
         

CWA 4.5 – The Tonkin Gulf Resolution 
 
Report on the Gulf of Tonkin Incident (August 4, 1964)* 
Lyndon Baines Johnson 

*Source for transcript and video recording:  Miller Center of Public Affairs at the University of Virginia and the Lyndon Baines Johnson 
Presidential Library (http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/detail/3998) 

 
My fellow Americans:  
 
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.  
 
The initial attack on the destroyer 'Maddox, on August 2, 
was repeated today by a number of hostile vessels 
attacking two U.S. destroyers with torpedoes. The 
destroyers and supporting aircraft acted at once on the 
orders I gave after the initial act of aggression. We believe 
at least two of the attacking boats were sunk. There were 
no U.S. losses.  
 
The performance of commanders and crews in this 
engagement is in the highest tradition of the United States 
Navy. But repeated 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. Air action is now in execution 
against gunboats and certain supporting facilities in North 
Viet-Nam which have been used in these hostile 
operations.  

 
  

Photograph of President Lyndon B. Johnson's Midnight Address 
on Second Gulf of Tonkin Incident, 08/04/1964,  White House 
Photo Collection.  Source:  LBJ Presidential Library, National 

Archives, ARC Identifier 192482. 
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Directions: Despite questions about the accuracy of early reports detailing a second attack in the Gulf of Tonkin, President Lyndon B. Johnson (LBJ)
addressed the nation late on the night of August 4, 1964. As you watch the address (and read along with the transcript below), highlight and
annotate the source material in preparation for a discussion on the following:

1. How does LBJ describe the North Vietnamese and their actions? (*circle descriptive language from the speech) What is the purpose of LBJ
referring to the North Vietnamese in this way?

2. LBJ’s speech is directed at three different audiences, what is his specific purpose in addressing each of the following audiences:
a. The American Public?
b. The International Community?
c. Congress?

3. LBJ contends that America has two options in responding to the conflict, “Alert Defense” or “Positive Reply.” Describe both options and assess
the pros and cons of American foreign policy action in Southeast Asia.

4. Summarize the various arguments presented by LBJ to justify American involvement in Vietnam.



         

President Lyndon B. Johnson signs (Gulf of Tonkin) resolution.  White House Photo 
Collection, August 10, 1964.  Source:  LBJ Presidential Library,  
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In the larger sense this new act of 
aggression, aimed directly at our 
own forces, again brings home to 
all of us in the United States the 
importance of the struggle for 
peace and security in southeast 
Asia. Aggression by terror against 
the peaceful villagers of South 
Viet-Nam has now been joined by 
open aggression on the high seas 
against the United States of 
America. 

 
The determination of all 
Americans to carry out our full 
commitment to the people and to 
the government of South Viet-
Nam will be redoubled by this 
outrage. Yet our response, for the 
present, will be limited and fitting. 
We Americans know, although 
others appear to forget, the risks 
of spreading conflict. We still seek 
no wider war.  
 

I have instructed the Secretary of State to make this position totally clear to friends and to adversaries 
and, indeed, to all. I have instructed Ambassador Stevenson to raise this matter immediately and 
urgently before the Security Council of the United Nations. Finally, I have today met with the leaders of 
both parties in the Congress of the United States and I have informed them that I shall immediately 
request the Congress to pass a resolution making it clear that our Government is united in its 
determination to take all necessary measures in support of freedom and in defense of peace in 
southeast Asia.  
 
I have been given encouraging assurance by these leaders of both parties that such a resolution will be 
promptly introduced, freely and expeditiously debated, and passed with overwhelming support. And 
just a few minutes ago I was able to reach Senator Goldwater and I am glad to say that he has 
expressed his support of the statement that I am making to you tonight.  
 
It is a solemn responsibility to have to order even limited military action by forces whose overall 
strength is as vast and as awesome as those of the United States of America, but it is my considered 
conviction, shared throughout your Government, that firmness in the right is indispensable today for 
peace; that firmness will always be measured. Its mission is peace. 
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Joint Resolution for the 
Maintenance of Peace and 
Security in Southeast Asia 
, 08/10/1964.  Source:  
National Archives, ARC 
Identifier 2803448. 
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As you read the text of
the “Joint Resolution for
the Maintenance of Peace
and Security in Southeast
Asia” (Tonkin Gulf
Resolution), highlight and
annotate the source
material in preparation for
a discussion on the
following:

5. Using the first three
paragraphs, what
justifications does
Congress provide for
passing this the Tonkin
Gulf Resolution?
How do these arguments
compare with those
provided by LBJ in his
address to the nation?

6. What specific
authority or power is
granted by the Tonkin
Gulf Resolution?

7. According to the
Tonkin Gulf Resolution,
when does this authority
end?


