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Vietnam War ( FCC) - United States and South
Vietnam



INTRODUCTION

The Vietnam War stands as one of the most consequential conflicts of the Cold War era,
reflecting the intersection of ideology, decolonization, proxy warfare, and global power politics.
For the United States and the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), the war represented a
struggle to contain the spread of communism in Southeast Asia, preserve regional stability, and
defend the credibility of American commitments worldwide.

Emerging from the collapse of French colonial rule in Indochina, Vietnam became a focal point
of Cold War rivalry. The division of the country following the First Indochina War created two
competing Vietnamese states with fundamentally different political systems and international
alignments. The United States increasingly assumed responsibility for supporting South Vietnam,
viewing its survival as essential to preventing a broader communist expansion under the “domino
theory.”

This Joint Crisis Committee places delegates in the positions of American policymakers, military
commanders, intelligence officials, and South Vietnamese leaders at a moment when the conflict
is intensifying but not yet fully determined. Decisions made in this room—military escalation,
political reform, diplomacy, and public messaging—will directly shape the actions and responses
of the opposing North Vietnam—Viet Cong committee.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: FROM COLONIALISM
TO COLD WAR

French Indochina and the First Indochina War

Vietnam’s modern conflict traces its roots to French colonial rule in Indochina. During World
War 11, Japanese occupation weakened French authority and enabled nationalist movements to
grow. Following Japan’s defeat, Vietnamese revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh declared
independence, but France sought to reassert control, leading to the First Indochina War
(1946-1954).

The war ended with French defeat at Dien Bien Phu and the Geneva Accords, which
temporarily divided Vietnam along the 17th parallel. The accords called for nationwide elections
to reunify the country, but these elections were never held due to mutual distrust and Cold War
tensions.

Emergence of South Vietnam



In the south, the Republic of Vietnam was established under Ngo Dinh Diem, with strong
backing from the United States. Diem’s government positioned itself as anti-communist and
aligned with Western powers, but it faced legitimacy issues due to authoritarian rule, corruption,
and alienation of key social groups.

The United States increasingly viewed South Vietnam as a critical test case for its containment
strategy, fearing that a communist victory would destabilize Southeast Asia and undermine U.S.
credibility globally.

U.S. STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES AND THE LOGIC OF
ESCALATION

Containment and Credibility

For Washington, Vietnam was not merely a regional conflict but a symbol of Cold War resolve.
American leaders believed that failure to defend South Vietnam would embolden communist
movements elsewhere and weaken alliances. This belief drove incremental escalation, beginning
with military advisors and economic aid and eventually expanding into direct combat
involvement.

Presidents from John F. Kennedy to Lyndon B. Johnson faced mounting pressure to act
decisively while avoiding a wider war with China or the Soviet Union.

Military Commitment

By the mid-1960s, U.S. involvement had grown dramatically. American forces conducted
large-scale ground operations, aerial bombardment campaigns, and counterinsurgency efforts.
The strategy aimed to weaken communist forces through attrition while strengthening South
Vietnamese military and political institutions.

However, this approach faced significant challenges. The enemy’s ability to blend with civilian
populations, operate across borders, and sustain morale complicated conventional military
superiority.

SOUTH VIETNAM: POLITICAL FRAGILITY AND
INTERNAL CHALLENGES

Governance and Legitimacy



South Vietnam’s greatest vulnerability lay in its internal instability. Frequent coups, factionalism
within the military, and weak civilian governance undermined public confidence. Even as U.S.
military power increased, South Vietnamese political institutions struggled to consolidate
authority and deliver effective governance.

Efforts at nation-building—Iland reform, rural development, and anti-corruption
campaigns—were uneven and often overshadowed by security concerns. The lack of a unifying
national identity further complicated resistance to communist narratives.

The Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN)

The ARVN was the primary fighting force of South Vietnam, supported by U.S. training,
equipment, and advisors. While capable units existed, systemic issues such as inconsistent
leadership, desertion, and dependence on American support limited effectiveness.

The long-term viability of South Vietnam depended on whether ARVN forces could assume
greater responsibility for combat and internal security—a challenge central to U.S. policy
debates.

THE NATURE OF THE WAR: GUERRILLA CONFLICT
AND CONVENTIONAL POWER

Insurgency and Counterinsurgency

The conflict in Vietnam blurred the lines between conventional warfare and insurgency.
Communist forces relied on guerrilla tactics, political mobilization, and psychological warfare to
offset American firepower. Villages, jungles, and urban centers all became battlegrounds.

U.S. and South Vietnamese forces experimented with counterinsurgency strategies, including
strategic hamlets, pacification programs, and population security initiatives. Results were mixed,
often undermined by local resistance or poor implementation.

Air Power and Bombing Campaigns

Air power became a defining feature of U.S. strategy. Large-scale bombing sought to disrupt
enemy supply lines, pressure North Vietnam politically, and demonstrate American resolve.
However, the effectiveness of these campaigns remained contested, as enemy forces adapted and
civilian casualties fueled international criticism.



INTERNATIONAL DIMENSIONS AND ESCALATION
RISKS

Regional and Global Actors

The Vietnam War was deeply embedded in Cold War geopolitics. While the United States
supported South Vietnam, North Vietnam received backing from communist allies, transforming
the conflict into a proxy war. The risk of escalation beyond Vietnam—particularly involving
China or the Soviet Union—constrained U.S. decision-making.

Neighboring countries such as Laos and Cambodia were drawn into the conflict, further
destabilizing the region and complicating diplomatic efforts.

Diplomacy and Negotiation

Despite ongoing fighting, diplomatic channels remained active. Peace talks, back-channel
communications, and international mediation efforts reflected recognition that a purely military
solution might be unattainable. For U.S. and South Vietnamese leaders, negotiation posed
difficult questions about legitimacy, concessions, and long-term outcomes.

PUBLIC OPINION, MEDIA, AND DOMESTIC
PRESSURE

The Home Front

Unlike earlier conflicts, Vietnam unfolded under intense media scrutiny. Graphic reporting and
televised images brought the war into American homes, shaping public opinion and political
debate. As casualties mounted and progress remained unclear, domestic opposition grew.

Public trust in government statements eroded, forcing policymakers to balance military
objectives with political sustainability at home. Decisions made in Vietnam increasingly carried
domestic consequences.

South Vietnamese Society

Within South Vietnam, civilians bore the brunt of the conflict. Displacement, economic
disruption, and insecurity strained social cohesion. Winning “hearts and minds” became as
important as battlefield success, yet proved elusive amid ongoing violence.



CRISIS DYNAMICS AND COMMITTEE SCOPE

This Joint Crisis Committee is set during a period of intensifying U.S. involvement, when
outcomes are still uncertain. Delegates may represent:

U.S. Presidents and Cabinet members
Military commanders and strategists
Intelligence and diplomatic officials

South Vietnamese political and military leaders

Possible actions include:

Military escalation or restraint
Political reform initiatives

Diplomatic overtures or negotiations
Media and public messaging strategies

Coordination with allies

All decisions in this room will influence—and be influenced by—the parallel North
Vietnam—Viet Cong committee.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Can South Vietnam be stabilized politically without permanent U.S. military presence?
How far should escalation go before risking wider war?

Is victory defined militarily, politically, or psychologically?

Should negotiation be pursued, and under what conditions?

How should public opinion shape wartime decision-making?



KEY TERMS

Containment
A Cold War strategy aimed at preventing the spread of communism.

Counterinsurgency
Muilitary and political efforts to defeat guerrilla movements by securing civilian populations.

Domino Theory
The belief that the fall of one state to communism would trigger regional collapse.

ARVN
Army of the Republic of Vietnam, South Vietnam’s military force.

Joint Crisis Committee (JCC)
A crisis format in which two or more committees operate simultaneously, influencing one
another.

CHARACTER LIST

1. Lyndon B. Johnson

President of the United States. Johnson inherited Vietnam from Kennedy and escalated U.S.
involvement while trying to avoid a wider war. Torn between military advice, political pressure,
and domestic priorities.

2. Hubert Humphrey

Vice President and key internal critic of escalation. Often voiced concerns about the war’s
political and moral costs while remaining loyal to the administration.

3. Robert McNamara

Secretary of Defense and chief architect of U.S. military strategy in Vietnam. Known for
data-driven decision-making and faith in quantitative metrics such as body counts and attrition.

4. Dean Rusk



Secretary of State and a firm believer in containment. Rusk consistently supported U.S.
commitments to South Vietnam and resisted diplomatic concessions he believed would
undermine credibility.

5. McGeorge Bundy

National Security Advisor during the early escalation years. Central figure in shaping strategic
recommendations presented to the president.

6. William Westmoreland

Commander of U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV). Advocate of large-scale
troop deployments and attrition-based warfare.

7. Earle Wheeler

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Represented military leadership’s push for escalation,
expanded bombing, and fewer operational constraints.

8. Curtis LeMay

Air Force Chief of Staff. Vocal proponent of overwhelming air power and aggressive bombing
campaigns against North Vietnam.

9. John McCone

Director of Central Intelligence. Provided intelligence assessments on enemy strength,
infiltration routes, and communist intentions—often clashing with optimistic military reports.

10. Henry Cabot Lodge Jr.

U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam. Played a key role in South Vietnamese political
maneuvering and coup dynamics.

11. Nguyen Van Thieu

Senior South Vietnamese military officer who rose to political leadership. Emphasized stability
and authority amid repeated coups and internal divisions.

12. Nguyen Cao Ky



Charismatic and volatile Air Force officer who became Prime Minister. Represented the
militarized, nationalist wing of South Vietnamese politics.

13. Tran Van Huong

Civilian political leader advocating for stronger governance and reduced military dominance in
politics.

14. Pham Dang Lam

Senior South Vietnamese cabinet figures focused on administration and internal security amid
instability.

15. Cao Van Vien

Chief of the Joint General Staff of the ARVN. Key liaison between U.S. commanders and South
Vietnamese forces.

16. Nguyen Chanh Thi

Popular but controversial ARVN general with strong regional support, particularly in central
Vietnam. Often clashed with Saigon leadership.

17. Tran Thien Khiem

Influential military officer involved in coup politics and internal power struggles.

18. George Ball

Senior U.S. official and prominent internal critic of escalation. Warned repeatedly that Vietnam
could become a strategic quagmire.

19. Barry Goldwater

U.S. Senator and hawkish voice advocating tougher military action. Influential in shaping
conservative pressure on the administration.

20. Thich Tri Quang

Representative of the powerful Buddhist movement, which played a major role in protests and
legitimacy crises against South Vietnamese governments.
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