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Instructional Period 6418

Title: The Vietnam War: Origins and North Vietnamese/Viet Cong Strategy

Themes:

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare 

2. Importance of local circumstances

3. Impact of technology on strategy and doctrine 

Introduction: Much of the American historiography of the Vietnam War is profoundly narcissistic. It focuses on US policy, performance, opportunities, and mistakes. It pays relatively scant attention to the origins, history, ideology, motivation, and fighting power of the Vietnamese communists (i.e., North Vietnam and the Viet Cong in South Vietnam). Indeed, the communist enemy is almost completely ignored in histories contending that US mistakes and faulty policies, not the enemy’s performance, were the causes of America’s defeat. In fact, the US war in Vietnam (1965 to 1973) was but a late chapter in a fight that, for the Vietnamese communists, began against the French in 1946—a 30-year revolutionary struggle that had no equal in the exceptionally war-torn twentieth century. Against the French, and later, much greater American advantages in firepower and technology the Vietnamese communists pitted a superiority in such key intangibles as dedication to victory, unity of command, toughness, organizational quality, discipline and cohesion, morale and initiative, and above all, a willingness to fight and die.

At the root of that superiority was the fact that, for the Vietnamese communists, the conflict was a total war, whereas for the United States it was a limited war. This disparity in stakes accounted for the Vietnamese communists’ willingness to make much greater blood sacrifices over a longer period of time than the Americans were prepared to make. Indeed, protracted war was the core of the communists’ strategy against both the French and the Americans—and it worked. The strategy identified political will as the enemy’s center of gravity and aimed at wearing down that will by prolonging and stalemating hostilities while keeping high the enemy’s war costs in blood and treasure. (This was essentially the strategy George Washington pursued against the British—and it worked.) The Vietnamese communists also displayed greater operational flexibility than the Americans. The Americans, with some minor departures along the way, waged the only war they knew how to fight: large-unit, firepower-heavy conventional warfare. In contrast, the Vietnamese repertory included, depending upon the circumstances at hand, political warfare, guerrilla warfare, and conventional warfare—sometimes all three simultaneously.

Lesson Objective: Analyze the nature, motivation, and strategy of the asymmetrical enemy the United States faced in Vietnam. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 2b. SAE: 2, 6. 

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Comprehend the role the enemy played in the outcome of the Vietnam War.

2. Analyze the Vietnamese communists’ strategy in the Vietnam War.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. The United States lost the Vietnam War; the Vietnamese communists won the Vietnam War: Which is more accurate?

2. What was the Vietnamese communists’ theory of victory?

3. What motivated the Vietnamese communists to make the extraordinary sacrifices they did?

4. How did the Vietnamese communists seek to counter the Americans’ tremendous superiority in firepower and technology?

5. How did Hanoi play a balanced diplomacy between its two Communist allies, the Soviet Union and China?

6. Does the communists’ performance in the Vietnam War provide useful foreign policy and military lessons for the United States in the twenty-first century?

Assigned Reading:

1. Duiker, William J., Sacred War: Nationalism and Revolution in a Divided Vietnam, pp. 116–126, 128–137, 141–150, 164–172, 179–183, 186–191, and 194–218. (Separate Issue)

2. Brigham, Robert K., “Vietnam at the Center: Patters of Diplomacy and Resistance,” International Perspectives on Vietnam, Chapter 5, 1999, pp. 98–107.

Suggested Readings:

Duiker, William, Ho Chi Minh: A Life.

Gilbert, Marc Jason, Why the North Won the Vietnam War.

Lanning, Michael Lee and Dan Cragg, Inside the VC and the NVA.

Prados, John, The Blood Road: The Ho Chi Minh Trail and the Vietnam War. Victory in Vietnam: The Official History of the People’s Army of Vietnam, 1954–1975.
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