
  FA 391 THE POLITICS, HISTORY 
 OF THE VIET NAM WAR 
 
 
Instructors: Dr. James J. Brask, (199th Light Infantry Brigade, Viet Nam, 1970)  
Office: CTI 372 (jbrask@barat.edu) 
Office Hrs: TBA  
Office Phone: 312-362-6338 
                     
Statement of Purpose 
  

The Vietnam War was the longest and, perhaps, the most controversial of American 
Wars. This course will briefly examine Vietnamese society and the First Indochina War as 
introduction to discussing the Second Indochina War. This course has four main objectives: 1.) 
to examine why and how the Second Indochina War was fought; 2.) to analyze the portrayal of 
the war in literature and film; 3.) to analyze what has been learned, and what should have been 
learned, from this war and 4.)to examine how such lessons influence contemporary policy and 
perceptions, i.e. the significance of the Vietnam war in assessing the war in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and the effect of the war on the decision making calculus of the media, public, and 
politicians. 
 
Required Textbooks: 
 

Ninh, Bao. The Sorrow of War: A Novel of North Vietnam. New York: Riverhead 
Books, 1996. 

 
Moore Harold G. Lt. Gen. (Ret.) and Joseph L. Galloway, We Were Soldiers Once ...and 
Young. New York: Random House,1992. 

 
Sheehan, Neil. A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam. New 
York: Knopf, 1989. 
 
O’Brien, Tim. The Things They Carried. New York: Broadway Books, 1990. 
 

Examinations and Grading 
 
Students will write two short papers on assigned books. Each paper will be worth 100 

points. In addition there will be two exams: a mid-term (worth 100 points) and either a final or a 
class project (worth 200 points). Class participation is worth an additional 100 points.. 
   
Class Participation  
 

 Class participation grades are based on ( in order of importance) : 1.) Attendance; 2.) 
Participation and Conduct; 3.) Content of Participation. You are allowed one absence. All 
absences in excess of one will be penalized. 
 



 
 
 
Papers 
 

 All papers must be typed, double spaced, possess standard margins, and not be enclosed 
in any binder. Names should only be on a separate title page or on the back of the last page of 
text. All papers are due at the beginning of class. Late papers are penalized one full letter grade 
per hour beginning five minutes after class starts on the day papers are due. 
 
Class Rules 
 

1.) Make-up exams are a privilege not a right. If it is unavoidable that you miss an exam 
you must notify the instructor prior to the administration of the exam. 
Notification can consist of a written message in the instructor's mailbox or an e-
mail message. 

 
2.) Failure to notify instructor of a missed exam before the exam is a "zero" and          

reduction of final term grade by one full letter. Failure to turn in a paper is also a  
Azero" and reduction of final term grade by one letter. 

 
3.) Any instance of deliberate plagiarism results in a " F " for the course. Unintentional 

plagiarism will result in an "F" for the assignment. Plagiarism is quoting written 
material without attribution, paraphrasing written material without attribution, or 
substituting another's ideas or thoughts as one's own ideas. 

 
                                                    Class Schedule 
 
PLease Note: I expect to have visitors and guest speakers (speaker dates are tentative and subject 
to revision) throughout the term, therefore, our class schedule may be adjusted to reflect 
unexpected events. The assigned readings will not change regardless whether that information is 
discussed in class on a specific day. Any permanent changes in the reading requirements will be 
announced. 
 

ANTECEDENTS TO THE SECOND INDOCHINA WAR 
 
Ist Class: The Lessons of Munich, Containment, the Cold War, the Korean War, French 

Colonialism, and The First Indochina War 
 

Reminder: Start reading We Were Soldiers Once immediately    
   
2nd Class : The First Indochina War and the initial Advisory Era (1954-1960 
 

Read: Sheehan, Book I-II, pp 1-199. 
 
 



THE EARLY STAGES OF THE SECOND INDOCHINA WAR 
 

3rd Class: The Counterinsurgency Era (1961-1963): The Gulf of Tonkin Incident and Resolution 
(1964) 
 

Reading: Sheehan, Book III, pp.201-266. 
 
 

THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE                                                           
 
4th Class: The Attrition Era (1965-1968) 
 

Read: Sheehan, Book IV, pp. 267-386. 
 

 
5th Class: The TET Offensive and My Lai Massacre 
 

Readings: class handout and finish We Were Soldiers Once and Young 
Note: This is date for mid-term exam  
 

6th Class: From Tet to the Invasion of Cambodia (1968-1970) 
 

Read: Sheehan, Book, VI, 499-586 
Short Paper Due: We Were Soldiers Once and Young 
Note: Start Reading Bao Ninh, The Sorrow of War 

 
7th Class : The End of the Second Indochina War 
 

Read: Sheehan, Book VII, pp. 587-790. 
 

THE VIETNAM WAR IN FILM AND LITERATURE  
 
8th Classh: Read :class handout 

 
Guest Speaker, Dr. Larry Johannessen, 1st Recon. Battalion, Ist Marine Division, 1966-67 

            Northern Illinois University, AThe Vietnam War in Film and Literature@ 
 
 

LESSONS OF THE WAR 
 
9th Class: Bao Ninh, The Sorrow of War, short papers,  

  
 
 10th Class : Final Exam and class Projects 
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