
The Vietnam War was a major military conflict fought in Southeast Asia between 1955 
and 1975. It involved North Vietnam and its communist allies fighting against South 
Vietnam and its principal ally, the United States. The war took place primarily in Vietnam, 
a country located on the eastern edge of the Indochinese Peninsula, but fighting also 
spread into neighboring countries such as Laos and Cambodia. The conflict was closely 
connected to the global political struggle known as the Cold War, which was a period of 
geopolitical rivalry between communist and capitalist political systems following World 
War II. 

To understand the Vietnam War, it is necessary to examine Vietnam’s earlier history 
under colonial rule. During the nineteenth century, Vietnam became part of French 
Indochina, a colonial territory controlled by France that included modern-day Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia. A colony is a territory governed by a foreign nation that controls its 
political and economic systems. Under French rule, Vietnamese nationalists began 
organizing movements seeking independence. 

During World War II (1939–1945), Japan occupied much of Southeast Asia, including 
Vietnam, weakening French colonial control. In this period a revolutionary leader named 
Ho Chi Minh organized a nationalist and communist political movement called the Viet 
Minh. The Viet Minh fought both Japanese occupation and later French attempts to 
reassert colonial control after the war. 

After World War II ended, conflict broke out between French colonial forces and the Viet 
Minh in what became known as the First Indochina War (1946–1954). This war ended in 
1954 after the Viet Minh defeated French forces at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, a major 
military defeat for France. Following this battle, international negotiations produced the 
Geneva Accords of 1954, which temporarily divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel, an 
imaginary latitude line used as a boundary. 

Under the Geneva agreement, Vietnam was divided into two separate political regions. 
North Vietnam, officially called the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, was led by Ho Chi 
Minh and organized under a communist political system. South Vietnam, officially called 
the Republic of Vietnam, developed a government supported by the United States and 
other anti-communist allies. 

The division of Vietnam was intended to be temporary, with national elections planned to 
reunify the country. However, those elections never occurred. Instead, political tensions 
between the communist north and the anti-communist south escalated into armed 
conflict. 

The government of North Vietnam sought to reunify the country under communist 
leadership. In the south, an insurgent force called the National Liberation Front 
(NLF)—often referred to as the Viet Cong—organized guerrilla warfare against the South 
Vietnamese government. Guerrilla warfare refers to irregular military tactics involving 



small mobile groups that use ambushes, sabotage, and surprise attacks rather than 
traditional large-scale battles. 

The United States became involved because American policymakers believed that the 
spread of communism in Southeast Asia could lead to broader geopolitical 
consequences. This concern was influenced by a concept known as the domino theory, 
which suggested that if one country fell under communist control, neighboring countries 
might follow in sequence, like falling dominoes. 

Initially, U.S. involvement consisted of financial support and military advisors sent to 
assist the South Vietnamese government. Over time, this involvement expanded. A key 
event that escalated American participation occurred in 1964, known as the Gulf of 
Tonkin incident. Reports of attacks on U.S. naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin led the 
U.S. Congress to pass the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, granting the U.S. president 
authority to expand military operations in Vietnam. 

Following this resolution, the United States deployed large numbers of troops to 
Vietnam. By the late 1960s, more than 500,000 American soldiers were stationed in the 
country. U.S. forces conducted large-scale ground operations, air campaigns, and naval 
missions aimed at weakening North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces. 

The terrain of Vietnam played a major role in the nature of the conflict. Much of the 
country consists of dense jungles, mountainous regions, and river deltas. These 
environments made conventional warfare difficult and allowed guerrilla forces to move 
secretly through forests and rural areas. The Viet Cong also constructed extensive 
underground tunnel networks used for movement, storage, and surprise attacks. 

One important supply route used by North Vietnamese forces was known as the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail. This was not a single road but a complex network of paths running through 
Laos and Cambodia that allowed troops, weapons, and supplies to move from North 
Vietnam into South Vietnam. The United States conducted bombing campaigns aimed at 
disrupting these supply routes. 

One of the most significant events of the war occurred in 1968, known as the Tet 
Offensive. During the Vietnamese lunar new year holiday called Tet, North Vietnamese 
and Viet Cong forces launched coordinated attacks on cities and military bases across 
South Vietnam. Although the offensive resulted in heavy losses for the attacking forces, 
it had a major psychological impact and demonstrated that the conflict was far from 
being won. 

The Vietnam War also had a profound impact on public opinion in the United States and 
other countries. Television coverage brought images of combat and destruction directly 
into homes, making it one of the first wars widely broadcast through mass media. 
Growing opposition to the war led to large anti-war protests, particularly among students 
and civil rights activists. 



During the early 1970s, the United States began reducing its military presence through a 
policy known as Vietnamization. Vietnamization aimed to transfer combat responsibilities 
gradually to the South Vietnamese military while American forces withdrew. Peace 
negotiations eventually produced the Paris Peace Accords of 1973, which established a 
ceasefire and allowed the withdrawal of U.S. troops. 

Despite the peace agreement, fighting between North and South Vietnamese forces 
continued. Without large-scale American military support, South Vietnam struggled to 
resist northern forces. In April 1975, North Vietnamese troops captured Saigon, the 
capital of South Vietnam. The fall of Saigon marked the end of the Vietnam War and led to 
the reunification of Vietnam under a communist government. 

The war had significant human and economic costs. Millions of Vietnamese soldiers and 
civilians died during the conflict, and more than 58,000 American service members were 
killed. Large areas of Vietnam were damaged by bombing and military operations, and 
the war affected neighboring countries as well. 

Following the conflict, Vietnam was officially unified in 1976 as the Socialist Republic of 
Vietnam. The war remains one of the most studied conflicts of the twentieth century 
because of its political, military, and social consequences both in Southeast Asia and 
internationally. 

 


