
 

About the Film 
The Most Dangerous Man in America: 

Daniel Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers 

The Most Dangerous Man in America catapults us to 1971 where we find America in the grip of a quagmire. And Dr. Daniel Ellsberg, 

one of the nation’s leading war planners, has the documents to prove it was based on lies. Armed with 7,000 pages of top secret 

documents he leaks the truth about the Vietnam War to the New York Times and risks life in prison to end the war he helped plan. It is 

a story that held the world in its grip, with daily headlines, the top story on the nightly news for weeks on end. Ellsberg’s leak of the 

top secret Pentagon Papers sets into motion an extraordinary series of events. The Nixon administration first goes after the nation’s 

press, resulting in a First Amendment battle that, within two weeks, ends up in the Supreme Court. Ellsberg goes underground to 

avoid a nationwide FBI manhunt. When he emerges, he is hailed as a hero, accused of being a traitor, ostracized by friends, and finds 

himself on trial for his life. 

 

Our tale is told by Ellsberg—as narrator, in current interviews and riveting archival footage—and a cast of supporting characters 

who “lived” the Pentagon Papers episode including Ellsberg’s wife and son, “co-conspirator” Tony Russo, historian/activist Howard 

Zinn, journalists Hedrick Smith and Max Frankel, attorneys Lenny Weinglass and James Goodale, Watergate principals Egil “Bud” 

Krogh and John Dean, and—in a rarely seen interview and his own secret White House tapes—President Nixon himself. 

 

In the wake of the Wikileaks and the Edward Snowden released documents about the NSA, the film speaks directly to the world 

today, as national security and the people’s right to know are in constant tension. It raises questions about civil courage, following 

conscience, taking risks, and speaking truth to power. It challenges people everywhere who are looking to better understand the world 

of power and who search their own hearts for ways to take a stand and make a difference. 

  



The Most Dangerous Man in 

America:  

Reception 
The Most Dangerous Man in America: Daniel Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers introduces its audience to more than 30 

different characters from the Vietnam War era. This “Reception” activity provides an opportunity for you to meet many of 

the personalities you will encounter in the movie. The reception provides a foundation of knowledge for viewers that will 

enhance understanding of the film’s content by exposing you to terminology, personalities, historical events, and analysis. 

 

 

Situation: 

 

“Imagine that it is the early 1970s in the United States. The country has been involved 

in an extended war in Vietnam. Protest and dissent are growing at home as the war 

continues to escalate. Daniel Ellsberg, a war insider, decides to make public about 

7,000 pages of documents about America’s war that show a consistent pattern of 

government lies told to the 

American public. These documents were classified top secret. He decides to let the 

country know what he knows. Let’s visit that era today in class with the following 

activity. You will play the role of someone connected to the Vietnam War who is 

invited to a reception involving other historical figures.” 

 

 

                      `      
Anthony Russo, 1971. 

  

Reporter Neil Sheehan in Saigon, May 1963. 
Reception Roles 

(in order) 
1. Daniel Ellsberg 

2. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

3. Henry Kissinger 

4. Robert S. McNamara 

5. General William Westmoreland 

6. Randy Kehler 

7. Patricia Marx Ellsberg 

8. David Harris 

9. Janaki Tschannerl 

10. Sen. William Fulbright 

11. Howard Zinn 

12. President Lyndon Johnson 

13. President Richard Nixon 

14. Sen. Mike Gravel 

15. Anthony Russo 

16. Prime Minister Nguyen Cao Ky 

17. Egil “Bud” Krogh 

18. Neil Sheehan 

19. Walter Cronkite 

20. John Dean 

21. Nguyen Thi Hong 

22. Norma Banks 

23. Howard Hunt 

24. Thich Nhat Hanh 

25. Joan Baez 

26. Grace Castillo 

27. James Goodale 



Directions: 
1. Fill out your nametags; using the name of the character you are assigned. In this activity I would like each of you 

to attempt to “become” the person you are assigned. Read your role several times and memorize as much of the 

information provided as possible. Underline key points and make note of them for the activity to follow. 

2. You will use a copy of “The Most Dangerous Man in America Reception Questions.” You will have to leave your 

seats, get up and circulate through the classroom, meeting other individuals from the Vietnam War era, most of 

whom appear in the documentary you will soon watch.  You should use the questions on the sheet as a guide to 

talk with other characters about the war—the era, the role of government officials, the role of activists, decisions 

that were made, lies that were told, silence that was kept—and use the results of their conversations to answer the 

questions as fully as possible.  

3. You must use a different character to answer each of the various questions.  

4. This is not The Twilight Zone - You cannot interview your duplicate character, if there is one. 

5. The activity is not a race to see who finishes first; the aim is to spend time learning about each character in order 

to gain as full an understanding as possible of the Vietnam War era and the events surrounding the release of the 

Pentagon Papers. 

6. All information is to be communicated through conversation; you may not show your written role to other 

students.  

7. Also, it’s best if you meet one-on-one, rather in groups, as this encourages fuller participation. 

  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

 
  



 

  



The Most Dangerous Man in America 
Reception Questions 

 
1. Find someone who has been to Vietnam or knows someone who was in Vietnam.  Who is the individual, what is this person’s 

point of view about the Vietnam War? 

 

 

 

 

2. Find someone who had strong feelings about the war in Vietnam. Who is this individual and why did he or she have such 

strong feelings? 

 

 

 

 

3. Find someone who faced an important choice. Who is the person? What was his or her choice? 

 

 

 

 

4. Find someone who did not support what Daniel Ellsberg did. Who is the person and why did this individual disapprove of 

Ellsberg’s actions? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Find someone who supported—or likely would have supported—Ellsberg’s actions. Who is the person and why did (or 

would) he or she approve of Ellsberg’s actions? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Find someone who lost something as a result of the Vietnam War. Who is the person? What did he or she lose? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Find someone who served in any capacity in the U.S. government. Who is this person and how did he or she respond to the 

war? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Find someone who changed in some important way. Who is this person and how and/or why did this person change? 

  



The Most Dangerous Man in 

America  

Film Writing and 

Discussion Questions 
Questions for completion during the video: 

1. Why was Daniel Ellsberg at first such a strong supporter of the Vietnam War? How does Ellsberg begin to change 

his opinion about the war? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Why were the Pentagon Papers classified as top secret? This was just history, about how the United States got 

into the war. What’s the big need for secrecy? What could be dangerous about history? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What does Ellsberg learn from the Pentagon Papers that makes him turn against the war so decisively? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.  What are the lies that Ellsberg learns about by reading the Pentagon Papers? What other lies had he learned about 

earlier? 

 

 

 

 

5. The Nixon administration tries to stop publication of the Pentagon Papers. Attorney General John Mitchell orders 

the New York Times not to publish them. What was the Nixon administration worried about? 

 

 

 

 

6. Daniel Ellsberg says that, “We as a people do have that power . . . to change ourselves and history.”  Can you 

think of any examples from history that offer evidence for this statement? 

 

 

 

 



Questions for completion following the video (as HW): 
 

1. Daniel Ellsberg describes a meeting with Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security advisor: “I had given a 

set of options to Kissinger I’d drafted at RAND. Six or seven alternative approaches in Vietnam to consider 

at his first national security council with Nixon. And he at one point said, ‘Dan you don’t have a win 

option.’” Why did Ellsberg think that “winning” was impossible? What would it have meant to “win” in 

Vietnam? 

 

2. The film includes a quote from President Richard Nixon that was from a taped conversation in the White 

House. “For once we’ve got to use the maximum power of this country against this [expletive] little country 

to win the war.” What is your reaction to this quote by President Nixon?   

 

This quote seems to reflect President Nixon’s contempt for the Vietnamese. If Nixon—and perhaps other 

U.S. leaders—had such contempt for the Vietnamese, why were they willing to wage such a costly war, in 

terms of lives and treasure, to supposedly “save” Vietnam? 

 

3. Some people might think that when Daniel Ellsberg became convinced that the Vietnam War was wrong he 

simply should have quit. Instead, Ellsberg decided to release government secrets. Did Ellsberg do the right 

thing? Did he go too far? 

4. Was the New York Times justified in publishing the Pentagon Papers even though they were classified as 

top secret government documents? 

5. Some of the history included in the Pentagon Papers had been known for years—for example, it was no 

secret that the United States took the side of the French following World War II and did not support 

Vietnam’s Declaration of Independence read publicly by Ho Chi Minh in September 1945.  Are the New 

York Times (and other newspapers) the heroes of this story or should they have been doing a better job 

throughout the entire war? Is The Most Dangerous Man about the media’s success or about its failure? 

  



The Trial of Daniel Ellsberg 
It is the government with something to hide, or thinks itself 

justified in so doing, that we must fear most. 

—Thomas Paine 
 

The Law 

The Law: 
The following section of the 1917 Espionage Act was the basis of the indictment against Daniel Ellsberg on charges of 

espionage: 

 

18 U.S.C. Section 79 of the Espionage Act:(d) Whoever, lawfully having possession of, access to, control over, or being 

entrusted with any document, writing, code book, signal book, sketch, photograph, photographic negative, blueprint, plan, 

map, model, instrument, appliance, or note relating to the national defense, or information relating to the national 

defense which information the possessor has reason to believe could be used to the injury of the United States or to 

the advantage of any foreign nation, willfully communicates, delivers, transmits or causes to be communicated, delivered, 

or transmitted or attempts to communicate, deliver, transmit or cause to be communicated, delivered or transmitted the 

same to any person not entitled to receive it, or willfully retains the same and fails to deliver it on demand to the officer or 

employee of the United States entitled to receive it; . . . [is guilty of a crime.] 

 

Daniel Ellsberg was also charged with the following: 

 

1. Embezzling, stealing, and knowingly converting the Pentagon Papers to his own use and the use of another. In 

this Count (Count 2), the “things” themselves (the actual physical papers of the Vietnam study) were alleged to be 

“used” by Ellsberg in the act of “copying” them. 

2. Concealing and retaining things belonging to the United States and its departments and agencies thereof with the 

intent to convert them to his own use and gain. 
 

As the U.S. Supreme Court was about to lift a prior restraint order on the New York Times and its printing of key pieces of 

the Pentagon Papers, Daniel Ellsberg surrendered to the U.S. Attorney’s office in Boston, admitting that he had turned over 

top secret information to members of Congress and the press. Ellsberg was indicted on two counts of theft and espionage 

on June 30, 1971, in connection with his decision to reproduce and supply copies of the Pentagon Papers to persons “not 

entitled to receive” them. Ellsberg and co-defendant Anthony Russo were indicted again in December 1971. Ellsberg was 

charged with an additional five counts of theft and six counts of espionage (together with conspiracy to commit theft and 

espionage). Daniel Ellsberg faced a possible prison term of 115 years for his act of conscience.  On May 11, 1973, given a 

number of illegal actions taken by the Nixon administration, including: 

a. a break-in of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist’s office,  

b. the Watergate fiasco, 

c. and two secret meetings between trial judge Matthew Byrne and a top Nixon aide, John Ehrlichman, 

where the directorship of the FBI was offered to Judge Byrne,  

- the case against Daniel Ellsberg and Anthony Russo was dismissed by Judge Byrne.  

 

As a result of Judge Byrne’s decision, many of the issues considered in the case against Ellsberg and Russo were left 

undecided.  IF the Nixon administration had acted within the law and if the case had continued, given the legal issues 

involved and the evidence available, how might the trial have been decided: guilty or innocent? 

 

What kind of legal precedent might have been established that would have bearing on modern whistle-blowing, 

government deceit, or acts of conscience taken by individuals and/or groups to attempt to make the U.S. government 

actions transparent? 

 



GTS: 

1. What is more important in a democratic society—the right of citizens to be fully informed about government actions or 

government secrecy to carry out its policies? 

2. When should “whistle-blowing”—in this case, releasing government secrets—be considered a crime and when should it be 

considered an act of patriotism or a civic duty? 

3. Was the New York Times justified in publishing the Pentagon Papers even though they were classified as top secret 

government documents? 

4. Julian Assange (of Wikileaks), echoing the words of Daniel Ellsberg, stated that, “Transparent government tends to produce 

just government.” Now, consider the case of Edward Snowden. How do the actions of Snowden compare with those of 

Daniel Ellsberg? Are the actions of Snowden comparable to that of Ellsberg?  Why or why not? 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 



 

 


