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Abs tract 

Thi s thes i s  l ooks at the Vietnam War and the impact it 

had on American society. The paper first t a kes a brief 

look at what other historians have written about Vietnam 

and the s cholarship that current l y  exis t s  on the topic . My 

original s chol arship focuses on the TET offens ive and the 

impact the media had on the Pres idency o f  Lyndon Johnson . 

Even though the United Stat e s  was victorious during the TET 

offens ive, it proved to  the Amer ican pub l i c  that the Viet 

Cong would not concede defeat and at that critical point 

public  opinion changed and support for the War waned 

dramati cal l y . Fina l l y, thi s the s i s  looks at teaching the 

Vietnam War to high s chool s tudent s . I created a 

Profes s i onal Portfoli o of res ources, ut i l i z ing Howard 

Gardne r ' s theory of mul t iple int e l l igences, usable in the 

classr oom to  enhance student learning . 
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Chapter One: Historiography 

"To hi story has been given the t a s k  o f  j udging the 

past , of instructing men for the benefit of future years. 

The pres ent attempt does  not inspire to such a l o fty 

unde rtaking. It merely wishes to show how things happened 

in their own right . "1 This quotation from Leopol d  Von 

Ranke , about the hist ory of the Latin and �eutonic people ,  

a l s o  rings true t o  the Vietnam War i n  Ameri can h i s tory. 

Many have pa s s ed j udgment on the quagmire into which 

Vietnam turned, but as h i s t orians say,  hinds ight i s  always 

twenty-twenty . It  i s  s omet ime s easy to look past event s 

and quest ion the intent ions o f  those in office that made 

the dec i s i on to send troops to Vietnam . Nearly thirty-five 

years have pas sed s ince the last troops came home in 1974 

and historians are beginning to  tackle the diffi cult ta s k  

o f  analyzing the Vietnam War and i t s  impact on Ameri can 

culture . There have been a number of different h i storical 

interpretat ions of Vietnam and this paper will attempt to  

place the  Vietnam War in a h i s torical context by focu s ing 

on what historians have written about Vietnam . 

1 David Kaiser, American Tragedy: Kennedy, Johnson, and the Origins of the Vietnam War (Cambridge, 
Mass: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2000), 1. 
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I n  orde r to look at what historians have written 

Vietnam, it is imperat ive to  inve st igate s ome of the causes  

of the war. The Vietnam War was arguably the mo s t  divis ive 

war in American history. Many remained supportive of the 

mi litari e s  attempt to save South Vietnam from the communi st 

North Vi etnam, led by Ho Chi Minh ; however ,  there were 

other individuals who bel ieved the United States had no 

busine s s  being in Vietnam. The American government 

believed Southeast Asia was the key to containing communi sm 

and defeating the Soviet Union. American involvement in 

Vietnam can be traced back to the 195 0 s  when Vietnam was 

still under French control. The United Stat e s  rea l i zed 

even then how s igni ficant Southeast  As ia  wa s in  hopes of 

containing communi sm and winning the Cold War� China had 
' 

recent ly fallen to  communism and the U.S. wanted t o  ensure 

that the re st  of As ia remained democrat ic and pro-West . 

Becaus e  o f  everything that had occurred in yi etnam the 

United States decided to s end troops to  Vietnam in  1962.2 

The Vietnam War can be viewed a s  an ext ens i on of the 

pol icies  employed in Southeas t  As ia  from the end of WWI I  to 

the 197 0 s  when Ame ri can troops were finally brought home. 

President Lyndon B. Johns on moved away from the policies of 

h i s  predece s s o r ,  John F. Kennedy , and decided t o  use 

2 Ibid. ' 3. 

6 



mi litary force where Kennedy and the adminis tration before 

him believed mil itary act ion was not warranted.3 Kennedy 

knew he did not have t he support from Ameri can a l lies in 

Europe and that dis suaded from ta king action , Johnson felt 

he needed to use mi l it ary force , bel ieving Vietnam wa s the 

key to containing communi sm. Johns on believed he had to  

act  because he feared i f  he appeased North Vietnam, the 

problem faced by the Brit i sh and the French during WWI I  

would be problems faced by America this time around.4 

The Vietnam War was controvers ial , but even 

individual s opposed to the War believed the United States 

would be victorious. North Vietnam was a sma l l  country 

that would be unable to  compete with the superior mi l itary 

force of the United States. The U.S. mi scalculated a 

number of things howeve r ,  and the Viet Cong proved to be a 

much tougher opponent than init ially expected. They were 

able to recruit new members much easier and quicker than 

the U.S. ant i cipated,  whi ch meant even as body count s for 

the Viet Cong increased the dead were qui ckly replaced by 

new recruits. I n  addit i on , the United States was unable to 

strike a maj or blow to the Viet Cong ' s mi litary s t rength 

because the Viet Cong l aunched the ir bigge st offensive 

3 Ibid. '485. 
4 Ibid. '486. 
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three yea r s  into the War ,  the TET offens ive o f  1968 . 

Public  support suffered at home because it wa s becoming 

incre a s ingly clear that the war was going to be drawn out 

longer than anyone had ant icipated. Los ing pub l i c  support 

at home was a maj or downfall of the Vietnam War because 

troops going overseas were now facing a dis grunt l ed 

Ameri can public that looked at them as  baby ki l l er s . 5 

Many people have argued the U . S .  was s imply fighting 

to  i l lustrate its dominance to  the rest of the world,  

e spec i a l l y  after the s t alemate in the Korean War in  the 

195 0 s .  After years o f  fighting in Southeast  As ia  howeve r ,  

the U . S .  w a s  unable to  claim victory, and it  w a s  apparent 

on the home front that the country was ready for peace . 

The Ameri can people were s imply t ired of their brothers 

being sent to their death for a los ing war ; which was made 

quite clear to newly e l e cted Pre s ident Richard Nixon ; the 

Ameri can people were ready for peace. It would t a ke unti l  

197 4  be fore American troops were_finally brought home . 

Nixon p ledged to de-e s calate the war when he took o ffice , 

but inste ad sent troops into Cambodi a ,  s omething he 

p romi sed not to do , b�t the dark days o f  the Vietnam War 

were fina l l y  over.6 Thi s paper wi l l  now take an in-depth 

5 Ibid. , 490-491. 
6 Ibid. , 492. 
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look at what historians have had to say about the Vietnam 

War and i t s  implicat ions American culture . 

The first area t o  be di s cus sed i s  the impact the 

Vietnam War had on foreign policy before , during , and after 

· the War . Vietnam had a profound impact on American foreign 

policy for years before actual involvement in Southeast 

As i a ,  and i t s  impact on foreign pol icy i s  still being felt 

·today . One could ma ke the argument that no other war in 

Ameri can h i s to ry has had as s i gnifi cant an impact on how 

the United States perceived i t s  place as a global power . 

Vietnam has  made American Pres ident s rethink s ending troops 

into combat without the support of the American.peop l e ,  and 

without support from the United Nat ions . 

A key p l ayer in Ame rican foreign policy . during the 

Vietnam War was Senator Wi lliam Fulbright , who wa s the 

Chai rman of the S enate Foreign Relations Committee . 

Historian Wi l l i am Berman took an in-depth look at the 

pol icies  o f  Fulbright . The aim of his  boo k wa s t o  

il lustrate the impact the Vietnam War had on Fulbright , and 

to bring into the larger context of how the War a ffected 

his deci s i ons regarding Ameri can forei gn policy . Fulbright 

had never been in favor of Johnson' s deci si on to s end 

troops to Vi etnam during the early 196 0 s ,  however , his  

thinking underwent a metamorphos i s  and he became one of the 
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most influent ial individual s  in the ant iwar movement.7 

Berman ' s  focus is  on what caused thi s shift in  Fulbright ' s  

thinking. In 1966 Fulbright became apprehens ive about 

America ' s  role as a global powe r ;  he believed there were 

more pres s ing i s sues facing the count ry, such as  stri king 

s ome sort o f  balance between the economy and the Ameri can 

political s ystem, hoping that big bus ine s s  and government 

could co-exi s t. Berman i l lustrated how Fulbright bel ieved 

that Vietnam was dictating too much of American foreign 

policy. 

According to Berman : 

"Hence , he ( Fulbright ) urged pol icy ma kers to  come to  
terms with that real it y  by avoiding fruit l e s s  mi l itary 
intervent ions that did l ittle other than s quander and 
to waste valuable human and economi c resources at home and 
abroad. "8 

Berman showed how Fulbright , as  a political real i s t , had 

h i s  views changed by what was occurring in Vietnam . 

Hi storian Randal l  Bennett Woods also  centered his  view 

of Cold War foreign policy on the ideas of Wi l l iam 

Fulbright. He illu s t ra t e s  Fulbright ' s  insi stence that U.S. 

forei gn poli cy was becoming far too mi litari s t i c. The 

United States was at a cro s s roads as a global super power ,  

and Fulbright believed Vietnam i l lustrated that American 

7 William Berman, William Fulbright and the Vietnam War: The Dissent o f  a Political Realist (Kent, OH: 
The Kent State University Press, 1988), 2. 
8 Ibid.' 197. 
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fore i gn policy wa s beginning a downward spiral. Woods 

shows how Fulbright spoke out against the Vietnam War in 

1966, hoping to educate the American public. He further 

1 1  

depicts  how Fulbright believed the U.S. would be better off 

al lowing nations to fol low nationa l i s ti c  goa l s  instead of 

pushing democracy on a people that wa s not interested in 

l iving in a democracy. America would benefit grea t ly from 

accepting China and Vi etnam a s  communi st nat ions and by 

us ing diplomacy to arrange a compromi s e.9 Fulbright 

believed that l i ke many great nat ions that over extended 

thems elves in their foreign polici es ; the United States was 

on a decl ine ma king the same mi s t a kes  nations l i ke Britain 

and France had made in the pa s t ,  whi ch would lead to the 

decline of the United States as a maj or superpower. 

When looking at fore ign policy it i s  a l s o  imperative 

to exp l ore aome of the works written short ly after the 

Vietnam War to capture how Ame ri cans were thinking at the 

end of the War. Historian Simon Serfaty o ffers insight 

into Cold War foreign policy and how it wa s applied to 

Vietnam. He argues that Ameri cans were loo king to  limit 

involvement abroad in the 196 0 s  bel i eving that America was 

intervening in out s ide affairs  to frequent ly. Americans 

9 Randall Bennett Woods, J. William Fulbright, Vietnam, and the Search for a Cold War Foreign Policy 
(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 124-126. 



were a l s o  becoming s kepti cal o f  the government during the 

1960 s ,  no l onger did individua l s  take what the government 

said as t he trut h ; people were beginning to que st ion their 

l eaders openly . S erfaty i l lustrates how individual s  

12 

displayed more act ivi sm against policies  they bel ieved were 

hurting the country . 10 

I n  recent years· American foreign pol icy· has been 

a f fected by what happened in Vietnam during the 196 0 s  and 

early 197 0 s . Richard Me l anson looks at how America has 

searched for a new foreign policy s ince the end of the War . 

The negat ive pub l i city that surrounded the Vietnam caused 

future Pres ident s to have to convince Congre s s  and the 

public  to trust their new foreign policies . Trust i s  not 

easily earned and because  of Vietnam, many in the public  

sphere have been apprehens ive o f  new government polici es . 

During the Reagan admini strat ion many o f  the policies 

revolved around the idea of creating trust with America . 

Reagan was in  office during the waning years o f  the Cold 

War s o  he could s t i l l  use ant i -communi s t  rhetori c ,  but he 

had tread l ight l y ,  he knew that he had to  stay away from 

any forei gn policies  that would remind the American public  

o f  Vietnam. Acco rding to Melanson "By ridicul ing rival 

10 Simon Serfaty, The Elusive Enemy: American Foreign Policy since World War II ( Boston, MA: Little, 
Brown and Company, 1972), 16-18. 



governments and lavishing praise on the American people , 

Reagan was able to pursue an e s s entially cautious foreign 

policy that largely replaced deeds with words."1 1  Reagan 

wa s unable to use dec i s ive force because Americans were 

t i red of war. 

Melanson illustrated how difficult it was for 

Pres ident Bill  Clinton , who inherited a number o f  foreign 

relat i on problems , including problems with North Kore a ,  

Soma l i a ,  and Rus s ia. The problems in Soma l i a  proved to be 

the toughest because they reminded many Americans of 

Vietnam. There were di f ferences , the U.S. was no longer 

looking to contain communism as it had during the 1960 s ,  

but the mil i tary was deployed to fight a battle in which 

13 

many believed America had no bus ine s s  being involved. Even 

with Vietnam well in the pa s t ,  Pres ident s have faced 

pres sure ba sed on for e i gn policy decis ions because they do 

not want to ma ke a mi s t a ke and get the U.S� mi l itary 

involved in the next Vietnam. 1 2 

The affect Vietnam had on foreign policy has been an 

important avenue of re s earch but h i storians have also  

looked at  how the Vietnam War impacted l i fe in Ameri ca. 

Vietnam altered the way Americans viewed the role of the 

11 Richard A. Melanson, American Foreign Policy Since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus from 
Nixon to Clinton (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1996), 296. 
12 Ibid. , 298. 



mi l i tary and how it should be used in fore ign conflict s. 

The antiwar movement brought many i s sues to the people and 

united a large number of col lege students behind one cau s e ,  

ending t h e  War and bringing American soldiers home. The 

14 

War a l s o  had a dramat i c  impact on the live s of the s oldiers 

s ent to  fight in a War they were not neces sarily 

support ing. People began to rethink the idea o f  the draft 

and how it  a f fected thous ands of l ives. 

The antiwar movement during the Vietnam War wa s the 

l arges t  and l onge st  ant iwar campaign , spanning roughl y  from 

196 5 - 1972 . Hi storian Melvin Smal l  believes that Americans 

felt they were performing their patriot i c  duty by 

protest ing the War. Ameri cans had a civic re sponsibility 

to  spe a k  out against the inj ust ices o f  the Vietnam War. 

According to  Small , "although never able to create enough 

pre s sure on deci sion makers to end the U.S involvement in 

the War ,  it s e rved a s  a maj or cons traint on the i r  abi lities 

to  e s ca late.n13 One o f  the maj or aims of the antiwar 

movement was to keep pres sure on Congre s s  in hope s of 

dee s ca l ating the War. 

Sma l l  a l s o  focused on how the antiwar movement became 

a ma s s  movement. I ndividuals  in every wal k  o f  l i fe were 

13 Melvin Small, Antiwarriors: The Vietnam War and the Battle for America's Hearts and Minds ( 
Wilmington, Delaware: A scholarly Resource Inc. Imprint, 2002), 1. 



opposed to  the War. It seemed antiwar sent iment s 

encompas sed every aspect of dai ly life for many Americans. 

Smal l  shows how women , African Ameri cans , and even former 

so ldiers were becoming part of the fight to end the War. 

This put pres sure on the Johns on admini stration to 

dis credit the antiwar movement in hopes o f  regaining some 

public support. John s on used the CIA in an attempt to link 

the antiwar movement to communists  l iving in the Soviet 

Union. He believed the antiwar was being financed by 

communi s t s  l iving out s ide of the country; they were not , 

and unable to  provide thi s link Johnson could not fully 

dis credit the movement. The antiwar movement actua lly 

gained strength during the  time they were being 

inve st igated by the CIA.14  Smal l  did a ma sterful  j ob of 

i l lust rating how the antiwar movement put a great deal of 

pres sure on the Johns on admini s t ration. 

It i s  a l s o  import ant to look at the impact the Vi etnam 

War had on the lives o f  the s oldiers who were s ent int o 

battle. His torian John Helmer has ta ken an in-depth look 

at Vietnam and the so ldiers that were s ent t o  Southeast  

Asia. Vi etnam, more s o  than any other War ,  l e ft a last ing 

impres s ion on tho s e  who were a part of the combat. Many 

veterans fell vict im to substance abuse  problems when they 

1 4  Ibid. , 60-64. 
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came home; many of these individuals  were looking for ways 

to cope with the horrible things they saw during combat . 

Helmer al ludes to the fact that the mi litary tole rated 

marijuana use as  long as  i t  did not affect a soldie r ' s 

performance . However, during the Vi etnam War heroine use  

became rather heavy among s oldiers . He point s out that 

close to 10 percent o f  thos e  in drug treatment a f t e r  the 

War were veterans . 15  Whi l e  this  is not an ast ronomical 

figure, it demonstrates how drug u s e  in Vietnam led t o  

problems f o r  s oldiers when they returned home . 

Helmer also  di s cu s s ed the role of Vietnam vet e rans in 

the antiwar movement when they returned from combat . The 

-16 

main aim of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW ) was 

to gain enough media publicity to att ract new members . In  

gaining media att ent ion they were able  to attract other 

s oldiers t o  speak out against the War . Helmer a l s o  

i l lust rated how vet erans were not only loo king f o r  an 

immediate end to the War, but a l s o  for change s in the 

politica l  system that would keep another Vietnam f rom ever 

occurring in the future . 1 6  H i s  work helped show how many 

veterans really felt about the Vietnam War . 

15 John Helmer, Bringing the War Home: The American Soldier in Vietnam and After (New York, NY: The 
Free Press: A Division of Macmillan Publishing Co. , Inc., 1974), 84. 
16 Ibid., 94. 



H i s torians have also  looked at the African American 

expe rience in the Vi etnam War. Many people believed the 

Vietnam War offered African Americans the opportunity to 

join the mi l itary and fight s ide by s ide with white 

soldiers . African Ameri cans would then have the chance t o  

break many of t h e  ste reotype s that had plagued them, 

including the idea that the lacked di s cipl ine and 

inte l l i gence . Fighting in the same units  a s  white s oldiers 

would give African Americans the chance to prove their 

equalit y .  Historian James Westheider believes this was not 

the cas e  and has chroni cled a number of racial incident s 

that plagued the mi litary from 1968 - 197 3 . 17 

We s theide r  i l lustrated the viol ence that was ta king 

place by di s cu s s i ng a racially charged riot that occurred 

on Camp Lejeune, North Carol ina . The riot, initiated by 

African American and Hi spanic s oldiers, wa s symptomatic o f  

the racial problems that .were plaguing many mi litary 

installations  at home and abroad . On mi l i tary bases a l l  

over t h e  count ry there was r a c i a l  tens i0n waiting to 

explode . Westheider bel ieves this  s temmed from the black 

power movement and many Afri can Americans fee l ing out o f  

place and threatened b y  white s oldiers, s o  they i n  turn 

17 

17 James E. Westheider, Fighting on two Fronts: African Americans and the Vietnam War (New York, NY: 
NewYorkUniversityPress, 1997), 3 .  
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created group s  based on race pride and solidar i t y . 18  There 

were a number of di fferent factors that contributed to this 

racial violence. The bigge st be ing the death o f  Martin 

Luther King, Jr . and the behavior exhibited by many whites 

after thi s t ragic event. African Ame ricans were incensed 

with rage by the behavior o f  white soldiers upon hearing of 

King ' s a s s a s s inat ion . Thi s was not the only factor but it 

played a s ignificant role in the racial tension pre sent on 

many mi litary bases. Measuring the effect o f  combat on 

soldier s  in Vietnam can be a difficult t a s k. Clearly, 

Vietnam has  had s ome impact on the live s o f  the s e  soldiers, 

whi ch can be measured by the number of vet e rans that have 

been treated for drug problems. Historians have attempted 

to put these s oldiers ' stories into a coherent discourse of 

the Vietnam War, and on a whole they have s ucceeded. 

Vietnam has had a pro.found impact .on Ame rican culture . 

The Vietnam Wa r was engrained into the minds o f  mos t  

Ameri cans because o f  t h e  extens ive media coverage of the 

War. Vietnam was covered more than any other War and 

Americans were seeing footage from the War for the first 

t ime in Amer ican h i s tory. Historian Che ster Pach, Jr. 

tackled the di ffi cult i s sue o f  the media ' s  role in the 

Vietnam War. He believes the media did a better job of 

18 Ibid. , 94-95. 
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repre s enting the War for what it truly was "a confus ed, 

fragmented, and questionable endeavor . "19 Pach believes many 

inte l lectua ls were bei ng overly critical of the media 

because  thi s was the first war the media had tried to  

t ackle, and in his  opinion they did an acceptable job. The 

media a l l owed individuals  to draw their own connect ions 

based on the footage they were seeing . Pach admit s  this 

informat ion was biased and the public was not being told 

everything but the media s t i l l  gave a picture o f  the War 

the pub l i c  had never seen before . 2 0 

Pach did a masterful  job of i llustrat ing how the media 

a ffected individual s ' percept ions o f  the War whether they 

knew it did or not . I t  would be difficult to  get an 

accurate number of people who would admit how televis ion 

coverage affected their bel i e f s  on the W9r, but there seems 

to be a correlation with the increa se  of War protestors and 

the increa s ed news coverage a fter the TET o f fens ive . 

Whether people were w i l l ing to  admit it or not televi s i on 

coverage o f  the Vietnam War a f fected their percept ions o f  

the War .  2 1 

American culture has  been s carred by the event s o f  the 

Vietnam War. The Vietnam·wa r  had a dramatic effect on the 

1 9  Chester Pach, Jr. David Farber, The Sixties: From Memory t o  History (Chapel Hill, NC: The University 
ofNorth Carolina Press, 1994), 91. 
20 Ibid ., 91. 
21 Ibis., 111-112. 



way Ame r i cans viewed their .place in the world . After WWI I  

mos t  Amer i cans believed the United States had a divine 

obligat ion to spread.democracy throughout the world . 

20 

Hi storian Fred Turner illustrates how this sense of purpose 

was shattered by the Vietnam War . Vietnam left many 

American's questioning whether or not the count ry should be 

involved in so many fore ign conflict s . Young Ame ricans, 

mostly col lege s tudents, · were infuriated because they 

believed the rich waged the WAR and the poor fought it . 

Thi s dis cont ent led to the large s t  antiwar movement in 

Ameri can h i s t o ry and caused a great cultural divide . 2 2  

Turner felt the United States  w a s  close t o  collap s e  in 

1968 because of the TET offens ive, the a s s a s s ination of Dr. 

King and Robert Kennedy ; the Ameri can way of l i fe was 

facing a direct attack . 23 Turner shows how Ameri cans became 

apprehens ive o f  their leaders during the 1960s,  feel ing 

they were being mi s led . This had a direct affect on how 

Americans perceived themselves, no longer was America an 

unt ouchable superpower, and for many Ameri cans this wa s 

difficult t o  comprehend . Turner de s cribes Ameri can 

sentiment during the 196 0 s  as  being caut iously opt imi stic, 

22 Fred Turner, Echoes of Combat: The Vietnam War in American Memory (New York, NY: Anchor 
Books: Doubleday, 1994), 31. 
23 Ibid. 



2 1  

but at the same t ime damaged from the event s of t h e  Vietnam 

War . 24 

Intell ectua l s  have a l s o  had a great deal t o  say about 

the Vietnam War . President Kennedy made sure he had the 

best minds of his t ime at his disposal, and many of these 

individual s  changed their views because  of the Vietnam War .  

Historian Robert R .  Tome s be lieve s Vietnam trans formed the 

way int e l l e ctuals viewed the world . Tomes feel s  that 

Vietnam split the way people think into two, there was no 

longer a consensus as there had been in previous wars . 

According t o  Tome s 

"To the nat i on ' s mo st act ive minds, Vietnam was not only a 
speci fic po�icy matter but much more . It  was a symbol ic 
and historic event which, t aken a s  a whole, revealed the 
e s s ence of American ide a l s  and the capacity of Ameri can 
ideas . "25 

The Cold War was a crus ade against communi sm and for many 

intellectua l s  this was the good fight, however, as Vietnam 

became more drawn out than any one anticipated the ir 

thinking also began to change . 

Tomes bel ieve s this change in thinking brought about 

the end of the libera l i sm of the 195 0 s  and 1960 s and 

introduced Ame rica to the neo-con servat i sm s t i l l  pres ent 

today . In the 196 0 s  l ibera l s  were vi ewed a s  ide a l i s t i c  

24 Ibid., 34. 
25 Robert R. Tomes, Apocalypse Then: American Intellectual and the Vietnam War, 1954-1975 (New York, 
NY: New York University Press, 1998), 2-3. 



ant iwar act ivists, be l i eving that the United States was 

ove r s t epping its bounds . Thinking l i ke this started 

int e l lectuals on a crus ade t o  prove that the War was wrong 

and spent much of their energy on the antiwar movement . 

Afte r  the War was over the idea l i sm o f  the 196 0 s  was 

clearly gone and replaced with a neo-conservative view of 

America . I n  this Ameri ca, there would be no more crus ade s 

l i ke Vietnam; therefore, l ibera l i sm was dead in the 

int e l lectual realm . 2 6 Tome s offers an interesting t a ke on 

how Vietnam changed intellectual thinking during the years 

fol l owing the Vietnam War .  The neo-conservat i sm Tome s 

spo ke o f  i s  s t i l l  being felt t oday . 
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Many writers chose to focus solely on the American 

experience in Vietnam failing to consider how the War 

affected the l ives of those l iving in Vietnam . Many 

individuals have also  failed to look  at why the Viet  Cong 

was victorious; instead, they focused on American 

inept itude . Hist orian W i l l i am J .  Dui ker explored the other 

s ide of the coin, focus ing on the impact of the War' had on 

the Vietname se, and how they are s t i l l  coping with the 

results o f  the War, s imi lar t o  how many Ameri cans are s t i l l  

learning to cope with t h e  event of Vietnam . 2 7  H e  focus ed a 

26 Ibid., 233-234. 
27 William Duiker, Ed. Kenton Clymer, The Vietnam War: Its History, Literature and Music (El Paso, TX: 
Texas Western Press, 1998), 42. 
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great dea l  of attention to the idea that the North 

Vietname s e  did not learn the right l e s s ons from the War in 

Vietnam . They became arrogant, feel ing invincible, a fter 

the War .  The North Vietname se  only needed t o  look at what 

happened t o  the United States after WWI I, for a l e s s on in 

what not t o  do . The U . S .  believed they had to spread 

democracy throughout the world, which later led to de feat 

in Vietnam . Dui ker contends that North Vietnam should have 

taken a l e s s on from the U . S .  and focused more attention to 

nation buil ding instead of loo king to form mi l itary 

alliances . 28 Dui ker brings up a number of interesting 

points but at  t ime ma ke s a s sertions that are not fully 

supported . Comparing North Vietnam after the Vi etnam War 

to the United States after. WWI I  is qui t e  di fficult 

especially when looking at the s i z e  of both countries . The 

U . S .  a l s o  fought WWI I  on foreign s o i l  where as North 

Vietnam wa s bombed heavi ly for over a decade . Nation 

building may have helped to s tabi l i ze North Vietnam but 

they did not have the infra s t ructure in place to turn their 

country into an economic super power, in many ways they 

were l i ke a third world count ry after the war .  

Historians such as  Howard Z inn have t a ken up the t a s k  

o f  trying t o  ma ke s ense o f  t h e  Vietnam W a r  and have began 

28 Ibid. ' 44. 



t o  offer a different perspect ive on the War . Zinn i s  

arguably the mos t  respected writer i n  this s chool o f  

thought, attempt ing t o  explain why Vietnam wa s an 

impos s ible victory for the Unit ed States . He believes the 

United States lost the War not o�ly in the Me kong Val ley, 

but in the Mis s i s s ippi Val ley a s  wel l . Whi l e  Z inn did not 
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break any new ground with this idea he does, however, o ffer 

the reader a new idea; that the government admitted for the 

first t ime that publ i c  opinion had a profound a ffect on 

Pres ident s Johnson and Nixon, and caused them to s crap 

plans to e scalate the War . 29 Zinn i l lustrated how the voi ce 

o f  minorities  went a l ong wa y toward ending the War, 

believing that it was important for them to garner s ome 

c redit in shaping pub l i c  opini on and policy . 

American filmma kers have a l s o  done a number of ma j or 

movi e s  on the Vietnam War. The s e  films have had di fferent 

themes but all were l oo king to bring meaning to the War and 

attempt ing t o  ma ke sense  of a War that wa s diffi cult t o  

understand. Many filmmakers borrowed from what  they had 

viewed on nightly new s ca s t s to help construct their opinion 

of what was happening in the War. They later drew on these 

images t o  aid them in creating a backdrop for their films, 

29 Howard Zinn, A People's History of the United States: 14920-Present (New York, NY: Harper 
Perennial, 1995), 491-492. 
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and ultimately helped shape a national cons ciousne s s  o f  the 

Vietnam War .  It  is  a l s o  critical to look at what film 

cri t i c s  and cinema profes s ors have had to say about the 

Vietnam War in Ameri can film . 

The fi lm, The Ni gh t of the L i ving Dead, produced in 

1968 by George Romero, was a film that repre sented the 

horrors o f  the Vietnam War . Sumi ko Higashi, former cinema 

Profes s or at SUNY Brockport; ha s attempted to tackle  this  

di fficult compari s on . She contends that the movie has 

hidden meaning, and one can ascertain from the movie what 

was happeni ng in the late 196 0 s . The movie wa s made right 

after the TET offens ive and the U . S . military was on the 

proverb i a l  rop e s, and winning the War seemed impo s s ible . 

The Ni ght of the L i ving Dead s ignified the struggle o f  

America t o  w i n  t h e  War in Vietnam a n d  the chaotic 

experience that wa s occurring at  home . While there was no 

Vietname se  in the movie it is s t i l l  clear the filmma ker i s  

making re ference to the event s in Vie tnam, mainly the 

helpl e s sne s s  many s oldiers felt when they were deployed 

into combat . 30 

One o f  the first films t o  t a ckle the difficult theme 

of the Vietnam War was The Deer Hun t er, directed by Michael 

30 Linda Dittmar and Gene Michaud, Ed., From Hanoi t o  Hollywood: The Vietnam War i n  American Film 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1990), 183. 



Cimino in 197 8 . Professor of Cinema Studies, Leonard 
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Quart, believes this movie introduced Americans to the idea 

that there were supermen fighting in Vietnam . By 

i llust rating the ma in character, Michael Vronsky's will and 

heroism the director is able  to show the Ameri can soldier 

as a guiltfess victim of the War he is fighting ; at the 

same time ma king the Viet Cong into the savage enemy that 

must be conquered . 31 Quart shows how the movi e depicts 

Vietnam as a slaughterhouse, but at the end of the War, the 

Americans were not responsible for anything that occurred . 

The American soldier is placed on a pedestal  in this movie 

and is capable of doing no wrong . 

One of the most influent ial movies on the Vietnam War 

was Apocalypse Now, directed by Francis Ford Coppola in 

1979 . Frank Tomasulo, Professor o f  cinema at Ithaca 

College, looked at this movie as be ing both a pro-war and 

antiwar film . Tomasul o  bel ieves that Coppola had both 

messages present in this movie because it  shows that there 

was both a nationa l ambivalence towards the War and a 

covering up o f  this ambiva lence . 32 He also refers to a 

brawl in the movie at a USO show, t o  i llustrate that there 

was no clear political  direct ion in Washington . 

31 Ibid. ' 163. 
32 Ibid. ' 147. 



27 

According to Tomasulo 

"By subordinat ing content to  style and foregrounding 
aesthetic ambiguity and richness, the direct or secondari zed 
the ideologica l implications o f  a deeply political  
quest ion- the Vietnam War . "33 

Tomasulo shows how Coppola was effective in conveying his 

message of the War through his movie . Apo calypse Now 

o ffers the viewer a t rip inside the Vi etnam Wa r many never 

heard about, while at the same time raising some important 

quest ions pertaining to the politics of the War .  

The movie Pl a t o on , di rected by Oliver Stone in 1986, 

o ffers another interesting perspect ive of the Vi etnam War . 

Cinema Professor at Tufts University, Clyde Taylor, has 

focused his attention on the colonia l  subtext to the movie . 

Taylor chose to  loo k at the relationship between black and 

white soldie rs in the movie, and beli eves that black 

soldie rs we re forced t o  behave in particul ar ways . They 

were to be g ood soldiers, who never quest ioned their 

commanding .officers . Loo king at the movie, however, one 

can see the characters o f  King and Junior, both black, 

looked more acceptable based on their recognit ion o f  

western values . 34 Junior i s  accepted because he i s  in the 

l ine with the thinking of Barnes, who is the commanding 

officer, whe reas, King is not as highly regarded because he 

3 3  Ibid. ' 154. 
34 Ibid. ' 174. 
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is more in l ine with the thinking of Elias, whose character 

is in direct confl ict with Barnes. Taylor asserts that if 

a black man were cast as Charlie Sheen ' s  character, he 

would have been demoni zed at the end of the movie for 

kill ing Barnes. However, it was j usti fiable by viewers 

because he was white.35 The ave rage movie watcher wi l l  not 

look this deeply at the movie, but it does raise some 

important questions about race relations during the Vietnam 

War. 

The final film to  be looked at is one of the most 

popular movies made about Vietnam, Rambo: First Bl ood Part 

II, produced in 1985 . Pro fessor o f  Popular Culture at the 

Universi t y  of Kentucky, Gregory Waller attempted to  ma ke 

sense of the movi e as it pertained to the Vietnam War. 

Rambo offers America another attempt to fight in Vietnam, 

this time the United States gets to  win . Losing has never 

been an accepted part of the American psyche and Rambo · 

o ffered America the chance to regain some o f  its lost 

pride . Rambo ' s  character, the lone hero, sent behind 

enemy l ines, a lso proves that one superb American soldier 

can t a ke down the enemy, whi l e  at the same time, 

accomplishing his mission, rescuing American P0Ws.36 Waller 

35 Ibid. 
36lbid., 115. 
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i llust rates how Rambo's mission provides Americans with the 

revenge many have wanted since the end of the Vietnam War . 

Americans may have wanted the War to be . over but they a lso 

wanted to be victorious and this provided the nation an 

opportunity to feel l i ke the War was won . 

Hollywo�d has p layed a vital role in inte rpret ing the 

meaning of the Vietnam War to  the American public . This 

only looked at a few of the movies that have dea l t  with the 

Vietnam War, and provi des general understanding of what 

fi lmmakers were trying to convey the American publ ic . 

While movies covered di fferent themes they were a l l  

attempting to  ma ke to bring understanding to  t h e  American 

peopl�, and for some fi lmma kers the ir movies re flected 

their personal beliefs and how they perceived the Vietnam 

War .  

The Vietnam War was a di lemma in American history . 

Ma king sense o f  what happened in Vietnam could t a ke 

thousands o f  pages, and one could spend their l i fe trying . 

Loo king at what a number of historians have said wi l l  allow 

one to ma ke conclusions based on their research . The 

Vietnam War is relat ively fresh in the American mind and it 

may take many more yea rs for new studies to  be completed . 

I bel ieve there wi l l  be a great deal more written on the 

Vietnam War simply because as time has passed the war has 



remained a difficult top i c  to  discuss . There needs to  be 

more studies done.on long-term impact of the war on 

veterans . The Vietnam War l e ft more veterans in 

rehabi l i t at ion than any other war, and now as these people 

are getting older the story behind their drug use in 

Vi etnam may start to be studied. Vietnam impacted every 

facet of American l i fe . One can ma ke this assumption by 

loo king at the variety of research written about Vietnam. 

30 
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Chapter Two: The. TET Offensive 

Many Ameri cans have j udged the Vietnam War, but it is 

often uncompl icated to critique only when ful ly aware o f  

the mista kes made . I t  is easy for people to quest ion those 

in office who sent troops to Vietnam in the first place . 

President Lyndon B. Johnson has been a rguably the most 

scrut ini zed public servant over his role in the Vietnam 

War .  Many individuals, termed "the Doves", were upset when 

Johnson esca lated Ameri can combat a ims, bel ieving the 

Republic of South Vietnam should be ta king a larger role in 

the fight ing . On the other hand, " the Hawks" believed 

Johnson was too so ft with his Vi etnam poli cies . They 

wanted a concentrated War, beli eving the United States 

could eqsily defeat North Vietnam. Whi l e  the debate 

between the Hawks and the Doves raged, Johnson attempted to 

satisfy both camps and for most o f  his term in offi ce, he 

succeeded . A maj ority o f  people supported the War effort 

and Johnson had the support of Congress . One year, 1968, 

would change that and foreve r  alter the American 

consciousness in respect to the Vietnam War . 

A ser i es of coordinated attacks on January 31, 1968 

began a divisi on that pervaded through almost every facet 

of Ameri can society. The TET offensive, planned around the 



Vietname s e  hol iday ,  wa s by most  account s a victory for the 

United States and the South Vietnamese , but North Vietnam 

scored a crucial  triumph . For the first time members of 

Congre s s  openly questioned Pres ident Johnson and h i s  

Vi etnam policies . At the s ame time , t h e  evening news 

horrified Americans with images they saw on the night ly 

news cast . The Viet Cong , even while los ing mo st o f  the 

batt l e s , was able to  use the TET offens ive as a maj or 

psychol ogical turning point in the War . Pre s ident Johnson 

began to lose  public  approval s oon after the attacks on 

January 3 15t. TET s o l idified the North Vietname s e  as  a 

worthy adversary and convinced many Americans that the War 

could not be won . I t  i s  critical to look at the mil itary 

respons e  to the TET o ffens ive to understand i f  it could 

have been handled different l y . This paper · wi l l  focus on 

the TET offens ive and i t s  impact on the Pres idency of 

Lyndon Johnson as well as the medi a ' s role in shaping 

public  opinion in the United State s . 

In  understanding the TET offensive from the point of 

vi ew o f  the United States mi litary,  it i s  important to take 

a brie f  look  at how the Lao Dong party o f  North Vietnam 

interpreted the batt l e s  of the TET offens ive . They came 

out with their initi a l  a s s e s sment s of the attacks in the 

beginning of March and believed TET was an unprecedented 

32 



success . They were able to inflict heavier losses on the 

a l l i ed forces than in any other battles leading up to  that 

point in the War . The Viet Cong also believed they 

weakened American morale  because of the intense fighting 

and the heavy casualties they were able to  infl i ct on the 

al lied forces . 37 The North bel ieved they were able to 

infi ltrate the nerve centers of the all ied forces 

part icula rly  in Saigon and Hue . Staging coordinated 

attacks a l l owed the North, in their analysis, to repl enish 

supply lines and take back regi ons in the count ryside 

secured by the all ied forces . Finally, they believed that 

their fight ing force became much more mature during the 

offensive and new mi lit ary leade rship was stepping 

forward . 38 Even with a l l  of this success, the Lao Dong 

Party did see a number of important issues that were not 

resolved by the New Year o ffensive . 

An inabi lity to initiate a movement o f  the masses to 

rise up aga inst the allied forces and j oin the side of the 

Communists was a maj or concern to  North Vietnam . Staging a 

mass movement of the peasantry in the count ryside was a 

maj or aim of TET and fai l ing to  accomp lish this diminished 

the perceived mi l itary success they were aiming to achi eve . 

37 George Katsiaficas, Vietnam Documents: American and Vietnamese Views of the War, (Armonk, NY: 
M.E. Sharpe., 1992), 102. 
38 Ibid., 103. 
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They believed this was more of a planning problem because 

many in the mi litary be lieved there was no clear strategy 

in place to  convince the South Vietnamese to  rise up and 

j oin the North . 39 An inab i l ity to communicat e  the messages 

of the Lao Dong Party in a coordinated manner was another 

maj or obstacle; i f  they could pass along their pol itical 

message in a more efficient manner, they could gain more 

support and converts from the South . 

The Lao Dong Party also fai led to  replenish their 

troops and supplies quickly enough to sustain the offensive 

into a new phase of cont inued attacks throughout the 

spring . Even while North Vietnam believed TET was a maj or 

mi l it ary success, they st i l l  fai led accompl ish some o f  

their maj o r  goals, and i f  they were going to  turn the tide 

o f  the War to their favor in 1968, they would have to 

accompl ish all of these ambitions . 4 0  Interpreting the North 

Vietnamese r eaction to  the TET o ffensive one could be led 

to believe that the United States was badly beaten ; the 

United States, however, had a much di fferent interpretation 

of the same event . 

Many mi litary o fficials loo ked at t he TET o ffensive as 

a clear vict ory for the Al l i ed forces . These battles were 

39  Ibid. 1 104. 
40 Ibid. , 104. 



not even debatable, as far as General Will iam Westmoreland 

was concerned . Many of the initial reports submitted had 

the a l lied forces kil ling roughly five Viet Cong soldiers 

for every one slain Amer ican Soldier . One maj or flaw in 

this logic is the fact that the United States numbers were 

o ften inflated because they could not find the bodies o f  
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their counterpart, in part be cause of the guerri l l a  warfare 

the North Vietnamese employed, and because o ften there were 

no bodies l e ft to count a fter air stri kes incinerated the 

Viet Cong . Optimism after the initial battles was rather 

high because o f  these high ki l l  rates . 41In  most cases the 

North Vi etnamese were driven out of cit ies after two to 

three days o f  fight ing, but the fighting was the most 

intense and bloody fighting that had t a ken place up to that 

point in the War . Both sides suffered more casualt ies 

during the TET o ffensive than in any other period o f  the 

War up to that point in 1968 . 

The most intense fighting took place around and in the 

cities of Saigon and Hue . The a l l ied units responded 

quickly but they were not prepared for urban combat . The 

Viet Cong was almost able to overrun the entire city of Hue 

before the all ied forces reacted, but in the end, the 

4 1  David M. Barrett, Lyndon B.  Johnson's Vietnam Papers: a Documentary Collection, (College Station, 
TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1997), 576-577. 
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allied forces fought admi rably and were able to defeat the 

Viet Cong, and the cit ies of Hue and Saigon began to  return 

to norma l by the middle of March 1968. 42 When all  of the 

report s were submitted after the offens ive , the final 

fatality rates had five thous and Viet Cong dead versus five 

hundred a l l ied s oldiers ki ll ed. Whi l e  thi s was clearly a 

vi ctory for the a l l ied forces, the US rai sed serious 

questions regarding mi litary readine s s  and intelligence 

gathering. 

Washington was much more shocked by the TET offens ive 

than the mi litary people overs eeing things in Vietnam . 

They had re ceived no warning in the days leading up to the 

January 31st attack, they had only been informed that the 

enemy was planning s omething around the TET hol iday but 

were given no specifics. 43 General We stmoreland fai led to 

keep Washington informed of what was happening in the days 

before the first attacks , but was not ent irely at fault. 

He knew there were going to be attacks and that they were 

being coordinated around the TET holiday but his 

intel l i gence failed to l ocate where the attacks were going 

to take place. Problems relaying intelligence when the 

attacks first began a l s o  left the military confused for 

4 2  James J.  Wirtz, The TET Offensive: Intelligence Failure in  War, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1991), p. 231. 
43 Ibid. '234-235. 
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much of the first twenty-four hours o f  the o f fensive. 

Informat ion was delayed getting from the battle sights back 

to the mi l i tary command center, and many o f  the first 

reports were unre liable, which left the command with little 

to report to  Washington. After the init ial wave, the 

mi litary stabi l i zed its efforts and the intelligence 

subsequent l y  improved, from that point on it was much more 

reliable. 44 

One conclusion drawn from the intel l igence gathered 

before TET and the response to  the fi r�t attacks is that 

Gene ral Westmo rel and knew an attack was coming ; however, he 

was not prepared to handl e the timing of the init i a l  

battles. What is uncl�ar is why he did not have the all ied 

forces better prepared to fight ? The a l l i ed forces were 

able to de feat the North but it seems as if Westmoreland 

failed to gauge the resolve of the enemy.45 It also looks 

as i f  Westmoreland and his commanders failed to  anticipate 

the int ensity, scope, and nature of the o ffensive. Given 

the informat ion the al l ied forces were able to get from the 

Viet Cong, the troops should have been better equipped to 

deal with an o ffensive that ' s ma in goal was to turn the 

tide of the war in favor of the North. The United States 

44 Ibid. '235. 
45 Barrett, p. 571. . 
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mi l itary w a s  vi ctorious to  a n  extent but the �ET o f fens ive 

brought s ome troubl ing revelations to the forefront . TET 

proved to be s ome of the most  intense fighting of the War, 

and it came at a time when the admini stration was 

reas suring Americans that the war was winnable .  Pres ident 

Johns on had s ome difficult ques tions in front of him and 

the attacks that started on January 3 1, 1968 would forever 

alter his legacy in Ame ri can hi story . Johnson was one of 

the most  act ive Pres ident s in terms of passing legis lation . 

Hi s Great S ociety o ffered peop le  hope for the future, 

e specially in the area o f  race relations, but Lyndon . 

Johnson will  forever be remembered for Vietnam . 

The United States, l i ke North Vietnam, believed 1968 

could be a critical turning point in the War . Going into 

1968, Pre s i dent Johnson was given every indication that 

there was a light at the end o f  the tunnel  concerning 

ending the war in Vietnam . The TET offens ive came as  a 

surprise  to· tho s e  in· the White House, who had not been 

noti fied by the military commanders in Vietnam that an 

attack was imminent . Whi l e  the init ial attacks ·came as a 

surpri s e  there was still  determinat ion in the White House  

that the War could still  be  won . The initial report s 

clearly backed thi s be l i e f  that the all ied forces were 

winning the TET offens ive . One maj or point o f  cont ent ion 



arose when the TET offensive began and President Johnson 

began losing support of the public  and in Congress . 

President Johnson was faced with problems on two 

fronts. He no longer had to  worry j ust about what North 

Vietnam was doing but he also had to  regain mass support 

for his war effort. According to Johnson : 

I n  one way or another in the days ahead,  we have to  
ra lly our count ry so that the  enemy comes to  believe 
that we will insist on even handed appl ications of 
rules of international l aw . . l i ke the armisti ce 
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agreements i n  Korea and t h e  Geneva Accords o f  1954 and 
1962.46 

Johnson was astute at gauging the public response to  what 

was happening in Vietnam and after TET it was clear many 

Americans had become t i red o f  the War . The United States 

would need a renewed war e ffort i f  it was to bring a 

successful conclusion to the Vietnam War. Johnson arranged 

for General Westmoreland to give daily addresses to the 

media about how the a l l ied forces were thwart ing the Viet 

·Cong attacks and would ultimately come out of the War 

victorious.4 7 This was all ta king place in early February 
' 

j ust after the offensive began, and Johnson was st i l l  

disincl ined t o  commit to  a policy change in Vietnam . 

46 Ibid. '578. 
47 Ibid. ' 580. 
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President Johnson was unwill ing to show any sign of 

weakness or retreat . He was convinced that the United 

States needed to  surge forward to show the Viet Cong that 

the United States would not back down because of the new 

offensive . On February 9, 1968 in addressing his cabinet, 

Johnson made it clear that as the Viet Cong changed their 

tactics the United States and the a l l ied forces would 

change the i r  tactics as wel l . In his mind, the al l ied 

forces would cont inue to mat ch the Viet Cong ; if they added 

fi fteen thousand more men, the a l l ied forces would match 

them . He a lso started to  show signs o f  discontent ·with the 

South Vi etnamese Government and its President Nguyen Van 

Thieu . Johnson believed the United States was so 

entrenched in South East Asi a  that the South Vietnamese 

should do what the United States asked of it, and i f  that 

meant l owering the draft age to  eighteen l i ke the United 

States, they should do it  with no questi ons asked . 48 

President Johnson was unwi l l ing to budge on his stance 

in Vietnam even as discontent cont inued to grow at home . 

In early February he st i l l  beli eved the War could be won . 

He was wi l l ing to  appear in front o f  Congress to ask for 

more support of his programs and to quiet the discontent 

that was emerging . Johnson t oyed with the idea extending 

48 Ibid. ' 598. 
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tour o f  duties, a s king for an extra hundred mi l l ion dollars 

o f  mi l i t a ry aid for South Vietnam, and l i ft ing the gold 

standard to  cover s ome of the cost o f  the War .  He was not 

wavering yet, but he had yet to see the worst of his  

problems on the domestic front . 4 9 Pres ident Johnson did 

ma ke a ma j or move by replacing de fense secretary Robert 

McNamara with Clark Cl i f ford . He feared that McNamara had 

become too soft because he began to change his stance on 

the Vietnam War and the policies  Johnson should follow . 

Clifford, on the other hand, brought a new voice and a 

different pe rspect ive in Vi etnam . 

McNamara would not be the only person close to Johnson 

who changed their posit ion on Vietnam; a s  1968 wore on many 

advi sors  close to  the Pres ident also  believed that there 

needed to  be a pol i cy change . Opt imi sm slowly drifted to 

de spai r  in early February when the Viet Cong attacked 

Saigon . They di rected a maj or attack on the pres ident ial 

palace and even a s  the a l l i ed force s drove them back, the 

damage to Saigon was as  extensive as  the damage to Hue . 

Pres ident Johnson be lieved thi s was bad in the respect that 

the American people were see ing many of these images each 

night on the news, ma king it  di fficult to spin the idea 

that the a l lied troops were winning the War . Congres s  was 

49 Ibid. , 578. 



close behind in the ir disapprova l for the direction of the 

War . Members o f  Congress were openly crit i c i z ing the 

President on Vietnam for the first t ime . Senator Robert 

Byrd, angered by the poor intell i gence prior to TET, 

believed the United States was unprepared for the attacks, 

a point few would dispute . He bel ieved the Vi et Cong had 

been underest imated and that the i r  morale and vitality had 

never been higher . 5 0 Even Cli fford and Walter Rostow, a 

special assistant for National S ecurity Affairs, were 
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struggl ing for answers . They believed the batt les over the 

next few months would be even closer and they were unsure 

o f  the Vie t  Cong's mi litary capa bi lities . 5 1 Johnson was 

getting mixed messages from membe rs of his staff and needed 

to take a much clearer path in Vietnam .  He played the 

middle far too o ften ; being the consummat e  politician he 

was attempting to gain a consensus among his sta f f, but by 

March that was a difficult task . 

The middle o f  March proved t o  be a ma j or turning point 

for President Johnson . TET created a split in Johnson's 

inner circl e . Secretary o f  Stat e  Dean Rusk, Rostow, and 

Westmoreland, who rep resented the mi litary's position, 

believed the United States had a clear advantage after TET 

SO·Ibid. , 583. 
51  Ibid. ' 642. 



and should cont inue to  attack the Viet Cong . On the other 

side Cla r k  Cli fford and Averell Harriman, former Governor 
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o f  New York and an Ambassador at-large, believed the United 

States could not win the War .  The North Vietnamese had 

been fight ing for decades and showed no signs o f  

wea kening . 5 2 According to hist orian George C .  Herring : 

"Although he seems to  have leaned toward the Rusk­
Rostow position emotionally, the president re fused to 
adopt either posit ion . He was unwil l ing to escalate 
the war to break the mi l it ary stalemate or to ma ke 
concessions to brea k the diplomat ic deadloc k . "53 

Johnson needed to ma ke the di fficult decisions instead of 

loo king for a consensus among his advisors . He was looking 

at the situation and it was as i f  all  of the Hawks that had 

been behind his War e ffort were now turning into Doves . 

By the middl e of March even the "wise men", a group o f  

cold warriors including Dean Acheson, McGeorge Bundy, and 

Averell Harriman, were advising the President to get out of 

Vietnam . 54 Westmoreland promised a light at the end of the 

tunnel, but as 1968 drew on it became clear that no end to 

the War was in sight . Clifford est imated that the United 

States would have to  commit one mil l i on more t roops to  

Vietnam, bringing the total to roughly one and a hal f  

52 George C. Herring, Shadow on the White House: Presidents and the Vietnam War 1945-19 75, 
(Lawrence, KA: The University Press of Kansas, 1993), p. 106. 
53 Ibid. ' 107. . 
54 Robert Mann, A Grand Delusion: America's Decent Into Vietnam, (New York, NY: Basic Books, 200 1), 
p. 598. 



mi ll ion s o ldiers in combat to win the War. The se kinds of 

estimat e s  were becoming a real i t y  and they would not be 

acceptable in the eyes o f  the American public or Congre s s. 

Pre s i dent Johns on was again in a di fficult spot becaus e he 

has We stmoreland as king for two- hundred thous and more 

soldiers and hi s advi sors  were t e l l ing him they could not 

give him that many troops. Pub l i c  opinion wa s plumme t ing 

daily and Johnson would have to do s omething to  que l l  the 

ant i-war protestors.55  

Whi l e  the public was di smayed by what they had been 
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witne s s ing on televi s i on, Congre s s  was beginning to  believe 

Johnson had been deceiving them a l l  along in re spect to the 

strength o f  the Viet Cong. Congre s s  bel ieved it was 

s impl e :  after three years o f  fighting and five-hundred 

thous and t roops, the Viet Cong were still  capable o f  

attacking one hundred c i t i e s  a n d  towns throughout the 

count ry s imultaneous l y . 5 6  This was the bigge st  vi ctory of 

the TET o f fens ive . Becaus e  of the ability of North Vietnam 

to hurt the morale of the Amer i can people, Pres ident 

Johnson no l onger had free rein in Vietnam .  Congre s s  

wanted to  s e e  results and wante d  as surances that the War 

was winding down. As far a s  many people were concerned, 

ss Ibid. ' 573. 
56 Ibid. ' 573. 



Johnson had no clear obj ective and no plan to win the war . 

He was even losing credit within the Democrati c  Party . 57 

Much of the support he got on Vietnam was coming from the 

Republicans . President Johnson faced a maj or political 

challenge from two Democrats who were going to run for the 

party ' s  nomination, Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy . 

I t  was becoming increasingly clear by the middle o f  

March 1968 that Johnson was losing his grip o n  the 
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Democratic Party . Senator McCarthy j oined the President ial 

Race and, to many in the Party, he was a more appeal ing 

choice that Johns on and some were wi l l ing to move on 

without him . After the New Hampshire primary, Senator 

Robert Kennedy also decided to seek the Presidential 

nomination . Kennedy was unwi l l ing to cause dissent within 

the Party but he believed that h ad al ready happened and his 

running would not ma ke the situat ion worse . With two tough 

opponents, President Johnson was backed into a corner 

politically . 58 

Both Kennedy and McCarthy were running on campaign 

p latforms designed to  get the United States out of Vietnam . 

Johnson was going to  have to run as the pro-war candidate 

i f  he planne d  to run for reelect ion . He was going to have 

57 Ibid. ' 589. 
58 Ibid. , 591. 



to be a Hawk in a party that had turned into the Dove 

party . Many on Johns on's s ide advi sed him to back off his  

stance in Vietnam ; he should be loo king to  gain peace with 

dignity and should prepare to  halt the bombing . 59  Making 

thi s kind of po licy change could give Johnson a chance to 

survive politically, but it was not s omething he was 

wil ling to do immediately . 

Johnson believed Hanoi would perceive a halt in the 

bombing as  weakne s s  and that WQuld give the United States 

little negotiat ing strength. Looking at the pentagon 

papers, it  seems as  if Johnson wanted to give We stmore land 

everything he needed to  continue the War, but it was 

becoming painfully clear that We s tmore land would never be 

given everything he needed and it would be a great burden 

on the American people . Cli fford was able  to persuade 

Johnson to s tep back and look  at the effect TET had on the 

American public  and cons ider what things would be l i ke i f  

he a s ked congre s s  for 5 0 0, 0 0 0  more men t o  further e s calate 

the war .  Politically spea king, Johns on had little he could 

do to change the public's percept ion of him and h i s  

admini s trati on . Once aga in, Johnson needed to make a 

difficult deci s ion instead of wa iting for a cons ensus among 

59 Barrett. , p.688. 

46 



47 

his advisors, and Johnson quickly rea l i zed in March that 

his adviso rs would not be able to find a middle ground . 60 

Despite a l l  o f  the debate wi thin his cabinet, Johnson 

did become the p ro-war candidate . Throughout most o f  March 

he stuck by his pledge that the Uni ted States would not 

appease the Viet Cong, would not "cut and run" leaving the 

South Vietnamese to fend for themselves . 61 By cl inging to 

his pro-wa r  stance Johnson caused a great divide in 

American society . Whi l e  this was ta king place, racial 

vi olence b ecame an increasing problem, as well as the 

growing social divide between American youths and their 

elders . Vietnam was everything and that was going to  have 

to change for Johnson to win reelection . 62 By the end o f  

March Johnson rea l i z ed that change was necessary not only 

in Vietnam but on the domest ic front as wel l . On March 31, 

1968 Lyndon Johnson announced that he would not run for 

reelection nor would he accept his p a rty ' s  nominat i on to 

run again . 

In his speech to the American public Johnson t a l ked of 

peace in Vietnam and for the fi rst time was wi l l ing to sit 

down with Hanoi to begin peace negotiations . He maint ained 

that the TET offensive was a fai lure, the government of 

60 Mann .. , p. 596. 
61 Ibid. ' 596. 
62 Ibid. ' 595. 
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South Vietnam was stronger than ever, and the offensive 

failed to produce any general uprisings. He did concede, 

however, that the there was no p oint in delaying peace 

t a l ks any longer . Johnson believed that a America divided 

could not stand, and he needed to wor k  to bridge the 

divisions that had been created by Vietnam .  Many believed 

this was a ma j or policy change for Johnson, but the move 

was made mainly to calm things on the domest ic front . 63 

Herring believed the move put Johnson in a worse position 

than before because he was now a lame duck President 

leaving his advisors more divided than ever . Johnson's 

announcement not to see k  reelect ion was fueled in some 

respects because he no longer knew whose opinion he could 

count on . It would be difficult to  accomplish anything with 

Hanoi because he would not be in office next year . 

Congress was a lso left wondering i f  Johnson was 

sincere in his pledge for peace in Vietnam . On April 1, 

1968 United States bombers flew 10 0 bombing missions over 

North Vietnam, nearly twi ce the dai l y  average . Many in 

Congress were left asking about the move towards peace when 

it seemed l i ke the bombing increased . By October, Johnson 

had shown that he had been serious about getting out of 

Vietnam, but he was st i l l  looking to get the United S tates 

63 Herring, p .  102. 



out with some sense of pride , not as a defeated nat ion . 64 

President Johnson ended the yea r  pushing for peace but 

could not arrange a deal  before he left office ; the final 

clean up in Vietnam would be l e ft to President elect 

Richard M. Nixon . 

Media coverage of the TET O ffensive had a profound 

impact on public opinion. Ame r i cans were more informed 

about Vietnam than any other war in American history. The 

increased media coverage of fered Americans images f rom the 

War that a l l owed them to ·form their own opinions . I t  is 

imperative to  look at how the medi a interpreted the TET 

Offensive and how they shaped public opinion on the War . 

I n  the first few years of the War, the media was an 

important tool for the Johnson administration . According 

to historian Wi lliam Hammond, 

"Although prone at _ times t o  believe the worst o f  
officia ldom, the Ame rican news media both re flected 
and reinforced that trend, replaying official 
statements on the value o f  the war and supporting the 
soldie rs in the field if not always his generals . " 65 

The television networks made it clear that they were 

spreading the offi cial word o f  the United States 

government . TET changed a l l  o f  that, once President 

Johnson l ost approva l in Congress tbe media soon followed; 

64 Barrett. , p. 798. 
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s e i z ing the opportunity to be critical o f  the White House  

and the  e s calat ion of the  War . Much of the media coverage 

after TET was negat ive in nature, however, Hammond 

illustrated that publ i c  opinion had already began to shift 

be fore TET . 66  Johnson wa s also  wary o f  addre s s ing the 

public immediately after TET because o f  how the people 

reacted to the battle s . The brutality of the bat t l e s  was 

enough to  change public opinion quickly and Johns on was 

unsure how to  swing public  opinion back behin·d a renewed 

War e f fort . The media did not give him any chance because 

the news reporting during TET was powerful . 6 7  It  wa s 

di fficult t o  find an antiwar bias  on televi s i on or in the 

newspaper prior to TET . 

There s eems to be a consensus o f  when President 

Johns on truly lost the Ameri can publ i c ' s support . On 

February 27,  1968 Walter Cron kite spoke to the people at 

the end o f  h i s  nightly news telecast and said the United 

States woul d  be better off negoti ating out of Vietnam, not 

as  victors, but as  a people who did the best they could . 68 

Pres ident Johnson knew from that moment that he had lost 

the support of the average American citi zen . Cron kite 

66 Ibid. , 3 18. 
67 David Culbert, "Televisions Visual Impact on Decision Making in the USA, 1968: The TET Offensive 
and Chicago's Democratic National Convention," Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 33 No. 3 (Jul., 
1998), p. 434. 
68 Ibid., 430. 
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carried that much power over the American people . H e  was 

the voice of the peop l e  because he kept them abreast of all  

the new development s in Vietnam and around the country . In  

many re spects, Walter Cronkite wa s trusted more than the 

Pre s i dent was because the people heard from him each night. 

Some have argued that the media was part of the 

problem in Vietnam because  they only showed the results of 

a battle, not what led up to  that point . After TET, much 

o f  what was on televi s i on wa s negat ive and it caused the 

Ameri can public to give up on the War effort . The images 

were too difficult for many Ame ricans to cope with, which 

led many to come out in prot est  o f  the war . 69 The media had 

an e ffect on public opinion, but it is difficult to gauge 

how much influence the media had over the people because 

all o f  the studies completed are debatable in one way or 

another . I n  addition, much of what ai red on the news was 

edited and few violent images were shown to the publ ic . 

They were more l i kely to s e e  violence in the popular shows 

of the era, like Gunsmo ke or Koj a k .  Regardle s s ,  one piece 

of footage had incredible power and could change American 

opinion rather quickl y .  

The Loan execut i on became a mi crocosm for the TET 

offens ive and the ent ire Vi etnam War . Historian David 

69 Hammond. , p.3 12. 
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Culbert asserts, " I t  made vivid and particulari z ed, in ways 

most people could not easi l y  articulate, the frust rating, 

confusing sense that the war was no longer between good 

guys and bad guys . "7 0 People who were loo king for a reason 

to spe a k  out against the Wa r had one a fter this ai red on 

television . The media, however, j ust reported the footage; 

they fai l ed to look at the part i culars of the execution . 

S aigon was in a state o f  mart i a l  law and the man executed 

was brea king a number of rules that could result in death. 

He was a rmed, and wearing civi l ian clothes, both against 

the rules o f  mart ial law, and t hey also knew his name, 

Nguyen Tan Dat, an alias for Hans Son. He was also a 

member o f  the Viet Cong . What grabbed the viewer was the 

man was defenseless and shot by General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, a 

high-ranking member of the South Vi etnamese gover�ment.71 

It was impossible to explain to the American public that 

this was not common pract i ce ; it was engrained in the minds 

of those who saw it, and many o f  them began losing faith in 

the Ameri can mi l itary e ffort . I t  would seem that Americans 

should be more upset over the l oss of Ameri can lives, but 

the execut ion evoked strong fee l ings in those who witnessed 

it on televisi on or saw pictures in the newspaper . The 

7° Culbert. , p. 428. 
71 Ibid. ' 421. 



Loan execution repres ented the brutality o f  the War and 

proved to many Americans that the cost of fight ing in 

Vietnam was j ust  too great . 

53 

The Vietnam War was the American publi c ' s first true 

look at war and its  aftermath and effect on a culture . 

Images o f  violence and death became a night l y  occurrence 

and, in many instances, people chose to  spe a k  out about 

what they were witne s s ing . Whe reas in other Wars the 

government was able  to use the media to spread its me s s age 

and propaganda, Vi etnam changed the lands cape of the media 

because j ourna l i s t s  were more apt to be critical of 

mil itary p o l i cy than in the pa st  because  they were 

concerned with the direction of the country . . The Vietnam 

War could h ave continued for an undetermined amount of time 

had the medi a  not s hined a light on what was happening 

thousands o f  mil e s  away . 
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Chapter Three: Introduction to the Portfolio 

The Vietnam War w i l l  always have an auspicious place 

in American history . As such, it  is a War where the people 

in l eade rship positions were highly scrutini z ed for their 

dec isions . Because o f  this, there are a number o f  great 

teaching resources ava i l able to help explain pub l i c  

discontent with government officials . A ke y ski l l  high 

school students must l e a rn is to decipher material on their 

own, and the sources p resented give them a chance to 

accompl ish this task . 

My research focused on how Vietnam impacted many 

di f ferent sectors of American societ y .  Students can look 

at sources deal ing with domest i c  rami fications of the War, 

as wel l  as the foreign p o l i cy decisions made during the 

War . The ant iwar movement made a great impact on decision 

ma king after the TET o ffensive and it is important to  study 

how things changed aft e r  1968 and how the peace movement 

helped end the War . 

Out o f  the numerous ways to provide this information, 

I have decided to create a Pro fessional Port fol i o . In  the 

port folio , I will organi ze a l ist of resources that one 

could use when they are teaching -the Vietnam War in their 

classroom . There are many resources available for 
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educators, but they are not a lways e a s i ly acce s s ible . This 

proj e ct will look to take s ome of the resources a teacher 

can use in  their teaching and put it in one place . 

Annotating websites · i s useful because a teacher can get an 

idea of what site they might want to use without having to 

search a myriad different webs i t e s . A Profe s s ional 

Port fo l i o  a l s o  offers a number o f  different proj ects 

al ready des igned that are adapt abl e for use  in any 

class room . 

Des igning a Profe s s ional Portfolio should have a ma j or 

impact on my teaching . Being able to find useful 

inf-orma t i on and re source s to u s e  for dai ly les son plans i s  

a cri t i ca l  s kill  every teacher needs to  pos se s s . Thi s type 

o f  activity shows that a teacher has an abi lity to teach a 

topic from many di fferent perspect ive s, which always has a 

posit ive impa c-t on student learning . Students must be able 

to differentiate between oppos ing perspectives and form an 

abi l ity to  pull out the information they need to st rengthen 

their argument s and opinions . I t  i s  a l s o  critica l  for 

students to  learn to quest ion the dec i s ions made by those 

in powe r, not to be dis re spect ful, but to rea l i z e  that 

the i r  opinions matter, e speci a l l y  when they are res earched 

based . T h i s  port fol i o  will  give s tudent s the opt ion to use 

primary s ources from the 196 0 s  that are organized in 
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locations that are more central s o  that the research i s ,  to 

an extent , t eacher driven. There are time s that allowing 

students to  res earch a topic bl indly wi l l  be beneficial , 

but many t ime s high s chool students need guidance . 

There would a l s o  be the opt ion of setting up a 

workshop t o  present a portfolio and di s cu s s  how it  i s  

useful i n  a variety of c l a s s rooms . Teachers would benefit 

from this because they may find new ways to  delve into a 

topic instead of the way they have done so in the past . I t  

i s  a l s o  important f o r  educators t o  share ideas , t o  

di s s eminat e  new ideas , and the topic does  not become stale . 

Wor�shops are also  useful becaus e  teachers are able to  get 

feedback from other teachers so they can ma ke changes i f  

some content may n o t  b e  appropriate or i f  a diffe rent 

approach would be beneficial. 

This t ype of t eaching port folio addre s s e s  a l l  of the 

New York State teaching st andards as the topic covers 

Ameri can Hi s tory, Geography, Government , and World History . 

A topic this bi g ,  with thi s many resources avai lable a l lows 

a great dea l  of flexibility for educators. One way to 

a s s e s s  student learning would be to de s ign a pre-teaching 

survey about Vietnam that covers basics of the conflict , 

and then have the student s t a ke a s imi lar test after the 

unit has been taught. �hi s  type of activity wi l l  a llow the 



teacher to  see what sections o f  the unit were st ronger and 

where changes need to be implemented in the future to  

enhance student learning . The teacher could a l s o  have the 

s tudents answer a survey after the · unit describing what 

they have learned and what they found most intere s t ing . 
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One could a l s o  look at the scores on AP exams as proo f of 

student learning in advanced classes  a s  well a s  performance 

on the United States Hi story NYS Regents exam . 



Professional Portfolio 

The Vie tnam War Era ' s Impact on 

Ameri can Society 

A C o l l e c t i o n o f  Re s o u r c e s fo r 

T e a ch i n g  t h e  V i e t n am W a r  

Comp i l e d by : An thony S c o t t  
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Web-Based Resources 

I .  P r imary S o u r c e s  on the Web that f o c u s  on ma j or 

eve n t s and p e op l e  from the Vi e tn am W a r  Era 

I I . Mu s i c  du r i ng the V i e t n am E r a  

I I I . P i c t u r e s  from the V i e t n am E r a  

IV . Movi e s  a n d  S h o r t  V i d e o  accoun t s o f  the 

V i e t n am War 

V :  The M a r ch t o  War : Do cume n t s  from t h e  

Vi e tnam War 

V I : The North Vi e tname s e  P e r spe ct ive 
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I .  Primary Sources on the Web that focus on maj or 

events and people from the Vietnam War Era 

• http : / /members . tripod.com/ rat ional revolut ion O /war /coll 

ection of letters by ho chi .htm 

This i s  a collection of letters written by Ho Chi Minh. 

They could be used as an int roduction to key figures of the 
· Vietnam War. Because it is important to understand key 

figures of the War, student s could look at the writings of 

Ho Chi Minh to get an accurate p i cture of what hi s thought s 

and beliefs  were. When loo king a t  the Vietnam War it i s  

important t o  real i z e  that H o  Chi Minh had reached out t o  

the United States i n  the 195 0 s .  I f  the United Stat e s  had 

agreed to recogni ze  the Vietname s e  right to form the i r  own 

country, the Vietnam War may have been avoided. The Unt ied 

States chos e  to stay out o f  the French and Vietname s e  

conflict publicly, while  a t  the same time shipping weapons 

and money to help the French. 

• http : / /www . democracynow . org/article.pl ? s id=0 5 / 01/17 / 1 6  

4 2 3 3  

Thi s i s  a l ink to a video o f  Martin Luther King Jr. 

di scuss ing the United States involvement in Vietnam. 

Student s can watch this video t o  get a sense o f  what key 

public  figures in the United States  thought about the 

Vietnam War. Vietnam was really the first war that had 

been pl ayed out in the media and_ for the first time people 

were spea king out against the government in an attempt to 

stop the War. 



• http : / /www . vietvet . org/thewa l l . htm 

Thi s  s ite h a s  s ome great reflections of the Vietnam 

Memorial i n  Washington D.C. I t  would be a great 

introduct i o n  to how the count ry has memoriali zed the 

Vietnam War. Student ' s  can learn from how others have 

memoriali z e d  the most controve r s ial  war in American 

history . The Wal l  in Washington D.C. has also  had a 

controvers i a l  history and students can get a sense o f  that 

by looking at images of the wal l  and reading individua l s  

re sponse  t o  what they see . 

• http : / /thewa l l -usa . com/ 

This i s  another link to the Vietnam Memorial Wall in 

Washington. You can type in caus a l ities  of War and they 

tell you how they died and how l ong they served in Vietnam .  

Thi s s ite h a s  some great images o f  the wall that would be 

great to u s e  in the class room . I t  i s  another great link  if  

you are  loo king to  discu s s  Vietnam Veteran Memori a l s . I t  

a l s o  h a s  very helpful links that could be useful i f  you are 

loo king for literature deal ing with the War . This website 

also has l inks to  j ournal art ic l e s  and books that di s cus s 

teaching the Vietnam War which could be helpful in planning 

a unit on the Vietnam War . 

• http : / /www . vietnampix.com/ f i re . htm 

Thi s  web s i t e  has s ome great pictures from the War, as well 

as from the antiwar movement . Thi s s ite could be very 

useful in the c l a s s room because  of i t s  s cope and coverage 

6 1  
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of the war .  Students could compare and cont rast images of 

the War f rom different years to  try and get a sense o f  how 

things were changing in the count ry . The publi c ' s 

percept ion o f  the Vietnam War changed a great deal  from the 

beginning of the War unt i l  the end and student s can really 

get a sense  of that through the se  picture s . They will a l s o  

have to  have background informa tion o n  the War ,  s o  thi s 

could be u s ed towards the end o f  a unit to really get an 

idea of how much informat ion the student s have learned . 

• http : / /www . digitalhistory . uh . edu/databa s e / subt it l e s . cf 

m?tit l e i D=7 1 

This s ite o ffers short excerpt s about important people and 

events dur i ng the Vietnam War . Students could use them as  

a starting point for their  own research . Thi s i s  another 

s ite that could be used for student s to get a better 

understanding of who the key people of the Vietnam War were 

and what impact they made during the War . 

• http : / /www . kirj a sto . sci . fi /hochi . htm 

This s ite o f fers a nice �ackground of Ho Chi Minh ' s 

educat ion and worldly experience . He spent a lot o f  t ime 

in France s tudying and that i s  where he wa s introduced to 

social i sm and other pol i t i cal  i deologies . 

• www . l e a rningcurve . gov . uk/coldwar/g6/cs2/s4 . htm 

This s ite has  some great primary sources already formatted 

for a DBQ exerci s e . Sources dea l  with the impact o f  the 



TET Offen s i ve on the Vietnam War. Thi s s it e  i s  conveni ent 

because  the teacher can guide the research they want their 

student ' s  to focus on whi l e  studying Vietnam and the TET 

Offens ive. 

• www.turnerlearning.com/ ... /vietnam/viet dis.html 

This i s  another great s ite ful l  of resources set up for 

research proj ects and further inve stigation. There are 

links to  videos and questions to  answer when student s are 

done watching the videos. 
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• http : / /www.upa.pdx . edu / IM S / currentproj ect s /TAHv3/Conte 

nt /Vi e tnam Confl i ct.html 

Thi s  i s  another great s ite that o ffers a detailed 

·ba c kground o f  the United States involvement in Vietnam and 

a l s o  t a ke s  an in-depth look  at the antiwar movement. 

• http : / /www2.iath . virginia.edu / s ixt ies/HTML docs /Narrat 

ive.htrnl 

Thi s s ite i s  called the " S ixti e s  Pro j ect" and offers a 

number o f  p e rsonal narrat ives from people who grew up 

during the 196 0 s. Personal narrat ives  offer an excellent 

supply o f  primary source material because these are peopl e 

that actua l l y  lived through the Vi etnam War and are sharing 

their account of what happened. 
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I I . Music during the Vietnam Era 

• http : / /www . j wsroc kgarden . com/j w02vvaw . htm#preface 

Thi s web s i t e  offers an overview of how mus i c  influenced the 

antiwar movement and does a nice j ob of o f fering song 

lyrics that share the theme s of the ant iwar movement . The 

site offers a number of songs written during the era and 

a l s o  adds the lyri cs, s o  you could have the student s read 

the lyrics before they hear the song . 

• http : / /www . i chiban1 . org/html /music . htm 

This s ite o ffers a di fferent way of l ooking at how mus i c  

reflected Ameri can society during the 1960 s .  The site 

shows the t op 10 songs for each year of the 196 0 s  and could 

be used to show how over t ime the negative effects of the 

War spi l l ed into mus i c  and other part s of Ameri can culture . 

Student s could l i sten t o  the songs from e a r l i e r  in the 

decade and compare them to the mus i c  composed l ater in the 

decade . T h e  s it e  a l s o  o ffers a number of movie reviews of 

films about Vietnam . 

• http : / /www . youtube . com/watch?v=vJV4 4 YV69 z O  

This i s  a v i deo o f  Buffalo Springfield' s " Something' s 

Happening Here", a song that truly epitomi z e s  the way many 

Americans felt during the Vietnam War . I t  a l s o  il lustrates 

how art ists  and citi zens a l i ke were beginning to que stion 

what they were being to l d .  Thi s could be used as a warm-up 
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exerc i s e  where student s have to  write about the way the War 

was a ffect ing American society . 

• http : / /www . youtube . com/watch?v=HVi 7 DXOfnAM 

Thi s i s  another great video that could be used to di s cus s  

the state o f  Ameri can society during the Vietnam War . This 

could be powerful to  use with high s chool students because 

the kids involved in the Kent State shoot ings were young 

when they were ki l led by Nat i onal Guard members trying to 

brea k up a rally . 

• http : / /membe r s . tripod . com/ � ffhi ker/ index- 3 . html 

This s ite o ffers a l i s t  of the 4 0  best songs during the 

Vietnam Era . It  a l s o  l i s t s  the Bong lyri cs which could be 

helpful i f  you were to have s tudent s analyze the meaning 

behind the s ongs . Mus i c  i s  a maj or way of memoriali z ing 

important s ocial event s and the Vietnam War Era was known 

for the mus i c  that seemed to  truly define a generat ion . 

• http : / / faculty. buffa l ostate . edu / fi shlm/ fol ksongs /ameri 

cansongs . htm 

Thi s s ite t a kes  a look at how mus i c  impacted the s oldiers 

and also offers examples  of s ongs from the t ime period . 

Lydia Fi sh l o� ks at how the s ongs could be used a s  a toll 

to  understand how soldiers were dea l ing with the War . 
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I I I . P i c tures from the Vie tnam Era 

h t tp : / /www . s qu i d o o . c om/ w i n n i ngvi e t n am 

T h i s  s i t e  o f fe r s  s ome p i c t u r e s  f rom t h e  Wa r a n d  t a ke s  a 

l o o k a t  w h a t  i t  w o u l d  h a v e  t a ke n  t o  a c t u a l l y  w i n  t h e  Wa r .  

The u s e  o f  p h o t o g r a p h s  f rom t h e  V i e t n am E r a  a l l ow s  s t ud e n t s  

t o  deve l op empa t h y  f o r  t h o s e  w h o  f o u g h t  b y  h a v i n g  t h em l o o k  

a t  ima g e s  f r om t h e  Wa r .  
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P i c t u r e s  l i ke t h e s e  c o u l d  be u s e d  an a e x amp l e  o f  w h a t  

p e a c e  demon s t ra t i on s  l o o ked l i ke d u r i n g  t h e  V i e tnam Wa r ,  

a n d  s t uden t s  c o u l d  w r i t e  a n  i n t e r a c t i ve j ou r n a l  t op i c  ba s e d 

on w h a t  t h e y  s e e  a n d  h o w  t h e y  pe rce i ve t h e  a n t i w a r  

movement . 



T h e s e  ima g e s  c o u l d  be u s e d  t o  s ho w  t h e  re a l i t y  o f  t h e  

a n t i w a r  moveme n t  a n d  t h e  d e s p a i r  t h a t  i t  c a u s ed s o  m a n y  

Ame r i ca n s . T h e  S ho o t i ng a t  K e n t  S t a t e  proved t o  be a 

t ra g i c  rem i n d e r  t h a L  t h e  v i o l e n c e  o f  t h e  V i e t n am Wa r w o u l d  

n o t  be e x c l u s i ve t h e  S o u t he a s t  As i a . 
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T h i s  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o r e  f amou s  i ma g e s  o f  t h e  V i e t n am W a r . 

I t  s ho w e d  h o w  deva s t a t i ng t h e  f i gh t i n g  w a s  on t h e  N o r t h  

V i e t name s e  c i vi l i an s  t h a t  w e r e  c a ug h t  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  

Wa r a n d  t h e  nume r o u s  d a i l y  b omb i n g  mi s s i o n s . Ima g e s  s u c h  

a s  t h e s e  s h o w  h o w  b o t h  c o u n t r i e s  w e r e  a f fe c t e d  b y  t h e  

i nt e n s e  c omba t  a n d  t h a t  man y  V i e t name s e  w e r e  i nn o c e n t  

c a s ua l t i e s  o f  t h e  W a r . 

Ano t h e r  f a mo u s  ima g e  f rom t h e  W a r  t h i s  w a s  a p u b l i c  

e x e cu t i o n t h a t  h a p p e n e d  t o  b e  c au gh t  o n  c ame ra by 

j o u r n a l i s t s  cove r i n g  the W a r . 
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T h i s  p h o t o g raph c o u l d  be u s ed t o  s ho w  w h a t  c omb a t  l o o ked 

l i ke .  T h i s  was t a ke n  d u r i n g  the T E T  o f f e n s i ve , a s u rp r i s e  

a t t a c k  p l a n n e d  a ro und t h e  V i e t n ame s e  T E T  h o l i d a y  o n  Janu a r y  

3 1 ,  1 9 6 8 . 



• 

IV . Movies and Short Video accounts of the 

Vietnam War 

7 1  

http : / /www.metacafe.com/watch/ 1 39017 /the vietnam confl 

ict/  

This website  offers  a s hort compi lation of footage from the 

Vietnam War that could be used to give the student s an idea 

of what combat looked l i ke. I t  i s  set to mus i c  and copld 

be used as an introduct ory l e s s on that captures the 

student s '  attent ion and get s them to think about the War 

and the impact the fighting had on the soldiers. 

• http : / /members . aol.com/warlib/l Oviet.htm 

This website  give s a detailed l i s t  of movi es  that have been 

related to  the Vietnam War. Student s could choose from the 

l i s t  and do a review that they present to the class . The 

teacher could a l s o  shorten the l i s t  with movies that are 

appropriate and a s s i gn them to student s. There have been 

count l e s s  fi lms made about Vi etnam and students could get a 

real sense of what Vietnam was l i ke from some of the se  

movie s .  While they may t a ke artistic l i cens e  in many 

instance s ,  they s t i l l  give a sense of what the War meant to 

the people ma king the fi lm. Film i s  another way of 

memori a l i z ing the Vi etnam War and in many ways it give s a 

great indicator o f  how people were affected by the War with 

the me s s age they convey on the screen. Movie s  l i ke Platoon 

and Ful l  Metal Jacket show the savage s i de o f  the War 

effort and the menta l  anguish many of the s oldiers faced 

whi l e  they were in Vi etnam. Other movie s  l i ke Deer Hun t er 
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and Born on the Fo urth of July convey s imi lar mes s ages but 

a l s o  focus on the aftermath of the War and what it was l i ke 

for s o ldiers to come home from Vietnam and the di fficulties 

veterans faced a s  they attempted to resume the lives they 

l e ft . 

• http : / / l ink . hi st o ry.com/ service s /player/bcpid128 7 04 0 7 0  

4 ?bclid=1295293363&bct id=132 71537 74 

Thi s  s ite o ffers a short video o f  fighting during the TET 

o f fens ive . I t  has s ome first hand account s and provides 

s ome good information about TET. The TET o ffens ive wa s one 

of the defining moments of the Vietnam War and it is  

crit i cal for  student s t o  build an  understanding o f  what TET 

wa s and the impact the fight ing had on support for the War 

e f fort at home. 

• http : / / link.hi story . com/ services /playe r/bcpid128 7 04 0 7 0  

4 ?bclid=1295293363&bct id=132 7153768 

Thi s video offers a brief  look at the My L a i  Mas s a cre that 

occurred during the Vietnam War . It can be used to show 

how War af fects the innocent civi l ians as  well a s  the 

s oldiers fight ing in i t . The My Lai mas s acre was an 

incomprehens ible act that shows that even the innocent 

suffers during time of War. 
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• http : / /l ink.history . com/ s e rvices /player/bcpid128 7 04 0 7 0  

4 ?bclid=l295293 363&bctid= l 327 153 7 7 0  

This i s  a good comp i l at ion di s cus s ing the releas e  o f  the 

Pentagon Papers and the downfa l l  of the Johnson Pres idency. 

This would be useful t o  show the cla s s  when tal king about 

the extreme pres sure Pre s i dent Johns on wa s under to end the 

War in Vietnam and how it ultimately led to him not see king 

reelection . The Penta gon Paper s  o ffer an in-depth look at 

Pres ident Johnson' s decis ion ma king during the Vietnam War 

and o ffers an exce l lent opportunity to s crutini ze  h i s  

dec i s i ons ; whi l e  at t h e  same t ime one can g e t  a s ense of 

how much s crutiny the Pres ident was under, and how split 

his Cabinet and advi sors  had become throughout the course 

of the Wa r-- ma king de cis i ons that much more difficult. 



V: The March to War: Documents from the 

Vietnam War 
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• http : / /www . cnn . com/ S PECIAL S /cold . war/epi sode s / 04 /docum 

ent s /x . html 

The policy of containment introduced by George Kennan in 

194 7 was the defining policy in  regard to  deal ing with the 

spread of Communi sm .  I n  thi s arti cle, whi ch Kennan 

publi shed anonymously, he discus sed h i s  view of the Soviet 

Union and the idea that communi sm would spread into wea ker 

count ries  and pose a maj or threat to democracy around the 

world . This  i s  an important document for student s to read 

before a unit on Vietnam because  it will  help them 

understand why the United States believed it was nece s sary 

to  intervene in Southea st  As i a . The United States could 

not a f ford to allow the North Vietname s e  to take cont rol of 

the South because the policy o f  containment and the Domino 

Theory bel ieved that would be the beginning of a much 

larger problem whi ch could spread through a l l  of Southeast 

Asia and p o s s ibly further . 

• http : / /www . yale . edu / l awweb/avalon/tonkin-g . htm 

The Avalon Proj ect of fers student s '  the opportunity to 

s tudy the Gul f  of Tonkin Re s ol ut ion . Thi s res olution has 

been quite controver s i a l  becau s e  i t  became fairly clear 

that the United States embelli s hed the supposed attacks to 

garner the support needed from Congre s s  to increase troops 

in Vietnam . The Gul f of Tonkin Re s olution is important to 

look a t  because it gave the United States the needed cause 



to go into Vietnam. Without the attack in the Tonkin Gul f ,  

their may not have been enough informat ion to  convince 

Congress to send troops into Southeast As i a. 

• http : / /www.yale.edu/ lawweb /avalon/warpower . htm 

Thi s  link i s  to the War Powers Act of 197 3. Thi s 

legi s lation was passed by Congres s  as  a di rect result of 

what they deemed was a mi suse of power by the Execut ive 

Branch. Teachers could use this document in a themat ic 

e s say about the  power of the  Execut ive branch or in .a DBQ 

about the Vietnam War and s ome of the l a s t ing change s made 

because  of the legacy o f  Vietnam. The War Powers Act made 

i t  much more di fficult  for the Pres ident t o  s end troops 

abroad to intervene in  fore ign affairs . 

75 

• http : / /www.yale . edu/lawweb /avalon/ int dip/usmulti/usmu O 

0 3.htm 

Thi s link i s  to  the S outheast As i a  Collect ive Defense 

Treaty ( Mani la  Pact ) which was s i gned in 1954 . Students 

must  unde rstand United States involvement in Vietnam 

started in 1954 when the French were fight ing against the 

North Vietname se. The United State s wa s c oncerned that 

l o s ing any sovereign nation in Southeast As ia to Communi sm 

would be a blow to Democracy around the world and would 

s tart a domino effect of countries  succumb ing to communi sm .  
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• http : / /www.yale . edu /lawweb /avalon/intdip/ indoch / inch O O  

B . htm 

The Avalon Proj ect has a number o f  l inks set  up with 

primary s ource documents that provide an excel lent place to 

set  up DBQ or thematic e s s ays. This l ink  i l lustrates  the 

United States involvement in Vietnam st arted in the early 

1950s,  when the United States recogni zed the Republic of 

Vietnam, Laos,  and Cambodia a s  French colonie s. At this  

t ime Ho Chi Minh and the North Vietnamese  were l o o king to 

be recogn i z ed by the United States as  a free and s overeign 

nation, something the U.S. failed to  do. 

• http : / /www.mtholyo ke.edu/ acad/ intrel /pentagon /pent l.ht 

ml 

Student s can read an excerpt from the Pentagon papers to  

get  a better understanding for  the  United States foreign 

pol icy during the Vietnam War. These  were clas s i fied 

document s that were l e a ked to  the New York T imes by Daniel 

E l l sburg, an officer in the state department. There a re 

links to four vo lume s o f  the report and o ffer a vivi d loo k 

a t  how the Vietnam War started in  the 194 0 s  when the United 

States aided the French, whi le  claiming to stay out of 

their colonial st ruggle with North Vietnam . The s e  

document s show the struggle that Pre s i dent Johnson h a d  as  

he re al i z ed that the  War wa s not winnable, but at the  s ame 

t ime there was no way to turn bac k  and concede de feat-- or 

admit that the War was a stalemate. Reading the s e  papers 

can gain a sense of the intense pres sure he was under and 

how it later resulted in him not seeking re -election. This 
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collection offers a comprehens ive look at  the Vietnam War 

from the White Hous e ' s perspect ive . They had no . intent ion 

of publishing the s e  document s and it is s a fe to as sume that 

many in Was hington wish they had never been leaked . 

• http : / /vietnam . vass a r . edu /abs t ract s . html 

Thi s  i s  another s it e  with a number o f  l inks t o  primary 

sources relevant t o  the Vietnam War . Links include 

document s on the Tonkin Gulf Re solution, as well as 

di s cus s ions between key figure s during the Vietnam War . 
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VI : The North Vietname se Perspective 

• http : / /www . pbs . org/battlefie ldvietnam/t ime l ine/ index . h  

tml 

This timeline gives students the chance to  explore the 

extent of the North Vietname se  struggle to gain their 

independence from the French . It  is useful because it 

breaks the Wa r up into different categories that would ma ke 

it easy for student s to navigate to see how North Vietnam 

was being a ffected by the War during di f ferent periods . 

Another l ink on t h i s  s i te breaks down what guerilla warfare 

was and how it wa s employed by the Viet Cong . There i s  

quite a bit of information that i s  focused o n  thB United 

States involvement in Vietnam, but student s can a l s o  focus 

on how that affected North Vietnam . There i s  a section 

that di s cus s e s  the Air War , which can i l lust rate how much 

destruction too k place on the tiny country of North 

Vietnam . 

• http : / /www . vietnampix . com/popvc . htm 

This s ite offers a br ief de s cript ion of what the Viet Cong 

was and how they were organi zed . When loo king at the 

Vietnam War it is cri t i cal  for students to know against 

whom the United States wa s fighting and for what , exactly,  

they were fight ing . 
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• http : / /vietnam.vassar . edu/docnl f . html 

This  i s  a rguably one of the most  us efu l  documents 

d i s cu s s ing the aims of the Nat ional Liberat ion Front ( NL F )  

o r  t h e  Viet Cong . T h e  do cument spe l l s  out t h e  aims o f  the 

NLF so s tudent s can · get a true sense for what the Vi et 

Cong was fighting a�d why they were trying to  unite a l l  of 

Vietnam under one Government. Reading the document gives 

one a clear s ens e o f  t he NLF' s dis content with We stern 

ideas and the i r  reas oning for uni fying Vietnam . From their 

goals, one can assume that they did not want a true 

c ommuni s t  state becaus e  they were advocat i ng for freedom of 

p re s s, freedom o f  opini on, and the freedom of trade ; things 

they deemed as es sent i al democratic  principle s .  However, 

t he United States wa s unwi l l ing to accept any of these 

i deas because there was the underlying fea r  that communism 

was spreading in Southeast As i a  and North Vietnam was a 

threat to  demo cracy around the world . 
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Proj ect Summary 

The Vietnam War was arguabl y  the mos t  controversial  

war in Amer ican h is tory . The Civil War was fought by a 

divided country with different vi s i ons for what the United 

States should be , and in  many ways Vietnam was s imilar in 

it s divis ivene s s . Becau s e  the Vietnam War caused such a 

great divide , there are many di f ferent ways t o  present 

material to s tudent s so they get a balanced view of the 

War. Pres ent ing a balanced look  at  the War i s  p robably the 

most important part of t e a ching the Vietnam War because it 

all ows  s tudent s to form their own opinions based on primary 

s ource material s .  

The media coverage o f  the Vietnam War has  left 

countl e s s  re s ources for t eacher s  to ut i l i ze in their 

classrooms. There are a number of ways t o  des ign virtual 

t ours o f  memoria l s  to give student s a vantage point they 

might not get t o  see on their own. Teachers can set up 

virtual t ours of memorial s  from different cities  s o  

student s can compare and contr a s t  the dif ferent ways the 

War has been remembered. Vietnam memorials  o ffer a great  

res ource for s tudent reflect ion a s  they o ffer a different 

view of Ame r ican combat t han other Wars have in the past . 

The memorial in Washington D . C. was des i gned amidst a great 
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deal o f  controversy because  it  was vi ewed as  not 

nece s s a ri l y  morbi d, but not with the s ame sense of 

accomplishment as many other memoria l s  had in the past . 

" The Wall " ,  as  it has  come to be known, o f fe r s  a vis itor an 

introspective look at the Vietnam War becau se of the images 

they see  as  they tour the memorial . Virtual tours can give 

student s a s ense of what it meant to  lose a family member 

and the toll  it  too k on Americans as  a whol e . Being able 

to see your reflect ion i n  the wall gives people a s ense of 

belonging when they look at the Wal l  they are not s imply 

looking at  names . 

The Vi etnam Memorial in Rochester a l s o  o ffers a unique 

way of remembering tho s e  that lost their l ives in Vietnam . 

It has a distinct ive des i gn that should get high s chool 

students thinking about what it must have been l i ke to be 

s ent to  Vietnam .  Before the trip you could s et up a 

s imulation where students are drafted to fight in a 

f i ctional war and have them write a reflect i on e s s ay before 

and a fter their t rip to  the memorial . Thi s  could be 

e ffective because ,  on the memoria l ,  it di splays from where 

and when the s oldiers graduated and many of the s oldiers 

from the Rochester area that died in Vietnam were recently 

graduated from high s chool . As teacher s , one o f  the most 

difficult things to impart on  our  student s is  empathy, and 
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thi s exerci s e  could give students a newfound perspective of 

the Vietnam War . 

Another great way to encourage student reflect i on i s  

using pictures from the e r a  being studied . Vietnam has 

been one o f  the most s crutini z ed Wars in  history and there 

are thous ands of pictures that could be used in  the 

clas sroom . The photography can be used as  an int roducti on 

to certain i s sue s regarding Vietnam, such as  the antiwar 

movement . Students can s et up an interactive j ournal where 

they chronicle thei r  thought s about the images and how they 

would fit thos e  images into the l arger context of the 

196 0 s . Interactive j ourna l s  e ncourage reflect i on and 

empathy because you are as king students to  put themselves 

into the p i ctures and des crib e  what they are feeling . 

There are a number o f  web s ites  that have detailed 

outlines o f  event s that occurred during the Vietnam War . 

Many o f  them h ave primary s ources already di splayed so 

student s could use  them in  r e s earch proj ects and pape r s . 

Teachers could a l s o  use  the s e  s ites a s  a review activity or 

could even set up a DBQ or themati c  e s s ay using s ome of 

the s e  s ource s . There are many different ways one could s et 

up a DBQ about Vietnam .  They could choose t o  focu s  o n  the 

antiwar movement, or the focus could be on the impact on 



American societ y .  One could a l s o  focus some o f  the study 

on the impact the War had on the country of Vietnam . 

Thi s proj ect wil l  a l s o  help t eachers find different 

ways to introduce s t udents to the Vietnam War . Howard 

Gardner has done a great dea l  of research on multiple 

intelligences and has i l lustrated how student s learn in 

dif ferent ways . Thi s port folio  gives educators numerous 

ways to approach the Vietnam that wi l l  appeal to many 

different learning styles . Student s who learn better 

visua l l y  would benef i t  from wor king with photographs from 

the Vietnam Era a s  a way o f  understanding the cultural 

impact of the War . Us ing f i lm in the classroom can a l s o  

help reach the se student s because it  wi l l  appeal t o  their 

visual learning style and could be used a s  a hook to  get 

them interested in the topi c .  There are a l s o  t imel ines 

with important events that might be u s e ful for someone who 

is a spatial l earner and wants to know the order o f  

event s . 
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The beauty o f  us ing web-based materials  to  t each the 

Vietnam War is it  p rovides many different ways educators 

can approach the cont roversial t ime period in which Vietnam 

took place . The u s e  o f  primary sources in the classroom 

can help give students an idea o f  the impact the Vietnam 

War had on American culture . 
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