follow-up reports), although these 

efforts were repeated for years by journalists and news outlets reporting on new instances of 

abuse and degradation (e.g. Gall, 2004; Kristof, 2006; Schmitt, 2009; Coren, 2012).57  

One might assume that Americans were simply not interested in prisoner abuse 

stories. But in fact, between the Washington Post’s 2002 and 2009 Bagram reports, the 

United States endured “Abu Ghraib”, the biggest scandal of GWOT, and one concerned 

with events almost indistinguishable from those at Bagram. Ten reports were released in 

major news outlets concerning abusive acts by Americans during GWOT before April 24, 

2004—including, remarkably, reports on the very abuses at the heart of the scandal. 

Nevertheless, general media interest did not pick up until Dan Rather intoned the words 

“Americans did this” at the beginning of his 60 Minutes II report.   

Abu Ghraib was an enormous story. None of the first ten reports of abuse were the 

top news item of the week, but this eleventh, scandalizing report was the biggest item for 

                                                
56 The first eleven reports of abuse during GWOT are included in a separate numbered list at the end of the 
chapter and are referenced by chronological number (1-11) throughout.  
57 Note that subsequent media interest is not implied to be a proxy for broad public outrage. Instead, the 
comparison of the Bagram non-scandal and the Abu Ghraib scandal concerns media coverage, not the feelings 
and opinions of the media’s audience. 
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four weeks (Tyndall Report, 2009).58 The Abu Ghraib scandal was the third biggest scandal 

of the decade (2000-2009), with 366 minutes of coverage on network news, trailing only 

Enron (546 min) and pedophile priests (372 minutes).  

At Bagram in 2002 and 2009 and at Abu Ghraib in 2004, detainees were abused by 

Military Police (MPs), Military Intelligence (MIs) and CIA operatives. At Bagram and at 

Abu Ghraib, detainees were beaten, placed in stress positions, photographed naked, 

deprived of sleep, and confined in small concrete cells. Why did journalists and members of 

the mass audience respond59 to a story of the abuses at Abu Ghraib, the eleventh report of its 

type, and not to the earlier stories of abuses at Bagram? I answer this question below 

through the concept of mediation: the specific way that this material was mediated, 

specifically its capacity to suggest multiple meanings to different audiences, made possible 

several distinct discursive positions.  

In the terms that will be outlined below, I will argue that scandals are useful sites for 

studying the deeper political conversations within which public deliberation about 

institutions and organizations are suspended—that is, their mediation. But further, by 

disaggregating the scandal conversation into multiple streams of feedback (from civil 

society, from conservatives and from the military’s own intellectual communities), we can 

better account for the feedforward (the shaping of future organizational behavior in response 

to media logics). Together, the feedback received by militaries and the feedforward 

                                                
58 The Tyndall Report compares media interest by minutes of network news coverage. During the news week 
of May 3-7, it occupied 122 minutes of network news time; the week of May 10-14, 80 minutes; the week of 
May 17-21, again 80 minutes. The story was displaced in the week of May 24-28 by 42 minutes of reports on 
“Iraq post-war reconstruction efforts”, but was again the biggest news item in the week of May 31-June 4 with 
24 minutes. 
59 The term “mass audience” is used throughout to refer to the conceptually undifferentiated audience of mass 
media. It is intended as a more precise alternative to public (which fails to capture the active role required to 
become an “audience” member) and more value-neutral than “general public” (which may suggest consensus) 
or “public sphere” (which suggests a rationalistic deliberative environment). Members of a mass audience 
respond by producing feedback. This may take the form of editorials, letters, works of art, analysis of works of 
art and the like. The minimal requirement is that meaning is attributed publicly to the event in question. 
Analytically, this feedback can be analyzed according to common themes. 
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produced in response to feedback constitute an important strand of the mediatization of the 

military and its warfighting.60 

The mediatization of war should concern communications scholars both because it 

provides a usefully bounded organizational setting to study a broader social process but also 

because of its very real and direct impact on people’s lives. And while various scholars have 

noted the influence of media on modern militaries, there has yet to emerge a shared 

understanding of what the mediatization of wars and militaries might look like or how it 

might best be studied. In the empirical section of this chapter, I sketch such an approach. 

    

The Mediation of War 

In this section, I locate our theoretical understanding of war within a continuum that 

stresses the importance of the mass audience-military link. In the following section, I draw 

from the field of communication theory to posit a set of tools that can help trace the shaping 

of war by its mediation, a process that I consider one aspect of a broader military mediation, 

and one that unfolds through a combination of feedback (produced by civilians or military 

actors) and feedforward (produced by officials within military organizations in response to 

anticipated feedback). While other scholars have touched on these issues, the concept of 

feedforward, which is borrowed from management literatures (e.g. Meznar and Nigh, 1995), 

is unique in orienting our analysis to anticipated input, which in turn helps to distinguish 

simple mediation from the more complex phenomenon of mediatization.  

Following Livingstone (2009), it is helpful to begin this discussion free from the 

terminological debate over “mediation”, “mediatization” and cognate concepts and instead 

state in simple terms the goal of this research. The task before us is to develop tools to 
                                                
60 While I contend that the concepts of feedback and feedforward are helpful for disentangling the mass of 
chatter around complex media events like scandals, this distinction may also prove helpful for researching 
other aspects of mediatization. At present, however, my comments will be limited to mediatization processes 
triggered by scandal. 
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analyze the seemingly chaotic, random and diffuse linkages between three actors: the mass 

audience, the news media and the military. While these actors may shape each other in a 

variety of ways, this chapter focuses specifically on how their triadic relationship influences 

the fighting of wars.61 This is a timely subject because, simply put, the Global War on 

Terror is not like other American wars. Since it overtly around abstract concepts of terror 

and risk rather than land or regime change, cultural work has a heightened role.62 Hoskins 

and O’Loughlin (2010, p. 3-4) capture this in their notion of  “diffused war”; Maltby presses 

the issue further with the suggestion that “information becomes the war” (2012b, p. 4). 

Battles are fought in media-saturated theaters, and are mediated to many distinct media 

cultures.  

It should be noted that American military tactics and strategy have developed 

extensive responses to this multi-dimensional media context. These include prominently 

Caspar Weinberger and Colin Powell’s doctrines of the 1980s and 1990s (Record, 2007) 

and their focus on avoiding negative publicity; continues through the Marine Corps’ 

development of Three Block War doctrine in the late 1990s and its emphasis on 

humanitarian concerns (Krulak, 1999); and reaches its fruition (for the moment, at least) in 

the adoption of the Counterinsurgency Field Manual 3-24 (2007) and its theory of an 

operational “mosaic”. 

The adoption of Field Manual 3-24 by the US Army and Marine Corps, widely noted 

in the press, reflects a sense of urgency in accounting for the presence of media technology 

on battlefields and the resulting mediation of war. In historical terms, this doctrine marks a 

major shift. The modern state’s long tradition of military organization was built around the 

                                                
61 As noted by Bartels (1993), there are real difficulties in studying media effects. This chapter tries to model 
the way that the interactions of the mass audience, news media and military might lead to definite outcomes, 
but I do not try to specify such effects here. 
62 As I note in the introduction and conclusion to this dissertation, while GWOT does not constitute a complete 
break with the past, and many statist assumptions still drive grand strategic planning, the war is unique in 
formally positing “terrorism” or simply “terror” as the enemy.  
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hierarchical nesting of decision-making, where tactics falls within strategy, but this new 

doctrine predicts an intertwining of tactical and strategic levels. In other words, whereas 

traditionally, at the tactical level, the soldier’s decisions are nested within a narrow spectrum 

allotted to him by a junior officer, whose decisions are in turn nested within a slightly less 

narrow spectrum determined by his commanding officer, and so on, the new doctrine 

demands that all soldiers recognize their actions as having an intrinsic strategic horizon.  

The doctrine reflects real differences in the mediation of war observed on the field of 

combat. Professional reporters benefit from ever more powerful and accurate audio and 

video equipment. At the same time, recording technology keeps getting cheaper and 

smaller: the professionals are now joined by legions of amateurs. In terms of culture, too, 

not only does the American military offer increasing depth of organizational access to 

professionals, but it now contends with soldiers sharing videos of combat on the internet 

(Mortensen, 2009; see also Wright, 2004, p. 74) and officers flocking to the “chattering 

class” of public policy commentators (e.g. figures such as Nathaniel Fick and Andrew Exum 

and online platforms such as SmallWarsJournal.com and Foreign Policy’s AfPak Channel).  

While the US military has focused increasingly on the issue of mediation as a central 

pivot in civil-military relations, only a small minority of scholars, many of them working in 

the interdisciplinary field of communication research, have followed suit. This literature has 

in turn been criticized quite severely. In particular, McQuail (2006, p. 114) notes that this 

research has consistently undertheorized the mass audience. In sum, then, some scholars, 

especially those writing in the traditional subfields of Civil-Military Relations and Military 

Sociology, still assume that militaries are fundamentally closed organizations, and so 

buffered from mass audience discussion or journalistic crusades. Others acknowledge that 

the mediating of war matters to militaries, but look only to the interaction between 

journalists and military actors, ignoring the cultural context and role of the mass audience. 
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In turning to scandal as a key node linking the mass audience to the military through the 

work of journalists, it is possible to follow Maltby (2012), Hoskins and O’Loughlin (2010) 

and others in identifying linkages between audiences and organizational structures, and 

thereby to sketch a richer vision of the mediation of war, one that is vast and variable but 

also textured in comprehensible ways.  

 

The Mediatization of War 

Several thoughtful histories of the term “mediatization” have been offered in recent 

years (e.g. Livingstone, 2009; Lundby, 2009; Friesen and Hug, 2009; Hepp, 2012; Maltby, 

2012a). Notwithstanding these efforts, the term remains underdetermined. While this is 

certainly true of the concept as used outside of communication theory,63 the term varies 

considerably even within the specialist community of mediatization scholars. Nevertheless, 

many communication theorists share a core intuition about the concept that can help move 

our analysis beyond the mere mediation of war to something more specific. 

One way to gain leverage over the complexity of this field is to think in terms of 

separate strands of cultural material, termed here “feed”. This is a useful means of escaping 

the tendency toward eliding the material that circulates in the public sphere, which is often 

drawn upon as evidence in these discussion, with organizational processes that respond to 

such material but which are much harder for civilians to access. A second-order clarification 

must also be made between feed as it is produced and consumed. Much like any cultural 

product, the feed “consumed” by military organizations might be distorted, elected and 

configured in ways that have little to do with their initial production. The very images at the 

heart of the Abu Ghraib scandal are powerful evidence of this (Sontag, 2004). These images 

                                                
63 E.g. in cultural studies, Jameson (1991) defines mediatization as media self-awareness; in history, Wijfjes 
(2009) conflates media logics and mediatization; in anthropology, Agha (2011) defines mediatization as the 
commodification of information. 
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feed “back” to the military through the work of civil society advocates in ways unimagined 

by the soldiers taking the pictures; but so too the meaning of this feedback is fed “forward” 

by military professionals in ways that may well be incomprehensible to those civil society 

advocates. Feed and context are analytical categories that must be carefully distinguished in 

discussions of military mediatization. 

These distinctions have not been effectively described in other mediatization 

research in part because this literature is built on often quite divergent presuppositional 

frameworks. This can be seen in the variety of actors that are modeled as driving the 

process. If we consider Asp’s (1983) influential precursor theory, the drivers of 

mediatization are members of the news media. Schulz (1997, 2004), McQuail (2006) and 

Couldry (2008) follow this track. Others put political elites in the driver’s seat: Kepplinger 

(2002), Wolfsfeld (2003), Aday (2005), Cottle (2006), Esser (2009) and Stromback (2008), 

for example, all look at the process through the eyes of political collectives who either 

pressure journalists to shape the media environment or adapt their own practices to conform 

to media norms. A third variation of the literature has pointed to broader classes of actors, 

either media understood very generally, as with Lundby (2009), Krotz (2009) and Hepp 

(2009), or macro-level societal units, as with Hjarvard (2008), Stromback (2008), 

Livingstone (2009) and Hepp, Hjarvard and Lundby (2010).64  

This diversity of actor is matched by a diversity of processes and outcomes. While 

the earliest research was firmly rooted in specific institutional spaces (e.g. Asp, 1983), 

scholars have tended to envision macro-level outcomes derived from meta-processes (e.g. 

Hjarvard, 2008; Krotz, 2009). This tendency maps on to a number of recent efforts to 

develop global stadial theories, e.g. Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) and Bimber (2002). 

                                                
64 This latter stance has been recently scaled-down by Hjarvard (2013) to the meso-level, reflecting a growing 
consensus in the community also echoed in an editorial statement by Couldry and Hepp (2013). 



!

!

154!
Major interventions in the field have come from Couldry (2008), Hepp (2009) and 

Hepp, Hjarvard and Lundby (2010). These criticisms have differed in some respects, but 

share certain conclusions. Each has criticized the teleological assumptions of the macro, 

stadial versions of mediatization, which seem to cast all media as sharing a common logic 

and all societal units as equally susceptible to the same transformations. Each critical 

interventional has also advocated for greater awareness of historical contingency and closer 

attention to organizational, technological and regional diversity. 

While a recent special issue of Communication Theory (2013, 23.3) suggests an 

increasing consensus among mediatization scholars concerning the concept and its 

application, it is worthwhile considering an earlier objection raised by Couldry (2008) to 

using mediatization, a specialist term without an immediately obvious meaning, rather than 

the existing term “mediation”. One objection is that the mediation of warfighting, perhaps 

more so than the mediation of other phenomena, includes quite separate but still 

consequential varieties of mediation that have nothing to do with news media and 

entertainment. For example, night-vision goggles and subvocal communication technologies 

allow for extraordinarily mediated experiences in battlefields; remote sensors mediate the 

experiences of pilots and sailors (Adamsky, 2010; see also Mortensen, 2009); and drones 

allow officers in Syracuse, NY, to kill people in Afghanistan (Bumiller, 2012). These are all 

fully mediated experiences and worthy of research, but should be analytically separated 

from instances of mediation where the process is affected by the logics of news media and 

from the processes of mass audience deliberation.  

Furthermore, following Hepp’s (2009) response to Couldry (2008), mediatization 

remains an intriguing and rewarding term precisely for the diversity and nuance that it 

captures. While it remains tempting to some to overreach and imagine a fully and uniformly 

mediatized global society, the concept has repeatedly been infused with the opposite logic 
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(e.g. Couldry and Hepp 2013, p. 195-198). Across the board, there has been a sensitivity to 

mediatization’s feedback (Asp, 1983) or cyclical character (Aday, 2005), a focus on its 

interrelation processes (Hepp, Hjarvard and Lundby, 2010), on interactions and 

interdependencies (Stromback, 2008), on filtering (Livingstone, 2009) and remediating 

(Lundby, 2009). This shared intuition recalls structuration, but reflects an additional sense 

of the entwining and mirroring triggered between institutions by media. 

For these reasons, I introduce here the concepts of feedback and feedforward as 

purely heuristic tools intended to help encourage precision in thinking about mediatization 

processes. At the beginning of this section, I advanced the claim that feed and context 

should both be analytically clarified in the course of describing mediatization processes. Of 

course, as we can see now, I am not the first person to have this intuition, but rather advance 

“feed” in particular as a tool to link together the separate conceptualizations (e.g. cycle, 

interrelation, interaction, dependency, molding) described above. Feedback and 

feedforward, which can be understood as means of categorizing Hepp’s (2009, 2012) 

molding forces, offer more precision in describing separate but related sequences without 

collapsing them together or prioritizing one at the expense of the other. Feedback is the 

more familiar concept, and is composed of mediated representations that comment on or 

refer to an institution. The mass audience is both audience and actor, since content comes 

from the mass audience, e.g. in the form of editorials and, increasingly, comments in digital 

forums. At an abstract level, all production of information addressing the action of a closed 

organization by members of the mass audience might be termed feedback. However, there 

are clear channels of delivery that prioritize certain forms of feedback over other forms. 

Civil society and public intellectuals in particular occupy central feedback positions, 

transmitting their viewpoints through media to the mass audience or (and perhaps 

increasingly) to targeted audiences.   
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The public character of feedback processes should not be mistaken for the sort of 

rationalistic deliberation we sometimes associate with the public sphere. Rather, events can 

be more realistically rendered by conceiving them as operating within a given civil sphere 

(Alexander, 2006), a space of pre-existing meanings, symbols and feelings, with polemical 

stances fitting into deep grooves. This is an important step because it challenges the 

assumption that mediatization will be rationalistic. Abuse scandals like Abu Ghraib concern 

organizational matters that are not logically connected to warfare, but it is through their 

contingent cultural properties—that is, their ability to resonate with deeply-rooted 

meanings—that they gain strategic prominence.  

The less familiar concept of feedforward is the intra-organizational corollary to 

feedback. It is a set of new signals produced within an organization in response to feedback 

and in anticipation of future mediation (and, as a result, future feedback). Actors inside 

organizations respond to feedback from outside, but this matters to the organization in ways 

that are separate from how they matter to any given external public. Significantly, a concept 

that is “fed forward,” that is to say, integrated into an organization’s policies and routines, 

may have only superficial resemblances to the material to which it is responding (the 

feedback). Analytically, we must separate that variety of organizational interventions in 

public debates from those debates that happen inside and trigger organizational change—

and which are often quite distinctive. This latter category, which I term feedforward, is 

again textured and traced with polemical grooves, but these may well be unique to the 

organization.  

While the feedback-feedforward approach to mediatization demands a fine-grained 

analysis, it also captures something simple and not always obvious. Scandals have the 

peculiar ability to make people care. For militaries, this matters to the degree that the 

feedback from the public proves disruptive to the military’s monopoly on force; but also to 
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the degree that the feedforward it produces in its doctrine triggers changes in its warfighting 

capabilities. As will be seen, the events on the ground are of secondary importance; what 

matters is their mediation. 

 

Why Feedback? 

The theory outlined above postulates that mediatization occurs through the 

development of public feedback and the internalization of a response in the form of private 

feedforward. In this section, the empirical case of the Abu Ghraib scandal is put forward in 

order to model how such an approach might work. However, due to the closed character of 

the US Army, it is not possible at this juncture to provide definite evidence of organizational 

feedforward. Rather, one strand of internal Army feedback is analyzed to gain clarity on 

how the meanings mobilizing within Army organizations differ from those that enter the 

military from outside. 

I select this case on the grounds that it was GWOT’s biggest news item, as noted 

above. Further, its unique characteristics triggered a variety of distinct polemical stances 

from a broad spectrum of public commentators.65 Finally, the scandal produced an unusual 

amount of publically-available internal military commentary. While this commentary does 

not reveal organizational change per se, it is suggestive of a specific set of differences 

within one important realm of military thought. Of course, the Abu Ghraib scandal is not a 

standard or generalizable event, but is instead chosen as an exaggerated site where feedback 

from the mass audience and military is produced in relatively great quantities. 

The first eleven reports of abuse, listed below, varied by source, length, prominence 

and author’s professional standing. These reports were drawn from a variety of media: 

                                                
65 Feedback was sampled through a LexisNexis search for “Abu Ghraib” in US newspapers for April 24-May 
5, 2004. This resulted in 333 news items from 65 newspapers. Comments from major public figures were also 
selected as indicative of broader discourses (Sontag, Apel, Limbaugh and Beck). 



!

!

158!
articles in newspapers (the Associated Press, Los Angeles Times, New York Times, 

Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal); long-format pieces published on a news website 

(Salon.com) and in a news magazine (The Nation); and the 60 Minutes II television report 

on CBS. As such, they represent a broad spectrum of audiences and journalistic practices 

(and notably, each of outlet produced stories on Abu Ghraib following the 60 Minutes II 

report).   

Table 3.1: List of reports by media context. 
Case Date Source Page # Author Words 

1 26-Dec-02 WP Cover Dana Priest, Barton 
Gellman. 

2640 

2 4-Mar-03 WSJ B1. Jess Bravin and Gary 
Fields. 

870 

3 13-Mar-03 N Cover. Eyal Press. 3340 
4 17-Mar-03 NYT A11. Marc Lacey. 770 
5 18-Aug-03 LAT A10. David Lamb, Ester 

Schrader. 
1550 

6 5-Oct-03 AP n/a. Charles J. Hanley. 600 
7 17-Jan-04 NYT A7. Eric Schmitt. 370 
8 20-Jan-04 CNN n/a Barbara Starr. 550 
9 3-Mar-04 S n/a Jen Banbury. 4650 

10 21-Mar-04 NYT A14 Thom Shanker. 625 
11 28-Apr-04 60M n/a Dan Rather. 650 

AP = Associated Press. LAT = Los Angeles Times. N = The Nation. NYT = New York Times.   
S = Salon.com. WP = Washington Post. WSJ = Wall Street Journal. 60M = 60 Minutes II. 
 

Reports 1-4 occurred after the September 11 attacks and during the UN-backed war in 

Afghanistan. Reports 5-11 were released during the far less popular war in Iraq. This would 

sustain the argument that audiences would be more receptive to controversy-inducing efforts 

after March 20, 2003, but fails to make sense of the failure of reports 5-10 or the failure of 

subsequent efforts to induce a Bagram scandal. A more nuanced reading, one that correlates 

the meanings of the reports with their discursive and symbolic context, is needed.  

The reports themselves support the analysis as polemical exchanges (Dascal, 1998) 

in a pre-existing civil-military conversation. Some reports are written with the attitude of a 

discussion between the journalist and military, where the reader takes the place of impassive 

witness. Here, the stakes are small, involving only the observation that the military is 
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responding appropriately to internal problems. Other reports dispute how the military or 

political administration runs the war. The 60 Minutes II report is somewhat different, 

drawing from both rhetorical attitudes but also reflecting a high degree of interpretive 

ambiguity.  

In the discussions of military abuse, there is no evident tension between the 

journalist’s attitudes and the ethics of the military as such. These reports reflect agreement 

between the journalist and the military that an agent of the military has done something 

wrong. Lt. Col. West’s actions are reported as criminal offenses that are properly being 

investigated by the military by Schmitt (7) and Shanker (10). Likewise, and more 

remarkably, the events at Abu Ghraib are three times merely “discussed” (in this technical 

sense), by Schmitt (7), Starr (8) and Shankar (10).  

The strongly editorializing reports, particularly by Priest and Gellman (1), Press (3) 

and Banbury (9), are indeed sophisticated polemical efforts. The goal in (1) is stated 

explicitly: to convince the reader that “the picture that emerges [of the administration] is of 

a brass-knuckled quest for information” (p. 1). These reports aim to “win”, that is, convince 

the reader that the military’s attitude and behavior are simply wrong.  

The 60 Minutes II report is somewhat more complicated. The report opens on the 

photograph of a hooded prisoner. For 3 seconds, there is silence, as the camera slowly pulls 

back. Famed reporter Dan Rather’s familiar voice breaks the silence with the words, 

“Americans did this to an Iraqi prisoner”.66 The first 7 seconds of the report are emotionally 

taught, implicating the majority of viewers, as Americans, in the strange and disturbing 

scene they are being shown.  

                                                
66 Dan Rather has long had an ambivalent reputation, but was unquestionably one of the most prominent 
reporters in the United States at the time of the report. He was at the time both a reporter for 60 Minutes and its 
spin-off 60 Minutes II and the anchor of the CBS Evening News, having replaced legendary anchor Walter 
Cronkite (Auletta, 2005).   
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However, Rather quickly shifts tones, describing the events from the military’s 

perspective: 

  

According to the U.S. Army, the man was told to stand on a box with his head covered with wires 
attached to his hands. He was told that if he fell off the box, he would be electrocuted. It was this 
picture and dozens of others that prompted an investigation by the U.S. Army. Yesterday, we asked 
General Mark Kimmitt, deputy director of Coalition Operations in Iraq, what went wrong. (p. 11) 
 

Gen. Mark Kimmitt offers the military’s interpretation: 

 

Frankly, I think all of us are disappointed at the actions of the few. You know, every day we love our 
soldiers and—but frankly, some days we're not always proud of our soldiers. 
 

Rather and Kimmitt are presented to the viewer as in agreement about the nature of a 

problem, namely that a crime has taken place in Iraq involving the photographed prisoner. 

Kimmitt’s perspective, however, is undercut by the photographs that play across the screen 

as Rather introduces him. Soldiers Charles Graner and Megan Ambuhl are seen in medium-

shot, smiling in front of a flesh-colored mass. The camera pulls out to reveal that they are 

reacting to a pyramid of naked detainees, shown from the front. This is made even more 

startling by the inclusion of a reverse shot of the group, almost entirely blurred by censors. 

Next, the camera pulls away from another close-up on a hooded detainee to reveal a smiling 

soldier, Lynndie England, giving the thumbs-up and pointing to the prisoner’s blurred 

genital region.  

 

Feedback 1: Civil Society Invades 

Rather’s report contained two conflicting interpretations of the images. In Kimmitt’s 

account, the images are particularistic. They are metonyms of human failure, disclosing the 

aberrant character of those soldiers present during the abuses, “the actions of a few”. 
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However, also inherent in Rather’s report is the trope that would be adopted by prominent 

civil society advocates, namely the claim that “Americans did this”, an interpretation of the 

images in universal terms as metaphors implicating many people not obviously associated 

with the photographed events. A metaphorical interpretation severs the images from their 

organizational context and turns them into symbols of evil, not, as the metonymic reading 

suggests, failure or dysfunction.  

The struggle to generalize either a metaphorical or metonymic reading is the core of 

the deeper meaning-struggle of the scandal. For the months following Rather’s report, 

members of civil society “invaded” the military through a sequence of attacks rooted in 

metaphorical readings of the dozen or so published photographs.  

 The first week following the Rather report (April 28-May 5, 2004) suggests the 

cascading logic of press follow-up. The following table indicates the considerable diversity 

and frequency of articles written with reference to “Abu Ghraib”:  

Table 3.2: “Abu Ghraib” in American Newspapers 
 

 

 

 

 

I provide information on the use of the term in two national newspapers to suggest 

the broad audiences exposed to the debate. The total number of reports suggests a snowball 

effect, where a sudden spike in interest with the initial report led to sustained, growing 

interest for several weeks. The decrease in the third and fourth weeks is considerable, but 

nevertheless indicates quite frequent references to Abu Ghraib. The total number of papers 

indicates that the story becomes known across the country.  

  21 Apr-
28 Apr 

29 Apr-
5 May 

6 May-
12 May 

13 May-
19 May 

20 May-
26 May 

27 May- 
2 Jun 

New York Times 2 34 110 102 85 44 
Washington Post 3 35 108 73 74 38 
Total # of reports: 61 329 1209 1217 889 503 
Total # of newspapers: 43 86 106 114 109 107 
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A deeper exploration of the stories suggests that the cascading logic of controversy 

is also present in how commentators interpret the images. People across the country, in 

many dozens of American cities, were reading journalistic accounts and editorials and 

responding with their own opinion pieces. These instances of audience feedback provide 

another dimension in our understanding of broader cultural patterns underlying the various 

strands of feedback that would ultimately be received by the military. 

There are strong commonalities among these reports. The New York Times’s first 

editorial comment on the abuses simply advocated a “fair but thorough” investigation 

“examining culpability along the entire chain of command” (Abuses at Abu Ghraib, 2004). 

This is in line with the military’s metonymic reading. Its second comment on the abuses 

(May 3, 2004) shifted tone, reflecting an increasingly emotional rhetoric in its title, “The 

Nightmare at Abu Ghraib”. 

The following day, the New York Times printed ten letters to the editor under the title 

“The Shame of Abu Ghraib: Voices of Revulsion”. Most of the letters ask for investigation 

into or an acceptance of responsibility by President Bush and congressional and military 

leaders. One letter argues that “this is no time for polite deference to the powerful… the 

responsibilities ultimately go to the commander in chief and his cabinet” (Bell, 2004). Four 

other letters to the editor (Singh, 2004; Seaquist, 2004; Robertson, 2004; and Nashashibi, 

2004) lay the blame directly on Bush or the military’s chain of command and advocate for 

broader and fearless investigation.  

Two writers of letters to the editor see the events as having symbolically polluted the 

entire country, instances of strongly metaphorical readings. Joan Z. Greiner (2004) claims 

that Lynndie England “shamed me and every ordinary American woman with her conduct”. 

Mary Robertson (2004) asks Bush to apologize to the Arab world, as “these actions have 

humiliated our whole country and violated our most basic sense of why we went into Iraq”. 
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Twenty-seven days after the Rather report, scholar Susan Sontag (2004) makes the 

claim that “the photographs are us… representative of the fundamental corruptions of any 

foreign occupation together with the Bush administration’s distinctive policies”. The 

meaning of the images is almost entirely metaphorical in Sontag’s account. Likewise, art 

historian Dora Apel (2005) takes up Sontag’s claim that the images are like photographs of 

American lynchings.  

By interpreting the images as metaphors indicating general guilt, academics and 

intellectuals indict the military as an uncivil organization and the Bush administration as 

evil. Their metaphorical interpretations naturalize a set of connections between surface and 

depth until it seems obvious that these photographs demonstrate general sexual dysfunction 

among Americans, a torture culture, or other forms of American evil that offends and 

disturbs—and that requires reform.  

 

Feedback 2: Conservatives Respond 

This universalistic interpretation is powerful, especially when wielded by skillful 

rhetoricians like Sontag. However, attempts to define the photographs as broad metaphors 

of political and military evil were countered by those with quite different political agendas. 

Conservatives actively opposed civil society’s efforts to implicate the military and political 

administration in the events.   

Rush Limbaugh (2007) famously associated the images with fraternity hazing 

rituals. He elaborated on his thinking in a radio segment in 2007, where he addresses his 

comments to Bill Moyers, a left-leaning journalist:  

 

When I saw the first pictures of Abu Ghraib with the Islamofascists in a pyramid, I said it looked like 
a fraternity hazing stunt. My reaction to this is because I knew what the people reporting on this, like 
[you,] Mr. Moyers, were trying to do. You were trying to destroy the U.S. military. … You were 
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trying to harm the war effort… you tried to paint, tar and feather the entire U.S. Military as being just 
like those renegades inside Abu Ghraib. (Limbaugh, 2007)  
 

Limbaugh is admitting here that his association of the images with the metaphor of 

hazing ritual was strategic, intended to undermine what he considered equally strategic 

efforts to “tar and feather” the entire military for actions taken by “renegades”. This is a 

polemical effort to counter civil society interpretations of the images as broad metaphors by 

interpreting them instead as narrow metaphors, referring to a small group of wrongdoers. 

For Limbaugh, the images reveal the essence of the abusers to be renegades, outsiders, and 

they reveal the abusees to be Islamofascists. As he argues the point, it is absurd to use the 

images to criticize the war effort, since the one has nothing to do with the other. 

Interpreted in this way, the often flippant attitude taken by many conservative 

commentators toward the abuses can be understood as consistent behavior given the premise 

that the abuses implicate only a small group of peripheral actors in any real guilt. Thus, 

when conservative commentators Glenn Beck and Mark Steyn joke about the abuses, they 

dismiss the issue as one of broad important and instead relegate it to a degree of absurd 

insignificance:  

 

BECK:   Well, I mean Abu Ghraib was hm, a bit, don’t you think?  
STEYN:  Yeah it was a guy, whatever it was, a banana and Victoria’s Secret panties, I mean, 

big deal. (Beck, 2009)  
 

This exchange suggests that from a certain perspective, the symbolic qualities of the 

images are so irrelevant to discussions of the war effort that they can be casually laughed 

off. Abu Ghraib in this view is “hm”, anomalous, curious, irrelevant. 

Regardless of how strategic and disingenuous the pundits are being, they reflect a 

perspective on the images that may strike many viewers as the obvious and only reasonable 

interpretation, and they would not (in a rationalistic sense) be wrong. These images can 
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sustain multiple, contradictory meanings. Without a detailed study of audience reception, of 

course, there is no way to say how these or any reports were interpreted. However, what is 

significant for our present purposes is that these conservative commentators proposed a 

common analytical perspective that differed dramatically from that produced by many civil 

society commentators, specifically in that the conservatives draw on narrow metaphors 

revealing the evil of a few outsiders. 

 

Feedback 3: Internal Military Feedback 

Instead of viewing the images metaphorically, some inside the military accepted 

them as metonyms with self-evident meanings. By searching for references to “Abu Ghraib” 

in monographs published by the Strategic Studies Institute (a part of the U.S. Army War 

College),67 I have found three common classes of narrow metonymic readings of the 

images. Only in one report, cited below, did the author view the images as metonymic 

reflections of guilt beyond those directly involved.  

The first category of response is to argue that the abuses in the images were simply 

not important events in themselves. Drinkwine (2009) describes the events as a “mishap”, 

while Iverson (2006) describes them as an “unfortunate situation” (p. 93).  

The second category of response is to observe that others wrongly identify the 

images as metaphors, and wrongly use these metaphors as examples of fundamental 

problems in the military. Several commentators (Jones, 2005, pp. 6-7; Dauber, 2009, p. 63) 

argue that insurgents explicitly operationalize symbolic readings of the images in order to 

erode support for the United States, often by adding verbal or visual references to the abuses 

in the videos they make of their beheading of Westerners. Pumphrey (2008, p. 137) 

                                                
67 The monographs that I cited for the present paper are included in a separate list in the references below. 
These monographs were chosen by searching by keyword “Abu Ghraib” on the SSI website. 
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critically describes the images as a “propaganda gift” to insurgents. These scholars identify 

several other places where this process is unfolding: in the U.K. (Edlin, 2006, 57), in 

Kuwait (Terrill, 2007, p. 50), in Jordan (Terrill, 2008, p. 46), and domestically (Martin, 

2007, p. 130; Jaeger, 2007, p. 23).  

The final version of the narrow metonymic response is to identify the abuses as 

evidence to support the existence of the “strategic soldier”. The problem is described as 

twofold: soldiers really are important strategic actors; but this was not recognized at Abu 

Ghraib until the images were revealed. Zuhur (2006a) notes that “these problems while 

representative in the least of American intentions, were nevertheless very damaging to the 

U.S. moral position” (p. 57), a perspective echoed by Marcella (2008, p. 34). Both agree 

with Whitlock’s (2006) conclusion that “Every soldier needs to be aware of public 

relations” (p. 17), which is indeed Krulak’s argument. Zuhur (2006b) optimistically notes 

that this is being reflected in military policy changes (p. 38).  

Only one of the monographs used the images to accuse the military of organizational 

dysfunction. Rocheleau (2008) concludes from his assessment of the abuses that far more of 

the military command structure should bear responsibility that has done so. He notes,  

 

The U.S. Army has a record of prosecuting its own criminals, but such trials all too often seem to be 
conditional on publicity leaks and confined to the rounding up of low-ranked “bad apples,” while 
ignoring command responsibility. (p. 27; see also note on p. 31) 
 

Here, Rocheleau demonstrates the fluidity between a narrow and broad interpretation 

of the abuses. By reading the images metonymically, commentators can be led to a spectrum 

of conclusions about how much of the military or political structure is connected to the 

abuses. These remain particularistic and not universalistic to the degree that the 

commentator’s outrage is tied to the abuses themselves and not what they symbolize.  
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Of course, this sample is far from generalizable and provides only a glimpse into the 

logic underlying the formal feedforward processes, which requires detailed research to fully 

understand. Nevertheless, they hint at a military that receives external feedback through a 

thick organizational filter. The feedback produced within the military is in this sense 

qualitatively different from and out of step with either of the categories of feedback 

produced outside the organization.  

 

Shifting to a Feedforward Research Paradigm 

The notion of a civil-military conversation pre-existing any given public discussion 

of the military helps ground research in the sort of “crowded marketplace” scenario 

described by Bimber (2003). A rich understanding of such a conversation—only a sketch of 

which has been attempted here—will help predict the sorts of exceptional information 

needed to generate interest. All other information is likely to just “rally the base”. The 

benefit added by thinking in terms of both feedback and feedforward is that we can better 

grasp the ways that institutions like the military endeavor to change the pre-existing 

conversation. 

Throughout this chapter, I have hesitated to articulate the link between these strands 

of feedback and whatever feedforward may have been produced as a result of the scandal. 

Thorough research based on still-classified records is needed to satisfy this question, and it 

is the intention of this chapter to encourage and guide such research. However, some 

preliminary remarks may be helpful to gain a richer sense of how to link the two parts of our 

argument, the contingency of feedback and the relation of this to feedforward. Reports 

published by Armed Forces employees are suggestive of the dominance of internal feedback 

logics over the feedforward process. For example, Bland (2005) analyzes the effects of the 

scandal on Army interrogation practices, finding that it the scandal triggered a feedforward 
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process of rationalizing interrogation (removing torture from the menu) and has therefore 

improved the quality of extracted information. However, this process has had the 

unintended consequence of revealing to American enemies “new interrogation resistance 

techniques” (Bland 2005: 14), including the benefit of making false accusations of abuse. 

What actually feeds forward is an empirical question. Certainly, interrogation doctrine was 

changed. But given Bland’s observation of the costs of not torturing and his expectation that 

untortured detainees will still allege torture, there remains good cause to question the depth 

of penetration of that doctrinal adjustment. 

Each strand of feedforward needs similarly nuanced attention. We may anticipate in 

this case and indeed in almost any case that the feedforward that follows a major scandal 

will be concerned with both preventing acts of deviance and altering the perception of 

deviance—especially the capacity to perceive to it. The adoption of counterinsurgency 

doctrine and the promotion of media-savvy generals who espouse more palatable views on 

human rights should also be considered part of a global feedforward process, tied to 

preventing the sorts of feedback that is visible to the institution. Studying feedback is 

immensely useful in focusing our attention on feedforward, but both elements needs to be 

accounted for it we are to begin to understand just how it is that scandals affect social life. 

Of course, our case is an extreme outlier. With Abu Ghraib, the trigger for feedback 

was manifestly strange and remarkable. However, even with strong and attention-grabbing 

material to work with, feedback is a difficult and highly contingent form of cultural work. 

To add a further dimension of complexity, internal military feedback is likely to vary widely 

from external, civilian feedback, as polemical positions from outside get translated into 

organizational terms and tested against internal perspectives.  

This is significant for future research designed to consider the organizational 

consequences of scandal on militaries. While Maltby (2012b) has done pioneering work on 
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the issue of the reciprocal nature of military and media professionals’ working relationships 

and several scholars have made significant inroads into the complex issue of embedded war 

correspondence (Tumber 2004, Fahmy and Johnson 2005, Lindner 2009; see also Kavotsky 

and Carlson 2003, Schechter 2003), there is a gap in our collective understanding of broad 

media events like scandal as a factor in military policy and decision-making.  

The acts of “invasion” and “reaction” are instances of mediation. However, as they 

feed into the U.S. military, they contribute to the difficult-to-observe process of 

mediatization. In terms of the mediatization of war, this research suggests, on one hand, that 

the American military has a secondary buffering beyond its formal capacities for censorship. 

The history of American war reporting has partly inured the mass audience to the sorts of 

atrocity that occur in war, which makes the work of journalists ever more difficult. On the 

other hand, the American military’s doctrine increasingly prioritizes the mediation of war. 

We can perhaps predict an even more resilient military public relations system than is 

sometimes suggested (e.g. Cottle, 2006). The American military can be expected to stay 

ahead of journalistic efforts to the degree that its feedforward is responsive to the specifics 

of the American civil-military conversation. In other words, more Bagrams, fewer Abu 

Ghraibs. However, doing so would require a sensitivity to the sorts of meanings that are 

current in the broader public, which the organizational culture of the US Army, at least, 

makes difficult. 

Couldry (2008) and Hepp (2009) critique the tendency to posit unitary media logics 

and to fail to specify fields of action. Taking these critiques seriously demands we consider 

variance among mediated militaries. Some states may be home to highly mediated but not 

mediatized militaries, e.g. Russia and China, where there is broad journalistic interest in 

these militaries but less press freedom and stronger governmental resilience to external 

feedback. Others may have nationally-mediatized militaries, e.g. Switzerland and Denmark, 
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which are likely responsive to local feedback but which generate little international interest. 

Still others may have a transnationally-mediatized military, at the level of a geographical 

bloc (e.g. France in relation to the EU mass audience) or alliance (e.g. Turkey in relation to 

NATO member-state mass audiences). Only a few are likely to be susceptible to 

mediatization forces from across the globe. The U.S. military is certainly among them, but 

much comparative research needs to be done in these areas.  

Following Hepp (2009), this chapter argues that the crucial issue is the molding 

force of the media, in this case its molding of military organizations. Using the language of 

feedforward and feedback, we can refine Hjarvard’s (2008) broad category of indirect 

mediatization to capture such molding processes. Whatever the deeper theoretical 

commitments, much empirical research needs to be done to open up the feedforward side of 

the equation. In this chapter, all that has been is to sketch the gulf between perspectives on 

feedback that suggest in turn challenges to adequately addressing (through feedforward 

processes) anticipated feedback in the future. The benefit of viewing scandal as separate and 

internally diverse streams of feedback and feedforward is to gain clarity in our 

understanding of the shaping tendency, rather than direct effect, of scandal on organizations. 

If the U.S. military is mediatizing, than it mediatizes partly on its own terms.  

Indeed, an important final note is that the empirical research here supplements rather 

than grounds the theoretical investigation. In the case of military organizations, feedback 

can be researched much more easily than feedforward, but both elements of the equation 

must be considered as we move forward in our understanding of mediatization. The 

mediatization of war remains an exciting area of research because it promises to shed light 

on a phenomena of broad concern which, despite sometimes awkward terminology, can be 

expressed in simple terms: we are all involved in the fighting of war.  
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Conclusion 

“Honesty is the 1st chapter in the book of wisdom”  
- Thomas Jefferson, letter to Nathaniel Macomb, January 12, 1819 
 

In early December 1969, Senator J. William Fulbright led an investigation into Defense 

public affairs, with testimony stretching over four days and one hundred and ten pages of 

the Congressional Record. Fulbright’s investigation was a response to a remark made by 

Vice President Spiro Agnew following press criticism of Nixon’s Silent Majority speech 

and the shocking news about My Lai. Agnew (Reeves, 2001, p. 148) had alleged that “a 

small group of men, numbering perhaps no more than a dozen anchormen, commentators, 

and executive producers” are responsible for the network news that is watched by and 

influences 40 million American voters. Fulbright turned the tables by talking about “another 

group of men who are working to shape public opinion”.68 He estimated it at 2,800: the staff 

of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs and the staffs of Navy, Air Force 

and Army Offices of Information. Fulbright described them as “a group that obediently 

serves the administration aims… its existence should concern all those interested in 

preserving our democratic system and the tradition of the free press”.69 

Agnew’s caricature of a renegade press undermining the state is only slightly more 

exaggerated than Fulbright’s caricature of government propagandists brain-washing the 

public. Fulbright, though, recognized the imbalance of power between the state and the 

polity. An unlovable press (Schudson, 2008), even one as antagonistic as Agnew believed 

the American press to be during the Vietnam War, nevertheless provides the voting public 

with a secondary perspective on the power of the state. The public affairs efforts of state 

                                                
68  Fulbright, Sen. [AR]. (1969, December 1). “Public relations in the Department of Defense”. In 
Congressional Record, 115,27, p. S36129. Retrieved from Lexis/Nexis Congressional Database. 
69  Fulbright, Sen. [AR]. (1969, December 1). “Public relations in the Department of Defense”. In 
Congressional Record, 115,27, p. S36129-30. Retrieved from Lexis/Nexis Congressional Database. 
 (36129-30). 
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agencies do the opposite, reiterating the alchemy that fuses together the state’s concentration 

of force and its legitimacy. Fulbright recognized clearly the vicious circle (Merton, 1968, p. 

478) triggered by overreaching public information officers:  

 

there is something basically unwise and undemocratic about a system which taxes the public to 
finance a propaganda campaign aimed at persuading the same taxpayers that they must spend more 
tax dollars to subvert their independent judgment… John Q. Public does not stand a chance.70 

 

The democratic impulse, expressed so vigorously here, brings to mind the epigraph by 

Thomas Jefferson at the top of this section. Is an honest state, a wise state, possible? Can a 

dishonest state still make claim to being genuinely democratic? The Agnew-Fulbright 

debate also reminds us of the human scale of the story I tell here. “The state” does not stand 

apart from the agents of the state; they are it. An honest state, in this sense, would mean an 

honest military, with honest military public affairs officers and honest generals. It would 

also require honest political leaders, and honest dealings with foreign powers.  

This, at least, is the utopian possibility of a mature and fully mediatized democracy, 

but it is not the reality we inhabit, and it is not likely that war will ever be a realm of truths. 

Certainly wars have their share of apodictic certainties, of forces acting on reality and 

human perception in undeniable ways. But theorists of military strategy have long 

recognized war’s fundamental uncertainties. This was traditionally associated with the realm 

of moral factors, of which Clausewitz (1984/1832, p.184) wrote, “They constitute the spirit 

that permeates war as a whole… Unfortunately, they will not yield to academic wisdom. 

They cannot be classified or counted. They have to be seen to be felt”. The fog that covers 

the battlefield is a result of this uncertainty. Leo Tolstoy, in his theoretical conclusion to 

War and Peace, similarly noted, “In warfare the force of armies is the product of the mass 

                                                
70  Fulbright, Sen. [AR]. (1969, December 1). “Public relations in the Department of Defense”. In 
Congressional Record, 115,27, p. S36344. Retrieved from Lexis/Nexis Congressional Database. 
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multiplied by something else, an x factor” (Tolstoy, 2006/1869, p. 1149). What this 

dissertation seeks to make clear is that, for at least seventy-five years of American history, 

the “x factor” or “spirit that permeates war” has been constituted in part by the work of 

journalists; furthermore, growing awareness of journalists’ power led to the 

institutionalization of efforts to shape their work, further compromising the democratic 

ideals of truth and honesty.  

The world’s current geopolitical configuration discloses the tensions between 

American political leaders, American military leaders, and the American polity. Since 

World War II, there have been enormous contradictions between operational and political 

strategy and between the true ends of politicians and the declarations they make publicly. 

This can be to good or ill effect. Had President Roosevelt admitted publicly in 1939 that he 

and the military’s elite had every expectation that the nation would fully enter World War 

II, the war effort may have stalled and ultimately Europe and Asia may have seen peace on 

Axis terms (or no peace at all). Had Johnson or Nixon effectively synchronized their 

declaratory policy with their actual support for the South Vietnamese regime, North 

Vietnam may have been finally repelled, or the United States may have found itself at war 

with China, or perhaps the costs would have been recognized as far higher than the public 

was willing to pay and Americans would have withdrawn much earlier. In this sense, the 

role of political strategy in shaping foreign affairs is an extremely significant chapter in 

American history, including especially in the history of the United States Army. 

However, it is equally true that today’s geopolitical arrangement discloses a different 

source of influence on American foreign policy. The belief in a state composed in part of 

closed organizations with monopolies of different types of violence is reflected politically in 

the refusal to acknowledge possible limitations on American sovereignty. The United States 

has long resisted claims made in the name of transnational organizations and alliances to 
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subject American military goals to foreign political debate, of which the invasion of Iraq is 

only the most obvious example. Support for undemocratic regimes, half-hearted forays into 

complex theaters, and other ill-advised adventurism had led repeatedly to military problems 

down the road. This is an empirical, not a normative claim. Just as American military force 

is, as a point of fact, shaped in unpredictable ways by the flow of information in the 

American public sphere, so too it is shaped by that flow through foreign publics. The global 

field of information is populated with imperial forms of control, of which the American 

informal empire is one competitor; in this context, Go (2008, p. 223) argues that domestic 

public opinion (and organized state responses to that public opinion) should best be viewed 

relationally, “potentially interactive and mutually constitutive within a larger global series 

of relationships and connections”. Among these relationships and connections are the 

diffuse terrorist networks that organized the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, but they 

also including changing configurations of global public or civil spheres (e.g. Kurasawa, 

2007).  

Of course, Army media management is not the only important site we must study if 

we are to understand these transformation. The direct mediation of war, that is, virtual 

access to the battlefield provided by soldiers and insurgents, has been recognized by 

scholars as further shifting the logic of war (e.g. Christensen, 2008; Andén-Papadopoulos, 

2009). If such trends continue, the work of journalists may be limited to merely curating for 

ever narrower audiences specific narratives of a given conflict. This is in fact a very real 

possibility, given the broader crisis in news media and general trends toward narrowcasting 

(see for example the special issue of Journalism Practice, 4.3, 2010, especially Blumler, 

2010). 

In that case, the work of public affairs may no longer be conducted by specially-

trained public affairs officers, but may be seamlessly integrated into the work of soldering. 
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King’s (2013) study of the professionalism of the contemporary combat soldier 

complements this view in disquieting ways; after all, the specter of a highly 

professionalized, media-savvy soldier committed above all to his or her individual 

reputation has been the stuff of dystopian imaginaries for over fifty years, from the 

Manchurian Candidate (1962) to the new Robocop (2014). In the real world, a Russian 

soldier’s Instagram account may have revealed the truth of Russian adventurism in the 

Ukraine (Seddon, 2014). New media technology and practices intersect with new ways of 

soldiering and of managing war in ways that have important consequences. 

It took Tet to prove the importance of domestic political concerns to American 

military leaders. What will it take to demonstrate the importance of the politics of foreign 

nations and networks? The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, were done in the name 

of one empire, a revived caliphate, and justified by the perceived injustices of another, the 

so-called American empire. Yet American military response was fundamentally statist in 

nature (despite its abstract moniker), including, principally, regime change in Afghanistan 

and Iraq. That insurgencies continue to plague the region in the wake of that regime change 

to this day should be taken as proof of the need to learn the lessons of Tet on a global level. 

This, too, is an empirical, not a normative claim. Whether Afghanistan was a just war is 

irrelevant to the need to strategically assess its genuinely global political significance and to 

factor that into operational matters. While military leaders in democracies have their hands 

tied in matching ends to means at the grand strategic level of the state, they are not without 

political resources. To this end, we would do well to pay attention to how the U.S. Army has 

struggled to master its repertoire of lawful domestic political strategies. Given these high 

stakes, what lessons can readers draw from these cases?  

George C. Marshall’s press work, the first case that we discussed, emphasizes the 

inevitability of press concerns for military leaders. Even if a democracy may appear to enjoy 
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the most beneficial arrangements imaginable with its citizenry, the power of a relatively free 

press to shape the fighting of wars is immense. Marshall and other top American officials 

had at their disposal vast propaganda and censorship capacities that have since been 

outlawed. Yet even with those resources, press work was an important component of the top 

soldier’s work load. Marshall did not spend most of his time dealing with press matters. 

Press work took up only a fraction of his attention. However, the importance of the press to 

the war effort could not be ignored. How much less can it be ignored today? This is a 

strategic question that top military leaders must address—and indeed they do. Equally, 

scholars of the democratic state will do well to heed them and to put the role of the public in 

moderating war and statecraft as a privileged site for research.   

The point I intend to make here is not that Marshall is a false idol, or even one with 

clay feet. Rather, he should be viewed as an exemplary officer working diligently at an 

almost impossible job. He is exemplary, however, of a vision of military affairs that creates 

specific types of friction with the democratic polity, which circumstance conspired to 

minimize during World War II. From Marshall’s perspective, the Army’s goals were no 

different than the country’s goals, and so he saw little danger in developing close ties with 

journalists and relying on their good-will and sense of patriotism to restrict the flow of 

damaging information. The press as lapdog is a notable reversal of the watchdog role we 

often associate with an unlovable press, and it would prove short-lived. Voluntaristic press 

relations would prove disastrous for American involvement in Vietnam (from the Army’s 

perspective), and would do so as early as the coverage of the battle of Ap Bac, in early 

1963. Significantly, the voluntaristic press model of World War II was backed by robust 

censorship and propaganda departments, which were stripped by the Smith-Mundt Act of 

1949. Army officials, out of touch with the changes in American and journalistic cultures, 

worked fruitlessly to reestablish the golden age dynamics for the first phase of the Vietnam 
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War. The Tet Offensive provided a lesson in Clausewitzean theory that the Army’s leaders 

could not ignore: operational success could be negated by political loss, and therefore 

domestic politics was in fact a subject of primary military concern.  

And so, in the second chapter, my goal was to convey a rich sense of how relations 

between war correspondents and Army leaders soured and how Army leaders struggled to 

learn how to regain control over the perception of the war. A major problem for military 

commanders in Vietnam was the resistance by top political leaders to acknowledge the gulf 

between the resources they needed to achieve their military objectives and the way they 

wanted their role in the region viewed by the public. President Kennedy wanted to nation-

build with the help of Special Forces, but wanted to hide the violence inherent in this task 

from the public. President Johnson wanted to win two wars, against the South Vietnamese 

insurgency and against the North Vietnamese invasion, but resisted informing the public of 

the enormous American involvement this would require. President Nixon wanted to 

withdraw from the region while leaving behind a stable South Vietnamese government, but 

wanted the public to see the withdrawal as an orderly procession following a set timeline, 

which provided his opponents with an insurmountable advantage. The Army could have 

done little to challenge these command-in-chiefs’ waffling, but they did worse than nothing 

by working to misdirect and deceive journalists.  

Eventually, the Tet paradox was integrated into military affairs through the adoption 

of what I term feedforward or anticipatory response doctrines. The Army shed its preference 

for tight control over the battlefield and for conventional force during the Vietnamization 

process, and adapted a sequence of new doctrines in the period between Vietnam and the 

Global War on Terror (e.g. Active Defense, described by Herbert, 1988; AirLand Battle, 

described by Lock-Pullan, 2007; and the so-called Revolution in Military Affairs, described 

by Adamsky, 2010). By adapting military doctrine to suit media logics, the military can be 
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seen as a paradigmatic case of the mediatization of the state, with the Global War on Terror 

offering us a rich case of a mediatized military in action. Embedded reporters and tightly-

monitored press pools manage the output of civilian newsgathering, while media-trained 

generals embrace the presence of correspondents (sometimes, as in the case of Gen. Stanley 

McChrystal, to their detriment). What we see from a close examination of the Abu Ghraib 

case is a deeper cultural pattern, which I call the civil-military conversation, influencing the 

legibility of war for many members of the public. Just because war is mediatized does not 

mean that it is thereby fully civilianized or that the military is subject to more politically-

liberal pressures, since many different political attitudes can coexist within the conversation. 

However, certain forms of material can transcend the normal grooves of debate, creating the 

capacity for very exceptional instances of democratic oversight triggering very focused 

cases of political intervention.  

The literary scholar Northrop Frye (1957) famously divided literary genres into 

tragic modes that represent the hero’s separation from society and comic modes that 

represent his or her integration into society. Hayden White (1973), much influenced by 

Frye, argued that similar narrative logics have shaped Western understandings of history for 

centuries. And yet some stories about social life defy such easy categorization. The history 

of military media management is among them. During World War II, Army leaders were 

clearly striving toward an unprecedented integration into American society, and the work of 

journalists to aid (and certainly not hinder) that project was recognized by top commanders 

as essential. The Vietnam War, by contrast, is remembered by many in the Army as a 

tragedy, where honorable warriors (Sorley, 1998) were betrayed by their political leaders 

(Berman, 2001) and treated with contempt by the public (Scott, 1993, p. xviii). It remains to 

be seen how the current war will be remembered by the U.S. Army, as a bleak comedy of 

errors or a tragedy of lessons finally learned. 
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Appendix 1: The Growth of the United States Department of Defense 

 

In the introduction, I argue that sociologists have unduly neglected the study of the military 

and especially the study of relations between the military and the rest of society. This is 

troubling because the Department of Defense (DOD) has been one of the three departments 

that has accounted for a great deal of the growth of the American federal government. The 

three tables below outline the place of the DOD in relation to other departments. I compare 

outlays from the period of initial American involvement in Vietnam to the current fiscal 

year.  

In the first table, I provide an overview of the relative growth of each of the 

departments of the federal government. Solid lines represent the three largest departments, 

the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), the DOD and the Department of the 

Treasury (DOT), as well as three other departments with mandates bearing on the state’s 

monopoly on legitimate violence, including the Departments of State (DOS), Homeland 

Security (DHS) and Veterans Affairs (VA). The remaining nine departments are represented 

with dotted lines. All costs are estimated according to the functionality of the current 

department structure, not the structure of the given year. For example, DHS was created in 

2002, but it took over services offered primarily by DOD. The DHS outlays listed here were 

DOD expenses for much of the reporting period. The first table makes clear just how much 

more HHS, DOT and DOD grew relative to the other departments.     
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Table 2: U.S. Federal Outlays by Department, 1962-2014 in $000’s. 

 

Source: Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2015, Office of Management and Budget.  
* NB: FY 2014 figures are estimates only. 
 

While the budgets for each of the top three departments are large by any measure, in 

the second table I compare the outlays for the DOD, DOS, DHS and VA (those departments 

monopolizing some element of legitimate violence) with overall federal expenditures. As is 

clear from the table, the economic story of the United States government is only partly told 

through its federal executive departments. Social Security, with on- and off-budget outlays 

totaling $867 billion, is the single largest non-departmental government expense, with 

NASA, the offices of the Federal, Legislative and Judicial branches and other familiar 

government services make up the majority of the difference. 
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Table 3: U.S. Total Federal Outlays and Outlays by Selected Departments, 1962-2014 in $000’s 

 

Source: Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2015, Office of Management and Budget.  
* NB: FY 2014 figures are estimates only. 
 

The final table offers a closer look at the relative sizes of the departments that exist 

to service the nation’s legitimate violence. The DOD is the largest by a considerable margin. 

Table 4: U.S. Federal Outlays by Selected Department, 1962-2014 in $000’s.  

 
Source: Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2015, Office of Management and Budget.  
* NB: FY 2014 figures are estimates only. 
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Appendix 2: Coverage of American Involvement in Vietnam by Incident 

 

The following tables contain information referenced in Chapter 2 concerning the coverage 

of the Gulf of Tonkin incident and the Tet Offensive. 

 
Table 4.1: Reports with keyword “Tonkin” in New York Times, Aug 2-16, 1964 by source. 
ID Title Author Date Pg. Dateline Source/ Quotation 

7 
Khahn asks US 
… Topping  Aug 4 1 Saigon 

Political observers: Khahn uses 
Tonkin to demand stronger US 
policy 

28 
North Vietnam 
says … Topping Aug 6 1 Saigon 

NV spokesman: accused Washington 
of widening war. 

37 
Red regiment at 
border AP Aug 7 6 Saigon 

SV general: NV are waiting, we are 
waiting 

40 
Hanoi asks help 
… Topping Aug 7 1 Saigon 

Observers: NV appealed to 
signatories of the 1954 Geneva 
agreements to take measures to check 
US preparations to invade. 

42 

Neutralist 
premier 
dismisses … UPI Aug 8 3 Vientiane 

Phouma: only natural for  US to 
retaliate. 

46 
Saigon decrees 
emergency … Grose Aug 8 1 Saigon 

Much will depend on how strictly 
emergency decrees are enforced. 

57 
Taylor says US 
… UPI Aug 9 58 Saigon 

Taylor: anti-Communists encouraged 
by attacks on NV. 

58 
Geneva unit 
gets protest Trumbull Aug 9 39 Saigon 

ICC: NV complain of US retaliatory 
attacks 

60 
Forces 
deployed … Grose Aug 9 34 Saigon Khahn: SV has no aggressive intent. 

69 
US and Chinese 
planes aloft AP Aug 10 3 Da Nang 

Sources: fighters scrambling, no 
clash. 

73 
Navy Pilots 
Tell… AP Aug 11 15 At sea. 

Navy Pilots: sinking PT boats and 
setting oil tanks aflame. 

74 
US navy 
ordered … Trumbull Aug 11 15 Saigon 

Navy Officer: "pursue, attack and 
destroy" 

77 
New hurdle in 
Vietnam Grose Aug 12 12 Saigon 

Officials: Tonkin altered the outlook 
for victory, US response raised 
morale, but concern SV may shift to 
the defensive. 

81 
Tighter border 
urged … Grose 13 4 Saigon 

Taylor: further measures necessary to 
cut off NV from VC. 

89 
Fear of new 
raid … Trumbull 15 1 Saigon 

Sources: NV extremely worried over 
the possibility of air attacks  
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Table 4.2: In-theater reports with keywords “Tet” or “Offensive” in New York Times, Jan 31-Feb 13, 1968. 
ID Title Author Date Pg Dateline 
1 Raiders wiped out Tom Buckley 31-Jan 1 Saigon 
3 Vietcong press guerrilla raids Charles Mohr 1-Feb 1 Saigon 
6 Street clashes go on Charles Mohr 2-Feb 1 Saigon 
7 Hanoi says aim of raids NYT 2-Feb 1 Hong Kong 
10 Offensive is said to pinpoint Tom Buckley 2-Feb 12 Saigon 
11 Gains stressed in Hanoi AFP 2-Feb 12 Hanoi 
15 Guerrilla motivation stressed Charles Mohr 3-Feb 9 Saigon 
18 Thieu asks action  AFP 3-Feb 1 Saigon 
25 Vietcong holding position Tom Buckley 4-Feb 1 Saigon 
26 By bus, by truck, on foot AP 4-Feb 1 Saigon 
27 Non-Military aims reported AFP 5-Feb 16 Hanoi 
28 20,000 refugees in Saigon AP 5-Feb 16 Saigon 
29 Vietcong say war in new stage NYT 5-Feb 16 Hong Kong 
30 US cautioning Saigon AFP 5-Feb 14 Saigon 
32 Enemy artillery Tom Buckley 5-Feb 1 Saigon 
35 Civilian toll high AP 6-Feb 14 Cantho SV 
36 Streets of Saigon shelled Charles Mohr 6-Feb 1 Saigon 
37 Civilian wounded jam hospital Thomas A Johnson 7-Feb 16 Danang 
39 US concerned by foe's threat Bernard Weinraub 7-Feb 15 Saigon 
40 A new phase in Vietcong push AFP 7-Feb 15 Hanoi 
42 Saigon infiltration rising NYT 7-Feb 1 Saigon 
43 Foe, using tanks Tom Buckley 7-Feb 1 Saigon 
46 Survivors hunt dead Bernard Weinraub 8-Feb 14 Bentre SV 
47 Foe in Saigon AFP 8-Feb 14 Saigon 
48 Hanoi asserts US suffered AFP 8-Feb 9 Hanoi 
49 Allied post falls to tank Charles Mohr 8-Feb 1 Saigon 
50 Half Saigon Army on leave AP 9-Feb 17 Saigon 
51 416 Americans killed AFP 9-Feb 17 Saigon 
53 Thieu, in tears UPI 9-Feb 16 Saigon 
55 War-ending victory Charles Mohr 9-Feb 1 Saigon 
56 56 Marines die in battles Bernard Weinraub 9-Feb 1 Saigon 
58 Hanoi indicates it is still ready AFP 9-Feb 1 Hong Kong 
61 Thieu outlines his steps Joseph B Treaster 10-Feb 11 Saigon 
62 Marines gain in Hue AP 10-Feb 10 Saigon 
65 Gis enter Saigon to help Charles Mohr 10-Feb 1 Saigon 
73 Damage in Saigon is limited Charles Mohr 11-Feb 3 Saigon 
74 Bomb squad kept on run Joseph B Treaster 11-Feb 3 Saigon 
75 Saigon's authority  Bernard Weinraub 11-Feb 3 Saigon 
78 Seach of a hamlet Joseph B Treaster 12-Feb 1 Saigon 
79 Saigon's soldiers battle Bernard Weinraub 12-Feb 1 Saigon 
82 US aide assesses strategy NYT 13-Feb 4 Saigon 
83 US Marines add to forces Thomas A Johnson 13-Feb 3 Hue 
84 GI's and Vietcong fight Charles Mohr 13-Feb 1 Saigon 

 
 
 
  



!

!

212!
Appendix 3: Incremental withdrawal of US forces from Vietnam 

 

The following table includes information referenced in Chapter 2 concerning the 

incremental withdrawal of American forces from the Vietnam theater. From Cosmas (2006, 

p. 178). 

 
Table 5: Incremental withdrawal of U.S. forces from Vietnam. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 


