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Question # 5


Within his first month in office, President Johnson learned that the situation in South Vietnam had greatly deteriorated as noted in Document #15(logevall).  What were the problems in South Vietnam?  Why hadn't the situation been resolved?  What could be done to improve things?  What did People think would happen if the United States did nothing?
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One of the biggest problems for Vietnam at this time was the removal of Diem by a coup.  Although Diem was increasingly becoming extreme with his treatment of the people and the methods he used to uphold the law of the land, he did give South Vietnam much needed stability.  It is true, however, that “He had few allies in South Vietnam.”(A Television History Tape #2)  He did alienate many people, especially the lower class and Buddhists, and for these reasons, along with Washington's fears that Diem might be looking to negotiate with Hanoi, Washington sanctioned the removal of Diem.  However, Washington's fears about a backdoor negotiation with Hanoi did not dissipate with the arrival of a new leader.  In fact they may have worsened. In a report from a fact-finding mission to South Vietnam, McNamara stated that "The new government is the greatest source of concern."(Logevall 118)  Minh did attempted to distance himself from being closely associated with the United States in the eyes of the people.  This had always been an unsolved problem for Diem, no matter how hard he tried.  However, Minh didn't have any knowledge or experience in government administration and didn't seem to be a quick learner.  This just added to the instability and chaos that was South Vietnam.  Minh was removed shortly after the removal of Diem, but in a less violent manner, adding more transitional disorientation to the situation.  The U.S. tried desperately to get Diem to cooperate with its agenda but Diem stood strong, as his brother Nhu became increasingly unpopular with the U.S.  It was a prime concern that Nhu would seek a negotiation with Hanoi.  There isn’t a simple solution to this governmental problem.  Diem would not budge on his position refusing to even discuss certain issues that were requested by the U.S. President via his Ambasotor to the region, and Diem’s fast growing unpopularity worsened the war effort.  The resistance rode on the back of the Buddhists.  Their protests were even heard in American media when a Monk set himself fire. However, removal of Diem just worsened the situation.

Another problem for South Vietnam was that the heavily promoted hamlets were ineffective.  The people resented them.  They resented having to move from their land, which was a part of their heritage.  The hamlets also needed to be less extended.  This fact just added to the weakness of the hamlet.  The weakness, in turn, would create doubt within the people.  Entire hamlets would defect or be destroyed.  Some would simply be deserted.  In some cases the government’s officers would pillage them.  

The South Vietnamese were also becoming war weary.  They were tired of leaving their families and land and risking their lives for a cause that was beginning to be heavily questioned and subjected greatly to counter propaganda.  Even though, "It is commonly held that the U.S. won every single significant encounter with PAVN or PLAF troops."(Degroot 156), the U.S. still could not solve the problems of guerrilla attacks and the opposing sides elusiveness.  American and Vietnamese soldiers needed more training and experience in this type of battle.  There were no familiar fronts that  U.S. forces were accustomed to and trained for.  The ARVN needed more motivation and better handling.  In the North, Minh would rotate soldiers so that most of the week they were able to stay at home, tend the land, and be with their families.  In the South, people were being forced in to hamlets where they could be exploited or killed.  If someone were on the edge of defecting to the North, this surely would have been a good incentive.  

After Diem was removed and Kennedy was assassinated, a slow period for U.S. and South Vietnamese action is apparent.  At this time, finding a stable leader who could gain support from the people was the priority for the U.S. and South Vietnam, while Hanoi leadership remained unstirred and large insurgency programs were being implemented.  Hanoi also used this time to ship supplies to the South and strengthen its armies.


A solution to the situation at this time in South Vietnam is unclear.  Earlier action needed to be taken.  By this time, like a pit bull, Hanoi had already locked its jaws into South Vietnam.  The U.S. too often focused on the military aspect of the war while ignoring the political aspect.  The U.S and South Vietnam needed to focus more on establishing a leader and government administration that could gain the support of the people.  Gaining the people's support would be a deciding factor in the war.  Diem does not seem a likely candidate for this task.  Eighty percent of the people in South Vietnam were Buddhist but Diem was Catholic.  Diem could have even been considered a loner, which would explain his gradual progression towards a more self-reliant approach to government, which ultimately threatened the U.S.  The governments also ignored or did nothing about the land issues of the peasants, and the rural areas were of increasing concern, as these areas became less and less secure.  The U.S. only seemed interested in winning the war quickly and decisively.  The U.S. would have needed to prepare for a very long war.  As soon as that was realized as impossible, the U.S. started looking for a way out.  This strategy did not get results because the strategy of the enemy was to inflict small wounds and wait for their opposition to bleed to death.  Hanoi wanted a long conflict.  It was to it was to it’s benefit.

However, the U.S. could not back out.  What would her allies think?  It was thought that they would not see the U.S. with same status.  They would not be able to count on America for the protection from ensuing countries.  America's role in global politics would be less effective and not as far-reaching.  Communist all over the globe would rise up one after another, know as the domino effect.  In a speech Johnson gave he said, “If this Nation goes down the drain ask yourself what will happen to all the other tiny nations.”(A Television History Tape #3)  Also, the embarrassment of being defeated by a smaller, less powerful army could bring down the status of the mighty U.S. Military.  This is what people thought would happen if the U.S. pulled out of Vietnam without a victory or at least a favorable negotiation.  Pride alone was a reason America was in the war.  
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