The Myth
of the Hue Massacre

“Look, if vou think any American of-
ficial iy going to tell the truth, then
vou're stupid. Did you hear that?—
stupid."—Arthur Sylvester, Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Public Af-
fairs, Saigon, July 1965.

ith the Saigon government's
abandonment of Hue, and
with refugees once more in

flight, it was inevitable that the media
would revive the memory of the “Hue
massacre”™ of 1968, During March and
early April 1975, wire services re-
ported almost daily that “the bodies of
more than 3,000 Hue residents were
found in mass graves outside the city,
executed by their Communist-led cap-
tors™ (March 25). Don Oberdorfer of

the Washington Post, in his “farewell’

to Hue, recalled that “some 2,800
people were executed in Hue during
the Tet offensive, Similar statements
were made by the New York Times,
CBS MNews and other media.

The “"Hue massacre” is now men-
tioned in a virtually reflex action when-
ever people refer to Hue—understand.
ably so, given the number of times the
story has been repeated since 1968,
But this reflex represents a triumph of
propuganda over journalistic profes-
sianalism. For. like so much else which
concerns the historv of the Vietnam
War, this widely accepted "fact” is a
myth, originated by officials of the
Saigon and U.S. governments, using
phoney documentation and plain lies.

The myth of the Communist mass-
acre al Hue has never been seriously
questioned or investigated by the press,
Why this has been so, and the process
by which ihe myth has been institution-
alized, is as important as the falsity of
the myth itself.

[ THE MYTH ]
he essential point of the myth? is
that during their month-long oc-

cupation of Hue during the Tet
Offensive of 1968, NLF and North

Vietnamese forces deliberately, ac-
cording to an advance plan and *“black-
list," rounded up and murdered thou-
sands of civilians, either because they
worked for the government or repre-
sented “'class enemies.” The basic doc-
umentation supporting the myth con-
sists of a report issued by the Saigon
government in April 1968, a captured
document made public by the U.S.
Mission in November 1969, and a long
analysis published in 1970 by USIS
employee Douglas Pike. The Sajgon
and Pike reports should have aroused
suspicions by their source, their tone,
and by their role in an extended prop-
aganda campaign. But, even more im-
portant, the substance of these docu-
ments dees not withstand scrutiny,
The primary source of information
for the U.S.-Saigon acount of what
happened in Hue has been the Saigon
army’s Tenth Political Warfare Bat-
talion. The reliability of this agency in
such matlers must be judged in the
context of its past role in the forgery
of documents and implementation of
major propaganda campaigns around
the theme of alleged Communist mas-
sacres. Colonel Nguyen Van Chau,
who was head of the Central Psycho-
logical Warfare Service of the Saigon
army from 1956 to 1962, revealed in
1972 that the famous “bloodbath” in
North Vietnam during the land reform
program was “100% fabricated" by
the Saigon government.? According to
Colonel Chau, a systematic campaign
of vilification by the use of forged doc-
uments was carried out during the
mid-1950s to justify Diem’s refusal to
negotiate with Hanoi in preparation for
the unheld elections of 1956, This
forging of decuments was assisted by
U.S. and British intellipence agencies,
who helped gather authentic docu-
ments that permitted a plausible foun-
dation to be laid for the forgeries,
which were then distributed to various
political groups, writers, and intellec-
tuals for anti-Communist propaganda.
It was this same Saigon government
propaganda apparatus which provided
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the “evidence” through the Tenth Po-
litical Warfare Battalion on the “mas-
sacre” in Hue. In a report issued in
late April 1968, it claimed that about
one thousand executions had been car-
ried out by the Communists in and
around Hue, and that nearly half of
the victims had been buried alive.
Since the story was ignored by the
American press, the U.S. embassy put

out the same report the following week,
and this time it was headlined in
American papers. The story was never
questioned, despite the fact that no
Western journalist had ever been taken
to see the grave sites when the bodies
were uncovered, On the contrary,
French photographer Marc Riboudwas
repeatedly denied permission to see
one of the sites where the Province
Chief claimed 300 civilian government
workers had been executed by the
Communists. When he was finally
taken by helicopter to the alleged site,
the pilot refused to land, claiming the
area was "“insecure.”

The captured document, on which
many stories were based reporting that
the Communists “admitted” Kkilling
sorne 2,900 people in Hue, was re-
leased to the press in November 1969,
At that time Douglas Pike, a USIS ex-
pert on Vietnam, was in Saigon to push
the Hue massacre story, at the re-
quest of Ambassador Ellsworth Bunk-
er. Pike, an expert media manipula-
tor, recognized that American report-
ers love “documents,” so he produced
documents, He also knew that virtual-
ly none of these journalists knew Viet-
namese, so that documents could be
translated and shuffled around .into
conformity with the requirements of a
massacre, so he did this. He also knew
that few journalists would challenge
his veracity and independently assess
and develop evidence, despite the long
record of official duplicity on Vietnam
and the coincidence of this new docu-
ment with official public relations
needs of the moment—Mylai had bro-
ken, and organized peace activity in
the Fall of 1969 was intense. Pike was




‘correct on this point also, and the few
indications of skepticism by foreign
‘reporters were not allowed to interfere
with the institutiopalization of the offi-
ehal version,

Thus, in the Fall of 1969 the press
once again headlined the refurbished
mylh, guoting from the captured doc-
ument: ‘We eliminated 1,892 admin-

istrative personne!, 39 policemen, 790
tyranis, 6 captains, 2 first lisutenants,
20 second leutenants and many non-
comissioned officers.” This sentence
and document were accepted as con-
firmation of the U.S.-Saigon story of
.Hue, despite the fact that nowhere in
the document is it claiffied or even
suggested that any innocemi civilians
had been executed. The use of the word
“gliminate” was a deceptive mistrans-
Intron. suggesting killing, whereas the
Vietnamese original (“diet”) had al-
ways besn used much more broadly
to inalunds killed, wounded, cﬁtured.
snd forced to surrender. Furthermore,
the quoted sentence was taken out of
confext of the document as a whole,
which had nothing to do with the pun-
ishment of individuals, but was rather
a low-level report, describing the mil-
itary victory of the NLF in a particu-
lar district of Hue. But the press was
too interested in reaffirming the cruel-
ty of the Viet Cong to pay attention
to such fine distinctions.

- At about the same timhe, Douglas
Pike gave to selected reporiers a list
of 15 categories of what he called “en-
-emies of the people,” said to be tar-
geted for liquidation, But this phrase
apears.in none of the documents cited
by Pike—it was his own concoction—
and even more serious, the documents
neither say nor imply that these cat-
egories of people were to be punished,
let alone liquidated. In fact, the docu-
ment, which has the title “Fifteen Cri-
teria for Investigation,” was simply
one local cadre’s notion of the kinds
of people to be carefully observed.

The claim by Pike that the NLF

Had blacklists for execution which in-
‘cludad “selected non-official and na-
tural leaders of the community, chiei-
ty educators and religionists,” is pure
fabrication. The testimony of Hue's
chief of secret police himself contra-
dicts this. According to the latter, the
only names on the list of those to be
executed were the officers of the secret
police of Hue. In fact, the general
strategy of the NLF conveyed in one

key captured document provided by |

the U.S, Mission to one of the au-
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thors in 1971, was to try to mobilize
and gain support from the masses, or-
gunized religious groups, and even or-
dinary policemen,

Apart from the “captured docu-
ments,” the support for the alleged
massacre comes most notably from the
finding of mass graves—but this evi-
dence is as unconvincing as the man-
aged documents, A fpndamental dif-

ficulty arises from the fact that laree
numbers of civilians were killed in the

U, S.-Saigon recapture of Hue by the
massive and indiscriminate use of fire-
power, David Douglas Duncan, the fa-
mous combat photographer, said of
the recapture that it was a “total effort
to root out and kill every enemy sol-
dier. The mind reels at the carnage,
cost and ruthlessness of it all.” Roberl
Shapien wrote at the time, “Nothing |
saw during the Korean War, or in the
Vietnam War so far has been as ter-
rible, in ‘terms of destruction and de-
spair, as what I saw in Hue." Of Hue's
17,134 houses, 9,776 were completg-
ly destroyed and 3,169 more were of-
ficially classified as “seriously dam-
aged." The initial official South Viet-
namese estimate of the number of civ-
ilians killed in the fighting during the
bioody reconquest was 3,776, The
NLF claimed to have buried a great
many victimg of the bombardment in
masy graves, along with their own
casualties, and a large number of dead
civilians were bull-dozed into mass
graves by the returning U.S. and Sai-
gon forces.

An important feature of the evidence
of the mass graves, as we noted earlier,
is that. independent journalists were
never allowed to be present at their
opening. One of the authors spoke
with an American marine who was on

‘the scene at one of the early grave

openings, who claims that the bodies
were not available for inspection, and
that he observed old scour marks and
tracks indicative af the use of bull-
dozers at the original burial (which the
NLF did not possess). Perhaps the
only Western physician to have ex-
amined the graves, Dr. Alje Ven-
nema, found that the number of vie-
tims in the grave sites he examined
were inflated in the U.8.-Saigon count
by over seven-fold, totalling only 68
instead of the officially claimed 477,
and according to Vennema most of
the bodies were clothed in military
uniforms and hed wounds suggesting
that they were victims of the fighting.

The Minister of Health of the Sai-

gon government, Tran Luu Y, after
visiting some of the burial sites in
April 1969, also expressed the belief
that the bodi¢s could well be those of
NLF soldiers killed in battle.

in a context of vast numbers of civ-
ilians and soldiers Killed by savage
bombardment and intense fighting—
and buried in many hastily dug and
covered-over graves—ihe identifica-
tion of the sources of the killing of
particular victims would be difficult
even if carried out by investigalors of
integrity. When done by propaganda
agencies of estublished willingness to
fabricate, carefully avoiding inde-
peadent verification, and with wildly
oscillating numbers of victims, the es-
tumates must be taken with a4 grain of
salt, But this is not done Don Ober-
dorfer, in his book on Ter and in news
reports into April 1975, repeats the
assertions of the propaganda agencies
that 2,800 “victims of the vecupation™
were found in mass graves® Fox Bul-
terfield, in the New York Times of
April 1975, even places all 3,000 bod-
ies in u single grave! Samuel A. Ad-
4ims, a former analyst with the CIA,
writes in the Wall Sireet Journal of
March 26, 1975, that “South Viel-
namese and Communist estimates of
the dead coincide almost exactly, Sai-
gon says it dug up some 2,800 bodies,
a4 Viet Cong police report puts the
number at about 3,000." There are no
“police reports” thal say any such
thing; and it apparently never occurs
10 Adams that the 2,800 figure might
have been adjusted to the needs of the
mistranslated document.

Len Ackland and Don Oberdorfer
have documented cases of individuals
who were executed when they tried to
hide or otherwise resisted the NLF
early in the occupation. But these acts
seem to have reflected individual de-
cisions by NLF soldiers and cadres,
rather than any pelicy decision to ex-
ecute large numbers. According o res-
idents of Hue, mterviewed by Len
Ackland in 1968, the number of ex-
ecuttons early in the occupation was
small, In the later phase, when the
NLF was being forced out under niil-
itary pressure, some officials and anti-
Communist political leaders, earlier
marked for “re-education.” were ex-
ecuted, but the numbery still appear
1o be a very small fractjion of the prop-
aganda claims. And there is no evi-
dence in documents, graves, or from
individual witness which suggests any
large and indiscriminate slaughter of
civilians by the NLF at Hue.



[lNSTlTUTIONALIFJNG THE MYTH]

y what process does a myth be-
B come institutionalized? How
does it remain intact for the
better part of a decade in a country
with a “free press,” supposedly inter-
ested in the truth, or at least presum-
ably reluctant knowingly 1o perpetu-
ate falsehood? These are important
yuestions, and the history of the Hue
myth adds weight to the view that
gven in a free society some truths are
muore equal than others, or, conversely,
that falsehoods may be institutional-
ized if they are congenial to powerful
interests and if no important counter-
vailing forces press for the truth,

In the case of Hue, the creation of
the myth was facilitated by the confu-
sion of facts in a context of many
thousands of civilian deaths, which in-
cluded a relatively smail number at-
tributable to the NLF and North Viet-
namese. In this situation, it ‘was easy
for experienced official propagandists
to construct an edifice of “facts,” us-
ing documents, statistics and official
reports. But equally important was the
gullibility and recepuvity of American
journalists to allegations of evil by the
Communists, Their ignorance of the
nature and tactics of the NLF, and of
the Vietnamese scene in general, is
striking; their willingness to believe
without question officially produced
“dueuments” that vindicate cold war
clichés—in the face of the record of
official dishonesty—is awesome.

In some measure this receptivity lo
afficial anti-Communist  propaganda
must be attributed to an unwritten
but clear intellectual and moral code
among correspondents in  Vietnam,
which insisted on a “balancing” of
their disillusionment with the U.S.-
Saigon side with a reaffirmation of the
even greater evil of the “enemy.” This
“halance” has required the suspension
of critical processes in considering al-
legations of evil by the Communists,
especially in the face of “documents.”
{Even the revelations that Watergale
and Vietnam tactics were part of a
seamless web, as in the Colson-Hunt
fabrication of a telegram implicating
John F. Kennedy in the Diem assassi-
nation, failed to shake the media's of-
ficial faith in official documents). The
Hue massacre evidence has thus been

tsken at face valve up {0 this very
moment in newspapers like the Wash-
ington Post and New York Times.
Equally important, perhaps, Frances
Fitzgerald in her book Fire in the Lake
—a work critical of American inter-
vention and sympathetic to the Viet-
namese resistance—presents the myth
as truth, with a single citation to Doug-
las Pike as authority! This permitted
it to be said that “even” the anti-war
forces concede the truth of the Hue
massacre, When James Jones, return-
ing from a brief tour of Vietnam, re-
peated the myth in the New York
Times Magazine, and was challenged
on the point, he referred to Fitzgerald
and Oberdorfer as his authentic lib-
eral sources.

The myth has also been established
overseas, Michel Tatu, foreign editor
of Le Monde, for one, having taken it
as truth for some years. In his letter
proposing Sakharov for the 1973 No-
bel Peace Prize, Aleksandr Solzhen-
itzn also refers to “the bestial mass
killing in Hue™ as “reliably proved"—
and we can be sure he is not referring
to the nearly 4,000 civilians mentioned
by the Saigon authorities themselves
as buried in the rubble created by
American firepower!—which suggests
that Solzhenitzn was solemnly in-
formed by his Western friends that
the Communists “admitted” the kill-
ings in authoritative “captured docu-
ments.”

The myth of Hue is questioned in
the U.S. but generaily only in jour-
nals and books of small circulation
and marginal publicity resources, lack-
ing in direct access 1o 95 per cent of
the population. The mass media uni-
formly accept the myth, transmit it to
the general public, and refuse to ex-
amine its validity or allow challenges
to surface from underground. The
New York Times Magazine, for ex-
ample, rejected an article on the sub-
ject by one of the authors (Porter) in
response to the myth-propagating ar-
ticle by James Jones—not on the
grounds of truth or falsehood, it just
didn't suit, On Hue we see the Times
in its Podsnap stance: “I don't want to
know about it; I don't choose to dis-
cuss it! I don’t admir it!" Mr, Pod-
snap had even acquired a peculiar
flourish of his right arm in often clear-
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ing the world of its .most difficult
problems . ., . for they affronted him.™

But why are the Times and the mass
media in general content to -acoept
and disseminate s myth? A primary
reason is that no important American -
power group is damaged by this fab-
rication; thus no “demand” exists that
the media feel pressed to supply. Fhere
is an obvious analogy with the mé-
dia’s long disinterest in illegal CIA and
FBI actions taken against the Social-
ist Workers Party and the anti-war
movement—and their intensive inves-
tigative efforts and indignation whea
Larry O'Brien, Edward Muskie, and
other leading citizens were the victims,

A second factor is that important
power interests find the Hue massacre
myth positively useful. The Gowern-
ment war party, of course, has found
the myth of Hue to be invaluable. It
has permitted the creation of a fear-
some picture of a massive bloodbath
if the revolutionaries were to win in
South Vietnam, which has in its tum
provided an important morai basis for
our continued intervention as :the
“lesser” evil. At the game time, the
myth has diverted aitention from the
reai and massive bloodbath in which
the U.S. has been participating and
sustaining for a decade.® No matier
how ‘much violence we have per-
petrated, with the myth intact the nu-
merous media conduits of government
propaganda have always had an auto-
matic checkmate with a solemn re-
minder of the “Hue Massacre.”

Not only the warmakers, but many
other leaders and intellectuals wani
the Communists to be nefarious, it
pulls us together, mutes any radical
tendencies, and helps sustain the arms
budget. And in the country at large,
elemental nationalism is a powerful
force, which makes their evils consol-
ing, our own painful, Thus there is &
positive demand for illustrations ot
Communist evil—as for instances of
welfare abuses—and refutations of
false cases would please few people

It is an interesting coincidence that
Mylai, a real and authenticated mas-
sacre, occurred at about the same time
as the mythical' Communist ‘massacre
at Hue, The Hue massacre was needed
to help convince us that even if we
were not quite as kindly toward the
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Vietnamese as in the rhetoric of inter-
vention, rhey were worse. And it would
have disturbed the public’s equanimity
and sense of patriotic virtue if the me-
dia had challenged this convenient off-
set to the evidence of our own acts.
Thus, although untrue, the myth com-
forted a disturbed public.

But how do the media’s revelations
of the Mylai massacre square with
this analysis? Mylai is an exception,
explained by its special characteristics.
Even in that case, however, it should
be recalled that Mylai occurred in
March 1968, the media publicity came
more than a year later, and with much
of the initiative from non-media peo-
ple like Ron Ridenhour. It was also a
dramatic event, with American partici-
pants and sympathetic personalities
involved, making it newsworthy. In
addition, once the story broke, it was
hard to contain, for the Mylai revela-
tions occurred at a time when many
important people in the U.S. had had
enough of Vietnam, and counter-
weights to the Nixon drift toward es-
calation were in demand.

More typical of the treatment of “al-
lied" atrocities was the mass media's
suppression of the sensationz| revela-
tions of thousands of murders of South
Vietnamese civilians by our South
Korean mercenaries, The revelations
were made in 1972 by iwo Vietnamese-
speaking Quakers, Diane and Michael
Jones, who carried out an intensive
study of only a portion of the area
“pacified” by the South Koreans for
half a decade, In the process they un-
covered solid evidence of 12 separate
massacres of 100 or more civilians
and assoried cold-blooded murders
running into the thousands. Their well-
documented study was shown to Craig
Whitney of the New York Times and
many others. Whitney deigned to men-
tion briefly the Jones study toward the
end of an article taking a “balanced”
view of the South Korean role, essen-
tially regretful of their imminent de-
parture from “providing a military
shield in a poorly defended section of
the central coast” (NYT, Nov. 9,
1872). That was about it for this story
of a real massacre, extending over
many years, and part of our program
of saving the South Vietnamese from
aggression.
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[OFFICML TRUTH]

any South Vietnamese were
M killed at Hue in February

through April 1968, the vast
majority victims of the fighting, and
especially the stupendous use of fire-
power by the U.S. in recapturing the
city. The Communists Killed some ¢iv-
ilians during their occupation, but
there is no evidence that they executed
large numbers. In the context of the
massive carnage of the Vielnam war
generally, and the battle of Hue in par-
ticular, the term "massacre” applied to
Communist Killing of civilians at Hue
is simply a deceplive propaganda ploy.
The figure of 3.000 repeated in the
American press is based on the un-
verified assertions of Saigon and U.S.
propaganda, which rest in turn on the
misrepresentation of documentary and
site evidence.

The willingness of the mass media
to swallow and institutionalize the
myth of the Hue massacre reflects its
real role in a political and social sys-
tem adjusted to cold war conflict. In
this case bias is not merely a matter of
selectivity of issues and choice of
truth, it extends to the acceptance and
dissemination of official uniruth, De-
spite its experience with official lying
and forgeries, 11 appears once again
that in the field of foreign policy the
media will challenge the government
only under exceptional circumslances
—such as when their own rights or
those of powerful interest groups are
threatened, or when uncontrollable
dramatic incidents force themselves
into the foreground, Ordinarily the
mass media will serve as conduits for
government  fabrications  with only
muted and respectful questioning, as
in the classic case of Lyndon John-
son’s periodic “peace moves,” intended
to manipulate public opinion by PR
gestures, but swallowed in each and
every case by the media as of sub-
stantive nature. On the Hue massacre,
a fabrication that meets official needs,

to dehumanize the “enemy.” and is
subject to no countervailing inierest
that might cause the mass media to
challenge it, has been effectively ins-
titutionalized as an “official truth.”

Edward S. Herman fYeaches in the
Wharton School, University of Penn-
svlvania; D. Gareth Porter is co-direc-
tor of the Indochina Resource Center.

FOOTNOTES

1. For a fuller, documented account of the
myth and its genesis, s=e D Gareth Porter.
“US.  Political  Warfare in Vietnam—The
1968 ‘Hue Massacre,' " [ndochina Chronicle,
‘Ne. 33, June 24, 1974 (reprinted in the Con-
sresswonal Hecord, February 19, 19751,

2. See I3 Gareth Porter. "“The Myth of the
Bloodhath: Narth Vietham's Land Reformi He-
considered "' Bulletin of Cancerned Asian Schol
ary, September 1973, Pp. 2-15.

4. In hix snalysis of the Hue Massacre, Ober-
dorfer also relies on the evidence of delectors
[“ralliers’) long mobilized by the Ssigon Po-
litical Warfare Department to make Exdmml
puints not otherwise readily supported. CI item
mn Puﬂlnn‘le 1.

(,har!m Dhckens, Our Matua! Friend.

5. Un the relative terror sttabutable to the
U.S., Suigon. nnd the NLF. see Edward S
Herman, Atrocitien in Vietnam: Myths and
Realities, ll"llgrun 19701, Chspler 2 and 3
on_ the hisloric and rmr-pc-clm bBlomdbath, see
Ihid. Chapters 4 snd 5, and Noam Chomsky
and Edward S, Herman, (ounter-Revolulionary
Violencs Bl’ma‘hnrha it Fuct and Propaganda
Wamer Modular, 1973
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