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Title: Insurgency and Counter-insurgency in South Vietnam

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: US involvement in the Vietnam War was the product of America’s Cold War policy of containment and of domestic political calculations that virtually prohibited a policy of inaction. The war in Vietnam was seen as an expression of a global communist threat and as a test of American resolve. Failure to defend South Vietnam, it was believed, would undermine the credibility of American defense commitments worldwide and provoke the fall of other Southeast Asian “dominoes” to communism. The uniqueness and influence of local circumstances in Vietnam were largely ignored. Militarily, it was assumed that the United States could inflict sufficient damage on communist forces in South Vietnam and against strategic targets in North Vietnam to compel Hanoi to cease its sponsorship of the communist war in the South. US use of force against North Vietnam was limited by fear of Chinese counter-intervention and by exclusion of the Hanoi regime’s destruction as a US war aim. US technological superiority was unchallenged, but in the end could not offset the enemy’s superior political resolve and willingness to sacrifice. The United States failed to achieve its desired outcome of an independent, non-communist South Vietnam, and defeat had profound and continuing consequences for US foreign policy, especially on matters pertaining to the threatened or actual use of force. The Weinberger-Powell Doctrine, for example, reflected the professional military’s assessment of the lessons of the Vietnam War.

The historiography of the war resembles a battleground. There remains profound disagreement on two major issues: the nature of the war and why the United States was defeated. On one side are those who believe that the war was a case of international aggression (North Vietnam invading South Vietnam) equivalent to Hitler’s aggression in the 1930s and 1940s, and that defeat was attributable to a hostile media, a near-treasonous anti-war movement and, above all, civilian imposition of crippling political restrictions on military operations. On the other side are those who believe that the war was an expression of Vietnamese nationalism against continued Western power and influence in Indochina (an extension of the French-Indochinese War of 1946–1954), and that the United States misread South Vietnam’s strategic importance and was defeated by superior communist fighting power, faulty US military policies and tactics, and the absence in South Vietnam of a politically and militarily viable client state.

Lesson Objective: Analyze the political and military context of the US military intervention in Vietnam and its outcome. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 1c, 2b, 3c, 4a, 4d. SAE: 3, 4, 6. 

Desired Learning Outcomes: 

1. Analyze the influence of politics on US strategy in the Vietnam War.

2. Assess the reasons for US failure.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. Did America’s Cold War containment policy mandate US military intervention in the Vietnam War? Why? Why not?

2. How did US civil-military relations affect America’s strategic performance in Vietnam?

3. Were there viable alternatives to the strategy that the United States pursued in the Vietnam War?

4. Was Vietnamization either a strategy for fighting the war or a plan for winning it?

5. Why did the United States lose? What were the essential factors in this outcome?

Assigned Readings:

1. Gaddis, John Lewis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Security Policy, pp. 237–273. (Separate Issue)

2. Record, Jeffrey, “Hollow Client,” The Wrong War: Why We Lost in Vietnam, Chapter 5, 1998, pp. 122–140, 194.

3. Clarke, Jeffrey J., “Vietnamization: The War to Groom an Ally,” An American Dilemma: Vietnam, 1964–1973, Vol. 1, 1993, pp. 159–166.

4. Herring, George C., America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950–1975, Third Edition, 1996, pp. 284–321. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Lind, Michael, Vietnam: The Necessary War.
Logevall, Frederik, Choosing War: The Lost Chance for Peace and the Escalation of War In Vietnam.

Mann, Robert, A Grand Delusion: America’s Descent into Vietnam.

McMaster, H. R., Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies that Led to Vietnam.
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