
Why was the USA defeated? Tasks

1. Make a copy of the mind map (main
headings).

• Place the headings in order of importance.
Begin with the most important at 12 o’clock
followed, clockwise, by the next in
importance.

• On your mind map, draw lines to show links
between one factor and another. On the line,
explain the link. For example, a line between
effective guerrilla tactics and support from the
South Vietnamese.

2. Enquiry focus: The reasons why the USA lost
the war in Vietnam. The following bullet point
should be the focus of your enquiry.
• US military weaknesses.
(Remember how to answer this type of
question? For guidance, see pages 15–16. You
could also refer to Sources A–F in your answer.)

Failure of US tactics
• The US army failed to develop an effective

response to Vietcong guerrilla tactics.
• US tactics, especially ‘Search and Destroy’

and chemical warfare, encouraged even greater
peasant support for the Vietcong in the
countryside.

Source E: Comments in a US newspaper
about US tactics in Vietnam

One does not use napalm on villages and hamlets
sheltering civilians if one is attempting to persuade
these people of the rightness of one’s cause.
One does not destroy the vegetation of the
country and deform its people with chemicals if
one is attempting to persuade them of the foe’s
evil nature.

The US troops
• Many were too young and inexperienced

and unable to cope with guerrilla warfare.
• Most did not understand why they were fighting

in Vietnam.
• This, in turn, led to a fall in morale with some

resorting to drug taking and brutal behaviour
such as the My Lai massacre.

Source C: A US soldier remembers his first
battle

We were in the middle of dense jungle with insects
everywhere. Oh God, I was so scared! My stomach
was churning. I suspected I was going to vomit
and also have a bowel movement at the same
time. I remember thinking I would rather throw
up because it would not show. The last thing I
wanted to do was fight.

Opposition at home
This undermined the war effort and was due to:
• a failure to achieve a quick victory
• casualties, with a total of 58,000 deaths
• televised pictures showing the horrors of war

such as the use of napalm.

Effective guerrilla tactics
• The Vietcong fought a ‘low-tech’ war using

very successful guerrilla tactics that, for the
most part, avoided pitched battles and reduced
the effectiveness of the ‘high-tech’ methods
and superior weaponry of the USA.

• These methods were ideally suited to the jungle
terrain of South Vietnam.

Source D: From a history of the war in
Vietnam written in 2007

When one of K Company’s veterans saw the
objective, he complained, ‘Mountains like Korea,
jungles like Guadalcanal. As they made their way
along the ridgeline, they came across a human
skull placed on the side of the trail. Under it was
a note in flawed English which read, “We come
back kill Marines.”’

Support from the Soviet Union and China
• Both countries supported the reunification of

Vietnam under the communist North.
• They supplied the North and Vietcong with

rockets, tanks and fighter planes.

Support from the South Vietnamese
Many in the South supported the North and the
Vietcong.
• Some believed in communism and reunification.
• Others were alienated by US tactics and brutality.
Their support, in turn, made the Vietcong guerrilla
tactics far more effective.

The Tet Offensive
This proved an important turning point in the
conflict.
• It showed that the Vietcong could strike at the

heart of the American-held territory, especially
the capture of the US Embassy in Saigon.

• It brought a further loss of US military morale.
• It suggested to the US public that the war was

unwinnable and fuelled further criticism of US
involvement.

Fighting for a cause
• The North Vietnamese and Vietcong were fighting

for a cause – communism and the reunification of
Vietnam.

• They would not surrender and refused to give
in to US bombing.

• They were prepared to accept very heavy
casualties.

Source F: US casualties in the city of Hué
during the Tet Offensive

Source B: The North Vietnamese General
speaking in 1967

In sending US troops to South Vietnam, the US
imperialists have met a people’s war. The people’s
war has succeeded in gathering all the people to
fight their attackers in all ways and with all kinds
of weapons.

Reasons for defeat
Source A: A female Vietcong patrol
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