
LESSON NUMBER 8

Title: What were the causes of the Vietnam War?

You will see these symbols throughout this PowerPoint:

This means 
you have to 
think about an 
idea or 
answer, but no 
writing is 
needed.

This shows 
you how long 
to spend on a 
task.

This means 
you have to 
write an 
answer out.

This means you 
have to read 
some 
information.



Origins
The Vietnam War began between the Communists of North
Vietnam and the non-Communists of South Vietnam. North
Vietnam wanted to unite with South Vietnam as a single
communist country.

The United States supported South Vietnam out of fear that
Communism would spread if the South fell.

This was known as the “domino theory,” since it suggested
countries becoming communist one after another like
dominoes.

President Lyndon Johnson sent the first American troops to
Vietnam in 1965. The U.S. had given South Vietnam financial
and military support during the 1950’s and early 1960’s.

In August 1964, an American warship patrolling the North
Vietnamese coast was allegedly fired on by Communist
troops.

Although this might not actually have happened, President
Johnson quickly passed a law called the Gulf of Tonkin
Resolution.

It gave the President immediate powers to send as many
troops to Vietnam as he wanted.

Answer the questions in your
head – no writing:
1. How did the Vietnam War

begin?
2. Why did America support

South Vietnam?
3. What was the Domino

Theory?
4. What did they think would

happen if Vietnam became
Communist?

5. Describe the incident that
led to the American
president beginning the
war.
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Key Problem 1: The USA couldn’t win this war

“Half a million American soldiers with 700,000 
Vietnamese allies with total command of the air 
and sea, backed by huge resources and the most 
modern weapons are unable to secure a single 

city from the attacks of an enemy (the Vietcong) 
whose total strength is about 250,000.”

Key Problem 2: Use of chemical weapons

"Napalm is the most terrible pain you can
imagine," said Kim Phúc, a napalm bombing
survivor known from a famous Vietnam War
photograph. "Water boils at 100 degrees
Celsius (212°F). Napalm generates
temperatures of 800 (1,500°F) to 1,200
degrees Celsius (2,200°F)."

Agent Orange was dropped to destroy enemy
hideouts but it destroyed crops and trees and
attacked the human body which led to birth
defects

Key Problem 3: War crimes

On 16 March 1968: ‘Charlie Company’ platoon moved
towards the village of My Lai. Villagers were suspected of
hiding guerrillas. The platoon had been ordered to complete a
‘search and destroy’ mission and to get rid of all houses,
dwellings and livestock. They had been told the villagers
would be at market. The official report recorded that 90
Vietcong fighters and 20 non-combatants were killed and one
American soldier shot in the foot. The operation was regarded
as a success.
However, it is estimated that 347 men, women, children and
babies were killed in the four hours the soldiers were there,
many whilst working in the fields, some inside their homes.

Events like the My Lai Massacre were reported in the US press

leading many ordinary Americans to question the war. Film
footage of US soldiers burning homes and of the effects of
napalm all turned public opinion against the war. As the war
dragged on more and more Americans began to oppose the
war in Vietnam. Many people began to oppose the draft and
public figures, like the boxer Muhammad Ali, risked prison
rather than go to Vietnam. In 1970, officers from the National
Guard shot at anti-war protestors at Kent State University,
killing four students. More people questioned the lengths
their government would go to in support of this unpopular
war.

Key Problem 4: Lack of support at home

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OnvTyMptOt8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OnvTyMptOt8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G3slnPIh_oU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G3slnPIh_oU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3GElkwcKNek&t=26s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3GElkwcKNek&t=26s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpZOko43920
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpZOko43920


USA actions
Bombing - President Johnson ordered the bombing of strategic
military targets in North Vietnam, including air raids on the
capital city, Hanoi, and bases and supply routes for the
Vietcong. This was code-named Operation Rolling Thunder.

The USA would ultimately drop 3 million tonnes of bombs in
Vietnam - more than all the bombs dropped in Europe during
World War Two. However, bombing was highly inaccurate due
to the jungle landscape and the lack of industrial targets in
North Vietnam.

Helicopters were used to deploy (search for) and destroy
guerrilla combatants. Television propaganda was used in the
USA to report the ‘body count’ of estimated Vietcong
casualties.

The Americans began a new type of air raid. US planes would
sweep over the forest spraying it with a very strong and highly
toxic weed killer called Agent Orange. The forest and farmland
around it died. The aim was to destroy the Viet Cong hideouts,
but they killed the land and the people too.

Another more deadly weapon was also used called napalm. This
was like jelly – its stuck to human skin and burned it like acid.
The Americans and their South Vietnamese allies targeted
villages where they thought the Vietcong were hiding

Escalation - President Johnson slowly increased the
number of American troops on the ground in Vietnam. In
1965, two battalions of US Marines were deployed to
protect military bases at Da Nang. This represented a shift
away from ‘military advisors’ to combat troops. In July
1965, Johnson sent another 100,000 troops, and a further
100,000 in 1966.

Air and artillery - American troops were sent on patrols, to
be supported by air and artillery if attacked by the
Vietcong. This demoralised soldiers, who realised they
were being used as bait to draw out the enemy.

Search and Destroy - From 1965, the American military
began a policy of sending soldiers into the jungle and
villages of Vietnam to ‘take the war to the enemy’. This
often meant soldiers were easy targets for Vietcong
guerrilla attacks as the Vietcong were far more adept in the
jungle than the American soldiers.

This tactic also led to a high number of civilian casualties,
destruction of villages and atrocities like the My Lai
Massacre all of which damaged the USA’s reputation.

Reports came back of soldiers suffering from Post traumatic
stress disorder or returning as drug addicts



The Vietnam War Tasks:

Event Shock Rating 
(out of 10)

Reasons why

Mai Lai

Use of 
Napalm

Use of Agent 
Orange

Copy out and fill in the table:

Judgements: List reasons to agree or disagree with
the statement below. Try to give 2 points for each
side

Vietnam War in numbers:

3 million

2

100,000

700,000

250,000

1,200 *c

347

…………………
…………………
…………………
………………….

…………………
…………………
…………………
………………….

Agree Disagree

“The US army did not care about killing innocent 
civilians”
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Retreat when the
enemy attacks and
disappear

The Viet Cong 

The Vietcong (North Vietnamese soldiers) made it as difficult as 
possible for the Americans to win the war. They had four key tactics:

Raid when the 
enemy camps

Attack when the
enemy tires

Pursue when the 
enemy retreats



Viet Cong tunnel system



Viet Cong actions
Guerrilla warfare - The Vietcong used the cover of the jungle,
which they knew well, to their advantage. They fought a hit-
and-run guerrilla war against inexperienced American soldiers,
many of whom were young conscripts. The threat of an
invisible enemy and hidden traps like punji sticks – sharpened
sticks of bamboo which were laid in traps - had a demoralising
psychological impact on US troops.

Tunnels - The Vietcong had a hidden system of tunnels
stretching over 200 miles. There were hospitals, armouries,
sleeping quarters, kitchens and wells underground. These
tunnel systems could hide thousands of Vietcong which
helped them fight their guerrilla war.

It would be the job of US ‘tunnel rats’ to search these tunnels.
However, they were often booby-trapped with spikes and
grenades.

Ho Chi Minh trail -Vietcong guerrillas were kept well supplied
by a constant stream of food and arms from the North. These
were carried on foot, by bicycle and mule along the Ho Chi
Minh Trail - a jungle trail which wound through the
neighbouring countries of Laos and Cambodia and which was
bombed by the US Army but never fully disrupted.

Support from peasants - The Vietcong won the ‘hearts

and minds’ of the South Vietnamese peasants. They

would offer to help them in their daily work and also

promised them land, more wealth and freedom under Ho

Chi Minh and the communists.

It was difficult for American troops to know who was a

Vietcong and who was not.

Tet Offensive - In 1968, the Vietcong used the cover of the
Buddhist New Year (Tet) celebrations to change tactics and
launch a massive attack on US-held areas across South
Vietnam, including the US Embassy in Saigon.
The attack was a success for the Vietcong and although
ultimately they were driven back by the US Army, it showed
the Americans that despite all the soldiers, bombs, and
money spent in Vietnam, they were not making progress
against the Vietcong or communism.

Foreign support - The Vietcong and North Vietnam were 
supported by the Soviet Union (USSR) and China who supplied 
money and weapons.



The Vietnam War Tasks 2:
March the correct sentences together:

The Tet offensive scared the American 
soldiers to death

A system of tunnels supplied weapons from 
the north

An invisible enemy were supported by 
China and the USSR

The Ho Chi Minh trail was a massive attack on 
the US defences in the 
South

The Vietcong stretched over 200 
miles

True or false:

The Vietcong 
were from the 

south

Tunnels 
contained 
kitchens

The Vietcong 
were 

communists

Booby traps 
contained mouse 

traps

Neighbouring 
countries were 

Laos and 
Cambodia

Guerrilla warfare 
includes beating 

your chest to 
scare the enemy

Consequences:

1. The consequences of using young American
conscripts were……..

2. The consequences of using tunnel rats were……

3. The consequences of the Tet Offensive were…..

4. The consequences of the Viet Cong gaining
support of the villagers….
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