* Episode 4 Forum

Group #2

Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Escobar - Wednesday, 18 April 2007, 06:40 PM


Discuss the significance of incident in the Gulf of Tonkin and it's repercussions during this 1964-65 time period.  In particular, what impact did it have on the conflict?

Delete | Reply

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Schmidt - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 08:19 AM


The Gulf of Tonkin incident involve two American destroyers, the Maddox and Turner Joy, which were fired upon by North Vietnamese PT (patrol) boats. This "open act of aggression" as President Johnson put it, led to the Gulf of Tonkin resolution which allowed President Johnson to escalate the war with massive troop and equipment build-ups during the following year. He could do so because of the resolution and without formally declaring war. Many question wether the incident actually occurred, but wether or not it did, the effect of the resolution is well documented.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Daniel Loverro - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 01:44 PM


It seems like South Vietnam was really holding out for significant U.S support. Especially starting with the floods, there government beliefed at that point more troops could have a negative effect. They knew the US had good intentions, but were unsure wheather we could handle the country culturally. After failed negotiations with the Communist Reigm, South Vietnam decided that they would need a great amount of American support to continue the War. After that I think LB left to "open an act of aggression." The War escalated from there.

    Here's a question for everyone. How different do you think the escalation of the War would have gone, presuming Kennedy was still alive and also elected another term?

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Mark Whitcomb II - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 03:25 PM

Daniel,

Good question!  Personally, I think that under the circumstances of the Gulf of Tonkin incident (or at least the public's perception of it) any President would have done what LBJ did.

Given that the attack appeared to be without provocation, I assume that JFK would have made the same choices as LBJ not so much out of a desire for bloodshed but for political survival.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christina Morgan - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 08:51 PM


I agree with Mark.  War is a political agenda for the most part.  Any president that saw a way to further his career and gain popularity would have made the same choices as LBJ.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Schmidt - Friday, 27 April 2007, 04:04 PM


Daniel, I would like to hope that Kennedy would have done things differently. As a PT boat veteran of WWII, I think that if he had escalated to full ground war, he would have gone all out. But remember, as Vietnam started in '54-'55 he was more concerned with the Bay of Pigs and other matters. But it is nice to wonder 'what if?' Would he have been 'trapped' into the decisions that LBJ made? A lot of people put JFK on a pedastal, and as such it would be nice to think he would have done things differently. And maybe as a 'popular' president he could have had a better influence on the citizens at home and on Congress.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Mark Whitcomb II - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 02:11 PM

The significance of the Gulf of Tonkin from a military perspective was more than likely minimal in the grand scheme of the war. In other words, with regards to the casualties, the number of service personnel lost in the attack was miniscule in comparison to the number of lives taken throughout the course of the war.

From a political perspective the Gulf of Tonkin incident had a tremendous impact on the future of the conflict. The American perspective that was presented before Congress was the attack was unprovoked and essentially a declaration of war on the part of the North Vietnamese against the United States. In a sense, similar to the Pearl Harbor attack being an unofficial declaration of war by Japan during World War II.

LBJ’s explanation of the incident led the House of Representatives to unanimously , and the Senate with only two nays, to pass the Gulf of Tonkin resolution which allowed for any military action the President saw as fit. As we now know, LBJ took advantage of this virtually unchecked power to dramatically escalate the American involvement in the conflict.

In addition, LBJ’s public releases regarding the attack eliminated the war as a political issue for the 1964 election. First of all, it ended any public dissent amongst the two major political parties that may have existed in opposition to the war. After all, the public’s perception was that the incident was an unprovoked attack. Secondly, LBJ was able to project the image of a strong leader who would not tolerate American’s being attack without provocation. This greatly increased the likelihood of his election in 1964.

We will never know if LBJ’s defeat in 1964 would have lead to a reversal of the policies he put in place regarding Vietnam. However, the public’s perception of the Gulf of Tonkin incident clearly influenced his re-election. This allowed LBJ to further escalate the conflict in the 1964-1965 period.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Ryan McIntire - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 03:34 PM


The Gulf of Tonkin had a huge significaance on the war in Vietnam. It enabled prsident Johnson to start the land offensive. In the year following the attack on American destoryers thousnads of us troops were sent to gaurd air bases and eventually start a land offensive.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Schmidt - Friday, 27 April 2007, 04:06 PM


You're right Ryan, the incident led to the resolution that gave President Johnson unknown 'war-making' powers before that time, without declaring war. It allowed the escalation and that led to ground warfare or as we learned in a previous episode, guerilla warfare.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christina Morgan - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 09:15 PM

The incident in the Gulf of Tonkin was where the Viet Cong attacked two American destroyers.  American President Johnson used this event to his advantage to request permission to assist in the war against "communism."  There was probably only one attack, but the falsified information that there was more than one attack certainly helped the President's campaign to join the war.  The outcome was named the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, and allowed Johnson to assist any Southeast Asian country who was "threatened" by communism. 

Seems to me like American government needed another replay of Pearl Harbor...no easier way to have the people's blessing than to put ourselves in harm's way, ignore perfectly legitimate clues that we will be attacked, and then claim ignorance and ask people to fight for our country.  Even if the American's didn't know that the Viet Minh might attack at the Gulf of Tonkin, what did we expect?  We were in there defending people who had tortured, killed, and tried to take away their freedom!!

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Mark Whitcomb II - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 03:31 PM

Christina,

Your input was definatley well-worded and impassioned.

I wonder what you think LBJ's motivation was for falsifying the publically-known information about the attack?

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christina Morgan - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 08:49 PM


I really think that he couldn't come up with a valid reason for sticking ourselves in yet another war that was none of our concern.  And just like the one that we're involved with right now....getting us there is half the battle, but we'll be darned if we pull out before we've done something historical that makes us look good, so we need to find increasingly persuasive reasons to stay.  Just like many other societies, we are one of revenge...if people are attacking and killing our brothers/fathers/uncles/sons, then we're going to want to stay and fight and avenge their deaths-so telling Americans that we're being attacked unfairly would certainly help the case of why we're there...I mean people were terrified of "commies" to begin with!!

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Schmidt - Friday, 27 April 2007, 03:57 PM

Christina, I think when reading about this incident; we have to remember the feeling at the time. Stopping Communism was our primary goal (militarily) until the Berlin Wall and subsequent fall of the USSR. Growing up, I remember slogans or sayings such as "better dead, than red." I have two questions though:

How many believe the incidents of the Gulf of Tonkin were faked?

This is suggested in Appy's book by some of the protestors at the time, and it seems incredible to me. To fake something or lie about it when there are hundreds of potential witnesses (sailors).

What does it say about the incident that President Johnson had his resolution drafted two months prior (as reported in the Appy book).

I think that this incident not only had a proclaimed effect on the escalation of the war in '64-'65, but had a long term affect on how the US population no longer took what it's president said 'hook line and sinker'. In other words, we started to question our leadership more and more. If he lied about this, what else would he lie about?

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christina Morgan - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 12:14 PM

I don't necessarily think that the attacks were faked, but possibly embellished.  There is speculation to whether there was one or two attacks, and we had a reasonable amount of technology for warfare...There's no telling, but there's a good possibility that we knew we'd be attacked, and did nothing to avoid it (like Pearl Harbor, and some people might say the same about 9-11).  It's also not unbelievable that the attack could have been accidental friendly fire, a one-time attack, et cetera, and then was made to look like a vicious ambush.  Another thing that I just don't get is why an attack would cause such a huge ruckus...I mean, yes it's horrible, but isn't that what's expected when you nose your way into a war zone?

As far as LBJ drafting his proposal two months prior, I am sure that there are many things drafted far in advance, and then dropped into play when the time is right.

This is all of course my opinion and pure speculation...I'm starting to sound like a conspiracy theorist!  hah

Joseph, I am wondering (since you referenced this sort of being your generation) how long it took for people to start viewing communism differently?  Do you think people do?  I don't know anyone from that time that had any experience with it whatsoever, so I don't know that I was ever shown a negative slant on communism until college when my (south) Korean roommate talked about the North.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Schmidt - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:34 PM


Christina, although I was just a kid (little) during the latter half of the Vietnam War, I do remember growing up during the Cold War. And it truly was a mindset I guess you could call it about Communists. I still feel that way. I don't like the French Government for a lot of historical reasons (one being Vietnam) but also because of the 'Commie' tag. I don't know if that national group think mentality or consensus is possible in this day and age. Remember we did not have the internet and only the big 3 channels on TV until I was a teenager, so your 'news' was from very limited sources. I grew up in the mid-west which has a very large percentage of our ICBM silos (along the Missouri river path), so we practiced some of the emergency drills in school in case of a Communist attack. Sounds stupid, but that is the mentality. Today, a large percentage of the 'communist' governments are turning toward capitalism and free-trade to improve their economies. So, what we could not do with military strength in the 60's and 70's, we might actually do with our economic system. I was just thinking, if you want to understand the anti-communism sentiment, think of the attitude towards terrorism of today and stretch it out over a 50 to 60 year time span.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Schmidt - Friday, 27 April 2007, 04:07 PM


Mark, I just wonder how he hoped to get away with it? It tells you a lot about his ego to think that he could.

