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Vietnam as the "First Televised War" 

There is still a lot of debate about the 

impact that American news coverage of the 

Vietnam War had on the way Americans 

perceived the war, and even on the way 

policies related to the war were decided. 

Television coverage of the war 

allowed Americans to have a firsthand 

look into the harsh reality of wars. 

Although photography and film 

were certainly a big part of the US's 

news coverage of World War II and 

the Korean War, the prevalence of 

television by the time of the Vietnam 

War changed the way that Americans 

were able to visualize what was 

happening in a war taking place far 

from US territory. According to a page 

on the US Library of Congress website, 

from 1950 to 1960, the number of 

Americans who had a television in 

But one thing that we know is true is that 

television coverage of the war, which often 

included "live" broadcasts from combat 

zones and was less firmly controlled by the 

government than media coverage in World 

War II (such as newsreels), was an entirely 

different genre. The immediacy and the 

visceral quality of TV war coverage was 

certainly different, even if the impact of 

that difference is disputed (Huebner l 50; 

Kratz). their homes went from five percent to 

ninety percent ("Television"). Having 

a visualization they knew was accurate and that they 

didn't have to imagine for themselves was impactful for 

Americans and changed how they responded to the news 

they received. As Ryan Singsank explains in his article for 

the Armstrong Undergraduate Journal ef History, ''As compared 

to words describing an event in a printed publication, 

an image, especially in the context of war, is much more 

powerful as one is able to shape their own opm10ns 

Figure 2: For more 

information about the 

Tet Offensive, check out 

this resource from the 

Office of the Historian 

("US Involvement in the 

Vietnam War"). 

without having to create a visualization." 

Having access to television coverage of key battles in 

the Vietnam War, such as the Tet Offensive (Figure 2), 

provided Americans with a different version of the events 

occurring across the sea than the one the government 

had been offering. The US government maintained that 

American soldiers were extremely successful in their battles and getting close 

to winning, but because reporters were recording the actual events, the US 

military had less control over what was recorded and reported. As a result of 

this coverage, Americans were able to see and hear about negative views of 

the American progress in the war. Seeing the reality of what was happening 

to soldiers in Vietnam impacted opposition to the war, and this impact would 

not have been possible in a pre-television America. Singsank again provides 

a summary of this when he states, "Never before had the American people 

seen coverage of the war to this level, indicating a change in the perception 

of news and combat footage to viewers in the years to come." 
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