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AIM: Was the Vietnam War worth fighting?
Introduction – Background to Vietnam

Vietnam is a country in Indo-China (South East Asia).  Since the 19th century, it was controlled by the French, but after World War II, Ho Chi Minh led a Communist revolt against the French.  After nine years of bitter fighting, the French were defeated, and signed the Geneva Accords which split Vietnam into a Communist North under Ho Chi Minh, and a Democratic South under President Ngo Dinh Diem.   After two years, the country was supposed to have a nationwide-election to unite the two countries, however, America knew the Communists would win the election, and did not want to see one United Communist Vietnam.  The United States told South Vietnam (who did not want to be Communist) not to honor the Geneva Accords and to remain their own separate country.  When no election took place, the North began waging a war against the South.  How did the Geneva Accords affect Vietnam?  Why did America not want South and North Vietnam to have one election?   Do you think America should get involved?  Why/why not?
	Presidential Justification for Getting Involved 

History of Cold War/Vietnam Timeline
	Was this the right decision?

	President #1 - President Eisenhower and the “Domino Theory”

President Eisenhower created the “Domino Theory” for South East Asia – that if one of the countries there fell, all of them would fall…Eisenhower explains the importance of Indochina…

“First of all, Indochina produces materials that the world needs, such as tin and rubber.  Then you have the possibility of that many human beings would be controlled by a dictatorship that is unfriendly to the free world.  Asia, after all, has already lost some 450 million of its peoples to Communist dictatorships, and we simply can’t afford greater losses. Finally, you must consider what you would call the ‘falling domino’ principle.  You have a row of dominoes set up; you knock over the first one, and the last one will certainly fall very quickly…As a result, the geographical position Vietnam [threatens] Japan, Formosa, the Philippines, Australia and New Zealand.  So the possible consequences of the loss are just incalculable to the free world.”
	

	President #2 -  President Kennedy


President Kennedy wanted to make a stand against Communism also believed in the Domino Theory.  However, the Vietnamese Communists in the North were supporting guerilla (rebel) communists in the South known as the Vietcong.  These Vietcong were waging war against Diem’s government, and Diem repeatedly kept asking the United States for more money.  Kennedy sent millions of dollars as well as 16,000 military and CIA advisors to train the South Vietnamese army and help fight with them.   The more money and men Kennedy sent, the more he committed America to Vietnam and the outcome of its civil war.  Kennedy liked Diem, but Kennedy’s advisors in Vietnam said that Diem was not doing a good job and becoming too dictatorial (his secret police were arresting hundreds of people, including Buddhist monks who were against him).  Kennedy’s advisors organized a coup (takeover) against Diem, and with Kennedy’s permission, South Vietnamese Generals overthrew and assassinated Diem.  Kennedy and his advisors thought that the new leader, General Minh, would bring order and democratic reforms, but what followed was several more coups by generals and a very unstable government that would have to be supported by more American money and eventually men.  
	

	President #3  - President Johnson 


Barely two weeks after President Ngo Dinh Diem was assassinated, John F. Kennedy was assassinated.  President Johnson was left with the decision of what to do in Vietnam:  should America just leave its commitment or should it stay and help Vietnam fight off the Communists in the North and its own country?  South Vietnam’s leadership after the coup was not very good, the strength and military success of the Vietcong was growing.  President Johnson needed an excuse to fight the Communists there, or else the South Vietnamese would take over. That opportunity came on August 2 and August 4 1964, when the USS Maddox and USS Turner Joy were supposedly attacked by North Vietnamese ships in the Gulf of Tonkin; these events were known as The Gulf of Tonkin Incident.  However, the American ships were not damaged in either incident, and there is evidence that they might not even have been threatened by the North Vietnamese.  However, it was the excuse that Johnson needed, and he went to Congress with the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution – asking for permission to send soldiers to Vietnam.  Congress approved, and in 1965, America began its 10-year war in Vietnam.  
	

	President Johnson’s reasons for the Vietnam War


“Why are we in South Vietnam?  We are there because we have a promise to keep.  Since 1954 every American President has offered support to the people of South Vietnam…We have made a national pledge to help South Vietnam defend its independence.  And I intend to keep our promise…


We are also there to strengthen world order.  Around the globe, from Berlin to Thailand, are people whose well-being resets, in part on the belief that they can count on us if they are attacked.  To leave Vietnam alone would shake the confidence of all these people in the value of American commitment, the value of America’s word.  The result would be increased unrest and instability, and even wider war.  


Let no one think for a moment that retreat from Vietnam would bring an end to conflict.  The battle would be renewed (repeated) in one country and then another.  The central lesson of our time is that the appetite of aggression is never satisfied.”  - President Lyndon Johnson, 1965
	


Is it Possible for America to win the Vietnam War? 

Write a paragraph using evidence from each of the documents to answer this question.
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A. Guerilla Warfare: Guerrilla tactics are based on ambush and sabotage; they rely on the element of surprise.  Their ultimate objective is usually to destabilize an enemy through long, low-intensity confrontation.  Guerillas are often characterized as terrorists by their opponents.  Guerrillas are in particular danger of not being recognized as enemies because they are outnumbered and may take off their uniforms to mingle with the local population.  Guerrillas usually control rural areas with lots of places to hide, such as forests and mountains.  Guerrillas rely on a friendly population to provide supplies and intelligence.  Fighting a guerilla war is much more psychologically damaging than fighting a traditional war.  

“For eight years, the powerful U.S. war machine mostly attacked shadows and mainly bombed an invisible enemy.  It was seldom able to lock its opponent into that much sought-after classical big battle, where it could bring to bear its overwhelming firepower and technological advantage over its Third World foe.  He acted, we reacted.  When the fight was over he danced away to fight another day, almost always leaving the ground bloody from American causalities.  And he was prepared to pay any human price to wear down his American opponent.” - Colonel David Hackett

B. Ho Chi Minh, 1946
“Whoever you may be, men, women, children, old or young, whatever your religion or whatever your nationality, if you are Vietnamese, rise up to fight the French colonialists, to save our country.  He who has a gun let him fight with a gun; he who has a sword; he who has neither gun nor sword let him fight with spades, with pickaxes, outside the patriotic struggle against the colonialist.” 
C. Chopper War & Limited War 
The Vietcong and North Vietnamese soldiers who were invading the south were a tough enemy to find and to fight in the jungles of Vietnam.  The safest and quickest way to get American soldiers into and out of the jungles of Vietnam was by transporting them with helicopters.  We also used helicopters to bring in tanks and other vehicles to the soldiers, as well as to keep reloading them with supplies.  In addition, there were special helicopters called gunships which were used to support our soldiers with extra firepower.  In order to break the North Vietnamese, and hurt their supply lines into South Vietnam, the United States had tremendous bombing campaigns (Operation Flaming Dart and operation Rolling Thunder), dropping millions of tons of bombs (about 800 tons a day) in North Vietnam and along supply lines in South Vietnam and in neighboring Cambodia.  The hardest aspect about fighting the Vietnam War was American leadership’s unclear war aims.  The Generals on the ground wanted to use America’s superior man and technological power to take the fight to the North.  However, politicians back home only wanted America to guard South Vietnam and protect it against Vietcong and North Vietnamese invasion.  In this way, the American Armed Forces were not allowed to fight the war to our fullest potential and fought the war “with one hand tied behind our back.”  We also did not keep soldiers in Vietnam for a full tour (like other wars), but instead sent them home after one year of service, reducing the number of men there as well as seasoned veterans.  

D. A Soldier’s Story (Mike Pearson)

“I can’t sleep, I’m a murderer.  We were outside Bac Lieu’.  My God, how I remember that damned day.  Hot and sticky – the mosquitoes were drivin’ me crazy.  And there was this little boy, about eight or nine.  He was climbin’ out of a tree.  I grabbed him…he had his hand behind his back like he was hidin’ something…I made a move for him and his hand moved again…because I was afraid and his was the first enemy I had come across, I fired at him.  again and again, until I emptied my whole M-2 …when I looked again he was cut in two, with his guts all around.  I vomited I wasn’t trained for that it was out and out murder…Another time, in a village, a woman ran out of her hut with a rifle held high above her head.  She wasn’t shooting it, only carryin’ high, and crying like she was made.  She was old, like my grandmother…I fired once, twice.  She fell dead.  You know I killed nine people – fighting for their country …Killin’ came easy after that…

E. My Lai Massacre
My Lai lay in the South Vietnamese district of Son My, a heavily mined area of Vietcong entrenchment.  Numerous members of Charlie Company had been maimed or killed in the area during the preceding weeks.  The agitated troops, under the command of Lt. William Calley, entered the village poised for engagement with the elusive Vietcong.  As the “search and destroy” mission unfolded it soon degenerated into the massacre of over 300 apparently unarmed civilians including women, children, and the elderly.  Calley ordered his men to enter the village firing, though there had been no report or opposing fire.  According to eyewitness reports offered after the event, several old men were bayoneted and praying women and children were shot in the back of the head.  For his part, Calley was said to have rounded up a group of villagers, ordered them into a ditch, and mowed them down in a fury of machine gun fire. 

“We huddled them up.  We made them squat down…I poured about four clips (68 shots) into the group.  The mothers kept hugging their children…Well we kept right on firing…I still dream about it.  About the women and children in my sleep…Some nights I can’t even sleep.  I just law there thinking about it.” - Private Paul Meadlo
F. The Tet Offensive
On January 31, 1968 the first day of the celebration of the Lunar New Year, Vietnam’s most important holiday, the North Vietnamese launched a major offensive throughout South Vietnam.  It took weeks for U.S. and South Vietnamese troops to retake all of the captured cities, including the former imperial capital of Hue.  Although the offensive was not militarily successful for the Vietnamese Communists, it was a political and psychological victory for them.  It dramatically contradicted optimistic claims by the U.S. government that the war had already been won.  
