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Escalation

What role did the media play in the war?

By the end of this section, you will learn about the 
escalation of the Vietnam War and be able to answer 

these key questions:

How did U.S. policy towards Vietnam 
change after the Gulf of Tonkin incident?

How was the war conducted and what 
effects did this have?
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Johnson and Vietnam

Lyndon B. Johnson assumed the presidency after the 
assassination of Kennedy and inherited a rapidly deteriorating 
state of affairs in Vietnam:

an unstable series of governments 
and coups

a deteriorating military situation

the results of ineffective policies.

Unlike his predecessors, in order to 
rectify the situation, he greatly expanded 
the U.S. military role in the conflict. 
The decisions he made over Vietnam 
would forever mark his presidency.
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The Gulf of Tonkin incident 

Was the incident a good enough justification for war?
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Expanding U.S. involvement
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The illusion of progress
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The media spotlight

The war was the first to be televised on the news, so it was 
constantly in the media spotlight. The reality it portrayed 
helped to shape public opinion. Public support for the war 
declined significantly in 1967 fueled by mounting casualties, 
enormous costs and a feeling that there was no end in sight.

In an effort to build up public 
opinion, the government 
launched a media campaign 
to alter the perception that the 
war had reached a stalemate. 
The media was inundated with 
a surge of positive reports.

What does the photo say about the morality of war?
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The Tet Offensive
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Consequences of the Tet Offensive
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The credibility gap

The outcome of Tet, although 
technically a military victory, was 
to turn U.S. public opinion against 
both the war and the policies of 
the Johnson administration.

The Tet Offensive demonstrated the capacity of the North 
Vietnamese to launch a major offensive, which the public had 
been told was impossible. It contradicted everything Johnson 
had been saying about the war. As a result, there was an 
increasing public willingness to question the costs of the war.

However, the illusions of stability and military progress allowed 
the government to argue that the war was worth the cost.

Was the Tet Offensive a turning point in the war? Why?
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