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INTRODUCTION:
THE SEEDS OF A
GLOBAL CONFLICT

The Vietnam War
remains one of the
most controversial and
deeply studied conflicts
of the 20th century. It
was a war that
consumed more than a
decade, claimed
millions of lives, and
left an indelible scar on
the American psyche,
as well as on the
landscapes and people
of Vietnham, Laos, and
Cambodia. For many,
the question of how
did the Vietham War
start is not a simple

one with a single date
or event. Instead, itis a
complex narrative
woven from threads of
Cold War ideology,
nationalist fervor,
colonial legacy, and a
series of
miscalculations by
world powers.
Understanding the
origins of this conflict
requires examining the
historical

circumstances that
transformed a regional
struggle for
independence into a
full-blown superpower
proxy war. This article
explores the key
turning points and
underlying conditions
that answer the
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question of how did the
Vietnam War start,
tracing its path from
French colonial rule to
the jungles of
Southeast Asia where
American soldiers
would eventually fight.

THE COLONIAL
CRUCIBLE: FRENCH
INDOCHINA AND
VIETNAMESE
NATIONALISM

To comprehend how
did the Vietnham War
start, one must first
look at the colonial
history of Vietnam. For
nearly a century before
World War II, Vietnam
was part of French
Indochina, a colonial
possession exploited
for its resources and
labor. French rule was
harsh, marked by
economic extraction
and a denial of political
rights to the native
population. This
environment naturally

bred resistance and
revolutionary

sentiment.
By the early 20th
century, various

nationalist movements
had emerged, but they
were fragmented and
often suppressed by
the colonial police. The
most significant figure
to emerge from this
period was Ho Chi
Minh. A communist
revolutionary and
nationalist, Ho Chi
Minh traveled the
world, witnessing both
the injustices of
colonialism and the
ideological struggles of
the West. He was
deeply inspired by the
Bolshevik Revolution
and believed that
communism offered
the best path to both
national liberation and
social justice for
Vietnam.

During World War I,
the French colonial
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administration was
humiliated and
effectively  rendered

powerless when Japan
invaded and occupied
Vietnam in 1941. The
French collaborated
with the Japanese to
maintain a semblance
of order, but this
shattered the myth of
European invincibility
in the eyes of the
Vietnamese people.
Seizing the
opportunity, Ho Chi
Minh founded the Viet
Minh (League for the
Independence of
Vietnam), a broad
coalition of communist
and nationalist groups
dedicated to fighting
both the Japanese
occupiers and the
French colonialists. The
Viet Minh, supported
by the United States
Office  of Strategic
Services (0OSS) during
the war, conducted
guerrilla operations

against the Japanese,
positioning themselves
as the primary force for
Vietnamese liberation.
This period was a
crucial seedbed for the
conflict to come; the
stage was set, but the
immediate question of
how did the Vietnam
War start awaited the
end of World War Il.

THE FIRST
INDOCHINA WAR:
A WAR FOR
INDEPENDENCE

When Japan
surrendered in August
1945, a power vacuum
emerged in Vietnam.
Ho Chi Minh, seizing
the moment, declared
the independence of
the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam
(DRV) in Hanoi on
September 2, 1945. His
speech famously
guoted the American
Declaration of
Independence, a direct




appeal to the United
States for support.
However, the post-war
world was not ready to
grant Vietnam its
freedom.

The
Return of
the
French
and the
Failure of
Diplomac

y

Determined to restore
its colonial empire,
France, with British
assistance, quickly
moved to reassert
control over southern
Vietnam. Negotiations

between Ho Chi Minh
and the French
government failed,
largely because France
was unwilling to grant
genuine independence.
This breakdown led
directly to the outbreak
of the First Indochina
War (1946-1954), a
brutal conflict between
the Viet Minh and the
French Union forces.

This war was a direct
precursor to the
American phase of the
conflict. The French,
struggling against a
determined and
resourceful gquerrilla
enemy, increasingly
looked to the United
States for aid. As the
Cold War hardened,

the American
government under
President Harry

Truman began to view
the conflict not as a
colonial war, but as a
front in the global
struggle against
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communism. This is a
critical point in
understanding how
did the Vietham War
start on a larger scale;
the US provided
massive financial and
military aid to France,
covering nearly 80% of
the cost of the war by
1954. The American
anti-communist stance
effectively tied the US
to the French colonial
project, a burden that
would have profound
consequences.

The
Battle of
Dien Bien
Phu and
the

Geneva
Accords

The First Indochina War
culminated in the
catastrophic French
defeat at the Battle of
Dien Bien Phu in
1954, The Viet Minh,
under General Vo
Nguyen Giap,
surrounded and
besieged a heavily
fortified French
garrison in a remote
valley. The fall of Dien
Bien Phu on May 7,
1954, signaled the end
of French power in
Indochina.

An international
conference was
convened in Geneva to
negotiate a settlement.
The resulting Geneva
Accords of 1954
temporarily divided
Vietnam at the 17th
parallel. Ho Chi Minh's
DRV would govern the



North, while a pro-
Western state, the
State of Vietnam,
would be established in
the South wunder
Emperor Bao Dai.
Crucially, the Accords
called for nationwide
elections in 1956 to
reunify the country. It
is here that the answer
to how did the
Vietnam War start
takes a decisive turn.
The United States,
refusing to sign the
Accords, began to build
up a separate, non-
communist state in the
South, directly
contravening the spirit
of the agreement and
setting the stage for a
new war.

THE AMERICAN
ERA: BUILDING A
NATION, IGNITING
A WAR

The years following the
Geneva Accords are
perhaps the most

direct answer to the
question of how did
the Vietnam War
start from an
American perspective.
The US abandoned its
policy of supporting the
French and committed
itself to the survival of
an independent, anti-

communist South
Vietnam. This
commitment was

driven by the Domino
Theory, the belief that
if Vietnam fell to
communism, its
neighbors in Southeast
Asia would follow like a
row of dominoes.

Ngo Dinh
Diem:
The
Flawed
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Ally

The American chosen
leader for South
Vietnam was Ngo
Dinh Diem, a
staunchly anti-
communist Catholic
nationalist. With strong
US backing, Diem
outmaneuvered Bao
Dai and declared the
establishment of the
Republic of Vietnam
(RVN) in 1955. Diem,
however, proved to be
a deeply flawed leader.
His regime was
authoritarian, corrupt,
and nepotistic, with
key government
positions  filled by
members of his
Catholic family. This
alienated the majority
Buddhist population.

Diem’s biggest failure
was his refusal to hold
the reunification
elections mandated by
the Geneva Accords.

He knew that Ho Chi
Minh, a revered
nationalist hero, would
likely win a nationwide
vote. Instead, Diem
launched a brutal anti-
communist campaign,
the "Denunciation of
Communists" program,
which targeted not
only Viet Minh cadres
who had stayed in the
South but also political
opponents and
ordinary villagers. This
campaign drove
thousands of former
Viet Minh supporters
and innocent citizens
to resist, and by 1959,
they began a low-level
insurgency against
Diem’s government.

The Birth
of the



Viet Cong

To support the growing
resistance in the South,
the government in
Hanoi authorized the

formation of the
National Liberation
Front (NLF) in

December 1960. The
NLF, commonly
referred to as the Viet
Cong (a derogatory
term meaning
"Vietnamese
communist" used by
Diem), was a broad
political and military
organization dedicated
to overthrowing the
Saigon government
and reunifying the
country. The Viet Cong
employed guerrilla
tactics, assassinating
village chiefs, attacking
government outposts,
and gradually building
a shadow government
in the countryside.
This

marked the

beginning of the
second phase of the
conflict, the Vietnam
War proper. President
John F. Kennedy
inherited this situation
and dramatically
increased the
American commitment.
When considering how
did the Vietham War
start for the United
States, Kennedy's
policies are central. He
dispatched thousands
of "military advisors" to
South Vietnam,
expanding the US
presence from a few
hundred to over 16,000
by late 1963. These
advisors flew combat
missions and fought
alongside South
Vietnamese troops.
The US was now deeply
entrenched in a war it
had not formally
declared.
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The

Buddhist
Crisis and
the Fall of

Diem

Diem’s authoritarian
rule eventually
imploded. In 1963, a
Buddhist Crisis
erupted when Diem’s
forces cracked down
on Buddhist protests,
culminating in the
shocking self-
immolation of Buddhist
monk Thich Quang
Duc. Images of the
burning monk flashed
across the world,
causing an
international outcry

and a loss of
confidence in Diem’s
government. The
Kennedy

administration,
believing Diem was
now a liability, signaled
support for a coup. On
November 1, 1963,
South Vietnamese
generals assassinated
Diem and his brother.
This event plunged
South Vietnam into a
period of political
chaos, with a revolving
door of military juntas
taking power. The
instability severely
weakened the anti-
communist cause and
created an even
greater opening for the
Viet Cong.

THE GULF OF
TONKIN INCIDENT:
THE POINT OF NO
RETURN

Three weeks after
Kennedy's
assassination,
President Lyndon B.
Johnson took office.
He was determined not
to lose Vietnam to



communism, fearing
that it would destroy
his domestic agenda
and lead to a right-
wing backlash. The
qguestion of how did
the Vietnam War
start on a massive,
direct scale finds its
answer in August 1964.

A Murky
Maritime
Event

On August 2, 1964, the
US destroyer USS
Maddox was
conducting an
intelligence-gathering
mission (DESOTO
patrol) in the Gulf of
Tonkin, off the coast of
North Vietnam. It was
attacked by North
Vietnamese torpedo
boats. The Maddox
fired warning shots and
engaged the boats,

10

suffering minor
damage. A second,
highly disputed

incident was reported
on August 4, 1964, by
the Maddox and
another destroyer, the
USS Turner Joy. The
crews reported radar
contacts and sonar

signals indicating
another attack, but
later evidence

suggests the incident
was almost certainly a
case of "freak weather
effects" and
"overeager sonarmen"”
reacting to false
signals. There was
likely no second attack.

Nevertheless,

President Johnson
seized on the event. In
a televised address to
the nation, he declared
that the US was the
victim of "open
aggression on the high
seas." He asked
Congress for a
resolution to authorize
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How Did The Vietnam War Start 2025-05-06



How Did The Vietham War Start

11

military action. The
resulting Gulf of
Tonkin Resolution
was passed almost
unanimously by both
houses of Congress on
August 7, 1964. The
resolution  effectively
gave Johnson a blank
check to "take all
necessary measures to
repel any armed attack
against the forces of
the United States and
to prevent further
aggression." This is
widely considered the

official start of the
Vietnam War as a
major US military
conflict.
ESCALATION:
FROM ROLLING
THUNDER TO THE
GROUND WAR

With the Gulf of Tonkin

Resolution in hand,
Johnson moved
decisively. The

qguestion of how did
the Vietnam War
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start now transitioned
from a question of
origins to one of rapid
escalation.

In February 1965,
following a Viet Cong
attack on the US base
at Pleiku, Johnson
authorized Operation
Rolling Thunder, a

sustained and
systematic bombing
campaign against

North Vietnam. The
campaign, which lasted
for years, aimed to
destroy the North's
industrial base,
transportation network,
and air defenses, and
to break Hanoi's will to
continue the war. It
largely failed in its
strategic goals, but it
killed tens of
thousands of civilians
and hardened the
North's resolve.

In March 1965, the first
American combat
troops landed at Da
Nang. Their initial



mission was to protect
air bases, but this
defensive posture
quickly evaporated.
General William
Westmoreland, the US
commander in
Vietnam, advocated for
a "search and destroy"
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strategy, engaging the
enemy in large-scale
conventional battles.
The American mission
had shifted from
advising to fighting. By
the end of 1965, over
180

12

How Did The Vietnam War Start 2025-05-06



