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Vietnam’s American War

The American war in Vietnam was more than the sum of its battles. 

The ground war in the South and the air war in the North were 

certainly important in shaping its course, but they alone fail to explain 

why Hanoi and its Viet Cong partisans bested Washington and the 

regime in Saigon in the end. After all, communist armies lost most 

battles and suffered disproportionally higher casualties than US and 

South Vietnamese forces throughout the con�ict. To make sense of 

the American War, we must look beyond the con�ict itself. We must 

understand its context and, above all, the formative experiences, 

worldview, and motivations of those who devised communist strategies 

and tactics. Theirs was more than an anti-American crusade; it was an 

existential struggle for the soul of Vietnam instigated years before the 

United States became militarily involved in their country. And that is the 

story this book relates: the background to the US intervention to save 

the noncommunist Southern Vietnamese republic, and, fundamentally, 

how and why Northern communist leaders and their armies made that 

intervention so utterly futile in the end. This nonpartisan account is as 

richly detailed as it is original, thought provoking, and readable.

Pierre Asselin is Professor of History and Dwight E. Stanford Chair in 

the History of US Foreign Relations at San Diego State University. His 

books include A Bitter Peace: Washington, Hanoi, and the Making of 
the Paris Agreement (2002) and Hanoi’s Road to the Vietnam War, 
1954–1965 (2013).
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“Now with detailed attention to the regime in Saigon, alongside already 
excellent coverage of Hanoi, the second edition of Vietnam’s American 
War offers a deep, balanced assessment of Vietnam’s wars involving 
France and the United States. This is a must-read for anyone interested in 
Vietnamese perspectives.”

Jessica Chapman, Williams College, and author  
of Remaking the World: Decolonization and the Cold War

“Pierre Asselin has both done his homework with the details and devel-
oped a strong analytical voice that challenges most of what for decades has 
been written and taught about the war. This is a vast improvement over the 
myth-ridden narratives about the war that �ll our bookshelves.”

K. W. Taylor, Cornell University, and  
author of A History of the Vietnamese

Reviews of the �rst edition:
“… an extraordinary piece of scholarship, with revelations in every 
chapter.” 

History Today

“Asselin has written a �ne book, and we will be returning to it for years 
to come.” 

Andrew J. Gawthorpe, H-Diplo
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There are second editions and then there are second editions. This is the 

latter.

The narrative that follows is fundamentally revised – substantively and 

interpretatively – from the original, published in 2018. In many ways, 

this is a different book. The �rst iteration of Vietnam’s American War 
focused almost exclusively on the struggle conducted by Le Duan and 

Vietnamese communist authorities to defeat the United States. It took 

little account of and dismissed as inconsequential the regime in Saigon as 

well as those who fought for and otherwise supported it. This new edi-

tion remedies that imbalance on the basis of innovative research re�ecting 

the dynamism of the �elds of Vietnam and Vietnam War studies. Some 

extremely important works on the American War, Southern Vietnam, 

and related topics were published in recent years. These works have for 

all intents and purposes revolutionized my understanding of the con�ict.

Two fresh schools of thought on the war have molded the narrative 

that follows. The �rst is the École française (French School), as I call it, of 

modern Vietnamese history. French-trained scholars François Guillemot 

and Christopher Goscha are its primary architects and disciples. 

Together, they have put to rest once and for all the myth of millennia-old 

Vietnamese national unity and indomitability in the face of external 

aggression by documenting the myriad, profound fractures inherent 

in Vietnamese society, past and present. Most importantly, they have 

shown that the most consequential events to unfold in Vietnam between 

1945 and 1975 were conditioned by a violent, ideologically driven con-

�ict between and among Vietnamese. A relatively homogenous group 

of committed Marxist-Leninists �xated on “liberating” and reunifying 

Preface to the Second Edition
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xviii Preface to the Second Edition

Vietnam under their exclusive control steered one side; a more heter-

ogenous coalition of noncommunist nationalists championing pluralism 

and anticommunists hellbent on destroying the communists directed the 

other. The French and American wars in Vietnam, and the involvement 

of the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China in both, con-

siderably aggravated the cleavages and violence among Vietnamese, but 

were not their primary cause. “No mere Cold War proxy struggle,” his-

torian Sean Fear and political scientist Tuong Vu surmise on the basis of 

École française scholarship, the schism between communists and non/

anticommunists in Vietnam “was irreconcilable long before American 

intervention began in earnest, and it lingers among Vietnamese across 

the globe even today.”1 In this new edition, I refer to the bloody contes-

tation between and among Vietnamese of different and competing polit-

ical persuasions as the Fourth Civil War for Vietnam, because it marked 

the fourth time in their history that the Vietnamese (and their ancestors) 

were involved in a decades-long civil war. The direct military interven-

tions of France and then the United were both phases of and stages in 

that fratricidal con�ict, I argue.

The second school shaping this new narrative is the one I label the 

Southern Republican School. It is informed by the writings of specialists 

of South Vietnam – the State of Vietnam (1949–55) and the Republic 

of Vietnam (1955–75) – whose research is based on the archives of the 

former noncommunist regime in Saigon. Those archives are now in the 

custody of the communist government in Hanoi, but rather easily acces-

sible for both Vietnamese and foreign scholars at National Archives 

Center 2 in Ho Chi Minh City. Keith Taylor, Tuong Vu, Nu-Anh Tran, 

Simon Toner, Heather Stur, Geoff Stewart, Ed Miller, Sean Fear, and 

Brett Reilly have produced fascinating works on, variously, noncommu-

nist nationalism, anticommunism, and republicanism in South Vietnam 

using those archives. George Veith, who does not read Vietnamese but 

has good friends and collaborators who do, published a seminal work in 

2021 addressing heretofore unknown or neglected facets of the regime 

of President Nguyen Van Thieu and the so-called Second Republic of 

Vietnam (1967–75). Thanks to these scholars and their contributions, 

the �eld of Vietnam War studies is moving beyond its traditional essen-

tialization of South Vietnam as a corrupt and illegitimate entity owing 

its existence and therefore being beholden to the United States. We no 

longer oversimplify and are learning to appreciate the South’s “complex 

political landscape,” in the formulation of historian Nu-Anh Tran.2 The 
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 Preface to the Second Edition xix

vibrancy and vitality of noncommunist South Vietnam and its people are 

evident in this new edition.

This second edition of Vietnam’s American War remains the story 

of how and why Hanoi won. However, it offers more extensive and 

nuanced insights into Southern Vietnamese history, politics, and society 

than the �rst. It also underscores the civil war dynamics that shaped the 

contours of the American War, and the French War preceding it. As such, 

this edition does better justice to and is more deserving of its title.

And, yes, I plagiarized the opening line of this preface from a James 

Bond movie.

Notes

 1 Tuong Vu and Sean Fear (eds.), The Republic of Vietnam, 1955–1975: 
Vietnamese Perspectives on Nation Building (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2019), 10.

 2 Nu-Anh Tran, Disunion: Anticommunist Nationalism and the Making of the 
Republic of Vietnam (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2022), 4.
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I �rst became interested in the so-called Vietnam War after watching 

Rambo: First Blood Part II on television. I was a high school student in 

Québec City, Canada, at the time. Growing up in a highly homogenous 

white, French-Canadian, Catholic environment, I had no idea who or 

what the Vietnamese were, or even that the United States had lost a war 

in their country a little over a decade earlier. Watching the movie, only 

parts of which I understood because it was in its original English version, 

I thought Sylvester Stallone’s character was going after mean Chinese 

soldiers detaining Americans for no other reason than that they were 

Chinese, and mean. (I had only ever personally interacted with one Asian 

person at the time, a nice kid in my high school and my badminton part-

ner whom I assumed was Chinese on account those were the only Asians I 

knew. It turns out he was, by way of Madagascar, no less!) My ignorance 

became apparent the next day when I asked my History teacher about the 

movie and he pointed out that it was actually set against the backdrop of 

the “Vietnam War,” and the United States had never gone to war against 

China, as far as he knew. I ended up writing a paper for his class naïvely  

entitled “The Vietnam War” relating the various types of booby traps 

used by Vietnamese communist forces against US troops, based on a sin-

gle book with lots of pictures in it. Rambo and that paper were all it took 

to pique my curiosity in the con�ict and set me on the path to becoming a 

History professor specializing in the American war in Vietnam.

This book represents a culmination of my efforts to make sense of the 

people who were mean to Rambo and his buddies, of the “other side” 
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