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Social, Political, and Economic Consequences of the Vietnam War

Of all the wars in American history, the Vietnam War is the longest, lasting nearly twenty years, from 1957-1975.  It was also one of the most controversial wars, resulting in social, political, and economic upheaval in the U.S., Vietnam and throughout the world.  The Americans and the Vietnamese suffered heavy casualties, and the effects of the war left deep scars that can still be seen today.  Socially, the counterculture movement of the 60’s and 70’s embraced the concept of anti-war sentiment and demonstration, fomenting a mistrust of the federal government and the military.  The political ramifications of the war were the fall of Vietnam (and consequently the rest of Indochina) to Communism, the War Powers Act of 1973, and the split of the Democratic Party.  Economically, inflation steadily increased, especially during the presidency of Lynden B. Johnson, who exhausted financial resources through his Great Society.

In the aftermath of WWII, President Eisenhower sought not merely to contain communism, but to undo Communist gains and bring freedom to the people under its iron rule.  Through his policy of massive retaliation, Eisenhower hoped to discourage communists from attacking the U.S. or any U.S. allies.  Unlike Western Europe which was safely out of Communist reach, Vietnam and many other countries around the world were threatened by Communist takeover.  Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh was determined to gain independence from the colonial power of France, a sentiment that was shared by the people in other colonies throughout Indochina and Southeast Asia (Kennedy, 897).  Thus began a colonial war that pitted the Viet Minh nationalists against U.S. - backed French troops.  In 1954, the French surrendered at the battle of Dien Bien Phu and according to the Geneva conference, Indochina was granted its independence and Vietnam was divided at the 17th parallel, with the understanding that free elections would be held in the next two years (Kennedy, 898).  In the North, a Communist government under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh was entrenched at Hanoi and Ngo Dinh Diem led a “pro-American” government in South Vietnam at Saigon (Kennedy, 898).  When South Vietnam reneged on its promise, the National Liberation Front (Vietcong) began to attack the South Vietnamese government, using guerilla warfare tactics (Mintz, 1).  

Initially, Eisenhower sent “military advisers” to train the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) in tactical maneuvers and to protect the South Vietnamese government from Vietcong aggression.  At the time, this force was very small, numbering less than 1,000 men.  However, Kennedy continued to support American operations in Vietnam, and by 1963, he had begun to “Americanize” the conflict and deployed over 16,000 military advisers (Mintz, 2).  In addition to troops, the U.S. supplied billions of dollars in aid and military equipment such as helicopters, planes, and armored trucks (Anderson, 4).  When Ngo Dinh Diem failed to establish an effective government in Saigon, the U.S. allowed ARVN officers to carry out a coup that resulted in his death (Anderson, 5).  However, this hasty decision backfired on the U.S. and the South Vietnamese government slowly deteriorated after several unsuccessful regime changes.  Ironically, this weakened government meant that the U.S. had to put more effort into the war, when the whole point was to strengthen Saigon enough so that the U.S. could pull out.  
 As Vietcong forces continued to sabotage South Vietnam, head Whitehouse officials turned their attention towards the North, which they believed was responsible for these attacks.  But in 1964, the Gulf of Tonkin incident provided President Johnson with an excuse to intensify the assault on North Vietnam, and in 1965, the Vietcong attacked an American base at Pleiku (Anderson, 10).  These attacks were used as precedents for future bombing escalation in that area (Kennedy, 927).  During the summer of 1965, Johnson drastically increased the air attacks on North Vietnam, and supply routes through Laos, while simultaneously deploying men to fight the Vietcong in ground skirmishes in the South (Anderson, 12).  These operations required extra troops, and a monthly draft was implemented to meet the demand (Anderson, 12).  Thus, the war was further shifted out of Vietnamese hands, and into those of the U.S.  This imperialistic policy, which technically began during Kennedy’s administration, caused surges in anti-war sentiment both in the U.S. and abroad.  Many U.S. government officials feared that if the U.S. escalated attacks too much, either China of Russia would intervene on North Vietnam’s behalf.  
Another consequence of Johnson’s escalated war effort was the limitation of his ability to pay for the social reforms outlined in his Great Society plan (Mintz, 5).  Thus, he was alienated from his liberal supporters, who saw the war as a waste of money.  In addition, Johnson’s overspending caused inflation, which further damaged his economic plan.  By 1968, Johnson decided that further increases in military aid could not be justified, and he told the commanders of the ARVN that they would have to do more of the fighting (Anderson, 20).  However, his reputation was already too far gone to be salvaged in time for the reelection. 

Public opinion of the war reached an ultimate low, when in 1968, the Vietcong launched the Tet Offensive.  Although they suffered heavy losses, the Vietcong showed their resolve to continue fighting, and with the number of casualties growing daily, many Americans wanted the war to end as quickly as possible.  Antiwar demonstrations reached a climax during the summer of ‘68 and outrage grew when Federal troops and police force were used to suppress these demonstrations, as was the case at Kent State, Columbia University, and the Democratic National Convention.  These protests occurred all over the country and addressed a variety of social and political issues, but the war in Vietnam was the unifying theme.      

 The Tet Offensive also signaled the end of Johnson’s political career.  With the Democratic Party helplessly divided during the 1968 elections, Johnson abdicated in an effort to maintain the current “military status quo” (Kennedy, 930).  Johnson’s former vice president and “war hawk” Hubert Humphreys won the Democratic Party nomination, despite threats from angry protesters at the Democratic National Convention.  However, the large contingent of peace loving “doves” that voted for Eugene McCarthy, combined with the American Independent Party nominee George McGovern, resulted in a victory for Republican Richard Nixon.  

One of the reasons for the widespread opposition to the war was the media coverage that brought the conflict into American homes.  Both photos and live footage of the war showed the horror, brutality, and destruction that occurred on a daily basis in Vietnam.  Perhaps the most infamous example of cruelty was the massacre at My Lai, in which U.S. soldiers brutally killed over five hundred South Vietnamese civilians including women and children (Anderson, 21).  When the details were disclosed months later, the public was outraged, and at the same time, these events created a sense of mistrust and skepticism about the American government.  

When Richard Nixon became President, he took advantage of Johnson’s preliminary measures to put control of the war back into Vietnamese hands, and formulated a plan by which the U.S. could have, “peace with honor” (Anderson, 30).  Vietnamization, as it was later called, was achieved by increasing the bombing of Vietnam and other strategic locations in neighboring Cambodia, while simultaneously withdrawing troops.  In this way, Nixon was able to create the illusion that the U.S. had the Vietcong under control, and was able to begin evacuation.  Also, this propelled the North Vietnamese to peace talks in Paris, even though negotiations were painfully slow and ineffective.  In 1972, Nixon visited Beijing and Moscow in an attempt to establish détente, or relaxed tension, between the U.S. and two potentially threatening communist powers (Kennedy, 942).  
Despite the apparent success of vietnamization, Nixon faced harsh criticism for his decision to bomb Cambodia, which led to the Kent State Massacre.  Success again seemed inevitable when the North Vietnamese agreed to a ceasefire, but disagreement regarding the Vietcong in South Vietnam ended this brief time of peace (Anderson, 28).  An official peace agreement was finally signed in January of 1973.  It allowed for U.S. withdraw from Vietnam, the return of several hundred POW’s, and an end to hostilities (Columbia, 7).  However, without U.S. air or ground support, the ARVN was soon overtaken by a combined attack of NVA and Vietcong forces.  Saigon was captured in April of 1975, falling into communist rule (Anderson, 30).  

     Although Nixon proclaimed an American victory in Vietnam, he suffered a major defeat at home, when Congress passed the War Powers Act of 1973.  This piece of legislation, “limited presidential power to deploy U.S. forces in hostile action without congressional approval,” a legality that would plague many Presidents for years to come (Anderson, 29).     
In terms of basic logistics, the conflict in Vietnam resulted in heavy casualties and financial cost for the U.S.  However, the social, political, and economic changes of the war had a far greater impact on America, and radically altered the fundamental opinion of our government.  It has also raised many questions as to the motivations for entering the war and the morality of continuing to fight it.  
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