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The Vietnam War 
Course Description and Philosophy: History 308, The History of the Vietnam War, addresses the military history of Indochina from the foundation of the Doc Lap Dong Minh, the "League for Vietnamese Independence," Vietminh for short, by Ho Chi Minh and his colleagues in 1941 through the Vietnamese invasion and occupation of Cambodia in 1978​79 and its aftermath. The primary focus is on the period 1945​1975.
The first block of instruction begins with an overview of the geography and precolonial history of Indochina; then surveys the Vietnamese struggle for independence from China and expansion to the south at the expense of Cambodia and Champa; the emergence of regional differences and internal stresses within the Vietnamese nation; and the imposition of French colonial rule, 1859​1893. The block concludes with a survey of the French colonial period, the emergence of a modern Vietnamese identity, the struggle between nationalism and Marxism for the soul of Asia and the impact of World War II. The second block of instruction covers the French struggle to control Indochina, 1945​54, first against the Japanese and then against the forces of Vietnamese patriotism, channeled and directed by the Vietminh. The third block is devoted to South Vietnam's struggle to coalesce as a viable polity, at first aided by American military efforts to preserve South Vietnam as an independent non​communist nation, a policy modified in the wake of the 1968 Tet Offensive to reflect a more modest US commitment at first implicitly, and then explicitly under the rubrics of Vietnamization and "Peace with Honor."
This course addresses internal American politics as they influenced the conflict. However the focus throughout is on the situation on the ground in Indochina with the emphasis on Vietnam.
History 308 proceeds on the assumption that war is not an end in itself, but serves as a means to political ends. That assumption, supported by history and firmly embedded in the study of socially sanctioned, organized, armed violence-that is war-is subjected to critical examination. The course addresses field warfare, siege or positional warfare, the war of economic attrition and guerrilla warfare as distinct branches of military theory and practice, both in terms of their relationships to one another and within the political and military context of the Indochina War.
History 308 is organized around four principal themes:
1. the role of the peoples of Indochina in the conflict, particularly the Vietnamese; 
2. the influence of competing theories of war, especially Mao's theory of revolutionary warfare and its Vietnamese derivative Dau Tranh; 
3. the interplay between politics or policy and war, notably in the context of domestic American politics, from 1954 on; and 
4. in​depth analysis of selected military engagements as a means of developing a better understanding of the dynamics of the conflict.



Subjects of particular interest are the psychology of war, with emphasis on the social dynamics of the primary combatant group; the development and application-or misapplication-of military technology; the tactical means by which armed force and forces were applied; the relationships among these psychological, tactical and technological factors, and the recognition and exploitation of these considerations by leadership cadres in developing and implementing strategies.
Course Objectives: The primary course objective is to familiarize the student with the basic issues and events of the Vietnam War in terms of the course themes outlined above, and to develop and refine his or her understanding of the nature of war and its capabilities and limitations as an instrument of policy. An important secondary objective is to give the student an understanding of the importance of cultural factors, particularly cross​cultural perceptions and misperceptions, in the formulation of policy and conduct of war in general and the Vietnam War in particular.
Syllabus: This syllabus is the basic guide to History 308. In addition to laying out course requirements, schedule and reading assignments, it embodies an expanded outline of the course and is an implicit guide to the course methodology.
Course Rules and Requirements: History 308 has a quiz, a midterm and a final exam. The exams test your knowledge of information and concepts contained in the texts and the lectures. Classroom attendance is expected. You must pay your course fees to receive a grade.
Scheduling and Administration: Class is from 0830 to 1018 (8:30 to 10:18 AM) Tuesdays and Thursdays in Hitchcock Hall, Room 31. The final examination will be administered in the normal classroom on Tuesday 10 December, 0930 to 1118. My office is 148 Dulles Hall. My office hours are 0830​1100 Wednesday unless otherwise announced, or by appointment. I will normally be available after class for informal discussions and conferences. TA office hours will be announced in class. You may tape record my lectures, but only for your personal use and only with my explicit permission. I do not permit professional note​taking. If you have a learning disability or are not a native English speaker, contact me and the TA as soon as possible so we can make appropriate individualized arrangements to maximize your learning outcome.
Guest Lecturers: The Vietnam War generated an intense and divisive political debate and is still fresh in the memory of those whose lives it touched. As a result, many who were involved in the conflict find it difficult to approach in an objective and detached manner. For the same reason, however, first hand testimony by participants is a particularly valuable learning device. I have therefore invited a number of individuals who were involved in the Vietnam War-all veterans, though not all in the usual sense-to address the class. Their involvement in the war includes service as military officers and enlisted personnel, as civilian advisors, and as anti​war activists, to name a few. Due to scheduling uncertainties, I have not listed them in the syllabus. I will announce them as far in advance as possible.
Grading and Examinations: The quiz counts for 15% of your grade, the midterm counts for 35%; the final exam counts for 50%. While the examinations will test your knowledge of information contained in the basic texts and course lectures, you are restricted to them in your answers but may use any relevant and credible information gained elsewhere.
The examinations are designed to test your ability to organize, analyze, and explain what you know, more than to find out what you do not know. They contain a relatively small number of "objective" questions (short answer identifications and definitions, map questions and the like) and are based on a large number of optional one page essay questions. The thirty minute quiz is a shorter examination using the same basic format, given early in the course to accustom you to the testing method.
The midterm and final will require you to answer from five out of seven to seven out of ten short answer questions and write three one-page essays. The one page essay questions are typically printed at the top of a sheet of standard size bond paper (the same size as this one) and must be answered on the same side of the same page, with allowances for those with large handwriting whose answers may spill over onto another page. You will typically have twelve to fifteen options from which to select the four essays to write. Questions requiring you to display or interpret information on maps will be included in the options and you will be required to respond to at least one. One of your three essay questions will be a notional scenario essay requiring you to put yourself in the place of a historical actor and describe his or her circumstances and reaction to them. The subjects of notional scenarios are ordinary citizens and combatants, male and female. Your job is to put yourself in the character's position and describe your situation and reaction to it. The large number of options provides a positive incentive for increasing your depth of knowledge and understanding of selected portions of the course material, as opposed to covering a greater breadth of material superficially. In practical terms, this means that placing increased study effort in areas which particularly interest you should benefit rather than penalize you.
Grades: History 308 is graded on the basis of 1,000 points, allocated as follows:

Quiz TH 22 October 150 points
Midterm TH 12 November 350 points
Final MO 07 December,
0930-1118 500 points
----------
TOTAL 1000 points
Workbook: A workbook based on the lecture viewgraphs and containing definitions, a pronunciation guide for Vietnamese words, maps, and charts, will be available from Cop​Ez in the basement of Bricker Hall for approximately $9.00.
Texts (on sale at the Student Book Exchange):
Both of the following are required:
· Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New York, 1987) 
· Trong Nhu Tang, A Viet Cong Memoir: An Inside Account of the Vietnam War and Its Aftermath (New York, 1985)
One of the following is required:
· Bao Ninh. The Sorrow of War (New York, 1996) 
· Robert Olen Butler, A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain (New York, 1993) 
· Duong Thu Huong, Paradise of the Blind (New York, 1993; © Hanoi, 1988) 
Optional Texts:
· Eric M. Bergerud, Red Thunder, Tropic Lightning: The World of a Combat Division in Vietnam (Boulder, Colorado, 1993) 
· Philip Davidson, Vietnam at War: The History. 1946​1975 (New York, 1988) 
· Stuart A. Herrington, Silence Was a Weapon: The Vietnam War in the Villages (New York, 1982) 
· Otto Lehrack, No Shining Armor: The Marines at War in Vietnam (Lawrence, Kansas, 1992) 
· John B. Nichols and Barrett Tillman, On Yankee Station: The Naval Air War over Vietnam (Annapolis, Maryland, 1987) 
· Ronald H. Spector, After Tet: The Bloodiest Year in Vietnam (New York, 1993)

Readings: Karnow, Vietnam: A History, is the basic text; it is of particular interest in having been written by an American journalist who covered the war. Truong Nhu Tang, A Viet Cong Memoir, was written by the National Liberation Front's minister of justice. Duong Thu Huong, Paradise of the Blind, Bao Ninh, The Sorrow of War, and Butler, A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain, are fictional works addressing the war from diverse Vietnamese perspectives: The Sorrow of War and Paradise of the Blind are novels by North Vietnamese participants in the war. A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain is a compilation of reminiscences of Vietnamese refugees living in Louisiana in the early 1990s. All three books are of exceptional literary merit.
The optional texts cover selected aspects of the conflict in greater depth and richness than the required texts. Read at least one, selected on the basis of your personal interests. Davidson, Vietnam at War, by a retired US Army Lieutenant contains a great deal of operational insight and is the best one volume military history of the war. Spector, After Tet, is a well​documented, unsparing account of an important and overlooked phase of the conflict. Bergerud, Red Thunder Tropic Lighting and Lehrack, No Shining Armor, are oral histories of American combat units, the former of the 25th Infantry Division and the latter of the Third Battalion, Third Marines. Herrington, Silence Was a Weapon, is a personal account of the revolutionary struggle in the south during the early 1970s, written by one of the few US military advisors to master colloquial Vietnamese: out of print, it may be available as an SBX buyback. Nichols and Tillman, On Yankee Station, is an analytical narrative of the US Navy's air war against North Vietnam; co​authored by a participant and a prominent aviation writer, it addresses operational issues critically and credibly.
Supplemental Bibliography: The conflict in Southeast Asia became controversial during John F. Kennedy's presidency and still is. One product of that controversy was a flood of publications that shows no sign of abating. Unfortunately, quantity and quality did not go hand in hand; much of the literature focused on transient issues and was based on scant research. To help you work your way through the morass, I have compiled a selective bibliography including a variety of genres ranging from anthropological analyses of culture, through official histories, narrative accounts, and memoirs to works of fiction and poetry. I will provide copies to interested students.


