
The Issue

U.S. Naval Historical Center

The issue: On August 4, 1964, two U.S. destroyers in the Tonkin Gulf reported 
that they had come under attack by North Vietnamese vessels. Following the 
attack, Congress passed a resolution allowing the president to "take all 
necessary measures" to prevent aggression. However, later evidence strongly 
suggested that there had been no attack on August 4. Did the U.S. government 
respond to the August 4 incident in good faith based on the information it had 
available at the time? Or did it use the incident as a pretext to escalate the war 
in Vietnam even though it knew that there might not have been any attack?

• Arguments that the U.S. response was unjustified: It was likely that 

no attack had occurred. For instance, there was no physical evidence, 

such as debris from supposedly destroyed North Vietnamese ships, 

showing that an attack had taken place. The government knew it was 

doubtful that an attack had occurred but it took advantage of the 

situation to pursue its goal of escalating the war. The government also 

withheld vital information about the incident from Congress so that 

Congress would pass the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.

• Arguments that the government's response was justified: North 

Vietnam attacked the U.S. ships without provocation; the ships were 

on a routine patrol in international waters at the time. The U.S. was 
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therefore justified in taking any action necessary to protect its 

interests. There was no doubt that an attack occurred. In addition to 

reports from sailors aboard U.S. ships in the Gulf describing the 

attack, intelligence intercepts from North Vietnam indicated that attack 

plans had been discussed and that there had been progress reports 

after the attack was launched.

Background

The U.S. stepped up its military involvement in the Vietnam War (1959-75) following the 
Tonkin Gulf incident in 1964, in which North Vietnam allegedly attacked two U.S. destroyers. 
Afterwards, Congress approved a resolution giving the president the power to take "all 
necessary measures" to repel armed attack and "prevent further aggression." However, most 
historians now agree that there was no attack. The question is whether the government acted 
in the best interests of the U.S. based on the intelligence available at the time, or whether it 
knew that no attack had occurred but still used reports of an attack as an excuse for 
escalating the war in Vietnam.

Vietnam had been a French colony when it declared its independence in 1946. After eight 
years of fighting, France and Vietnam signed a peace agreement in July 1954 that temporarily 
partitioned Vietnam into North Vietnam, which was dominated by communists, and South 
Vietnam, which was supported by the U.S. However, when a planned referendum on 
reunification did not occur, war erupted in 1959, after the communist North sought to take 
over the South.

The U.S. became involved in Vietnam in the early 1960s, when President John F. Kennedy 
(D, 1961-63) sent military advisers to South Vietnam in the first year of his presidency. 
Kennedy portrayed Vietnam as a bulwark against the expansion of communism in Asia. If 
South Vietnam fell to the communists, he and other officials warned, the rest of the region 
would soon follow. [See Vietnam War]

After Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963, Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson 
became president. Running for election to a full term of his own in 1964, Johnson publicly 
pledged not to escalate the war. He portrayed himself as the "peace" candidate in opposition 
to his main Republican opponent, conservative Senator Barry Goldwater (Arizona), who 
advocated an intensification of U.S. efforts to defeat the communists in Vietnam. [See 
Kennedy Assassination]

Johnson's pledge not to escalate the war was tested on August 2, 1964, when North 
Vietnamese boats were involved in a skirmish with the USS Maddox in the Tonkin Gulf, off the 
coast of North Vietnam. Rather than responding with force, Johnson lodged an official protest 
with Vietnam and sent another destroyer, the USS C. Turner Joy, to the Tonkin Gulf.

Two days later, on the night of August 4 (local time), the Maddox and the Turner Joy reported 
that they had come under attack. They said that they had sunk two North Vietnamese boats 
and damaged two others.

While U.S. officials debated how to respond to the attack, they received word from a 
commander aboard the Maddox that the situation was confused. He advised that the 
government further investigate the incident before retaliating. The night was stormy and the 
crews aboard the ships had limited visibility; they had to rely on their radar and sonar for 
confirmation of enemy ships in the area. The commander said that the sonar was likely 
picking up the noise from the boats' propellers rather than enemy torpedoes.
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Track of the USS Maddox and C. Turner Joy on August 3-5, 1964. The Maddox and 
Turner Joy reported coming under attack by North Vietnamese boats on August 4.

Administration officials contacted the U.S. commander of the Pacific fleet, who confirmed that 
an attack had indeed occurred. In response, the U.S. launched air attacks against select 
targets, marking the first time the U.S. had attacked North Vietnam directly.

The following day, Johnson asked Congress to resolve to support "all necessary action to 
protect our Armed Forces," and to provide assistance to U.S. allies in Southeast Asia. Both 
the House and Senate approved the Tonkin Gulf Resolution on August 7 by wide majorities. 
[See President Johnson's Message to Congress August 5, 1964 (Excerpts) (primary 
document)]

After the resolution was passed, Johnson, who had overwhelmingly defeated Goldwater in the 
1964 presidential election, increasingly used it to justify escalating U.S. involvement in 
Vietnam, beginning in early 1965 when he committed the first U.S. ground troops to Vietnam. 
Congress had not officially declared war on Vietnam but the resolution was considered the 
"functional equivalent" of a declaration of war. [See Tonkin Gulf Resolution (primary 
document)]

As Johnson increased U.S. involvement in the war, discontent grew in Congress. Many 
legislators claimed that they had not intended to give Johnson such broad powers in Vietnam 
in approving the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.

In early 1968, Senator J. William Fulbright (D, Arkansas), chairman of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, began holding hearings on the Vietnam War, including the Tonkin Gulf 
incident. Fulbright claimed that the government had withheld important information from 
Congress, such as that the Maddox was involved in a secret intelligence operation, rather 
than the "routine patrol" described by the government, and that the Johnson administration 
was aware that there might not have been any attack at all.

Did the North Vietnamese attack the U.S. destroyers on August 4 or were the sailors just 
confused? Did the U.S. government respond to the attack in good faith based on the best 
information it had available at the time? Or did it use the incident as a pretext to escalate the 
war, even though it knew the attack might not have occurred?

Critics claimed that the government's response to the August 4 incident was unjustified. For 
one thing, they said, the government knew it was likely that no attack had occurred. Indeed, 
they claimed, there was no physical evidence—such as debris from supposedly destroyed 



North Vietnamese ships—of an attack. They accused the government of taking advantage of 
the situation to pursue its goal of escalating the war even as Johnson portrayed himself as 
the "peace" candidate in the 1964 election.

Critics also charged that the government withheld vital information from Congress, including 
the possibility that there might not have been an attack at all. If an attack did take place, they 
said, it was because the U.S. had provoked North Vietnam by engaging the Maddox in spy 
missions off the North Vietnamese coast. Some critics accused the U.S. of intentionally 
baiting North Vietnam into attacking so that the U.S. could respond with force.

Supporters countered that the government was justified in its response. The U.S. ships were 
patrolling in international waters when North Vietnam attacked them without cause, they 
contended. In the face of such aggression, proponents said, the U.S. had the right to defend 
itself. In fact, they insisted, the U.S. had to retaliate to show strength in order to deter future 
attacks.

Before retaliating, supporters said, U.S. defense officials took all possible steps to confirm 
that an attack had indeed taken place. In addition to reports from sailors aboard the Maddox 
and the Turner Joy describing an attack, supporters asserted, intelligence intercepts from 
North Vietnam seemed to indicate that attack plans had been discussed and that there had 
been progress reports after the attack was launched. Supporters dismissed as "monstrous" 
the accusation that the president and defense officials had conspired to create an incident so 
that they could increase the U.S. presence in Vietnam.

Conflict in Vietnam

Indochina (the region including Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia) had been a French colony 
since the 19th century. However, with France's involvement in World War II (1939-45), its grip 
on Indochina weakened and Japan took control of Vietnam. With both France and Japan 
distracted by World War II, the Viet Minh, dominated by communists, emerged to fight for 
independence in 1941.

Japan's control over Vietnam ended when it surrendered to the U.S. and its allies in August 
1945, ending World War II. On September 2, Viet Minh founder Ho Chi Minh declared the 
establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. However, France re-exerted control the 
following year with the help of the U.S. and Britain. Over the next eight years, the Viet Minh 
fought for their independence in the First Indochina War. (Starting in 1949, the Viet Minh were 
aided by China, which had been taken over by communists that year.)

After the Viet Minh defeated French forces at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954, the French and 
Vietnamese signed a peace agreement known as the Geneva Accords. The accords formally 
partitioned the country into North and South Vietnam, with a planned national referendum in 
two years to determine whether it would reunite as one country or remain divided.

However, the referendum was never held. In 1955, South Vietnamese Premier Ngo Dinh Diem 
outpolled the country's chief of state, Bao Dai, in a nationwide referendum and proclaimed 
himself president of the new Republic of South Vietnam. Diem claimed that the communists 
in North Vietnam would prevent a fair vote on the reunification referendum, and said that he 
therefore would not hold a vote on reunification.

Four years later, communist guerrillas in South Vietnam (known as the Vietcong) attempted 
to take control of the South Vietnamese government, leading to the Second Indochina War 
(more commonly known as the Vietnam War). Vietnam became a Cold War battleground, as 
the U.S. and its allies supported the government forces in South Vietnam while the world's 
two major communist powers, the Soviet Union and China, supported the North.

During the Cold War, in which the U.S. and the Soviet Union waged an ideological conflict 
that effectively divided the world into hostile camps, the U.S. sought to contain the spread of 
communism worldwide. U.S. officials who subscribed to the "domino theory" warned that if 
the U.S. allowed Vietnam to fall to communism, then the rest of Southeast Asia would soon 
become communist as well. That would present a major blow to the U.S. policy of 
containment, they insisted. [See Cold War Containment Policy]

To help support the South against North Vietnam, in December 1961 Kennedy sent military 
advisers to help train the South Vietnamese military. In addition, that year the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) began a covert program in which South Vietnam carried out raids 
on North Vietnam. The U.S. provided the South Vietnamese with boats used in the raids and 



trained their crews.

When Johnson succeeded Kennedy as president in 1963, it was beginning to look like South 
Vietnam was not strong or stable enough to defeat the North on its own. To further help South 
Vietnam, Johnson increased U.S. covert action in Vietnam. In early 1964, he ordered the 
Defense Department to administer a program called OPLAN 34A. According to Defense 
Secretary Robert McNamara, OPLAN represented "a wide variety of sabotage and 
psychological operations against North Vietnam."

In addition to OPLAN 34A, the U.S. stepped up Operation DeSoto, in which the U.S. carried 
out covert intelligence patrols along the coasts of North Vietnam, China and communist North 
Korea. The DeSoto patrols, which began in 1962, were initially carried out at a minimum of 20 
miles from enemy coastlines. However, starting in 1964 the patrol ships were allowed to sail 
to within four miles of enemy coastlines. (Under international law, a country's territorial waters 
extended three miles offshore before turning into international waters.)

Incidents in the Tonkin Gulf

In late July 1964, South Vietnam carried out OPLAN 34A raids on the North Vietnamese 



islands of Hon Ngu and Hon Me, which were within four miles of the North Vietnamese 
mainland. At the same time, the Maddox, captained by Commander Herbert Ogier, was 
carrying out its second DeSoto mission of the year in the area.

On August 2, the Maddox was roughly 11 miles from Hon Me when it observed three North 
Vietnamese torpedo boats. At 2:40 P.M. local time (2:40 A.M. August 2, Eastern Standard 
Time) the Maddox reported, "Being approached by high-speed craft with apparent intent to 
conduct torpedo attack. Intend to fire in self-defense if necessary." When the boats came 
within 9,800 yards of the Maddox, the Maddox fired at the ships. The North Vietnamese craft 
returned fire, hitting the Maddox with one bullet that did not cause any damage, and then 
returned to its port after being fired upon by planes launched from the USS Ticonderoga. [See 
Chronology of the August 2 and August 4, 1964, Tonkin Gulf Incidents (primary document)]

Many U.S. officials urged restraint in the U.S.'s response to the incident. They claimed that 
North Vietnam had likely assumed that the Maddox was one of the ships involved in late July 
raids. Rather than retaliating, the U.S. responded with a formal protest to North Vietnam and 
warned of "grave consequences" if there were further attacks against the U.S. The U.S. also 
sent a second destroyer, the Turner Joy, to accompany the Maddox in the gulf. [See U.S. 
Protest to North Vietnam over August 2 Tonkin Gulf Incident (primary document)]
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The U.S. sent the USS C. Turner Joy to the Tonkin Gulf after another U.S. destroyer 
was attacked by North Vietnamese vessels on August 2, 1964.

On August 3, South Vietnam carried out more OPLAN 34A raids against North Vietnamese 
military facilities. Later that day the commander of the Seventh Fleet, Captain John Herrick, 
who was aboard the Maddox, reported, "Evaluation of info from various sources indicates that 
the DRV [Democratic Republic of Vietnam] considers patrol directly involved with 34A 
operations. DRV considers U.S. ships present as enemies because of these operations and 
have already indicated readiness to treat us in that category." Despite the warning, defense 
officials advised the Maddox to continue its patrol.

The Maddox was patrolling off the coast the following night when the National Security 
Agency (NSA) informed Herrick that it had intercepted a North Vietnamese communication 
indicating an imminent attack. At 8:35 p.m. (local time), the Maddox's radar picked up three 
boats roughly 30 miles away. About an hour later, Maddox sonar indicated a barrage of 
torpedoes, although the Turner Joy sonar showed no torpedoes. Over the next several hours, 
the Maddox and Turner Joy both fired on what they believed to be enemy vessels. [See 
Report of the USS Maddox on the Tonkin Gulf Incidents (Excerpts) (primary document)]

However, confusion reigned that night. It was stormy and moonless, so the crew could not 



see any enemy ships or observe the wakes of torpedoes that were supposedly being fired at 
the destroyers. Furthermore, the radar and the sonar from the Maddox and Turner Joy were 
giving different readings. Reports indicated that the ships' crews were not sure what was 
happening. [See Statements from the Turner Joy and the Maddox Crews on the August 4 
Tonkin Gulf Incident (primary document)]

After the attack ended at 1:30 A.M., Herrick reported, "Review of action makes many 
recorded contacts and torpedoes fired appear doubtful. Freak weather effects and over-eager 
sonarman may have accounted for many reports. No actual visual sightings by Maddox. 
Suggest complete evaluation before any further action." An hour later he reported, "Entire 
action leaves many doubts except for the apparent ambush at beginning," and still later he 
reported that "the first boat to close the Maddox probably fired a torpedo at the Maddox which 
was heard but not seen. All subsequent Maddox torpedo reports are doubtful in that it is 
suspected that sonarman was hearing ship's own propeller beat."

U.S. Naval Historical Center

Captain John Herrick (left), commander of the Seventh Fleet Destroyer Division, and 
Commander Herbert Ogier, commanding officer of the USS Maddox, pose aboard the 
Maddox in August 1964.

In addition, the pilots in planes launched from the USS Ticonderoga sent to back up the 
Maddox and Turner Joy reported that they saw no ships or evidence of torpedo wakes. And 
the following day a search found no debris or evidence of destroyed ships, although the 
Maddox and Turner Joy claimed to have sunk two. Neither American destroyer was damaged 
in the alleged attack.

Meanwhile, U.S. officials—including Johnson, McNamara and Secretary of State Dean 
Rusk—were meeting to determine how to respond to the reports of an attack. Johnson 
"tentatively authorized" airstrikes at 3:00 p.m. (Eastern Standard Time). McNamara called 
Admiral Ulysses Sharp, commander in chief of the Pacific fleet, to determine whether an 
attack had actually occurred. "We obviously don't want to carry out the retaliatory strike 
unless we are damned sure what happened," McNamara told him.

Sharp confirmed that an attack had taken place and recommended "immediate punitive air 
strikes against North Vietnam." After consulting Sharp several more times and reviewing the 
reports from the Maddox and the Turner Joy, McNamara concluded that an attack had 
occurred.

U.S. Responds to August 4 Incident



The U.S. decided to retaliate for the presumed August 4 attack. Officials argued that the U.S. 
had to make a show of strength in order to prevent similar attacks by North Vietnam in the 
future. Johnson decided to launch bombing raids against North Vietnamese bases that held 
torpedo boats and oil-storage depots.

The bombers were launched from the Ticonderoga at 10:43 p.m. (Eastern Standard Time). 
Shortly after 11:30 p.m. Johnson went on television to announce that the U.S. was carrying 
out bombing raids against North Vietnam in retaliation for its attack against the Maddox and 
the Turner Joy earlier that day. He declared: [See President Lyndon Johnson Announces 
Tonkin Gulf Retaliation (primary document)]

As President and Commander in Chief, it is my duty to the American people to 
report that renewed hostile actions against United States ships on the high 
seas in the Gulf of Tonkin have today required me to order the military forces of 
the United States to take action in reply.... [R]epeated acts of violence against 
the armed forces of the United States must be met not only with alert defense, 
but with positive reply. That reply is being given as I speak to you tonight.

The U.S. launched 64 sorties against targets along North Vietnam's coast. On August 5, 
McNamara reported to Congress that "10% of North Vietnam's petroleum storage capacity 
was destroyed" and that "some 25 North Vietnamese patrol boats were destroyed or 
damaged." One U.S. pilot was killed in the attacks and one was captured.

Later that day, Johnson introduced the Southeast Asia Resolution, better known as the 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution, to Congress. The resolution would give him wide military power 
against North Vietnam.

On August 6, McNamara testified in favor of the resolution before the Senate Foreign Affairs 
Committee. He claimed that the North Vietnamese attack against the U.S. had been 
unprovoked. "I want to make that very clear to you [that] the Maddox was operating in 
international waters, was carrying out a routine patrol of the type we carry out all over the 
world at all times," he stated.

On August 7, the House unanimously approved the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, 416-0, after 40 
minutes of discussion. The same day, the Senate approved the resolution, 88-2, after nine 
hours of debate that had begun August 6. Johnson signed the bill into law three days later.

The two senators who opposed the measure—Wayne Morse (D, Oregon) and Ernest 
Gruening (D, Alaska)—warned that it would give Johnson a "blank check" to escalate the war. 
However, Senator Frank Church (D, Idaho) summed up the majority view in Congress when he 
stated, "[T]here is a time to question the route of the flag, and there is a time to rally around 
it, lest it be routed. This is time for the latter course, and in our pursuit of it, a time for all of us 
to unify."

As Morse and Gruening had feared, Johnson quickly used the resolution as justification for 
escalating the war without consulting with Congress. In February 1965, he began intensive 
bombing of North Vietnam, and two months later he committed the first U.S. ground troops to 
Vietnam. By the end of the year, there were 200,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam, up from roughly 
23,000 military advisers in 1964.

In early 1966, Senator Fulbright, who had initially led the support for the Tonkin Gulf 
Resolution but had come to believe that the government had lied to Congress to get it to pass 
the resolution, held hearings into the government's action in Vietnam. However, the officials 
who testified presented a strong case for the government's response to the August 4 incident, 
and the hearings soon faded from the headlines.

Fulbright continued his campaign, and in the fall of 1967 he ordered a staff study to "clear up 
uncertainties" regarding the government's conduct of the Vietnam War. In particular, he 
sought to examine how the government had gathered its information during the Tonkin Gulf 
incident and how it decided to retaliate with bombing raids against North Vietnam.

Fulbright said he had decided to order the study after receiving several letters from 
"responsible individuals" about the Tonkin Gulf incident that had "raised a number of 
questions." For instance, in one such letter former Navy lieutenant John White said that the 
administration had given "false information" to Congress regarding the incident, and that North 
Vietnamese boats had never fired on the Turner Joy or the Maddox.

The study concluded that, among other things, the Maddox had not been on a routine patrol, 



as the government had claimed, but had instead been engaged in a spy mission. Based on 
the study, Fulbright decided to hold a full hearing by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
in February 1968. Did the administration intentionally deceive Congress and the public? Were 
its actions in response to the supposed August 4 attack justified?

The Case that the U.S. Response Was Justified

Administration supporters insisted that North Vietnam had attacked the U.S. on August 4 in 
an unprovoked manner, and that the U.S. was therefore justified in responding with force. The 
U.S. ships were in international waters at the time, supporters claimed, and had not engaged 
in any activities against North Vietnam. "My own conclusion is that two attacks were 
delivered on our vessels who were operating where they had a right to be; that they were not 
engaged in offensive operations against North Vietnam; that obviously any vessel on patrol is 
going to look and listen—but looking and listening on the high seas cannot be interpreted as 
warranting attack from the nearest coastal power," Secretary of State Rusk declared in 1968.

There was no doubt that an attack had taken place on August 4, administration defenders 
insisted. They noted that the ships' radar detected approaching vessels and that the sonar 
indicated that torpedoes had been fired at the ship. Also, several sailors had reported seeing 
a searchlight beam from a North Vietnamese ship. Furthermore, they said, intercepted 
transmissions indicated an imminent attack and reported on the progress of the attack after it 
was under way. McNamara testified in 1968: [See Defense Secretary McNamara's Testimony 
in 1968 Senate Hearings on the Vietnam War (primary document)]

Intelligence reports from a highly classified and unimpeachable source reported 
that North Vietnam was making preparations to attack our destroyers with two 
Swatow [patrol] boats and one PT boat if the PT could be made ready in time. 
The same source reported, while the engagement was in progress on August 4, 
that the attack was underway. Immediately after the attack ended, the source 
reported that the North Vietnamese lost two ships in the engagement.

Supporters further pointed out that while Herrick initially reported that there was some doubt 
about what occurred on the night of August 4, in 1968 he claimed that there was "no doubt" 
that there had been an attack. He said that radar contact indicated boats "waiting to spring a 
trap on us after nightfall." He continued, "As we changed the course the boats repositioned, 
or closed on us, and we tracked them on in. There seemed to be some boats which tracked 
up to 40 knots and others farther away at slower speeds.... The lead boat kept closing. They 
got into range around 6,000 yards.... The Turner Joy was convinced she was under torpedo 
attack and commenced firing at the boat."

Herrick admitted confusion about the number of torpedoes fired; he said the ones reported 
later in the attack were likely not really torpedoes after all, but the result of sonar picking up 
the beat of the boat's propellers. However, he said, some torpedoes had definitely been fired 
at the U.S. destroyers. "I had no doubts of the initial ones and I had no doubts that numerous 
ones were torpedoes," he stated.

Supporters also pointed out that McNamara checked with the commander in chief in the 
Pacific several times in his effort to confirm that the attack had taken place, and was assured 
that the evidence of an attack was "incontrovertible." In light of all the evidence, the Defense 
Department responded to Fulbright's 1967 study, "Any suggestion that the August, 1964, 
attacks on U.S. destroyers in the Tonkin Gulf did not occur is contrary to the known facts.... 
The attacks were seen, heard and detected electronically by the crews of the ships.... The 
evidence that the destroyers were attacked is conclusive."

Since there had been an attack, and since it had not been provoked, the U.S. had to retaliate 
to deter further attacks against itself, administration supporters asserted. If the U.S. appeared 
to be weak, they said, it would only invite further attacks.

Some supporters conceded that there might have been no attack on August 4, and that the 
government might have reached its decision to retaliate based on faulty intelligence. However, 
they said, there was no conspiracy on the part of the government to deceive Congress so that 
it would approve the Tonkin Gulf Resolution. "If there was a mistake...it was an unintentional 
mistake," Senator Stuart Symington (D, Missouri) declared in 1968.

In his 1968 testimony, McNamara decried suggestions that the government had provoked the 
attack or lied about the incident to provide an excuse to retaliate against North Vietnam. "I 
find it inconceivable that anyone even remotely familiar with our society and system of 



government could suspect the existence of a conspiracy which would include almost, if not 
all, the entire chain of military command in the Pacific, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, the Joint Chiefs, the Secretary of Defense, his chief civilian assistants, the Secretary of 
State, and the President of the United States," he declared.

Supporters insisted that it was normal for the administration to have prepared a resolution 
giving the president greater power before there was any need for one. The situation could 
quickly worsen, they said, and the government had to be ready to respond quickly to changed 
circumstances. In the closed hearing in 1966 (the transcript of which was released the 
following year), Bundy elaborated:

We had contingent drafts, which, however, did not very closely resemble the 
[final] draft, for some time prior [to the Tonkin Gulf incident].... We had always 
anticipated, and as a matter of common prudence, I think should have 
anticipated, the possibility that things might take a more drastic turn at any 
time and that it would be wise to seek an affirmation of the desires of and 
intent of the Congress. But that is normal planning.

If Johnson was looking for an excuse to intensify U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War, 
supporters contended, he could have easily done so after the August 2 attack. However, as 
Bundy later told McNamara biographer Deborah Shapley, Johnson "didn't want to take 
decisions on this issue [Vietnam] during an election year." He was essentially forced into 
taking action to defend the U.S. after North Vietnam attacked it a second time, supporters 
argued.

The Case that the U.S. Response Was Unjustified

Critics of the government's response to the alleged August 4 attack insisted that 
administration officials had not given Congress the whole story during the hearings on the 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution. In particular, they complained, Congress was not informed that the 
Maddox was on an intelligence-gathering mission or that there was doubt that an attack had 
occurred at all. "I was hoodwinked and taken in by the President of the United States, the 
Secretary of State, and the Chief of Staff and the Secretary of Defense, who told us about 
certain alleged events that I do not believe occurred," Fulbright declared in 1968. He claimed 
that it was "very unfair to ask us to vote upon a resolution when the state of evidence was as 
uncertain as I think it now is."

Critics argued that it was likely that an attack had never occurred. Even at the time, they 
pointed out, there was a lot of confusion about whether the Maddox and Turner Joy were 
actually under attack.

Former lieutenant White, who was on the first U.S. ship to enter the Tonkin Gulf following the 
August 4 incident, addressed the confusion surrounding the alleged attack in a letter to the 
New Haven Register in December 1968. "I recall clearly the confusing radio messages sent at 
that time by the destroyers—confusing because the destroyers themselves were not certain 
they were being attacked," he wrote. He said that a sonarman from the Maddox with whom he 
had spoken several months after the incident had told him that no North Vietnamese 
torpedoes had been fired.

There was also no physical evidence that an attack had taken place, critics pointed out. 
Although both the Maddox and the Turner Joy reported sinking two North Vietnamese vessels 
and damaging two others, search crews the following day could not find any debris from the 
supposedly destroyed ships, they said.

Even Johnson expressed doubt about the incident in question, critics noted. In 1965, the 
president stated, "For all I know, our Navy was shooting at whales out there." In addition, they 
said, the North Vietnamese also claimed that there had been no August 4 attack. According 
to the government, the attack was a "fabrication" by the U.S. to justify attacking the North. 
North Vietnam had readily admitted to the August 2 attack, critics said, so there was no 
reason for it to lie about the August 4 incident.

Many critics agreed with the North Vietnamese government that the U.S. had fabricated the 
August 4 incident so that it could escalate the war. "The Tonkin incidents have been 
manufactured," Robert Harper, chairman of the Department of Humanities of Anne Arundel 
Community College in Severna Park, Maryland, charged in an October 5, 1964, letter to the 
New York Times. He continued, "We are itching for a war and we will have it as retaliation 
against bullets and torpedoes that—even accepting the official interpretation—were never 



fired."

During the 1966 hearings, critics pointed out, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State William 
Bundy had admitted having drafted a resolution giving the president greater powers in Vietnam 
several months before the Tonkin Gulf incident. Critics accused the government of creating an 
incident in the Tonkin Gulf to compel Congress to approve the resolution. "We know from the 
record what the thinking was in the Administration, having in their pocket a resolution ready to 
spring on us," Morse declared during the 1968 Senate hearings.

Other critics conceded that an attack might actually have occurred on August 4, but claimed 
that the U.S. had provoked the attack so that Congress would pass Bundy's resolution. They 
asserted that North Vietnam claimed a 12-mile limit on its territorial waters (rather than the 
internationally accepted three-mile limit), and that the Maddox was patrolling within that 12-
mile zone. Furthermore, they noted that roughly 15 hours before the August 4 attack the 
destroyers warned that they had received intelligence showing that North Vietnam considered 
them to be enemy vessels. Yet they were instructed to remain in North Vietnamese waters, 
critics pointed out.

The U.S.'s covert activities also provoked North Vietnam, critics insisted. In fact, some said, 
the U.S. government intentionally planned for the OPLAN 34A raids and the DeSoto patrol to 
take place within a short period of time in order to prompt a response by North Vietnam, 
which would give the U.S. the opportunity to retaliate. North Vietnam could not help but link 
the DeSoto patrols with the South Vietnamese raids, critics insisted.

Morse described the destroyers' mission as "to get the North Vietnamese to involve 
themselves in a dispute with us." He concluded, "We were a provocateur in the Gulf of 
Tonkin. We were as wrong in the Gulf of Tonkin as some other wrongdoers were in the 
sinking of the Maine," which led to the Spanish-American War in 1898. [See Battleship Maine 
Explosion]

Even if the government honestly believed that an attack had taken place, some critics said, it 
still responded irresponsibly. The U.S. decided to launch air strikes against North Vietnam 
without fully confirming that an attack had taken place, they maintained. According to 
Senator Albert Gore (D, Tennessee) during the 1968 hearings, Johnson's administration "was 
hasty, acted precipitately, inadvisably, unwisely, out of proportion to the provocation in 
launching 64 bombing attacks." The government responded "out of a confused, uncertain 
situation on a murky night," he concluded. Many critics argued that the U.S. should have 
taken the issue to the United Nations Security Council rather than acting unilaterally.

Aftermath of Tonkin Gulf

On August 4, 1964, an alleged attack against U.S. destroyers in the Tonkin Gulf led to U.S. 
bombing raids against North Vietnamese targets and to Congress's passage of a resolution 
allowing the president to take "all necessary measures" to "prevent further aggression" in 
Vietnam. However, doubts about whether an attack had actually occurred led some to accuse 
the administration of fabricating the incident. They claimed that the president intentionally 
deceived Congress so that it would agree to give a "blank check" when it came to wartime 
decision-making.

As critics had warned, Johnson quickly used the Tonkin Gulf Resolution to justify increasing 
U.S. involvement in the war. By the end of 1967, there were roughly half a million U.S. ground 
troops in Vietnam. However, as U.S. participation in Vietnam increased, and more and more 
U.S. soldiers died in Vietnam, opposition to the war grew in the U.S. Opposition further 
increased after the draft was established in 1969. [See Vietnam-Era Draft]

Facing mounting criticism of his conduct of the war in Vietnam, Johnson chose not to run for 
reelection in 1968. He was succeeded by Richard M. Nixon (R, 1969-74), who, like Johnson, 
used the Tonkin Gulf Resolution to escalate U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War.

Expressing anger over being sidelined in the conduct of the war, Congress repealed the 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution on January 12, 1971. However, Nixon claimed that he did not derive 
his power from the resolution; that was intended only to show unity between the president 
and Congress, he insisted. He cited more than 200 previous incidents in which the president, 
as commander in chief of the armed forces, had committed troops to conflicts without the 
authorization of Congress. He also claimed authority as the head of state of a country that 
belonged to the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, and hence was committed to coming to 
the aid of other members of that alliance, including South Vietnam.



Growing public discontent with the progress of the war further increased after the New York 
Times released the so-called Pentagon Papers, which had been leaked to the Times, in June 
1971. The Pentagon Papers were a top-secret study of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, titled 
"History of U.S. Decision-Making Process on Vietnam Policy," which McNamara had 
commissioned in 1967. The study, conducted in 1967-68, showed that the government had 
consistently misled the public about its goals and actions in Vietnam. For instance, the 
Pentagon Papers showed that even while Johnson was pledging to limit U.S. involvement, he 
was planning to expand the U.S. role in the war as early as the spring of 1964, when he drew 
up a list of 94 possible targets to hit in retaliation for any North Vietnamese attacks.

Two years later, in late 1973, Congress sought to limit the president's ability to commit troops 
to foreign conflicts without congressional approval. Congress passed the War Powers Act on 
November 7, overriding Nixon's veto. The act required the president to consult with Congress 
in committing troops and required him to withdraw troops after 60 days if Congress has not 
declared war or authorized troops to remain for another 60 days. [See Presidential War 
Powers Debated (sidebar); War Powers Act (1973) (primary document)]

Some 30 years later, debate over the president's war powers reemerged after President 
George W. Bush (R, 2001-09) sought to send troops to Iraq to overthrow Iraqi leader Saddam 
Hussein despite strong opposition in Congress. Bush accused Hussein of seeking to develop 
weapons of mass destruction in violation of several U.N. resolutions, although many experts 
disputed that claim. The administration sparked controversy when it claimed that the 
president had the authority to send troops to Iraq without the consent of Congress. However, 
that debate was resolved when Congress authorized the use of force in Iraq in October 2002. 
[See Iraq War]

As debate raged over whether the U.S. should invade Iraq, parallels with the Tonkin Gulf 
incident emerged. In both cases, critics claimed that the administration relied on murky 
claims in order to pursue its own agenda.

In Vietnam, the U.S. was accused of fabricating a North Vietnamese attack against the U.S., 
or at least of taking advantage of a doubtful attack, to escalate U.S. involvement in the war. In 
the case of Iraq, Bush was accused of claiming Hussein was developing weapons of mass 
destruction simply as an excuse to invade Iraq. In the words of John Prados, a senior fellow 
at the nongovernmental National Security Archive, "[S]ubstitute 'weapons of mass destruction' 
for 'PT boats' and 'torpedoes,' and 'Baghdad' for 'Hanoi'—and the parallels with today become 
all too apt." Further fueling the debate, after the U.S. invaded Iraq in March 2003, U.S. troops 
and U.N. inspectors failed to find evidence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.

Meanwhile, a classified study by NSA historian Robert Hanyok concluded that the August 4 
attack never occurred. However, Hanyok claimed that the government did not intentionally 
deceive Congress about the attack; the government's response was a result of faulty 
intelligence rather than a case of intentional deception, he said. After word of the study 
leaked out, historians called for the NSA to release it to the public. Because the agency did 
not release Hanyok's study until 2005, four years after it was first published in an interagency 
publication, some critics claimed that the NSA had delayed publication so that unflattering 
parallels would not be drawn between the Tonkin Gulf incident and the situation in Iraq. [See 
Officials Cast Doubt on Intelligence Indicating August 4 Tonkin Gulf Attack (sidebar)]

According to Hanyok, the intelligence intercepts that the government presented as conclusive 
evidence of attack were actually dated earlier than August 4, and referred to the August 2 
attack on the Maddox. Furthermore, he found that while there were North Vietnamese boats 
in the area, they were not there to attack the U.S. destroyers but rather to salvage the North 
Vietnamese boats damaged during the August 2 attack. Jittery sailors mistakenly believed 
they were under attack and faulty intelligence appeared to support that claim, according to 
Hanyok.

Hanyok claimed to have settled the mystery of what happened in the Tonkin Gulf on August 
4, 1964. However, debate continues over whether the administration knew at the time that no 
attack had occurred and still insisted on "retaliating," or whether it was acting in good faith to 
defend American interests.

Bibliography

"Another Round in Tonkin Debate." New York Times, February 4, 1968, E2.



Citation Information ( MLA )

Kauffman, Jill.  “Tonkin Gulf Incident.” Issues & Controversies in American History. Infobase Learning, 6 Jan. 
2009. Web. 18 Apr. 2016. <http://icah.infobaselearning.com/icahfullarticle.aspx?ID=107334>.

Austin, Anthony. The President's War: The Story of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution and How the 
Nation Was Trapped in Vietnam. New York: J.B. Lippincott, 1971.

Dallek, Robert. Lyndon B. Johnson: Portrait of a President. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2004.

Finney, John. "Fulbright Confirms Senate Panel Is Studying 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Incidents." 
New York Times, December 23, 1967.

Galloway, John. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. Rutherford, N.J.: Farleigh Dickinson 
University Press, 1970.

Hanyok, Robert. "Skunks, Bogies, Silent Hounds, and the Flying Fish: The Gulf of Tonkin 
Mystery, 2-4 August 1964." Cryptolotic Quarterly, Winter 2000/Spring 2001, 1.

Harper, Robert. "Tonkin Linked to War Aim." New York Times, October 5, 1964, 32.

Hess, Gary. Vietnam and the United States. New York: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1990.

Jones, J. Norvill. "Robert McNamara's Bad Information." Washington Post, November 23, 
1995, 22.

Kenworthy, E. W., Fox Butterfield, Hendrick Smith, and Neil Sheehan. The Pentagon Papers: 
The Secret History of the Vietnam War. New York: Quadrangle Books, 1971.

Reveley, W. Taylor. War Powers of the President and Congress: Who Holds the Arrows and 
Olive Branch? Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1981.

Schulzinger, Robert. A Time for War: The United States and Vietnam, 1941-1975. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997.

Thies, Wallace. When Governments Collide: Coercion and Diplomacy in the Vietnam Conflict, 
1964-1968. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980.

Unna, Warren. "Critics See Phantom in Tonkin Incident." Washington Post, September 24, 
1964, 19.

VanDeMark, Brian. Into the Quagmire: Lyndon Johnson and the Escalation of the Vietnam 
War. New York: Oxford University Press, 1995.

Vandiver, Frank. Shadows of Vietnam: Lyndon Johnson's Wars. College Station: Texas A&M 
University Press, 1997.

Whitelaw, Kevin. "The Attack That Wasn't: How Erroneous Intelligence Reports Led to a 
Previous War." U.S. News & World Report, December 12, 2005, 42.

Windchy, Eugene. A Documentary of the Incidents in the Tonkin Gulf on August 2 and 
August 4, 1964 and Their Consequences. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1971.

Copyright © 2016 Facts On File. All Rights Reserved.


