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Gulf of Tonkin Resolution
(August 1964)

Whereas naval units of the Communist regime in Vietnam, in violation 
of the principles of the Charter of the United Nations and of inter-
national law, have deliberately and repeatedly attacked United States 
naval vessels lawfully present in international waters, and have 
thereby created a serious threat to international peace;

Whereas these attacks are part of a deliberate and systematic 
campaign of aggression that the Communist regime in North Vietnam 
has been waging against its neighbors and the nations joined with 
them in the collective defense of their freedom;

Whereas the United States is assisting the peoples of southeast Asia to 
protect their freedom and has no territorial, military or political ambi-
tions in that area, but desires only that these peoples should be left in 
peace to work out their own destinies in their own way: now, 
therefore, be it



Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the 
United States of America in Congress assembled, That the 
Congress approves and supports the determination of the 
President, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary 
measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the 
United States and to prevent further aggression.

Section 2.  The United States regards as vital to its national 
interest and to world peace the maintenance of inter-
national peace and security in southeast Asia.  Consonant 
with the Constitution and the Charter of the United Nations 
and in accord with its obligations under the Southeast Asia 
Collective Defense Treaty, to take all necessary steps, 
including the use of armed force, to assist any member or 
protocol state of the Southeast Collective Defense Treaty 
requesting assistance in defense of its freedom. . . .



“I don’t think it’s worth fighting for and I 
don’t think we can get out.   It’s just the 
biggest mess I ever saw. . . . 

What the hell is Vietnam worth to me? . . .

What is it worth to this country? . . .”
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March 8, 1965
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Lyndon Johnson’s Johns Hopkins University Speech
(April 7, 1965)

Viet-Nam is far away from this quiet campus.  We have no 
territory there, nor do we seek any.  The war is dirty and 
brutal and difficult.  And some 400 young men, born into 
an America that is bursting with opportunity and promise, 
have ended their lives on Viet-Nam’s steaming soil.

Why must we take this painful road?

Why must this Nation hazard its ease, and its interest, and 
its power for the sake of a people so far away?



We fight because we must fight if we are to live in a 
world where every country can shape its own destiny.  
And only in such a world will our own freedom be finally 
secure. . . .

The first reality is that North Viet-Nam has attacked the 
independent nation of South Viet-Nam.  Its object is total 
conquest.

Of course, some of the people of South Viet-Nam are 
participating in attack on their own government.  But 
trained men and supplies, orders and arms, flow in a 
constant stream from north to south.

This support is the heartbeat of the war.



And it is a war of unparalleled brutality.  Simple farmers are 
the targets of assassinations and kidnapping.  Women and 
children are strangled in the night because their men are 
loyal to their government. . . .

Over this war—and all Asia—is another reality:  the deepen-
ing shadow of Communist China.  The rulers in Hanoi are 
urged on by Peking. . . .     It is a nation which is helping the 
forces of violence in almost every continent.  The contest in 
Viet-Nam is part of a wider pattern of aggressive purposes.

Why are these realities our concern?  Why are we in South 
Viet-Nam?



We are there because we have a promise to keep.  Since 
1954 every American President has offered support to the 
people of South Viet-Nam.  We have helped to build, and 
we have helped to defend.  Thus, over many years, we 
have made a national pledge to help South Viet-Nam 
defend its independence.

And I intend to keep that promise. . .  .



We are also there to strengthen world order.  Around the 
globe, from Berlin to Thailand, are people whose well-being 
rests, in part, on the belief that they can count on us if they 
are attacked.  To leave Viet-Nam to its fate will shake the 
confidence of all these people in the value of an American 
commitment and in the value of America’s word.  The result 
would be increased unrest and instability, and even wider 
war.



We are also there because there are great stakes 
in the balance.  Let no one think for a moment that 
retreat from Viet-Nam would bring an end to conflict.  
The battle would be renewed in one country and then 
another.  The central lesson of our time is that the 
appetite of aggression is never satisfied. . . .

Our objective is the independence of South Viet-Nam, 
and its freedom from attack.  We want nothing for 
ourselves—only that the people of South Viet-Nam be 
allowed to guide their own country in their own way.



We will do everything necessary to reach that objective.  
And we will do only what is absolutely necessary.

In recent months attacks on South Viet-Nam 
were stepped up.  Thus, it became necessary for us 
to increase our response and to make attacks by air.  
This is not a change of purpose.  It is a change in what  
we believe that purpose requires. . . .

These countries of southeast Asia are homes for millions 
of impoverished people.  . . . wracked by disease, 
plagued by hunger, and death comes at the early age 
of 40. . . .



For our part, I will ask the Congress to join in a billion 
dollar American investment in this effort as soon as it is 
underway. . . . 

The task is nothing less than to enrich the hopes and the 
existence of more than a hundred million people.  And 
there is much to be done.

The vast Mekong river can provide food and water and 
power on a scale to dwarf even our own TVA. . . .



We often say how impressive power is.  But I do not find it 
impressive at all.  The guns and the bombs, the rockets and 
the warships, are all symbols of human failure.  They are 
necessary symbols.  They protect what we cherish.  But they 
are witness to human folly. . . . 

Every night before I turn out the lights to sleep I ask myself 
this question:  Have I done everything that I can do to unite 
this country?  Have I done everything I can to help unite the 
world, to bring peace and hope to all the peoples of the 
world?  Have I done enough?



Ask yourselves that question in your homes—and in this 
hall tonight.  Have we, each of us, all done all we could?  
Have we done enough? . . . 

This generation of the world must choose:  destroy or build, 
bill or aid, hate or understand.

We can do all these things on a scale never dreamed of 
before.

Well, we will choose life.  In so doing we will prevail over 
the enemies within man, and over the natural enemies of 
all mankind.



Pacification versus 'Search and Destroy’

The pacification-first approach. More focus on uprooting the 
local communist infrastructure and dealing with internal 
problems to deny the enemy access to the population base. 

Reduced destructiveness of US operations and strengthened 
Southern regime. Since 90% of the population resided on the 
coastal plain and in the Delta, search and destroy into thinly 
populated areas or remote border jungle were counterpro-
ductive. 

Needed to focus on securing rice-producing villages or 
training ARVN forces to be more effective. Success achieved 
by the US Marines and the US Special Forces in organizing 
large areas of tribal peoples before 1965. 



The search and destroy approach

The Communist shift to Phase 3 warfare required              
"big battalion" activity to remove the most pressing 
conventional threats to the Saigon regime. 

Westmoreland was forbidden from striking with ground 
forces at communist concentrations and supply routes in 
Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam, so his attrition 
strategy within South Vietnam was the only realistic 
option. 

Other analysts maintain that there were equal or better 
alternatives available at the time besides large-scale 
attrition operations.



http://www.cc.gatech.edu/~tpilsch/Vietnam.html
http://www.cc.gatech.edu/~tpilsch/Vietnam.html


North Vietnam’s Position  (April 1965)

•Recognition of the basic national rights of the 
Vietnamese people—peace, independence, sover-
eignty, unity and territorial integrity.  According to 
the Geneva Agreements, the United States . . . 
must withdraw from South Viet-Nam United 
States troops, military personnel, and weapons      
. . . , dismantle all United States military bases 
there, cancel its “military alliance” with South 
Viet-Nam.  It must end . . . intervention and 
aggression in South Viet-Nam.  According to the 
Geneva Agreements, the United States govern-
ment must stop its acts of war against North Viet-
Nam, completely cease all encroachments on . . . 
the D.R.V.



•Pending the peaceful unification of Viet-Nam, 
while Viet-Nam is still temporarily divided into 
two zones, the military provisions of the 1954 
Geneva Agreements on Viet-Nam must be strictly 
respected.  

The two zones must refrain from joining any 
military alliance with foreign countries.  

There must be no foreign military bases, troops, 
or military personnel in their respective territory.



•The internal affairs of South Viet-Nam must 
be settled by the South Vietnamese people 
themselves, in accordance with the program of 
the NLFSV without any foreign interference.

•The peaceful reunification of Viet-Nam is to be 
settled by the Vietnamese people in both 
zones, without any foreign interference. . . .



“The first, the supreme, the most far-reaching act 
of judgment that the statesman and commander 
have to make is to establish . . . the kind of war on 
which they are embarking, neither mistaking it 
for, nor trying to turn it into something that is 
alien to its nature.”

Carl von Clausewitz



VC/NVA ambush = 23.3 % 

Enemy attack on static U.S. = 30.4%

Enemy attack on U.S. LZ = 12.5%

U.S. surprise of enemy (& selves) = 12.5%

U.S. surprise of enemy = 5.4%

American ambush = 8.9%

Chance meeting surprises both = 7.1%
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American Goals
(as explained by Ass’t Secretary of Defense John McNaughton)

U.S. aims:
• To protect U.S. reputation as a counter-subversion guarantor.

• To avoid domino effect especially in Southeast Asia.

• To keep South Vietnamese territory from Red hands.

• To emerge from crisis without unacceptable taint from methods.

70% of U.S. goal:  To avoid a humiliating U.S. defeat (to our 

reputation as a guarantor).

20%:  To keep South Vietnam out of Chinese control.

10%:  To permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better, freer way of life.

Also – To emerge from crisis without unacceptable taint from methods 

NOT – To ‘help a friend,’ although it would be hard to stay in if asked out.



“The relevant audiences of U.S. actions are 
the COMMUNISTS (who must feel strong 
pressures), the SOUTH VIETNAMESE (whose 
morale must be bouyed), OUR ALLIES (who 
must support our risk-taking with U.S. lives 
and prestige) . . . . [W]e must act with special 
care -- signaling to the D.R.V. that initiatives 
are being taken, to the G.V.N. . . . that we are 
behaving energetically despite the restraints 
of our political season, and to the U.S. PUBLIC
that we are behaving with good purpose and 
restraint.”  



LBJ influenced by:

 commitment inherited from JFK & others (back to turn of century?)

 policy of containment inherited from predecessors & belief in 
domino theory

 appeasement of Germany in 1930s

 view of the frontier and the need to civilize

 continuation of JFK’s programs

 the split between China and Soviet Union
-- need to deter China
-- need to give Asia time and help to live stably
-- need to project right image of U.S.
-- need for firm stand to discourage other threats



“I cannot overstate the impact our generation’s 
experiences had on [us] . . . . [W]e had lived 
through appeasement at Munich; years of military 
service during World War II fighting aggression 
in Europe and Asia; the Soviet takeover 
of Eastern Europe; repeated threats to Berlin . . . ; 
the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962; and, most recently, 
communist Chinese statements that the South 
Vietnam conflict typified ‘wars of liberation,’ 
which they saw spreading  across the globe.” 

Robert McNamara



McNamara’s “basic questions”

• Was it true that the fall of South Vietnam would 
trigger the fall of all of Southeast Asia?

• Would that constitute a grave threat to the West’s 
security?

• What kind of war—conventional or guerrilla—
might develop?

• Could we win it with U.S. troops fighting alongside 
the Vietnamese?



“[O]ur strategy . . . was   not to unify the 
Vietnams by force, it was not to invade North 
Vietnam, it was not to defeat the North 
Vietnamese army.  

It was to put pressure on the enemy which 
would transmit a message . . . that they could 
not win, and it would be to their advantage 
either to tacitly accept a divided Vietnam, or 
to engage in negotiations.”             

William Westmoreland



Westmoreland

• Classic military conflict     

• Destroy enemy army

• War of attrition 

• Push enemy to breaking point (“crossover 
point”), determined by body count

• Search and destroy through large unit action 
– “find, fix, fight, and finish” 



Some problems with attrition strategy

• Enemy kept tactical initiative
• Did not “mesh” with enemy’s strategy
• Did not distinguish enemy v. neutral/friend
• Viet Cong exploited restrictions on U.S. (including weather)
• Open-ended – so could require more troops (that were politically expensive)
• Casualties hurt war’s popularity at home
• Raised international concerns/disapproval
• Couldn’t spare troops for security/occupation; couldn’t fight main forces and

secure rural areas
• Left NLF to “swim” in the people
• Alienated/hurt the civilian population  refugees
• Reflected lack of confidence in ARVN  hurt morale
• Did not reduce American casualties OR wear out the enemy
• GVN/ARVN restrictions and realities

• Meant to be a LOW-RISK strategy (send a bullet not a man; quantity shall 
overcome) but wound up having HIGH risks



Objective? Unclear

Nature of war? Unclear

I.D. of enemy? Unclear

Domestic support? Shaky if war long and 

costly

International support? Shaky/limited

Military answers? Limited since guided by 

conventional thinking



U.S. and DRVN

• Wanted to avoid war with each other
• Concerned about drawing in China and dealing 

with China-v.-U.S.S.R
• Saw the other as trying to destroy it
• Sought to destroy the other’s “aggressive will”
• Had an attrition/diplomacy strategy (“fighting 

while talking”)
• Were uncertain and fought internally on HOW to 

fight



“We made an honest mistake. . . . We felt that 
we were doing what was necessary.  It proved 
to be unsound.”
Former Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford (McNamara’s immediate successor)

“[D]ecisions . . . were made in good faith 
and for good purpose.”   

Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger

“The fact that some of their judgments, in retrospect, 
can be shown to be have been flawed and that the 
outcome has been a fiasco does not make [national 
leaders] villains or fools.”   Historian Guenther Lewy


