
Transcript for Mark Rasmussen Student Interview 

Interviewer: Thanks for doing the interview with us today. 

Rasmussen: No problem. 

Interviewer: So our first question for you is, what was the precedent of 

journalistic styles in the 60s before the New York Times v. US happened? 

Rasmussen: You mean what was the style of the press? 

Interviewer: Yes, how did the press react, and how was journalism evolving 

during that time? 

Rasmussen: You know, it was before…well, Watergate was 72, 73ish, and before 

then, I think the press didn’t look into things as closely as they do afterwards. 

And the Pentagon Papers was one of the first big times where many people in the 

press began to criticize the war, which a lot of people hadn’t before. 

Interviewer: What was the public reaction to the leak of the papers? Where did 

the public support fall? 

Rasmussen: You know, I think most people were in favor of the war still, though 

it started to change. I remember visiting a family in Georgia right after the 

Pentagon Papers came out and they thought that Daniel Ellsberg had committed 

treason – because he’s the one that released all the documents – and they 

thought that the New York Times should be embarrassed and were basically 

committing treason by publishing them. 

Interviewer: How old were you when the Pentagon Papers were released to the 

New York Times and what was your perspective on the issue? 

Rasmussen: You know, I was between…well, it was 1971 if I remember right, and, 

so I remember that was when I was down in Georgia, and I think, well I was in 

ROTC, I think I had real mixed feelings about it. 



Interviewer: What do you think was the significance of the Espionage Act? 

Rasmussen: I believe and still do that basically freedom of the press should 

trump most things. I thought – obviously I don’t think the press ought to be 

publishing things that put our men’s lives in danger and I’m sure I felt that way 

then too. So anytime the government tries to restrict press, that makes me 

uncomfortable. 

Interviewer: What were the legal implications of the New York Times vs. US case? 

What did it clarify about the Espionage Act and the legal relationships between 

the government and press? 

Rasmussen: I know that it was a big debate about…I know that the main values 

are freedom of the press vs. government and national security. And I think 

basically what happens, if I remember the case right, is that the Supreme Court 

rules that most of the stuff in the Pentagon Papers have nothing to do with 

national security. Basically what they do is show that the American people have 

been lied to, and I think they kind of justified that there’s no reason to not allow 

those things to be published. 

Interviewer: How do you think journalism has changed since the case? How do 

you think journalism is different now than it was before? 

Rasmussen: Several things. One is after Watergate, it becomes really famous to…I 

mean, everybody wants to be a journalist, investigate, probe, overturn secrets, 

and so it’s much more combative, and that happens almost immediately after 

Watergate. Today with 24 hour newscasts and cable televisions and people doing 

news that appeals to just their audience, it’s like a night and day difference. And 

in some ways it’s kind of sad, because I think what most people do is listen to the 

station that’s going to tell them what they want to hear, and that’s too bad. And I 

think a lot of stations do that. 

Interviewer: What role does public opinion play in an administrations ability to 

carry out national security? How does the public affect these measures? 



Rasmussen: Well, in the short term, maybe not very much, but if you’re going to 

be in a long war, then public opinion’s going to end up having a big impact. And I 

think in Vietnam, the biggest reason why we ended up pulling out – well I don’t 

know what it would have taken to have won the war anyway – but part of it is the 

public’s not supporting the war effort, and in wars like Iraq – I mean, at first 

everybody was all gung-ho, and then when we start seeing the cost of it, then 

public opinion can start turning, and I think every president has to keep that in 

mind. If you lose public opinion, your odds of winning the war go way down. 

Interviewer: Thank you so much for your time. 

Rasmussen: You bet. 


