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Question, answer, comment

The Vietnam War

Hilary Stark. Queen Mary’s Sixth Form College, Basingstoke and Senior Examiner, Edexcel

ALL THREE OF THE PRINCIPAL EXAMINATION BOARDS have
options in which questions are set on the Vietnam War,
although the exact focus does vary. Edexcel examines the
issue as an A2 topic and requires candidates to answer a
single question in 75 minutes. As a general rule of thumb, it
is expected that candidates should spend about |5 minutes
planning before they begin writing. It is a good idea to turn
to page 2 of the answer paper and use a full page for this
planning, rather than trying to squash the plan on to the
front page. It is also advisable to allow about 10 minutes at
the end to check the quality of the written communication in
their answer.
The following essay was written by Chloe in response

to the question:

To what extent was American military involvement in
Vietnam in the period 1961 to 1969 the result of
American policy decisions of the 1950s?

In some respects, it is immediately obvious that the
Presidents of this later period - Kennedy and Johnson -
inherited a military involvement in Vietnam from which they
could not withdraw. The two preceding Presidents - Truman
and Eisenhower - involved America inextricably in
supporting the government and military in South Vietnam in
the name of democracy. It may be true that with this
previous involvement in mind, neither Johnson nor Kennedy
could afford to withdraw without victory if they were to
preserve their own political standing and the credibility of
America globally. On the other hand, it is also necessary to
note that Kennedy and Johnson escalated the war far beyond
the kind of involvement which Truman and Eisenhower
considered necessary and each must take his share of the
blame for American involvement in this war.

Truman’s initial involvement was undeniably the first
step down the ‘slippery slope’ and he can be accused of
having perpetrated the ‘slowly escalating stalemate’ which
was to become the trauma of the Vietnam War. The
granting to the French of significant amounts of aid in their
colonial war in Indochina meant that America was firmly,
albeit indirectly, involved in the struggle. This initial step, in
May 1950 and increasing aid thereafter, in which the Truman
administration failed to recognise the dangers of involvement
and the difficulties the French were having in combating the
guerrilla tactics of the Vietminh, made it nigh on impossible
for succeeding presidents to withdraw: thus, Kennedy and
Johnson’s policies could well be linked to Truman’s initial
involvement in the early 1950s.

On the other hand, it should be remembered that
Truman’s involvement was extremely restrained and
consisted only of financial aid to the French: no American
personnel were used in any fighting or administration,
whereas under the later presidencies of both Kennedy and
Johnson this was not the case which would appear to
suggest that the later interventions were significantly
different and perhaps not directly related to Truman’s
policies.

If any policies pursued by a president in the 1950s were
to come under close scrutiny in terms of culpability for later
events, perhaps Eisenhower can be held more directly
responsible for the military involvement of Kennedy and

Johnson. A military commander, Eisenhower did get more
involved militarily with the French war effort - over $2
billion in aid and the prospect of air strikes to relieve the
French at Dien Bien Phu. His administration also significantly
failed to sign the peace accords at Geneva in 1954 which was
an opportunity for America to end their involvement then
and there. However, he took steps to tie America to the
support of a repressive, nationalist regime under Diem: in
addition, he tied America inextricably into the social fabric of
South Vietnam by increasing the levels of financial, social and
military aid to the Diem regime - there were over 1,600
‘advisers’ (half of them military) by the end of his presidency
in 1961. This military involvement, without the cover of a
French presence meant that America could now no longer
withdraw from Vietnam and preserve credibility if they did
not achieve their aim - preventing the spread of communism.

Before placing the entire weight of the American
commitment to Vietnam on Eisenhower’s shoulders, it is
necessary to recognise that he did not get involved at Dien
Bien Phu and he was still ultimately working through the
structure of the Saigon government and not causing the
dramatic loss of life that was to come about as Kennedy and
Johnson escalated American involvement. Although Truman
and Eisenhower pursued policies that clearly led to a deeper
military involvement in Vietnam, they behaved with relative
caution in their approach and subsequent presidents could
have continued in a similar vein were they not driven by
other considerations and the need to escalate and obtain a
quick solution in the absence of any other ideas.

Although Kennedy’s policies were determined to an
extent by Eisenhower’s previous involvement, he also
brought his own agenda and a new approach to Vietnam. He
came to power partly on the strength of vociferously anti-
communist rhetoric which he was then constrained to abide
by. He also needed to appear tough and decisive as an
apparently young, inexperienced president in the eyes of the
Washington establishment and cold war enemies, notably
Khrushchev: the difficulties over the abortive Bay of Pigs
invasion and the Berlin crisis were cases in point. He also
failed to heed warning advice from advisers and friends such
as Rusk and Galbraith. Instead of the carefully considered
options presented by the State Department under Rusk, he
preferred the quick, decisive attitude of the Secretary of
Defence, McNamara. Under the latter’s guidance the wider
war in Vietnam took shape - counter-insurgency, the use of
special forces and more extreme military tactics such as the
use of agent orange and napalm. The Kennedy administration
was also complicit in the assassination of Diem in 1963 - a
fact which made America the author and guarantor of an
independent South Vietnamese state: this put subsequent
administrations in a difficult position.

Kennedy’s involvement with Diem may have been the
fault of the previous administration, but his military policy
was entirely his own. It may have appeared to follow
Eisenhower’s policy of ‘advisers’ but, in reality, America was
becoming involved in a widening war under Kennedy.

It could be argued that Johnson was entirely the victim
of Kennedy'’s policy and advisers more than those of Truman
and Eisenhower. Coming to power after Kennedy’s death in
1963 and by character and ambition more readily suited for
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domestic social reform, he found himself tied to Kennedy’s
advisers and had little choice but to be loyal to his
predecessor’s memory. With little room for manoeuvre and
under the guidance of McNamara, the war was escalated in
1965 - after the Gulf of Tonkin resolution the previous year
- as ground troops arrived and ‘Rolling Thunder’ began.
Because of his belief in the same containment theories as
preceding presidents - the domino theory - he needed to
maintain a position of superiority and strength both
domestically and internationally.

However, Johnson cannot be entirely excused: he did
have various options as a new president and could well have
chosen a new administration and pushed a different policy to
that of Kennedy. By the 1960s, the problem in Vietnam was
not the fact that Truman and Eisenhower had got America
involved there (although it was undeniably linked); the
problem was the lack of new ideas and any policy other than
escalation.

To conclude, what was consistent in all of the
presidents’ minds was the fact that no one could be seen as
having ‘lost’ Vietnam. Ultimately, this was what drove
forward the slowly escalating stalemate and led to solutions
that were increasingly military and not political or economic.
Presidents Kennedy and Johnson were undoubtedly the
victims of earlier involvement in Vietnam but their policies
were driven by faults and perceptions within their own
administrations. All the presidents were constrained by Cold
War theories that were convincing at the time and none
could afford to withdraw if American credibility were to be
maintained. The policies of Truman and Eisenhower were
driven by the same motivations as those of Kennedy and
Johnson but were undoubtedly more restrained in their
actions. The latter could not afford to withdraw because of
policies made during the 1950s and so they chose to escalate
in an attempt to find a solution to the Vietnam problem.

Examiner’s comments

Chloe has written an excellent answer that is undoubtedly of
an A grade standard. She considers each president of the
1950s and 1960s in turn and comments frequently on
aspects of their approach that have a clear and direct
relevance for the question that is set. She has weighed the
arguments that she has presented so that she considers both

sides of the question. She has obviously looked back to the
actual question regularly in order to ensure that she keeps
her answer completely on track. Chloe clearly has a good
knowledge base about the issue and has used this to
illustrate her line of argument. She has not made the mistake
of describing in extensive detail information that would add
little to the line of argument that she has developed.

It is true that some of the points made by Chloe are
developed and supported a little sketchily and that the length
of some of her paragraphs is very brief, but this does not
undermine the overall impact of her response. Even though
the time allowed to write the essay on Edexcel’s unit 4 is
relatively generous, there are still bound to be issues about
what candidates leave out and absolute perfection is not
required for an A grade. The key to the high grades is to
present a clear line of supported argument and it is clear
that this is what Chloe has achieved.

However, it should be noted that her general approach
does have potential problems and should not necessarily be
regarded as a template for answering essay questions. The
possible danger of Chloe’s approach is that she could have
ended up with an answer that merely described a sequence
of ad hoc issues with little focus on the question. Chloe has
not fallen into this trap, but it would be very easy to do so
when working under the pressure of examination conditions.

You could avoid this pitfall by approaching your
response in a different way to Chloe. A suitable plan might
be one that was formulated as a table and that looked at
areas of agreement with the question focus (that is, examine
the ways in which American policy in the 1950s did lead to
military involvement) and then considered areas of
disagreement (that is, examine the ways in which factors
other than American policy in the 1950s led to military
involvement). This would also have the advantage of enabling
you to look for common themes across different
presidencies without repeating yourself.

What Chloe’s answer demonstrates very clearly is the
fact that you can write an outstanding answer using a variety
of different approaches. There is no single ‘right way’ to
respond to questions. Develop the style that enables you to
show your strengths most clearly to the examiner.

Hilary Stark. Queen Mary’s Sixth Form College, Basingstoke.
Senior Examiner, Edexcel.
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