[image: image2.jpg]



[image: image1.jpg]




Worksheet 4.3—Historical Perspectives
The Vietnam War
At the end of World War II, the French attempted to reassert their control over the region they called Indo-China. An independence movement that had already existed in Vietnam grew. Ho Chi Minh had struggled for independence against France for some time, even attending the Versailles Treaty at the end of World War I. At that time, he had expected to receive the support of US president Woodrow Wilson, who had stressed the importance of new emerging nation states. He had been bitterly disappointed that Wilson would neither meet with him nor be willing to argue his case.

In 1954, military forces under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh defeated the French. The ‘Indo-China’ region was then divided in 1954, creating the countries Laos, Cambodia, North Vietnam and South Vietnam. The division of Vietnam into two parts allowed the war of ideologies to be fought during the Cold War, as Ho Chi Minh’s government in the north was communist and President Ngo Dinh Diem’s government in the south was supported by democracies such as the United States of America.
Within a short time, a war was raging between the north and the south. In South Vietnam, a guerrilla army—called the Viet Cong—was supported by North Vietnam. Many of the Viet Cong opposed foreign interference in their country and saw the war as a ‘civil war’ rather than as an ideological struggle. Their aim was to unite the two Vietnams. The United States of America initially supported the south by sending ‘military advisors’ and trainers to assist them, but the aid quickly escalated into full military support. Australia and New Zealand were afraid that the spread of the communist ideology into the south would see communism ‘creep’ towards them. Consequently, they supported the United States under the teams of the ANZUS [Australia, New Zealand and the United States] Treaty.
The North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong, although supported by nations such as communist China, realised that they could not succeed in open warfare because of their small size. Instead, they undertook a lengthy and exhaustive series of small actions against the US-backed south. There were few large battles; instead, small attacks carried out by the guerrillas wore their opponents down. With no real war front, there was no truly safe area within the south, which had a strong psychological effect on both sides.
As the war progressed, it received world-wide media coverage. Public opinion began to swing against the supporters of the south when Diem’s government was overthrown (probably with US support) and images of civilians wounded in the south were made public. Increasing military action saw the United States intensify its activity through saturation bombing of strategic southern areas and the north. (Saturation bombing entails dropping massive amounts of bombs at once. The United States finally dropped at least three times as many bombs in the war as it had dropped during the whole of World War II.) Such indiscriminate bombing was also criticised by opponents world-wide.
By 1969, public opinion regarding the USA and its allies had become strongly anti-war. It was being argued that the Vietnam War was a civil war—a war in which other nations should not be involved. Movements started to force an end to the war. Australia and New Zealand withdrew from the war finally in 1972, and the USA was left to support the south by itself. This resulted in an agreement in 1973 called the Paris Peace Accord in which the USA indicated it would withdraw if the North Vietnamese stopped supporting the Viet Cong. In early 1975, the north carried out a rapid push, fighting a full war and rapidly overrunning the remaining troops of the south as American embassy staff and remaining advisers fled by helicopter from their embassy.
1
In your own words, explain when the Vietnam War started and finished, include all periods of the war and explain who the different combatants were in different periods.

2
When and why did the French withdraw from Vietnam?

3
How, when and why did Australia and New Zealand get involved in the war in Vietnam?
4
Explain why Ho Chi Minh might have believed that the United States of America would have supported independence in Vietnam as early as the end of World War I.

5
Do you believe that the war in Vietnam was a ‘civil’ war between the north and south or a key part of the Cold War? Give reasons and arguments to support your viewpoint. 

6
Why do you think that a small country such as North Vietnam was able to defeat the United States of America and its allies in South Vietnam?
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