
COLD WAR CASE STUDY: 

The Vietnam War 
  

 
 

      



 

The Domino Theory 

The USA believed that, like dominos, if one South East Asian 

country became communist, others would follow. This would 

make the USSR more and more powerful and eventually threaten the security 

of the western democracies.  

Therefore, the USA felt that they had to take action to prevent Vietnam 

becoming communist – they had to stop the dominos falling! 

 

 

American Involvement in Vietnam 

After North Vietnam became communist, South Vietnam became a 

democratic republic with a man called Ngo Dinh Diem as President. The plan 

was that there would be an election in two years, and the country would be 

reunited under Diem.  

However, many in South Vietnam still supported Ho Chi Minh. It became 

clear that an election would simply turn the whole country communist, so the 

USA decided to prop up Diem’s government at all costs. There would be no 

election, and the USA sent money and arms to Diem and his increasingly 

corrupt and unpopular government in the South. 

One Buddhist monk even set himself on fire as a 

protest against religious persecution. Quang Duc, the 

monk, wrote “I respectfully plead to President Diem to 

take a mind of compassion towards the people of the 

nation” before setting himself on fire in Saigon. 

 

TASKS: 

1. What was the “Domino Theory”? 

2. Why do you think they were willing to overlook the corruption in Diem’s 

government? 



 

 

1960-63: Civil War 

By 1960, whole areas of South Vietnam were in open rebellion against Diem. 

The National Liberation Front (NLF) was set up to oppose Diem, supported by 

the communists in the North. It became known as the Vietcong. A civil war was 

developing. 

President Kennedy was concerned. American money and arms had not 

brought victory for the South Vietnamese government. He decided to send 

military advisors and, by 1963, there were around 10,000 military advisers in 

Vietnam, helping Diem’s forces. 

However, Diem’s soldiers were behaving 

terribly. They tortured and executed 

thousands of peasants in an attempt to 

destroy the NLF, but only succeeded in 

gaining it more support.  

In November 1963, the South Vietnamese 

government was overthrown and Diem was 

assassinated. Crowds celebrated in Saigon. 

 

Source A: 

Interviewed in late 1979, one elderly South Vietnamese villager remembered:  

“I was not a communist to begin with, but the 

horrible violence of the ARVN (Diem’s army) 

turned me and my fellow villagers to 

revolution. We felt we were in the right.  

We saw only anger and death, but the North 

cheered the name of Ho Chi Minh. It seemed 

that communism brought joy, but 

democracy brought only tears and pain.” 

 

 

TASK: 

3. How fully does Source A describe why people opposed Diem’s South 

Vietnamese government? 

 



 

The Gulf of Tonkin Incident 

The Gulf of Tonkin was a busy waterway in North Vietnam. 

On the night of 31st July 1964, American backed South 

Vietnamese commandos attacked a North Vietnamese 

radar station.  

The American ship the USS Maddox was in the Gulf of Tonkin 

as support. North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked in 

retaliation, firing a torpedo at the American ship, although 

it did not explode. American fire sank one torpedo boat 

and damaged two more.  

On the 4th August, the Americans reported that they had been attacked a 

second time. Although it later emerged that no US sailor or pilot had seen any 

evidence of a second attack, the newspaper headlines screamed about an 

“unprovoked attack” on US ships. The new President Johnson vowed to take 

action. The Vietnam War was about to begin. 

 

TASK:  

4. Explain how the Gulf of Tonkin incident led to war between the USA and 

North Vietnam. 

 

Three North Vietnamese torpedo boats, viewed from the USS Maddox. 



American Tactics: OPERATION ROLLING THUNDER 
 

In March 1965, President Johnson approved an operation codenamed 

“Rolling Thunder”: regular air attacks on North Vietnam. The operation was 

supposed to last for eight weeks, but it actually lasted until November 1968!  

Over one million tons of bombs were dropped on North Vietnam.  

Johnson’s advisors told him that he also needed more troops in Vietnam, so 

3500 marines were sent in to join the 23,000 troops already there.  

The President presented this as a short-term measure, and the American public 

supported him. 

The Americans believed they could destroy their enemies by saturation 

bombing – devastating the land in which the Viet Minh and Viet Cong hid so 

that they could no longer fight. 

However, the plan didn’t work. 

The North Vietnamese were 

determined to defeat the 

Americans, and built complex 

networks of underground 

tunnels to shelter from the 

bombing.  

American bombs often missed 

their targets and hit schools 

and hospitals, increasing 

support for the Viet Cong and 

anger towards the US forces 

 

American bombs explode in the 

Vietnamese countryside (right). 



American Tactics: CHEMICAL WARFARE 

The Americans knew that the North Vietnamese were being supplied with 

weapons and money by China and the USSR. However, the North Vietnamese 

were clever in their methods of moving the supplies around. They used the 

thickest areas of jungle to provide cover and keep the supply routes hidden 

from the American and South Vietnamese air forces.  

As a result, the Americans decided to introduce two new kinds of chemical 

weapons: Agent Orange and Napalm. 

 

Agent Orange 

Agent Orange was a chemical defoliant – it was intended 

to destroy the trees and so remove the Viet Cong’s cover. 

Planes sprayed it all over areas where the supply lines were 

thought to run.  

However, the chemical was untested and unsafe. After years of campaigning 

both by the Vietnamese and by American veterans, the US government has 

accepted that Agent Orange caused profound birth defects. A generation 

of children were born with missing or malformed limbs, learning difficulties and 

other issues. 

 

   

 



Napalm 

Napalm was another chemical weapon developed to fight in Vietnam.  

It was a thick, jelly-like liquid which usually contained petrol. It could be 

dropped in bombs or fired from a flame thrower.  

Napalm burned ferociously and was used to clear undergrowth, but it also 

stuck to human being and burned away their flesh. 

During the war, over 400,000 tons of napalm was dropped onto suspected 

enemy positions. It was also sprayed from patrol boats. 

 

           

A napalm bomb explodes.                                             A US patrol boat fires napalm into the jungle. 

 

This famous image was taken after a 

napalm bomb hit civilians. The girl is the 

centre is Kim Phuc.  

The napalm burnt off all her clothes and 

then burnt her skin, leaving her in agony. 

Images such as this did much to turn 

public opinion against the war in 

Vietnam. 

 

Ho Chi Minh wrote to President Johnson in 1967: 

“The US government has committed war crimes against peace and against 

mankind. Half a million US troops have used the most inhuman weapons and 

methods of warfare - such as napalm, chemicals and gases - to massacre our 

countrymen, destroy our crops and burn villages to the ground.” 

 



American Tactics: STRATEGIC HAMLETS 

The Americans also had another strategy, known as 

“Strategic Hamlets”. The US forces found it hard to tell 

the difference between civilians and Viet Cong, and 

were concerned that the VC had support in the farms 

and villages of South Vietnam.  

As a result, they decided to force Vietnamese farm 

communities to leave their homes and live in fortified 

village camps, surrounded by barbed wire and bamboo 

spears.  

This was intended to undermine the supply of food and 

weapons to the Viet Cong. Nearly 40% of the population 

were forced into these strategic hamlets, and this resulted 

in yet more hatred for the American troops. 

 

American Tactics: HELICOPTERS 

The nature of war in Vietnam meant that helicopters 

became more and more important. They allowed the US 

to land troops in the right areas quickly, and then get them 

out when the battle was over.  

Helicopters could be vulnerable to ground fire, but they 

became a symbol of American involvement in the war. Landing Zones (known 

as LZs) were often “hot”, meaning that the helicopters were landing in areas 

surrounded by the enemy. 
 

American Tactics: SEARCH AND DESTROY 

As it became clear there would be very few open battles in Vietnam, the 

Americans switched to a policy of Search and Destroy. This meant success 

would be measured in the number of enemies killed, rather than the amount 

of land captured.  

This policy led to many incidents of civilians being 

murdered by soldiers who had begun to view every 

villager as a member of the Viet Cong. One of the most 

infamnous massacres took place at My Lai, where nearly 

400 civilians were gunned down by American troops. 



North Vietnamese Tactics: THE HO CHI MINH TRAIL 

The North Vietnamese developed a secret supply 

line through neighbouring Cambodia and Laos 

that allowed weapons and food to travel from 

North Vietnam to the Viet Cong in the South. This 

became known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail.  

No matter how many times the Americans 

bombed it, they could not stop supplies getting through. The Vietnamese 

worked incredibly hard to keep the trail open, often sacrificing their lives. Some 

supplies were transported by bicycle and even elephants were used! 

          

 

North Vietnamese Tactics: GUERILLA WARFARE 

The US believed they would win as they 

had the most modern weapons.  

However, the North Vietnamese had 

experience of guerrilla warfare, and had 

defeated an occupying French army in 

the years after World War 2. The Viet 

Cong were well prepared to take on the 

Americans. 

They avoided open battles, instead 

hiding in the villages and jungle until they 

were ready to launch an attack. They wore no military uniform, so could blend 

in with civilians, making identification very difficult.  



They also knew the terrain very well, and constructed an intricate network of 

tunnels to keep them safe and hidden. These tunnels included weapon stores 

and hospitals. Doctors amputated limbs without anaesthetic and even carried 

out brain surgery with an electric drill!  

 

These tunnel networks meant that the Viet Cong could pop up seemingly from 

nowhere, attack their enemies and then vanish like ghosts. 

To add to the fear factor, the Viet Cong created a number of ingenious but 

crude booby traps.  

They would dig pits and fill them with sharpened 

bamboo known as punji sticks. These would often be 

tipped with excrement. The pits would then be 

covered to look like normal ground. Any soldier falling 

in would be badly injured and the wound would 

become horribly infected. There were also swinging 

logs studded with punji sticks, not to mention land 

mines and rigged cigarette lighters.  

American soldiers known as “tunnel rats” were given 

the job of finding, exploring and neutralising Viet Cong 

tunnel systems. 



 TASK: 

In your groups, create an A3 poster entitled “FIGHTING THE WAR IN VIETNAM”.  

 

✓ Your poster should be split in two, with one half detailing AMERICAN 

tactics, and the other half detailing NORTH VIETNAMES/VIET CONG 

tactics. 

 

✓ You should come to a conclusion about whether or not the tactics were 

JUSTIFIED. Explain your conclusion. 

 

✓ Remember to add lots of detail! 

 

 

    

 

American anti-war protestors march in opposition to the Vietnam War. The nature of the 

conflict meant that increasing numbers of US citizens felt that the USA should not be 

involved and that Vietnam had the right to decide its own future. 

 

 


