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Public Opinion in the US

Before the war ended in Vietnam, politics in America were playing a big part too. 

• Role of the media:
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.

• An unwinnable war:
It became obvious that it was impossible to win in Vietnam, many people in America realised this and turned 
against the war.

• Lack of support for the draft:
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 because of his refusal to 
go to Vietnam. 

• Violence against protesters:
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.

• To win votes:
Eventually US President Nixon decided the support was so big for ending the war that he announced a 
withdrawal of US troops. He did this just before the presidential election and this was one of the main reasons 
he was re-elected president in 1972. It was not until 1975 that the US left Vietnam, however.



American Military Failures

The US Army failed to effectively fight the war in Vietnam.

• Failure of Operation Rolling Thunder:
The bombing campaign failed because the bombs often fell into empty jungle, missing their Vietcong targets. 
The Vietcong guerrillas knew the jungle and made use of elaborate underground bases and tunnels to shelter 
from US bombs.

• Failure of Search and Destroy:
Search and Destroy missions were often based on poor military intelligence. They failed to reliably find 
Vietcong soldiers and the brutal tactics used by US troops often drove more Vietnamese civilians to support the 
Vietcong. 

• Poor allies: 
The US supported the South Vietnamese government, who were very cruel and disliked by many Vietnamese 
people. The South Vietnamese government and army were both very corrupt and weak.

• Inhumane weapons:
The use of Agent Orange to clear jungle and napalm to destroy enemy soldiers caused the US to look terrible. It 
was ineffective against the Vietcong army and only turned more Vietnamese into enemies.

• Morale:
The US soldiers were extremely unhappy in Vietnam – the high psychological pressure of fighting an invisible 
enemy, the stress of seeing innocent people killed including children, and the easy availability of hard drugs and 
alcohol meant that the American soldiers were a mess.



Vietcong Military Strengths

The Vietcong military strategy was incredibly effective.

• Foreign support:
The North Vietnamese were supplied and supported by China and Russia. A total of $2 billion was given for the 
fight against America between 1965-1968. This included 8,000 anti-aircraft guns and 200 anti-aircraft missile 
sites.

• Tet Offensive:
In 1968, the Vietcong used the cover of the New Year (Tet) celebrations launch a massive attack on US-held 
areas across South Vietnam, including the US Embassy in Saigon. Although the attack was a military failure, 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 and was a big propaganda success for the Vietcong 

• 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. The threat of an invisible enemy and hidden traps had 
a demoralising psychological impact on US troops.

• Ho Chi Minh Trail:
Vietcong guerrillas were kept well supplied by a constant stream of weapons 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.



Hearts and Minds in Vietnam

The US failed to win the support of the Vietnamese, while support for the Vietcong grew rapidly. 

• Hearts and Minds:
The Americans knew they needed the South Vietnamese on their side if they were going to win. The problem 
was they didn’t know how to do it, they didn’t understand the Vietnamese problems or way of life.

• Land Reform:
The Vietcong made sure that in areas they controlled land was taken off the rich and given to the poor, this was 
very popular. The South Vietnamese government was giving even more land to the rich, and the Americans 
failed to realise this was a problem.

• Strategic Hamlets:
The US army tried to move peasants and farmers away from areas where the Vietcong were strong – this just 
upset farmers who were forced to move away from their homes and farms.

• Hospitals and Schools:
The US tried to work hard to build hospitals, schools and other buildings that would improve Vietnamese quality 
of life. Although some people were pleased with this many other Vietnamese still saw them as the enemy.

• Violence:
Eventually the US gave up trying to be friendly to the peasants and started to force them to behave. This led to 
increased violence against civilians and events like the My Lai massacre where 300 villagers were murdered for 
no reason.
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