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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain how Cold War containment and the domino theory shaped early U.S. policy toward Vietnam.
2. Describe how the 1954 Geneva Accords divided Vietnam after the French withdrawal.
3. Explain what was reported about the Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964 and what was later concluded from declassified evidence.
4. Analyze the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution as a primary source and explain what power it gave the President.
5. Explain how the resolution led to escalation and describe the war's cost and its end in 1975.

SECTION 1
Cold War Containment and the Domino Theory
Two Ideas Behind Every Vietnam Decision
Containment is the Cold War strategy of stopping the spread of communism without full-scale war.
The domino theory is the idea that if one country fell to communism, neighboring countries would fall too.
Vietnam was a French colony fighting for independence before the U.S. became involved.
After World War II ended in 1945, U.S. Cold War policy aimed to contain the spread of communism.
 
SECTION 2
France Leaves, Vietnam Divides
One War Ends, a Country Divides
In 1954, Vietnamese forces defeated the French at Dien Bien Phu, ending colonial rule.
The Geneva Accords was the 1954 agreement that ended the French war in Vietnam and temporarily divided the country at the 17th parallel.
The 17th parallel is the line that divided Vietnam into a communist North and a non-communist South after 1954.
The North was led by communist leader Ho Chi Minh, based in Hanoi.
 
SECTION 3
Sending Military Advisors
Training an Ally, Not Fighting Its War
Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy sent U.S. military advisors to South Vietnam.
Military advisors are U.S. personnel sent to train and assist South Vietnam’s army without serving in direct combat roles.
By 1963 more than 16,000 U.S. advisors were serving in South Vietnam.
 
SECTION 4
The Gulf of Tonkin Incident
Two Reported Encounters at Sea
On August 2, 1964, the U.S. destroyer USS Maddox reported being fired on by North Vietnamese torpedo boats.
The Gulf of Tonkin incident refers to the reported August 1964 naval encounters between U.S. and North Vietnamese forces that became the basis for congressional action.
In darkness on August 4, Navy commanders reported a second attack involving the Maddox and a second destroyer.
President Johnson ordered retaliatory air strikes based on the reports he had.
 
SECTION 5
What Was Reported, and What Was Concluded
What Was Reported, What Was Concluded
On August 4, Navy commanders reported a second attack in stormy conditions.
Declassified NSA records, released decades later, raised doubts about the August 4 report.
The August 2 encounter is well documented and not in dispute.
Congress voted based on the information available to them at the time.
 
SECTION 6
Congress Acts: The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution
A Near-Unanimous Vote
The House voted 416-0 in favor of the resolution.
The Senate voted 88-2 in favor of the final resolution.
Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution on August 7, 1964, five days after the first reported incident.
The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was the August 1964 law that authorized the President to take ‘all necessary measures’ to respond in Vietnam.
 
SECTION 7
Inside the Resolution: What the Law Said
Broad Wording, Broad Power
The resolution’s key phrase authorized ‘all necessary measures’ to respond.
Congress did not formally declare war on North Vietnam.
The resolution backed the President’s power as Commander in Chief to act without further votes from Congress.
Presidents Johnson and Nixon both cited the resolution to expand U.S. military action for years afterward.
 
SECTION 8
Escalation Begins
Every Step Traces Back to One Vote
Rolling Thunder was the sustained U.S. bombing campaign against North Vietnam that began in 1965.
The first U.S. combat troops landed at Da Nang in March 1965.
By 1968 more than 500,000 U.S. troops were serving in Vietnam.
Escalation describes each step of U.S. involvement growing larger, with its legal authority traced back to the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution.
 
SECTION 9
The Draft and the Credibility Gap
Paying for a Growing War
The Selective Service draft supplied troops for the growing war.
Draft calls rose sharply after 1965, as the war expanded.
The credibility gap is the widening distance between what the government said about the war and what was actually happening.
Television coverage brought the war into American homes nightly.
 
SECTION 10
Vietnamization, Withdrawal, and the End
From Combat to Withdrawal
President Nixon’s policy of Vietnamization shifted combat responsibility back to South Vietnam’s own army.
In January 1973, the United States, North Vietnam, South Vietnam, and the Viet Cong signed the Paris Peace Accords.
North Vietnamese forces took Saigon in April 1975, ending the war.
The war finally ended in 1975, two years after the peace accords.
 
SECTION 11
What Changed After the War
The War’s Lasting Legacy
In 1973 Congress passed the War Powers Resolution to limit a President’s ability to commit troops without approval.
More than 58,000 U.S. service members died in the war.
North and South Vietnam were reunified as one communist country in 1976.
The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution became a case study in how much power Congress gives a President based on limited, disputed evidence.
 


KEY TAKEAWAYS
★ Containment and the domino theory drove U.S. policy toward a divided Vietnam
★ A reported incident, not a declared war, triggered congressional authorization
★ Congress acted fast on contested evidence and gave broad, lasting power
★ That authorization enabled years of escalation before the war ended in 1975
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