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What follows is a fully digitized version of a presentation, I have made over the last decade entitled, “Teaching the Vietnam War.”  It has been well received by a number of teachers and I thought that it would reach a wider audience if I converted it to a digitized document. Feel free to modify it as you see fit for your classroom use. I am dividing it into 6 parts for ease of transmission.

For a warm up exercise, try this lesson borrowed from Steve Cohen of Tufts University.

Handout the following sheet (Sheet A) to the class and ask them to choose the quotation with which they most agree and the quotation with which they most disagree.

Allow some time for reading.

Allow some time for discussion.

Ask them if they can identify the person who made the quotation. Does it make a difference to know who made the statement?  Why?

Allow some time for general discussion. 

Then pass out Sheet B with its additional quotes as you see fit.

Students should realize that there are differing opinions of the value of war. 

How does one justify his or her position? Is it arbitrary and capricious? Does rational thought play a role? Should it play a role?

Sheet A

What is War?

1. "War is a continuation of diplomacy by other means.”

2. “In war there is no substitute for victory.”

3. “All is fair in love and war.”

4. “War is to a man, what childbirth is to a woman.” 

5. “Never think that war, no matter how necessary, nor how justified, is not a crime.”  

6. “The essence of War is violence.  Moderation in war is imbecility.  Hit first.  Hit hard.  And hit anywhere.” 

7. “War is spitting in the eye of God.”

8. “War is just the way countries do business.”

9. “War is a man’s business, not a woman’s.”

10. “There never was a good war nor a bad peace.”

Sheet B 

What is War?

1. “War is a continuation of politics by other means.”

German (Prussia) military leader and strategist Karl von Clausewitz (1780-1831) has been called the "father of modern warfare." As a member of the officers' corps of the mighty Prussian army from an early age, Clausewitz witnessed some of the most decisive European battles of his century and culled his observations into a body of theories that were outlined in his 1832 tract, On War. Its most enduring statement, "War is a continuation of diplomacy by other means," has been widely misconstrued.

2. “In war there is no substitute for victory.”

General Douglas MacArthur, US WWII general & war hero (1880 - 1964) This comment refers to the Korean Conflict. He was removed from command by President Harry S Truman.

3. “All’s fair in love and war.” -- "The rules of fair play do not apply in love and war.” The proverb has been traced back to John Lyly's 'Euphues' (1578). First attested in the United States in 'Horse-Shoe Robinson' (1835). The proverb is found in varying forms. The proverb is frequently used to justify cheating." From "Random House Dictionary of Popular Proverbs and Sayings" by Gregory Y. Titelman ( Random House, N.Y., 1996). (William Shakespeare?)

4. “War is to a man, what childbirth is to a woman.”  

Attributed to Adolph Hitler.

5. “Never think that war, no matter how necessary, nor how justified, is not a crime.”        Ernest Hemingway

6. “The essence of War is violence.  Moderation in war is imbecility.  Hit first.  Hit hard.  And hit anywhere.”     John Arbuthnot Fisher, 1st Baron Fisher,

British admiral and first sea lord of the Royal Navy during World War I.

7. “War is spitting in the eye of God.”   Professor Paul Atwood, Joiner Center, UMass-Boston.

8. “War is just the way countries do business.”  Professor Steve Cohen, Tufts University.

9. “War is a man’s business, not a woman’s.”  Scarlett O’Hara, fictional character in Margaret Mitchell’s novel, “Gone With The Wind.”

10. “All wars are follies, very expensive and very mischievous ones.  In my opinion, there never was a good war or a bad peace.  When will mankind be convinced and agree to settle their difficulties by arbitration?”   Benjamin Franklin.

John Stuart Mill

“War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things.  The decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse.  The person who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, nothing which is more important than his own personal safety, is a miserable creature and has no chance of being free unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.”   

Ernest Hemingway

They wrote in the old days that it is sweet and fitting to die for one's country.  But in modern war there is nothing sweet nor fitting in your dying.  You will die like a dog for no good reason.  

Hermann Goering: 

“Naturally the common people don't want war; neither in Russia, nor in England, nor in America, nor in Germany. That is understood. But after all, it is the leaders of the country who determine policy, and it is always a simple matter to drag the people along, whether it is a democracy, or a fascist dictatorship, or a parliament, or a communist dictatorship. Voice or no voice, the people can always be brought to the bidding of the leaders. That is easy. All you have to do is to tell them they are being attacked, and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism and exposing the country to danger. It works the same in any country.”

Dwight Eisenhower: 

“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children. This is not a way of life at all in any true sense. Under the clouds of war, it is humanity hanging on a cross of iron.”

April 16, 1953

Barbara Kingsolver:

“There's a graveyard in northern France where all the dead boys from D-Day are buried. The white crosses reach from one horizon to the other. I remember looking it over and thinking it was a forest of graves. But the rows were like this, dizzying, diagonal, perfectly straight, so after all it wasn't a forest but an orchard of graves. Nothing to do with nature, unless you count human nature.”

Blaise Pascal: 

“Can anything be stupider than that a man has the right to kill me because he lives on the other side of a river and his ruler has a quarrel with mine, though I have not quarrelled with him?”

Omar N. Bradley: 

“Ours is a world of nuclear giants and ethical infants. We know more about war than we know about peace, more about killing than we know about living. We have grasped the mystery of the atom and rejected the Sermon on the Mount.”

Patrick Henry: 

“It is in vain, sir, to extenuate the matter. Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace--but there is no peace. The war is actually begun! The next gale that sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! Our brethren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!”

 March 23, 1775

Jeanette Rankin: 

“You can no more win a war than you can win an earthquake.”

John Adams: 

 “I must study politics and war that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history, naval architecture, navigation, commerce and agriculture in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.”

John F. Kennedy: 

“The wave of the future is not the conquest of the world by a single dogmatic creed but the liberation of the diverse energies of free nations and free men.”

John F. Kennedy: 

“It is an unfortunate fact that we can secure peace only by preparing for war.”

Circa 1980’s:

“If fire fighters fight fires, what do “freedom fighters” fight?”

Sir Winston Churchill:  

“Never, never, never believe any war will be smooth and easy, or that anyone who embarks on the strange voyage can measure the tides and hurricanes he will encounter. The statesman who yields to war fever must realize that once the signal is given, he is no longer the master of policy but the slave of unforeseeable and uncontrollable events.”  

(1874 - 1965)

General Smedley Butler:   

“War is a racket. It always has been. It is possibly the oldest, easily the most profitable, surely the most vicious.” 

Simone Weil: 

“The great error of nearly all studies of war... has been to consider war as an episode in foreign policies, when it is an act of interior politics...”

Colonel James A. Donovan, Marine Corps:

“The dangerous patriot...is a defender of militarism and its ideals of war and glory.”

Theodore Roosevelt:

“Patriotism means to stand by the country. It does not mean to stand by the president or any other public official...”

Senator Robert M. La Follette:

“Every nation has its war party. It is not the party of democracy. It is the party of autocracy. It seeks to dominate absolutely.” 

I like to remind my students why we study history. Here is a quote from George Orwell’s 1984 that is worth reflecting upon.

George Orwell

1984

New York:  Harcourt Brace, 1949.

Quotation from page 251.

. . . O'Brien was looking down at him speculatively.  More than ever he had the air of a teacher taking pains with a wayward but promising child.

“There is a Party slogan dealing with the control of the past,” he said. “Repeat it, if you please.”

“ ‘Who controls the past controls the future; who controls the present controls the past,’ “ repeated Winston obediently. . . .

The history of the Vietnam Conflict is still being contested. Certain folks do not want us to remember the past, or what happened, or why, and how it happened. This has long been the case with a variety of human topics.  It is central to control over the social order. This has been true for labor history, women’s history and Black history. There is no reason to believe that military history is any exception.

Recently, James Loewen did an interesting study of history textbooks widely in use in the United States of America. The Vietnam Conflict was not treated very well in any of them. He made some constructive suggestions on how to improve the situation:

James W. Loewen.

Lies My Teacher Told Me:  Everything Your American History Textbook Got Wrong.

New York: The New Press, 1995.

p. 242

". . . Perhaps we can agree that any reasonable treatment of the Vietnam War would discuss at least these six questions:

Why did the United States fight in Vietnam?

What was the war like before the United States entered it?  How did we change it?

How did the war change the United States?

Why did an antiwar movement become so strong in the United States? What were its criticisms of the war in Vietnam? Were they right?

Why did the United States lose the war?

What lesson(s) should we take from the experience? . . . . "

Textbooks in history are the products of compromise, consensus, diplomacy, commercial interests and a number of political and economic pressure groups. Good ones are rare. There is at least one textbook that does an excellent job responding to all of Loewen’s questions. 

Gary Nash’s American Odyssey.  New York:  Glencoe/Macmillan/McGraw-Hill, 1994, etc. 

It dedicates a full chapter to the Vietnam Conflict and has a number of excellent supporting chapters on the context of the Vietnam Conflict.

For another intelligent study of textbooks, see:  

Griffen, William L. and John Marciano. Teaching the Vietnam War. Montclair,

New Jersey, Allanheld, Osmun & Company, 1979.

This book is now out of print, but it remains an excellent critique of how

the textbooks handled the Vietnam War. Focuses on the Pentagon Papers. It is an excellent background book for any thoughtful teacher.

Most students of American history will have encountered Erich Maria Remarque’s novel/memoir of World War I. All Quiet On The Western Front  is an important document for conditions in the trenches of World War I, but it also has some very serious comments about the role of teachers in the classroom.

Kantorek, the German history/civics teacher encouraged his students to join the German army and fight for the Fatherland. Remarque believed that he betrayed his students by doing so. 

There were, of course,  “Kantoreks” in France, England, Russia and the United States of America in World War One. Public school teachers were expected to teach nationalism, imperialism and patriotism. Militarism was the highest form of patriotism in this particular era. Some argue that it is still part of the curriculum.

Erich Maria Remarque

All Quiet On The Western Front.

Boston:  Little, Brown and Company, 1929.

pp. 9 – 12. 

“ . . . Kantorek had been our school master, . . .

During drill-time Kantorek gave us long lectures until

the whole of our class went under his shepherding to 

the District Commandant and volunteered. I can see

him now, as he used to glare at us through his

spectacles and say in a moving voice:  “Won’t you 

join up, Comrades?”

These teachers always carry their feelings ready

in their waistcoat pockets, and fetch them out at

any hour of the day. But we didn't think of that

then.

There was, indeed, one of us who hesitated and

did not want to fall into line. That was Josef Behm,

a plump, homely fellow. But he did allow himself

to be persuaded, otherwise he would have been

ostracized. And perhaps more of us thought as he

did, but no one could very well stand out, because

at that time even one's parents were ready with the

word "coward"; no one had the vaguest idea what

we were in for. The wisest were just the poor and

simple people. They knew the war to be a misfortune, 

whereas people who were better off were beside 

themselves with joy, though they should havebeen 

much better able to judge what the consequences would be.

Katczinsky said that was a result of their upbringing. It 

made them stupid. And what Kat said, he had thought about.

Strange to say, Behm was one of the first to fall.

He got hit in the eye during an attack, and we left

him lying for dead. We couldn't bring him with us,

because we had to come back helter-skelter. In the

afternoon suddenly we heard him call, and saw him

outside creeping towards us. He had only been knocked 

unconscious. Because he could not see, and was mad with pain, 

he failed to keep under cover, and so was shot down before 

anyone could go and fetch him in.

Naturally we couldn't blame Kantorek for this.


"Where would the world be if one brought every

man to book? There were thousands of Kantoreks,

all of whom were convinced that there was only

one way of doing well, and that way theirs.

And that is just why they let us down so badly.

For us lads of eighteen they ought to have been

mediators and guides to the world of maturity, the

world of work, of duty, of culture, of progress —

to the future. We often made fun of them and

played jokes on them, but in our hearts we trusted

them. The idea of authority, which they represented,

was associated in our minds with a greater insight

and a manlier wisdom. But the first death we saw

shattered this belief. We had to recognize that our

generation was more to be trusted than theirs. They

surpassed us only in phrases and in cleverness. The

first bombardment showed us our mistake, and

under it the world as they had taught it to us broke

in pieces.

While they continued to write and talk, we saw the 

wounded and dying. While they taught that duty to 

one’s country is the greatest thing, we already knew 

that death throes are stronger. But for all that we were 

no mutineers, no deserters, no cowards – they were 

very free with all these expressions. . . .”

A good number of my students have read, J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, before they get to my history class. I like to remind them, and myself, of the words of Mr. Antolini to the troubled Holden Caufield:

J.D. Salinger.

The Catcher in the Rye.

New York: Little, Brown & Company, 1951

p.188

Mr. Antolini is Holden’s guidance counselor and he reads a quote to Holden from the psychoanalyst, William Stekel.

“The mark of the immature man is that he wants to die nobly for a cause,

while the mark of the mature man is that he wants to live humbly for one.”

To go beyond the textbook, teachers need to have access to a number of primary and secondary sources on the war. 

In 2002, I helped prepare a short book on the Vietnam War. Here is my shameless commercial plug for it. 

Marilyn B. Young, John J. Fitzgerald and A. Tom Grunfeld, editors.  The Vietnam War:  A History in Documents.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 2002. (See lesson plan suggestions at the end of this document.)

This is an excellent text for a semester course on the war and is a very fine short book for teachers looking for a quick introduction to the subject. 

For further reading, I recommend the following:

Books:

Primary:

Gettleman, Marvin E.; Jane Franklin, Marilyn Young and H. Bruce Franklin,

editors. Vietnam and America: A Documented History.

New York: Grove Press, 1995.

Porter, Gareth, editor. Vietnam: A History in Documents.

New York: New American Library, 1981.

Williams, William Appleman; Thomas McCormick, Lloyd Gardner and Walter

LaFeber, editors. America in Vietnam: A Documentary History.

New York: Norton, 1989.

Secondary:

DeBenedetti, Charles. An American Ordeal - The Antiwar Movement of the

Vietnam Era .

Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1990.

Franklin, H. Bruce. M.I.A. or Mythmaking In America.

Brooklyn, New York: Lawrence Hill Books, 1992.

Kolko, Gabriel. Anatomy of a War - Vietnam, the United States and the

Modern Historical Experience.

New York: Pantheon, 1985.

Lewy, Guenter. America in Vietnam.

New York: Oxford University Press, 1978,1980.

Podhoretz, Norman. Why We Were In Vietnam.

New York: Simon & Schuster, 1982.

Rowe, John Carlos and Rick Berg, editors.  The Vietnam

War and American Culture.  New York:  Columbia University Press, 1991.

Young, Marilyn. The Vietnam Wars - 1945 - 1990.

New York: HarperCollins, 1991.

I think it is wise to determine what my students know about a topic before I start a unit with them.  I like to give a pre-quiz, ungraded before the start of a unit. Here is a short pre-quiz/post-quiz on the Vietnam Conflict. Encourage guessing, collect it, review it and then give it again at the end of the unit. Hopefully their scores will improve.

A Vietnam Quiz

John J. Fitzgerald

Answer with one or two words. Guessing is encouraged.

1. Identify: The Correct name of North Vietnam

2. Identify: The Correct Name of South Vietnam

3. Identify: The group called the "Viet Cong"

4. Identify: The ancient imperial capital of Vietnam

5. Identify: The dominant religion of Vietnam

6. What was the major "western" religion and language of Vietnam?

7. Who was the first American President involved with Vietnam?

8. When was the first American soldier killed in Vietnam?

9. What weapon or weapons did the U.S. not use in the Vietnam War?

10. Did the U.S. "lose" the war in Vietnam?

11. Was the United States "defeated militarily" in Vietnam?

12. Which side had the largest number of military and civilian casualties?

13. What was the "body count"?

14. What is "napalm"?

15. What do the letters M.I.A. and P.O.W. mean?

16. Are there still captive American service personnel in Vietnam?

17. Did the Vietnamese torture the American P.O.W.s?

18. Are most Vietnam veterans mentally ill?

19. Which Hollywood movie best captured the story of Vietnam?

20. What happened at Tonkin Gulf in August of 1964?

Answers to Quiz – Some of these “answers” are firmer than others.

1. Democratic Republic of Vietnam - Hanoi

2. Republic of Vietnam - Saigon

3. National Liberation Front

4. Hue'

5. animist - ancestor worship, Buddhist

6. Roman Catholic  French language – some English

7. Woodrow Wilson at Versailles Peace Conference

8. September, 1945 Lt Col. A. Peter Dewey O.S.S.

9. Nuclear Weapons

10. No. The U.S. Congress cut off funds for the continuation of aid to the

Republic of Vietnam in April of 1975. Peace Accords were signed in January of

1973. The Republic of Vietnam no longer exists. The Socialist Republic of

Vietnam does exist. This is disputed.

11. No. We lost 58,000 people killed. The Vietnamese lost 4 million civilians and

military killed on both sides. The Tet Offensive was a physical defeat for the NLF, but a psychological defeat for us. We withdrew. We did not surrender. This is disputed.

12. The U.S. suffered no domestic civilian casualties. (Kent State and Jackson State are the exceptions, but they were victims of American bullets.) The Vietnamese of the north and the south suffered tremendous losses. About 3 million Vietnamese were killed. (4,000 of the DRV's 5,788 villages were hit with bombs. The ClA's Phoenix program killed 20, 000 over eight-years.) This is disputed.

13. Body count was the weekly total of American, ARVN and NLF/PAVN killed

and wounded. (The number of "enemy" killed was an estimate.)  Public relations/propaganda played a role in these figures.

14. Napalm is gasoline mixed with a plasticizer to make a rubbery gel. Highly inflammable and it “sticks” to the surface of the target. Horrible wounds. Painful death.

15. Missing in action. Prisoner of war. Cf. Killed in action.

16. No evidence for this claim. Most MIA's are dead. This is disputed.

17. No evidence to support physical torture claims. This is disputed.

18. No, but all have scars of the spirit and the mind.

19. Platoon, Casualties of War. Hearts and Minds is the best documentary. (Opinion)

20. The US attacked the DRV with Special Forces and US Navy ships. LBJ used

the incident to claim the DRV attacked the US forces in international waters.

U.S.S. Maddox and U.S. S. Turner Joy. The Tonkin Gulf Resolution followed. This is disputed.

