
Origins of the 

Vietnam War

Fighting the Japanese

Before WWII, Indochina (Vietnam) was a french 

colony

During war, conquered by Japan

Anti-Japanese resistance movement

Viet Minh

Leader Ho Chi Minh

End of WWII 1945
Viet Minh enterred Hanoi (north), declared 

Vietnam independant

Fighting the French

French came back 1945

1949 Ho supported by China

Year of China becoming communist (Mao)

9 years of war

Viet Minh controlled North

French south

USA financing for containment

$500 million a year to French

France still pulled out in 1954

Geneva peace conference 1954

Ceasefire

Country to be divided North and South until

elections held within 2 years

The USA responds

Prevent elections from taking place

Note how US criticised Stalin for not allowing 

free elections in eastern Europe

Domino theory

Secretary of State JF Dulles, Eisenhower

Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Burma, 

India? fall to communism one after the other

Diem's regime

Republic of South Vietnam

1955

Help of US $1.6 billion in 50s

Ngo Dinh Diem

Unpopular regime

Belonged to landlord class, treated peasant 

population with contempt

Christian, no respect for Buddhists

Corrupt

Overthrown by his army leaders November 1963
Following governments equally corrupt but 

still received US funding

Dulles said "We knew of no one better"

Viet Cong

Actions of anticommunist governments 

increased support for communist-led National 

Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam  

Founded December 1960

Called Viet Cong

Included opponents of regime in South and 

North Vietnamese communists led by Ho

Peasants who did not support them faced 

intimidation, violence

Guerrilla war started

They attacked South Vietnam Government 

forces, officials and buildings

Also American air force and supply bases

Ho Chi Minh trail North sent reinforcements, supplies

South Vietnamese government responds - 

'strategic hamlet' programme

Moving peasant villages from Viet Cong 

controlled areas to gov-controlled areas

Americans helped - supplied materials, money, 

food and equipment for villagers to build

Backfired

Peasants resented

Corrupt officials kept money

US involvement

By 1962 Kennedy was sending military 

personnel (he called them 'advisers')

He was determined not to involve US in a war

Assassinated in 1963

Lyndon B Johnson More prepared to wage war for containment

Tonkin Gulf Resolution

August 1964 - North Vietnamese patrol boats 

opened fire on US ships in the Gulf of Tonkin

It is unsure whether they were actually North 

Vietnamese

Consequence - US congress accepted Tonkin 

Gulf resolution

Gave the President power to "take all 

necessary measures to prevent further 

aggression and achieve peace and security"

Take USA into full-scale war

February 1965 Operation Rolling Thunder

Bombing campaign againts NV cities, factories, 

army bases and Ho Chi Minh trail

3 years (till '68)

8 March 1965
3500 US marines (combat troops not advisers) 

came ashore at Da Nang

Why did US send troops?

Policy of containment, 'domino theory'

'Military-industrial complex'
1961 - Eisenhower warned US developped a 

powerful military-industrial complex

Government gave huge budgets to military 

commanders

Budget spent on weapons made by big 

American companies

So armed forces and businesses gained from 

conflict


