AN INTRODUCTION TO THE VIETNAM WAR
The Vietnam War was one of the most controversial conflicts in world history. For many years, many aspects of it were shrouded in mystery. The purpose of this activity is to introduce you to the conflict itself, as well as have you think about some of the controversial aspects of the conflict. Throughout the text you will find blue hyperlinks. These will take you to the relevant site for that part of the lesson.
Some Background to the Conflict
Since 1847 Vietnam had existed, along with Cambodia and Laos, as part of the French colonies of Indochina. The Second World War saw most of that area occupied by Japanese forces but after the Japanese defeat France was eager to regain a colonial foothold in the region. However, on September 2nd 1945 in the wake of the Japanese surrender, Vietnamese nationalist leader Ho Chi Minh declared the independent Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The French remained until 1954 when the garrison in remote north western Vietnam were soundly defeated at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. 
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1. What we refer to as the ‘Vietnam War’ is usually referred to in Vietnam as the ‘American War’. Can you think of a reason why the conflict is referred to this way in Vietnam?

The ousting of the French from Indochina came as a particular shock to western politicians who were already worried about the spread of communism in the South East Asia region. This was often expressed using what was termed the ‘Domino Theory’. Go to http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/COLDdomino.htm to investigate. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Domino_theory is also a handy one to check out.
2. Explain briefly how the domino theory was used to explain the apparent threat of communism in Asia.

3. Look at the map of the region above. Considering the Domino Theory, which countries will eventually fall to communism if it is not stopped in North Vietnam?

Since the late 1950s the United States had been sending military advisors into Vietnam in an effort to control the ‘Viet Cong’ communist guerrilla forces and by 1963 US advisors numbered around 16,000. Although these advisors were authorised to undertake combat operations it wasn’t until March 1965 that the forces were openly referred to as combat troops. There is a useful timeline of the Vietnam War at http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/vietnam/timeline.htm. It will help give you an idea of the chronology of the conflict.
Australia’s initial involvement came about because of the ANZUS Treaty. This treaty was between Australia, New Zealand and the United States to ensure mutual cooperation against common enemies in the Pacific region. It was brought into action after the Gulf of Tonkin incident, in which a US warship, the USS Maddox, was attacked by North Vietnamese forces. Look at the ANZUS Treaty at http://www.australianpolitics.com/foreign/anzus/anzus-treaty.shtml, in particular Article V.

4. To what extent do you think that Australia was obliged to send forces to Vietnam under the ANZUS Treaty? Quote directly from the treaty to support your point of view.

For the second part of the lesson, look at the bombing campaign codenamed Operation Rolling Thunder.
5. Who was Curtis LeMay and what was his rationale behind the bombing campaign?

6. How long did the campaign last? How long was it initially intended to last?

The effectiveness of the bombing campaigns of North Vietnam was dubious and prompted many negative reactions. Many of these were expressed by newspaper cartoonists. Look at the second cartoon on this web page – http://www.wellesley.edu/Polisci/wj/Vietimages/Cartoons/Feiffer/feiffer.htm
7. What is the message of the cartoon? What does it suggest about the president’s attitude to the bombing campaign?

Now have a look at this cartoon. It refers to the same issue but uses very different techniques of getting its point across – 

http://www.wellesley.edu/Polisci/wj/Vietimages/Cartoons/brit.htm
8. As you can see, the quote used comes from a speech by US President Johnson. How does the image suggest an alternate, double meaning of the quote?
Consider the websites we’ve visited during this exercise. Think about whether they might be written with a particular point of view.

9. How could bias be an issue with regards to the sites you’ve been visiting?

Look at site that accompanies the documentary Vietnam: A Television History located at http://www.museum.tv/archives/etv/V/htmlV/vietnamate/vietnamate.htm (and reproduced below), in particular the last paragraph of the left hand column.

10. Why do you think the episodes prepared by the British and French teams were more anti-American? Does it follow that these episodes would be less likely to have bias?
11. How can we minimise the problem of historical bias?

12. Do you think most historical sources are biased to some degree? Why or why not?

Finally, consider this question...

13. “Historical sources can never be completely free of bias” To what extent do you agree with this statement?
	VIETNAM: A TELEVISION HISTORY
U.S. Compilation Documentary

	Vietnam: A Television History, was the most successful documentary produced by public television at the time it aired in 1983. Nearly 9% of all U.S. households tuned in to watch the first episode, and an average of 9.7 million Americans watched each of the 13 episodes. A second showing of the documentary in the summer of 1984 garnered roughly a 4% share in the five largest television markets. 
Before it was aired in the United States, over 200 high schools and universities nationwide paid for the license to record and show the documentary in the classroom as a television course on the Vietnam War. In conjunction with this educational effort, the Asian Society's periodical, Focus on Asian Studies, published a special issue entitled, "Vietnam: A Teacher's Guide" to aid teachers in the use of this documentary in the classroom. 
The roots of the documentary reach back to 1977 when filmmaker Richard Ellison and foreign correspondent Stanley Karnow first discussed the project. Karnow had been a journalist in Paris during the 1950s and a correspondent in French Indochina since 1959. Karnow and Ellison then signed on Dr. Lawrence Lichty, professor at the University of Wisconsin at the time, as director of media research to help gather, organize and edit media material ranging from audio and videotape and film coverage, to still photographs and testimonial. As a result, Vietnam: A Television History became a "compilation" documentary relying heavily on a combination of fixed moments (photographs, written text) as well as fluid moments (moving video and film). 
The final cost of the project totaled approximately $4.5 million. At the time of its broadcast in 1983, it was one of the most expensive ventures ever undertaken by public television. While the initial funding came from WGBH-TV Boston and the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting refused financial support. Ellison and Karnow sought additional backing abroad gaining support from Britain's Associated Television (later to become Central Independent Television). Coproduction with French Television (Antenne-2) enabled access to important archives from the French occupation of the region. Antenne-2 produced the earliest episodes of the documentary, and Associated Television partially produced the fifth episode. 
Karnow and Ellison saw the documentary as an opportunity to present both sides of the Vietnam war story, the American perspective and the Vietnamese perspective. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, documentaries and films on the Vietnam war tended to look solely at American involvement and its consequences both at home and in the region. Karnow and Ellison sought a more comprehensive historical account that traced the history of foreign invasion and subsequent Vietnamese cultural development over several hundred years. Both producers believed that to gain a more comprehensive view of Vietnam would enable the documentary to become a vehicle for reconciliation as well as reflection.
The series aired first in Great Britain to good reviews, although it did not receive the high ratings it achieved in the United States. At the time of its broadcast in the U.S. in the fall of 1983, the documentary received very positive reviews from The New York Times, The Washington Post and Variety. Furthermore, both Time magazine and Newsweek hailed the series as fair, brilliant, and objective. 
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Still, other critics of the documentary were less complimentary and viewed it as overly generous to the North Vietnamese. The organization, Accuracy in Media (AIM) produced and aired a response to the documentary seeking to "correct" the inaccurate depiction of Vietnam in the series. PBS's agreement to air the two-hour show entitled, Television's Vietnam: The Real Story was seen by many liberal critics as bowing to overt political pressure. PBS's concession to air AIM's response to the documentary (its own production) was rare, if unprecedented, in television history.
The controversy surrounding Vietnam: A Television History and the response to it, Television's Vietnam: The Real Story, raises the important question concerning bias in documentary production. Bias in the interpretation of historical events has fueled and continues to fuel rigourous debates among historians, politicians and citizens. The experience Karnow and Ellison had in creating this documentary underscores the sense that the more "producers" involved in a project, the more difficult the task of controlling for bias becomes. The episodes prepared by the British and French teams were noticeably more anti-American in tone.
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Despite the controversy, Vietnam: A Television History remains one of the most popular history documentaries used in educational forums. It inspired Stanley Karnow's best-selling book, Vietnam: A History, which was billed as a "companion" to the PBS series. The book also remains one of the top history texts used in college courses concerning the war and its controversy, both in the United States and around the world. 
-Hannah Gourgey
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