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The Vietnam War—The “Cold War” turns “hot” once more—BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The Vietnam War is likely the most problematic of all the wars in American history. It was a morally ambiguous (unclear) conflict from the 

start, ostensibly (supposedly) a war against Communism yet also a war to suppress nationalist self-rule. The war was rife with paradoxes 

(full of contradictions): in the name of protecting democracy, the United States propped up a dictatorial regime in South Vietnam; later in 

the war, the U.S. military was destroying villages in order to “save” them. Because U.S. objectives were often poorly defined during the 

course of the war, U.S. policy often meandered (wandered). Not surprisingly, a profound sense of confusion pervaded the entire conflict. 

The U.S. involvement in Vietnam is inseparable from the larger context of the Cold War. Ever since the end of World War II, the United 

States and Soviet Union had been in the midst of a worldwide struggle for spheres of influence, each superpower wanting to exert cultural, 

political, and ideological control over various regions of the globe. At the same time, the United States and the USSR each wanted to stop 

the other country from gaining any such spheres. Southeast Asia in general, and Vietnam in particular, were important spheres of influence 

in the minds of both U.S. and Soviet leaders. With the “fall” of North Vietnam to Communism in 1954, the United States became committed 

to stopping the further spread of Communism in the region. 

Although Lyndon Johnson originally believed that the commitment of U.S. troops would save South Vietnam from Communist oppression, 

his policy of escalation (increasing troops), combined with Richard Nixon’s later bombing campaigns, effectively destroyed the country. By 

the end of the war, the U.S. military had used 7 million tons of bombs on Vietnam—more than all the bombs dropped on Europe and Japan 

during World War II. The ultimate human cost of the Vietnam War was staggering for all sides: an estimated 2 million Vietnamese civilians, 

1.1 million North Vietnamese soldiers, 200,000 South Vietnamese soldiers, and 58,000 U.S. soldiers were killed. 

The Vietnam War had a tremendous impact on American society and culture, in large part because it was the first American war to be 

televised. As a result, the American press played a significant, unforeseen role in the war, especially in the arena of public opinion. The 

photographs, videos, and opinions of American journalists, coupled with the simple fact that young Americans were dying on foreign soil 

against an enemy that did not threaten the United States directly, turned much of the American public against the war.  

QUESTIONS 

1) Why did the US get involved in the Vietnam War? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2) Why were the US actions in Vietnam ironic? 
 
 
 
 
 

3) What was the effect of the war on Vietnam? 
 
 
 
 
 

4) Approximately how many people total died during the war? 
 
 
 

5) Why were Americans more informed about this war than past wars? 
 
 
 
 

6) Why were many Americans against the war? 

 
 



The War in Vietnam - A Story in Photographs 
The war in Vietnam has been described as the war America watched from their living rooms. Images of combat and American GIs were 

projected through our TV screens and across our newspapers daily. During the war in Vietnam, the American military gave the press 

unprecedented (first time) freedom of access to combat zones. This allowed newspaper reporters and photographers and television crews 

to document a war involving American sons and daughters on the other side of the world.  

Author C. Douglas Elliott describes the images that came in from the combat operation as ones "that did not show winners and losers. 

They showed soldiers--often teenagers--coping as best they could with unrelenting heat and humidity, heavy packs, heavy guns, and an 

invisible enemy whose mines, booby traps, and snipers could cut life short without a moment's warning." In order to capture these images, 

photographers took many risks and suffered many of the same hardships as the soldiers and personnel they were covering. 

As these photographers worked to document the war, they covered a variety of people and circumstances including combat missions, GIs, 

support personnel, medical units, and visits by dignitaries, politicians, and entertainers. While they may have been there to provide visual 

record of operations, equipment, and personnel; their photographs also tell a story. It is a story about the young men and women who 

fulfilled served their duty to their country by serving in the war in Vietnam. 

DIRECTIONS: For each of the following photographs, use the space to the right to answer these 2 questions 
1) What can you learn about the Vietnam War from this photo? Explain in detail. 
2) What is your emotional reaction to the photo? 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 


