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1) Q. Please explain how American involvement in Vietnam grew naturally out of the post-World War II policy of 

containment of communism.  

A. The containment policy is the key to understanding when and how the US got involved in Vietnam. Before 1941, 

our interest in that area of the world had been very slight, but once we were committed after 1947 to a policy of global 
containment (of communism), then Vietnam suddenly becomes very important to us because the insurgency against the 

French at that time is led by people who happened to be communist and this gives a revolution in a remote part of the 

world a connection with communism and is the explanation really why a whole series of commitments were made 
between 1950 and 1965 that eventually led to a full-scale war.  

 

 

2) Q. What were the other rationales beyond containment for pursuing the Vietnam war? Specifically, why did we aid 

the French in Vietnam? We didn’t support Ho Chi Minh. Was it our usual policy to support colonialism in the sense 

of aiding the French? Was that something out of the ordinary or in keeping with our tradition? 

A. Our support for France in the period immediately after World War II in Vietnam was a very complex problem for 
policymakers at the time. They did not feel good about supporting colonialism. We were the first anticolonial nation in a 

sense. We have a long tradition of anti-colonialism, and they were embarrassed by supporting French colonialism and 

felt awkward about it. On the other hand, because France was so important to the United States in the early days of the 

containment policy in Europe, policymakers felt that if they did not support France in Indo-China, France could not 
support the United States in Europe, and at that time, Europe was considered a great deal more important than Indo-

China. The other thing was that Ho Chi Minh was an avowed communist and this made support for France somewhat 

easier to justify and rationalize. In other parts of the world, in Indonesia for example, where the nationalists were non-
communists, (where) in fact, (they) even suppressed a communist rebellion, the United States leaned toward the 

nationalists rather than the Dutch. But in the case (of Vietnam), where the nationalist movement is communist and where 

we're committed to containing communism, I think it's much easier to accept something that we don’t like, that being 
supporting colonialism.  (The July, 1954 Geneva Conference provided for elections two years later to unify all of 

Vietnam under one government.) 

 

 

3) Q. Why did the United States support South Vietnam's decision not to participate in the 1956 elections in Vietnam? 

Was this hypocritical not to support elections? Was it typical of the US when potential communists were involved? 

And what were the consequences of that decision? 
A. The issue of elections in Vietnam in 1956 is another example, I think, where the United States found itself in a 

position of going against principles that it had stood for throughout much of its history. In this particular case, the feeling 

that if elections were held at that point in time, then very likely Ho Chi Minh, who had been the leader of the nationalist 
movement in Vietnam (also known as the National Liberation Front or Viet Cong) could not be a genuinely free 

election because the communists would have manipulated that election at least in the northern part of Vietnam. But quite 

clearly, the basic reason was a fear that Ho and the north would have won.  

 
 

4) Q. Why did the US involvement in Vietnam escalate with President Kennedy first, and then especially under 

President Johnson between 1964 and 1968? What factors shaped public perceptions of the war during those years? 
A. The war in Vietnam escalates slightly between 1961 and 1965. I think the reason very simply is that the perception in 

Washington (is) that South Vietnam is crumbling (in the) face of the insurgency and later the outside pressure from 

North Vietnam, and that if something isn’t done South Vietnam will be lost. It will fall to communism and the 

“domino theory” will come true. This in the eyes of US policymakers would have serious international consequences 
and it might have serious domestic political consequences in the United State. So as each step fails to bring results then 

the tendency is to go to the next step, until following the Tonkin Gulf Resolution by Congress in 1964, President 

Johnson greatly escalates US involvement until ultimately you have 500,000 US troops in Vietnam by 1967-68.  
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5) Q. Was the US public perception during those years that we would win the war? 

A. I think public perception when the major commitment is made in July 1965, is generally cautious optimism. I think 
we go into war with the feeling that we are the United States, we're in a very small country in a remote part of the world, 

but surly we have the power and the capacity to succeed in what we are trying to do out there at a cost that will be 

acceptable. This confidence or optimism begins to weaken rather dramatically in the spring/ summer of 1967 and the 

quite sharply after the Tet Offensive in 1968. And I think it's the growing feeling in the United States that we can't 
achieve what we've set out to do at a cost that seems to us acceptable that's the basis eventually for the significant public 

opposition or disillusionment with the war. 

 

6) Q. How did the Tet Offensive, although not a military disaster for the United States, begin to turn the American 

public opinion against the war? 

A. The Tet Offensive in early 1968 is generally recognized as one of the most significant turning points of the Vietnam 
War. I think it's particularly important in terms of American attitudes. In the latter part of 1967, to counter what it 

perceived as growing public skepticism, the Johnson administration had launched a systematic, far ranging campaign to 

try to convince the American people that the United States was in fact winning the war. This had worked and public 

support began to rise in December 1967, and then came Tet, literally like a bolt out of the blue in early 1968. And what 
it seemed to be saying was that no, we're not winning, if in the face of all we have done, the North Vietnamese and 

Vietcong can still mount an offensive of the scope where they hit literally every city and town in South Vietnam. Where 

they strike right into the very heart of American power in Saigon, even getting inside the U.S. embassy compound. I 
think this has a devastating effect. And it persuades the American public who see the events unfold graphically on color 

television that, if in fact we are going to win this war, it's going to last a great deal longer and cost a great deal more 

than what we had anticipated. So, after Tet more people began to wonder whether if Vietnam is worth the cost. 
 

7) Q. How did the cost of the war affect domestic policy and programs? 

A. Vietnam has many costs and many consequences and clearly one is in terms of domestic programs. It was Johnson's 

hope when he committed the United States to war in July 1965, that he could have both “guns and butter”. That's to 
say he could fight a war successfully and maintain domestic anti-poverty programs, which were his true love. But the 

longer the war drags on the more money it absorbs, the more divisive it becomes at home, and the more the Great 

Society programs are its victims. And so ultimately, Johnson has to abandon most of these programs, or funds for 
programs are reduced. The attention of the nation turns to the war, something very much he had hoped to avoid but 

something which clearly has happened by 1967.   

 

8) Q. Why did President Johnson pursue the war so long after it appeared that a clear cut victory wasn't possible? 

Was Nixon's policy much different than Johnson's? What alternatives did Nixon have? 

A. One of the most difficult questions to answer in terms of the Johnson administration is why Lyndon Johnson 

persisted in the war after it was becoming increasingly clear that the policies weren’t working leading to an eroding of 
public trust in his administration (the “credibility gap”). Why didn't he change policies at least? It's not an easy 

question to answer. Johnson was a stubborn man. He was a man who I think was very much committed to success and 

who could not tolerate the thought of failure. For those reasons he was very reluctant to back off of something he had so 
deeply committed to. The other thing, and getting at a much simpler level, is that nobody could show him a way out. 

Nobody could chart a path for him that would get the United States out of Vietnam without costs that he thought were 

intolerable in terms of prestige. President Nixon's decisions are also very intriguing in 1969. If ever there might have 

been a chance to liquidate a lost venture, it was after he took office in 1969.  Nixon had not been connected with this 
before and he could have come in and said that the Democrats really made a mess of things and end US involvement, as 

Eisenhower had done in Korea. I think the delusive thing with Nixon is that he somehow thought he could pull of what 

Johnson had not been able to pull off, because maybe he was cleverer that Johnson, or maybe he was prepared to use 
means that Johnson had not used, namely trying to get out of Vietnam through opening up contacts with the Soviet 

Union that might lead to peace in Vietnam.  Eisenhower had gotten out of Korea by threatening to use nuclear weapons, 

and intimidating the North (Koreans) into accepting the American position. Nixon hoped the same in Vietnam, but it did 
not turn out that way and Nixon paid a huge price to get the United States out four years later. 

 

9) Q. What were the effects of the anti-war protest movement on President Nixon and on the public support for the 

war? Also, could you comment on the impact of the media in shaping the public perception of the war. 
A. The issue of the role of the media in Vietnam is still I think one of the most controversial and hotly debated issues 

deriving from that war. There is a perception that the reporting of the war by the media, particularly by the television, 

had a major impact in turning the American public against the war. I don’t really buy that. Careful studies of media 
coverage suggest first that at least up until 1967 media coverage of the war was generally positive or at least neutral. 



Media coverage does not become critical until '67 and particularly after Tet in '68 by which time public opinion had 

already started to shift. So I would argue that the media reflects as much as it influences public attitudes toward 
Vietnam. The anti-war movement, in terms of its impact on the public and leaders, there again, there's a lot of 

mythology that we are still living with.  It is not at all clear as many argue that the anti-war movement turned the 

American public against the war.  One could even argue the reverse.  Up to 1968 polls show very clearly that the solid 

majority of Americans are very much opposed to the anti-war movement, don’t approve of what it stands for and one 
could even argue in a perverse sort of way that the anti-war movement up to a point may have actually increased support 

for the war.  What the ant-war movement does is to constantly raise questions about a war that by 1967 and ’68 

Americans for other reasons are questioning on their own.  And so, political leaders and the public get very weary of the 
division.  And so, I believe, that the anti-war movement had its greatest impact, not in changing the minds of leaders or 

turning the public against the war but in leading to a fatigue with the divisions across the nation.  There is a very clear 

linkage between Nixon’s demise due to the Watergate scandal and Vietnam.  It is Nixon’s efforts to contain domestic 
criticism that eventually get him into trouble and are exposed later in the Watergate scandal investigations. 

 

10) Q. How did the war affect the soldiers who served in Vietnam? 

A. Vietnam was a very difficult war for the American GI’s to fight for a lot of different reasons, and I would add that the 
longer the war goes on, the more difficult it becomes to fight.  In the first years, 1965 and ’66, certainly America sent 

fine troops there, they fought very well and were generally successful in the engagements they were in.  The problem 

was that this did not seem to produce larger results.  To many asked, “What are we fighting for?”  It was not a war 
where you advanced from one spot to the next and took over territory, it was a war for the “hearts and minds” of the 

Vietnamese people.  Americans (often teenage draftees) found this a task they were ill prepared for.  US soldiers found 

it very difficult to understand the Vietnamese and did not find the South Vietnamese they were there to “help” terribly 
friendly.  In many cases, South Vietnamese seemed hostile and it was hard to tell friend from foe.  Whose on our side 

and who isn’t was a question most US troops faced daily.  Then in the period after Tet it became very apparent that what 

we are doing there is conducting a holding operation, not trying to win a tactical war.  Then when troop withdrawals 

begin, it is obvious to soldiers that there is going to be no effort to win.  Americans continued to die in significant 
numbers just so that US leaders can escape without losing face.  Eventually, by 1969 and ’70 is when you see really 

severe drug, racial and morale problems among many American troops.  

 
 

 

Why was the United States not successful in Vietnam?  -- Opposing Points of View  

(Both Points of View Use valid evidence, but draw different conclusions) 
 

Liberal Point of View 

 The United States was doomed to fail from Vietnam from the start and never should have become involved in 
what was basically a civil war in Vietnam.  The U.S. could easily have avoided the entire Vietnam tragedy. First, the 

United States should never have supported France, a colonial power, in its attempt to retake its colonies in Southeast 

Asia after World War II. How could we forget that our own nation was once a colony and had also fought for 
independence from foreign control? The Vietnamese even modeled their declaration of independence on ours. 

Second, the United States had no business undermining the Geneva Peace Conference of 1954. At the 

conference it was agreed that the French would get out of Vietnam and that the north and south would be reunited by 

free elections within two years. Ho Chi Minh was sure to win those elections. (According to President Eisenhower, Ho 
would win "possibly 80 percent" of the vote.) Instead of staying out of the situation and letting the Vietnamese choose 

communism if they wanted it, we chose to help Ngo Dinh Diem maintain power in South Vietnam. Diem, backed by the 

United States, broke the promise for free elections and began oppressing many of his own people. The South 
Vietnamese Communists (Viet Cong) continued fighting against Diem, and the United States was dragged further into 

the war in an effort to support the unpopular Diem. 

Third, the United States should not have expanded the war in the mid 1960s. The large numbers of US troops 
sent and the massive bombing missions only succeeded in destroying Vietnamese society and turning many neutral 

Vietnamese civilians against the Americans. In 1965, the United States government itself estimated that two civilians 

were being killed for every enemy soldier killed. After all, how can a pilot separate enemy guerrillas from civilians from 

20,000 feet? The United States dropped more than 6 million tons of bombs during the war (more than was dropped on 
Nazi Germany and Japan in WWII).  Of this, more than 4 million tons were dropped on South Vietnam who we were 

supposed to be defending from a “communist insurgency”!  This policy of "destroying South Vietnam in order to 

save it" was ludicrous. 



American soldiers also killed large numbers of civilians. The My Lai massacre may have been unusual because 

of the large number of civilians killed, but the killing of civilians was not unusual. The American generals place a heavy 
emphasis on enemy body counts, rather than on the capturing of territory. This encouraged the shooting of anyone 

caught in the middle of a battle.  This policy of "shoot first, ask questions later" further alienated many of the South 

Vietnamese population. 

Americans in the 1960’s asked what they could do for their country and their country responded, "Kill the Viet 
Cong."  However, no one could really figure out why we were fighting and killing in Vietnam.  Even our own 

government and military leaders were confused about what to do.  The U.S. should have learned from the experience of 

the French, but instead 60,000 American and more than a million Vietnamese lives were sacrificed.  In the end, the 
American people said "enough" and forced the United States government to withdraw from its most tragic and immoral 

war. 

 
 

 

Conservative Point of View 
The Vietnam War was a tragic mistake on the part of the United States because we didn't fight the war to a final 

victory, not because we got involved in it in the first place.  It is important to remember that the United States was the 

leader of the Free World during the Cold War, and as such felt a responsibility to support people anywhere who are 

threatened by communism. Since the end of World War II, the US containment policy promised to defend areas in 
danger of Communist expansion and did so successfully in Europe and South Korea during the Truman and Eisenhower 

administrations. 

Right from the start the NLF forces were led by communists. This was not an independence movement like the 
one that sprang up in the American colonies in 1776, but rather an attempted takeover by hard-core communists who 

were supported by both the Soviet Union and China. Naturally, the United States opposed the 1954 Geneva Peace 

Conference when it virtually gave Vietnam to the communists. Opponents of the communists could never have won the 

elections scheduled by the conference for 1956, since communists never allow free elections. 
Let us be clear about who the North Vietnamese communists were: They were orthodox Stalinists, as oppressive 

as any government in the world. For example, they killed more than 100,000 of their own people in their land reform 

program from 1954 to 1960. Their goal was a hostile takeover of South Vietnam from the start. They sent troops and 
supplies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail and trained the Viet Cong in the South on what to do. The American people, 

meanwhile, were influenced by the North Vietnamese propaganda that the Viet Cong were a separate and independent 

group and that the war was not an aggressive invasion from North Vietnam. 

Some historians emphasize American atrocities in Vietnam, but they leave out the terrorist methods of the 
communists. The Viet Cong killed thousands of village chiefs, government officials, and teachers every year. These 

were not occasional atrocities by individual soldiers but rather a systematic policy of torture and terror. There are many 

examples of Viet Cong mass executions, but the most dramatic was in the city of Hué during the Tet Offensive of 1968.  
Captured Viet Cong documents bragged about the killing of several thousand civilians in the two weeks they held the 

city.  The mass graves testify to the tactics used by the communists. This massacre far outdoes any atrocity American 

soldiers may have committed. 
The biggest tragedy of the Vietnam War was that while we were winning it militarily, the liberals and pacifists 

in America wouldn't let the military leaders achieve the final victory. By 1968 the Viet Cong were so weakened by 

American firepower that they decided to try a gamble on a large offensive. The gamble (Tet Offensive) failed. The Viet 

Cong had to come out of the jungle, into the open for their attacks and American soldiers wiped them out. The Viet 
Cong were nearly eliminated as a fighting force after the Tet Offensive. General Westmoreland called for more troops to 

finish off the communists, but the opponents of the war back in the United States forced President Johnson to begin 

withdrawing troops at precisely the time when we could have won the war. 
The United States was in Vietnam for a noble purpose—to stop communism. We learned from the Munich Pact 

[where Hitler was given Czechoslovakia] that appeasement was no way to stop an aggressive enemy. The enemy would 

just want more territory. Wars are not pretty — many people get killed in them. But they have to be fought to a victory, 
not half way.  By preventing the military from fighting to a successful conclusion, the protesters and civilian leaders did 

the most immoral thing that could be done in a war. They guaranteed that our country could not attain the goal for which 

it was sacrificing our blood and resources. 

 

 

What are 10 questions you still have about US Involvement in Vietnam based 

on Khan Academy Video and this reading? 


